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      Eko set xyr back against a block. Big, solid, wide enough that ten of xem could have hidden easy. Good spot, nice overhanging projecting corner block over xyr head that no one could get to. Almost a cave but shallow enough that xe could see anyone coming from any direction. The block overhead went up a good fifty feet over xyr head, so no one was dropping down on top of xem, either.

      Best choice xe had right now.

      Xe licked xyr lips. Blood. Dust. Sweat and tears mixed into make sticky, nasty mud that xe desperately wanted to scrub away. No water to spare for it. Sleeve was too filthy for it to do any good. Damn it all. The whole mission was a disaster, start to finish.

      No idea where Henny was, and she had the big gun. If Henny'd been taken, then they were all doomed. Ade, well, if Ade was still free then there'd be a whole lot of boom going on. She had more grenades and explosives tucked away on her person than anyone five foot nothing should have. Eko was pretty sure Ade's explosives weighed as much as she did when they set out this morning.

      Ade'd be a lot lighter now.

      A sigh slithered past Eko's clenched teeth. Damn but xe wished xe could figure out a way to find the others. But right now, right here, xe was relatively safe. Catching xyr breath was damn important. Especially if xe wanted to save the survivors of xyr team.

      Xe still didn't know how Rajani Pavic, of all the speculators, could have gotten the drop on them. This dome was new. Unexplored. There shouldn’t've been anyone here. No dock, no nothing inside other than the oddly breathable air and unaltered blocks designed for nightmare aliens that bred as worms in your brain before consuming your body as they went larva to full grown in a matter of minutes.

      No blood worms here, anyway. That was good. One positive thing. About the only positive thing. Cut off from their airship, separated from each other, hunted by a speculator who was all smarm and no sense. Captain Makoto was going to have Eko's hide. If xe managed to get back to the ship. If any of them managed it. Neither Captain Makoto nor First Mate Lakshmi were going to come out here. Not worth the loss of the airship.

      Eko, Henny and Ade were all expendable explorers, not so valuable to the ship that the Captain would stick her neck out. So yeah, it was up to Eko to get to the others and get them free from Rajani. Pronto.

      The sulphur stains on the dome made the fog around Eko look yellow and poisonous. Not thick, not like Clockwork City, but enough to keep xem from seeing too far. Fortunately, it also kept Rajani from spotting xem too soon. Eko blew out a breath, checked xyr ammo and nodded. Two magazines. Twenty shots. That left out the six throwing knives, heavy brass club and xyr hand-held cutting torch but hey, those were close-up and personal weapons that Eko really didn't want to use if xe didn't have to.

      "Eko."

      Eko froze. Rajani. Damn him. Gotten tired of looking for xem so he was trying to spook xem into action.

      "I know you're out there, Eko," Rajani said. Crooned, almost. He sounded close. Not right there close but close enough that Eko started sweating. "I don't want to kill them. Your little friends. What were their names? Oh yes, Holst and Val Althuis, your two little lesbian lovers. You should have kept them safe back on the ship. You know the dangers that face women, especially such pretty ones."

      Eko nearly laughed out loud at that one. If Rajani thought that he could make xem scream in fury at that one, he was crazier than your average speculator. Henny had a face a horse might like and Ade, while little, was vicious, scarred by a few too many knife battles. She'd lost half the hair on her head in her last test explosion. Neither of them was 'pretty'. Lethal, effective and probably just about ready to tear Rajani's cockles off but not pretty.

      Xe shifted, let out a short breath, and then carefully crept towards the sound of Rajani's voice with xyr weapon at the ready. He kept on talking, the better to lure Eko in. The fog sure didn't help either of them, but you took what you got on Hell.

      Rajani was going to get a bullet between the eyes, see if Eko didn't make sure of that.

      The fog smelled of sulphur and blood. Probably the blood came from Eko's face. Maybe. Could come from the others just as easily. Weird part was that xe could smell something dead. Distinctly dead, dry and mummified, not wet and rotting dead. Xe crept along, scanning the fog, working over angles as xe went.

      How the fuck had Rajani gotten here? That was the biggest question xe had. He couldn't be here. They'd had to force the one working airlock open with crowbars, a cutting torch and too much grunt work. No signs of anyone who'd landed there before, not even a discarded cigar butt. Made no sense that Rajani was there.

      Eko jerked as the smell of dry-dead increased. Xe backpedaled as Rajani appeared out of the fog with a wild grin on his face. Too wide, too many teeth, eyes far too dull. That wasn't Rajani's smile.

      "No!" Eko bellowed as xe fired a full clip right into Rajani's chest.

      "Now, really, you didn't need to do that," Rajani said. He brushed a hand over his chest that was spewing sandy bits of debris. "I'll have to fix it. I'm afraid I'm going to have to scold--"

      Xe cut him off, literally, before he could babble anything else. The cutting torch went straight through Rajani's chest like a hot knife through imported butter. Then the edges of the hole caught fire. Rajani screamed as he stumbled backwards. The contours of his face crumbled into something wiggly, dry and papery. Eko screamed as xe thrust the cutting torch into his, its, face again and again.

      Whatever it was that had been pretending to be Rajani went up in a ball of flame. Xe turned and ran, scrambling and cursing as xe went. Xe skidded down the too-narrow steps back towards the airlock, then stopped and turned back around. Henny and Ade. Xe needed to find them. Quickly, before whatever that thing pretending to be Rajani hurt them.
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