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			Prologue

			Xiao: Xing Yeng District, Upper levels, Fuji 29 processor tower

			Snow leaned against the steel railing and looked out at the pale blue sky above. It was a rare clear day on Xiao and the sprawling continent-sized city was bathed in the pale light of its nearby star. 

			Actually, “City” was a loose term; Dì Yi Chéng was more a collection of settlements built onto the sides of mountain-sized atmosphere processors that kept the former moon habitable. In the sky, Snow could make out the tumbling pieces of the planet Xiao Prime, destroyed during the centuries-ago Imperium Wars. 

			Snow’s moment was interrupted as her wrist comm buzzed. She didn’t even look at it; she knew who it was and what they wanted. Turning away from the view of the immensity of metal and concrete, Snow headed through a narrow corridor toward the inner parts of the level, marveling along the way at how the areas she walked through could look so ramshackle considering they were attached to one of the most advanced pieces of technology in the galaxy.

			As she exited the tunnel, the area opened out into a large atrium lined with shops and cafes, Snow’s white eyes fixed on her destination, a noodle bar about 30 meters away. Through the window, she spotted him waiting. She ran a hand through her white, almost translucent hair and sighed. She had hoped to arrive first and get something to eat before having to talk business.

			Absently, she scratched at the tattoos on her forearm: simple Greek symbols, each representing a kill, as well as the target’s importance. Snow was a tank and, like most Imperial soldiers, had distinctive paper-white skin and a muscular build. However, she was cursed, born a ‘blank’ where a quirk of the random sequencing process meant her entire genetic code had been set to a default of some kind. It meant that along with her skin, Snow’s hair, irises, and even the inside of her mouth were as devoid of color as an ancient early-generation cathode ray tube display. She was fairly certain her organs were white, too.

			Steeling herself and shaking her mind from its self-piteous reverie, Snow entered the noodle bar and sat down opposite the man who waited there. He was always in that damned suit with never a mark or scuff anywhere to be seen on it. Snow could not have looked more different, wearing a simple rainbow tie-dyed t-shirt, khaki shorts, and, like most tanks, a solid-looking pair of combat boots. 

			She took a seat opposite the man and nodded. He gestured to a device on the table that appeared to be plugged into his neck via a thin cable. Another identical cable was attached to the side that faced her. Snow brushed her hair away from her right ear, revealing one of her cranial interface sockets just above it. Deftly, she removed the protective cap and plugged the cable in.

			Snow picked up the menu on the table in front of her and studied it as their conversation began. Direct neural links would make it as private as possible, free of wireless networks that could be hacked. To an outside observer, they would appear to be sitting in total silence.

			Good morning, Snow. How have you been? The words took on a sound in Snow’s head, and she frowned. Agent Four always insisted on this senseless small talk, and she wished he would get to the point.

			Straight to business, huh? Four shook his head and smiled, her emotions coming across the neural connection as clearly as his words had. After all these years, I thought you’d have learned to loosen up a little.

			Just because I focus on the task at hand doesn’t mean I have totally disregarded the things you taught me, she said, rolling her eyes, but there is a time and place, and this is not it.

			Very well then. Snow felt Four’s amusement through the connection. To business.

			Images formed in Snow’s mind. Images of a slender, white-haired young woman with piercing blue eyes. Each image depicted her in various black coats and outfits. These flashed in sequence across Snow’s vision. 

			Kumiko? Snow said. I know of her. 

			You should, Four replied. She’s a tertiary. Child prodigy of Subject 182.

			Snow’s eyes widened. The survivor of the Blair incident? She then started to giggle quietly. If he had been about to ask her to do what she thought, then the galaxy truly had gone mad. You’re joking. This is one your ‘wind ups,’ right?

			To her chagrin, Four’s face remained impassive. 

			She’s become a threat to the security of the Imperium. ISID has learned that through a form of alien technology, she can travel instantaneously to any point in the galaxy just by willing it. You can imagine how that makes those at the top nervous.

			And what do you expect me to do? Snow said, unable to do much else but fix him with an incredulous glare. This is the most powerful psion known across the entirety of the Colonial regions. And much of that is thanks to your agency friends’ experiments on her mother. Wouldn’t your blue-haired friend be more suited to this task?

			For the first time, Four returned her gaze. 

			That is precisely why she is unsuited for this task. No one can get close. Your skills as a sniper are uniquely suited for this.

			Snow placed the menu flat on the table and stared at Agent Four, a part of her still unwilling to believe that he was actually serious. A few moments passed before she decided to respond. 

			This is a bit of a reach even for the Imperium, she said at last. Frostbyte is not just high profile; she’s on the Felyan High Command payroll. This could precipitate a war.

			So, you’ve done your research. 

			Agent Four tilted his head, still expressionless, but he was clearly impressed, especially with how she addressed Kumiko by her nom de guerre. 

			I keep tabs on potential targets, Snow said, eyeing Four suspiciously. You know that.

			Four snapped his fingers. Aha, so you have a strategy for this target!

			I might have worked out a potential plan. Snow shrugged, leaning back in her chair and folding her arms. It’s not exactly watertight, though. Kumiko’s abilities create a lot of variables that cannot be completely accounted for, after all.

			That seemed to be all that Four needed to come to his conclusion. 

			So, you accept the mission?

			Snow only gave a knowing look. 

		


		
			One

			Tophanavar: Tertiary Hangar Bay, Reckless

			From the day that wily pirate blood came into her life, then pursued her until, partly out of ardent passion, partly out of sheer exhaustion, she’d agreed to become Mrs. Paraska, Neela had learned that ordinary was a word that would no longer define her life. But even their most outrageous happenstances always felt like controlled chaos of a sort with her husband at the reins. Today, however, she began to believe that things had truly gotten out of hand. 

			Falling asleep without him beside her in bed was not uncommon whenever he would pull late nights with the crew on Imani, or if he was out drinking with friends or family. But rare were the times that she woke up without him there. And even then, she would usually find him asleep like an alley cat on the scaffolding in the hangar, or in his office. But today, he was absent from even those places. 

			“And you’re sure none of your crew saw him yesterday?” Neela asked Paige. The look of the Shadow Star captain was just as concerned as hers was, which was of some comfort. At least Neela knew she wasn’t alone in her worry. Alexa’s unbridled confidence and reassurances during their communication had been almost irritating. 

			“Not since yesterday,” Paige said. “My crew and I took the opportunity for downtime after all the business with the Doctor and her copycats, just like you. Last I saw of him was when we went our separate ways. I’ve been aboard the ship since then, and my crew hasn’t seen him either. I’d help you look, but we’ve just packed up Tiberius and are getting ready to head off. We have business on Dorado and then we’re headed back to Siberna to drop off Tiberius in Pit Town. And even Pip has her hands full right now, so I can’t spare anyone.” She then snapped her fingers. “Oh, but Xerx did shoot me a message last night. He asked me to keep a look out for a ship.” 

			“Oh, yes, that ship,” Neela said, recalling her discussion with Alexa, and then Rinkya and Rati, who had first informed him about the vessel that shouldn’t exist: the one that her husband’s escaped quarry had fled Tophanavar in. Small wonder that he had sent out a message to Paige and Alexa to keep an eye out for it, in spite of the fact that the Doctor had most likely long since ditched it. But that had been the extent of info they’d had for her husband. Neither their cousins nor the Pirate Queen had seen him since yesterday, either. Mobola, Pepper, and Var had been with her at the Purring Princess the last time she’d seen him, while Salt had sneaked off with that bartender, Ti’Niya—no surprise there. But even he hadn’t seen him when he returned to the Reckless that morning, and neither had Ti’Niya, who had been with him all night. It was too early to file a missing person report, but Neela would not have wanted to do that unless she truly suspected foul play. Besides, Xerx was too resourceful to let himself get kidnapped. 

			She hoped.

			“I see,” Neela said. She let out a sigh that expressed anything but relief. 

			“I’m sure he’s all right,” Paige said. “Besides, think of all the times he’s found himself in a spot. He’ll probably be back looking like a cat that had been in a fight and lost at least two of his nine lives.” 

			“I hope so,” Neela said. She tried to sound optimistic in spite of Paige’s false confidence, but she couldn’t help but shake the feeling that something had happened. “Thanks anyway; I’ll keep you posted.” 

			“Please do; I dread to think what trouble Chook has got himself into now,” Paige said before the comm ended. 

			Pushing back her fear of something more serious, she leaned against the railing that lined the captain’s dais. Closing her eyes, she steadied her breathing and ran her hand across the top of her head and down to the back, then along the texture of her single thick braid. Mobola was busy accessing backdoor subroutines and camera feeds across the colony, but Tophanavar wasn’t small, and she wasn’t a tech tank like Pip, who would have been a big help right about now. Even Salt, Pepper, and Var, who were busy securing Imani, would only be able to do so much. That left Neela to figure out what to do next. 

			Xerx had always been the better one at making plans. She was always the better one at running a tight ship with her crew. Now she was the one who needed to plan something, and she was struggling just to keep it together and not worry. 

			Neela turned around, ready to sit down and try to settle her nerves, when Mobola’s voice startled her back to stressed alertness. 

			“What was that?” she asked, more than a little confused and overwhelmed. 

			“I said that we have a visitor,” Mobola said, speaking up from her station below. “It’s Tyger. He’s comming us from outside the Reckless. And he’s got someone with him.” 

			“Tyger Ral?” Neela said, not quite understanding why he would be here, and not aboard his team transport. 

			“It … looks that way,” Mobola said, her voice faltering, as if she thought that she’d said something wrong. “Should I let him in? He says he needs a lift.” 

			“To where?” Neela asked. 

			“To An’Re’Hara.” 

			Perhaps Xerx’s disappearance was making her antsy, but Neela found something off about pretty much everything here. After all, come to think of it, Tyger had his own ship, didn’t he? 

			“Put him on the main holo,” she said. 

			The standard stat monitors vanished partly, replaced with a view of the Reckless’ landing gear, and two figures standing beside it. Instantly, the image switched to a close-up, revealing Tyger, holding a satchel slung over his shoulder. He was one of the more unusual hybrids that Neela knew; he never seemed to change or age, with his shaggy brown fur and black slicked-back hair. And that fur-lined leather jacket made him look more like a refugee from a space gypsy fleet than a champion Gestalt pilot. Standing beside him was someone whom Neela had not seen in a long time, but whose presence at Tyger’s side was anything but surprising. Akiko was a tank, like the triplets in Paige’s crew, but with strange black scars in circuitry patterns marring the monochrome gray skin of nearly the entire left side of her face, making even her sclera a disturbing black surrounding her intensely blue iris. She tried to hide it behind her banded black and white dreadlocks but to little effect. 

			“I see you have your better half with you,” Neela said after having Mobola open the comm to the bridge. “What’s wrong? Paige wouldn’t let her aboard?” 

			A wide grin crossed Tyger’s muzzle as he glanced at Akiko, who wore a confused look. “I figured you’d find it weird that I wasn’t taking off with them,” he said, “but truth is, I’m not going back to Siberna. I’m going to see my mom.” 

			“And the El Tigre?” Neela asked, inquiring about his eponymous Mallethead. She hadn’t seen the ship when they’d arrived at Tophanavar, but she supposed that he’d docked with the Shadow Star somewhere along the way. Wasn’t it built for long-range travel?

			“Back on Siberna as well,” Tyger said, rolling his eyes. “My dad made a lot of mods to the ship, one of which was a Takome condenser. Efficient as hell, but they only make ‘em on Hana IV. Couldn’t get it in time for the tourney, and Paige wasn’t going my way afterward. I ran into Alexa, and fortunately, her royal pain-in-my-ass was nice enough to tell me that you guys were headed to An’Re’Hara. Thankfully, she didn’t want her usual ‘payment’ for the info.” 

			It was as she figured. Tyger’s reputation as the Pirate Queen’s favorite reluctant “boy toy” was well-established in the G1. He always tried, with varying degrees of success, to stay scarce whenever she was in heat—which explained why he was nowhere to be found until his match against her Gestalt, Steel Dragon, and why he had been so unusually aggressive during the actual fight. In better times, she might have found it amusing. 

			“And your shadow?” Neela said, gesturing toward Akiko, aware that the visual communication was only one-way. 

			“Why are you questioning Tyger in such a fashion? Are you not friends, like he suggested?” the tank asked testily. But Tyger gave a placating gesture. 

			“Happy coincidence,” he said. “I was headed here; Aki heard I was on Tophanavar and came looking for me. Turns out that we happen to be going the same way.” 

			Neela let out a breath, realizing how she must have sounded to both of their potential guests. At the same time, she felt a sense of shame in the back of her mind unnecessarily playing inquisitor. Xerx hadn’t been missing for even a day.

			“Sorry about that,” Neela said. “I’ve … been on edge. Come aboard; we can discuss fare.” She nodded toward Mobola, who deactivated the outside security protocols. As she did so, the comm beeped once more. 

			“It’s from An’Re’Hara,” Mobola said. 

			“Probably Izz checking in on us,” Neela said, a knot forming in her stomach. She’d dreaded this.

			“No, not from Isibar,” Mobola said. “The code says it’s … coming from the royal palace?” 

			“What?”

			“Should I put it on main holo?” Mobola asked. Neela nodded back. 

			“Hi, Kipenzi.” 

			Unbelievably, it was her husband. 

			Impossibly, he was on An’Re’Hara. Neela’s jaw hung open wide.

			“Kidege?” 

			“How?” Mobola spoke the word that hung between both of them.

			“Spin up the drive and set a course for An’Re’Hara,” Xerx said as Kumiko stepped into view. At least she now knew why Akiko was headed to the Felyan homeworld. “Have I got a story to tell you!” 

		


		
			Two

			An’Re’Hara: Royal Palace

			Xerx, having finally been able to contact his wife and crew, exhaled as the last of his peace of mind winnowed away his former frustration and worry. Despite him not yet fully knowing the reason why Kumiko had spirited him away to An’Re’Hara, Neela seemed to have accepted it overall, though she had not been happy about it—not that he’d expected her to be. He didn’t blame her. But according to Kumiko, answers would come soon enough. The young silver-haired girl was taciturn, but not stupid. 

			It didn’t make the wait for learning this reason any more annoying, however. 

			Now, with a moment to breathe, he took in An’Re’Hara’s almost seamless amalgamation of natural beauty and contoured architecture in his surroundings, mixed with a near-overload of pleasant scents. Despite the few times that he’d visited, he always saw the Felyan homeworld as something as close to paradise as a planet could get. Even the Royal Palace, formed from asteroids brought into the lower atmosphere and maintained by modulated antigravs, used no planetary land resources, remaining a floating archipelago of terraformed gardens above a garden world. 

			Minarets stood like towers amidst terraced rivers and ponds, arched over with miniature suspension bridges, all wreathed with hedges and vines surrounding willow-like trees with leaves that shimmered in hues that few Colonial plants could match, where flocks of spotted deekl swam and fluttered, flapping their butterfly-like wings as they swooped in to catch fishlike creatures in the water. 

			He wondered if Felyans knew exactly how blessed they were with such an unspoiled world. Shepherded by the enigmatic Vlissians from a time when they were still hunting with spears and arrows, they’d been safely guided away from their baser tendencies, while human history was etched in rivers of blood, ultimately leading to the overcrowding and environmental strains on old Earth that forced the Great Exodus to the Colony worlds, and then the devastation of the Imperium Wars of two centuries ago. One trip to An’Re’Hara was all it took for any human to see that there was a distinctive difference between their respective worlds—many still recovering from that time of madness—and the planet the Felyans called home. Even the most beautiful images of lost Earth couldn’t compare to a world like this.

			“You know, it seems that just about every human I encounter here ends up standing around like you, mouth agape, catching flies,” Kumiko said, approaching from behind. “Is it really that fascinating?” 

			Slowly, Xerx looked away from his meditative spot, fixing the silver-haired woman with an unreadable expression. 

			“I sometimes wonder if you’re the single most jaded woman in all the Colonies,” the captain of the Reckless said, giving a rueful shake of his head. “I mean, New Kyoto’s meditation gardens might come vaguely close to this, but even Hana IV is no An’Re’Hara.” 

			“And I wonder how you don’t get tired of it,” Kumiko replied, her tone dispassionate, as if she truly was as eternally bored as she sounded. She shrugged, as if he’d just told her about the water being wet, then inclined her head, gesturing to the largest building. “The Empress is ready to see us. Did you get hold of your wife?” 

			“Yes, and as I said to you before, she doesn’t like surprises,” Xerx said, pushing himself from the bridge’s wood and marble railing. He then followed Kumiko as she led the way. “And she especially didn’t like me not knowing exactly why you brought me here. And neither do I, for that matter.” 

			“I’m sure she’ll understand,” Kumiko said, “as will you, soon enough.”

			“Just like I had to ‘understand’ when I was forced to wait until ten minutes ago for the palace to connect me to a secure channel to my ship after I’ve been here half the day?” Xerx asked, buoyed on a note of annoyance that he’d kept a tight lid on until now. “What is it with royalty and secrecy, anyway? I mean, Alexa has cloaked bodyguards with her nearly everywhere she goes, even though most folks are scared shitless of her. And by the way, I still need to get hold of Izz and his family.” 

			“You’re rambling,” Kumiko answered, not looking back. “And you can ask the Empress about all that.” 

			“I just wish you wouldn’t leave me in the dark.”

			“I didn’t.” 

			“You said you needed me for a top-secret mission, and that was it.”

			“So you see? I didn’t leave you in the dark.” 

			“Not funny.” 

			“Who said I was joking?” Kumiko said, her usual deadly serious expression unchanged.

			“It’s always hard to tell with you,” Xerx said, heaving a loud sigh. “And yes, I know that you aren’t at liberty to say any more about this ‘mission.’” 

			“I expect you’d know this by now,” Kumiko said.

			“Kinda hard not to.” Xerx frowned. “I’m beginning to feel like I can read your mind too.”

			“Who knows?” Kumiko replied. “If you shut your mouth long enough, you might actually hear my thoughts after all.” 

			“Why Kumiko Zero,” Xerx said in mock surprise, “I do believe you actually made a joke!”

			Kumiko paused, still facing only their moon and lantern-lit path. Then a moment later, resumed walking. 

			“I do actually have a sense of humor,” she said. This time, there was a vague quality in her voice that betrayed something that sounded almost like hurt. “Once, mum even said I smiled.” 

			A sly smile crept across Xerx’s face. “Come on, now. What about Remli?” 

			Again, she paused, a shudder passing though her. 

			“How did you know that name?” 

			Her question came out with the sharpness of one whose nerve had been touched. 

			“It was—” 

			“Tyger.” 

			Kumiko, having clearly read his mind as tertiaries were wont to do with surface thoughts, whispered her half-Felyan father’s name in a brittle tone, as if she were holding back disgust. He knew that she didn’t exactly see eye to eye with the eccentric man, and for reasons that both he and Tyger had agreed were fairly petty. But both he and Kumiko were adults, and this spat was something that Xerx was happy to stay out of.

			“You know your dad’s a storyteller,” Xerx said. “He’d pick up on it sooner or later.” 

			“He’s not that sensitive,” Kumiko said. “He shouldn’t have picked up on … private things.” 

			Private indeed. Based on what Tyger had once told him over a pint back on Siberna, Remli, some Felyan pleasure boy on Haven, was the closest thing to a boyfriend that Kumiko had once had. Emphasis on was. Though that was all he knew. Private things, like this clearly was, tended to be associated with strong emotions, so there was little surprise that even Tyger could pick up on this. Still, Xerx felt that he’d crossed a line. 

			“I see it’s personal,” Xerx said, contrite. “I won’t say anything more about it.” 

			There was another long, silent pause, then Kumiko answered in a quiet voice. 

			“Thank you.” 

			With the exception of Kumiko informing him that the building where they were headed was the palace keep, the rest of the trip there was uneventful, allowing Xerx to once again be caught up in the beauty that surrounded him. An’Re’Hara had two moons, Erufi and Kela: the former terraformed to a habitable state, and the latter a rust-red airless ball, like Siberna’s three satellites, but below the surface lay extensive subterranean mining cities. Both shone bright and full in the night sky, making the lanterns’ light superfluous. 

			All the palace guards he spotted were Hara’Kya Felyans, Xerx noticed as the sleek shapes prowled the ground on all fours in scant armor and personal force fields. Two of them standing at the entrance rose to two feet upon their approach. A set of spears extended from a device they held in their hands, similar to the vajra weapons that Imperial tanks carried. They stood before a massive door, which appeared to be made of some kind of wood, with a portrayal of Felyans on a ritual hunt, led by an icon of Trisii, their patron saint, carved into its façade. Xerx paused at the sight, noting its level of detail with some surprise. As far as he knew, Felyan icons of their patron saint rarely portrayed her in any way beyond the most generic, as to show respect to her memory and not her image, but this carving was a grand exception to the rule, featuring a beautiful Re’Kya in flowing robes and a bow without arrows, flanked by An’Kya disciples, and guiding a pack of Hara’Kya through a forest to a deer-like animal that had been caught in vines by its antlers. It shared the theme of peaceful acquisition common to Felyan iconography, and Xerx could not help but be curious as to how old it was. 

			The door opened with a swiftness that belied its size and thickness, and Kumiko led him inside. Beyond, everything seemed to stop with a single room, with walls of white. 

			“Her majesty bids you welcome,” the guards said in unison, speaking in Felyan. 

			“I humbly accept the invitation,” Xerx replied along with Kumiko, as she had coached him after their arrival. 

			“Recognition: Kumiko Zero,” a digitized voice said as they passed across the threshold. “Recognition: Xerxes Paraska, Thane of House Paraska. Destination: audience room.”

			Xerx raised an eyebrow at his formal title: something he had not heard since the last time he’d visited Rhoma nearly fifteen years ago, as the court heralds announced him at his cousin Iriid’s coronation and wedding to Alexa. 

			“So we walked through a castle door into a … closet?” Xerx said, nonplussed at what appeared to be a dead end. But right on the tail end of his question came the sound of some kind of turbine cycling. The light in the room, at the same time, grew brighter. 

			“Close your eyes,” Kumiko said, and Xerx obeyed. At once, the noise rose to a crescendo, as the light beyond shone bright enough to shine through his eyelids. Suddenly, there was a thunderclap—or perhaps it was the sound of a balloon popping through a stadium speaker set at maximum. Immediately afterward, the turbine died down amidst a ringing in his ears that quickly died away. 

			Kumiko let Xerx know that he could open his eyes. The light was now significantly lower, but there was enough to make his dramatically changed surroundings visible. The floor was still white and shone with the same inner light as the room from before, but before him now was a hallway with a series of what appeared to be wooden columns rising from grooves cut in the ground, appearing like tree trunks. They even branched out near the ceiling, but their boughs ran in geometric patterns, converging on orbs of light set at intervals into the ceilings and upper walls. At the end of this grand hallway was another set of doors with a symbol etched into it that Xerx did not recognize.

			“Did we just use a teleporter?” Xerx asked. 

			“There are too many rooms in the palace keep to make stairs and lifts practical, except for outside the building,” Kumiko said as she led the way down the corridor. “Teleporters are easier.” 

			“You could’ve just teleported us here yourself, couldn’t you?” Xerx said. Kumiko shook her head.

			“I’ve been there before, but I don’t know exactly where ‘there’ is, inside the castle. I could still teleport there, using the Vlissian map I absorbed, but it would be more difficult.” She then gave a small shrug. “Besides, there’s the subject of manners to consider. If I did it that way, it would just be rude.”

			“Good point,” Xerx said, feeling no small sense of disquiet over the level of technology the Felyans could so casually wield to move people around rooms in a building. He eyed the edges of the hallway, which appeared to be glass, but as he and Kumiko passed them by, he noticed that inside were entire water ecosystems, with plants and swimming things that resembled a combination of fish and snake. They cast rippling patterns of shadow and light on the walls, giving a peaceful, almost meditative quality to his surroundings. 

			“Do you remember what to do when you meet the Empress?” Kumiko asked as they reached the door. 

			“Yes,” Xerx said, his tone betraying his impatience. “It’s not my first time around royalty.” 

			“Indeed, but that royalty was your own family,” Kumiko replied. “They give you some leeway. A faux pas here would be far more embarrassing. And the Empress is a stickler for protocol, especially for new guests. So, mind your P’s and Q’s.” 

			“Yes, mom,” Xerx drawled, already somewhat nervous enough about this impending meeting, but hearing Kumiko’s tone of voice betray an apprehension of her own made him want to add levity to the situation. But the silver-haired girl’s reaction revealed that she was less than impressed with the reply. She made a flicking motion with her finger, and Xerx received the sharp sensation of someone plucking him on the forehead. 

			“Snide remarks are right out,” she said. Then she paused, and did something rare: something that tertiaries hardly ever did, except in very intimate moments. Turning fully around, she took him by the hands, physically touching him. 

			“Xerx, please.” Her expression softened into a look of actual concern. “The Empress has placed a great deal of trust in me to even mention this to you. You know Felyans don’t have the best relationship with pirates, so think of the pride she has to swallow for this.” 

			Xerx only stared, stricken. This was about as close to pleading as he’d ever seen Kumiko get. And she never pleaded. Whatever this was all about, to have dragged him all the way from Tophanavar, leaving his crew to find their way here on their own, made him realize that this was more than just important. 

			“I’ll be on my best behavior,” he said, his words spoken with as much earnestness as he could muster. And this seemed to set Kumiko at ease. Even her permanent case of resting bitch face had relaxed to the point where he could see that she was actually human.

			As if sensing the conclusion to their conversation, the featureless wooden doors ahead of them swung open, this time slowly, as if they were truly made with the dense wood they appeared to be constructed from. The light inside was the same as that in the hallway, except the chamber beyond was circular, and the rows of tree-like columns wove their geometric branches into formations that resembled a massive chandelier laden with bunches of the glowing orbs. At its far end, on a dais, stood a black-haired human that Xerx was surprised to actually recognize from newscasts of years ago. He wore a spotless green three-piece suit, along with the maroon sash of an Alliance emissary. Alongside him was a throne of wood that Xerx would have thought grew out of the room’s floor, had it not been for the lovely arrangement of stained-glass panels at its back.

			Upon the throne sat the Empress, holding an infant in a blue quilted blanket.

		


		
			Three

			Though Neela maintained a smiling outer image, she could not help but feel especially drained when speaking with Tyger. Oddly enough, however, his tendency to slip into his usual tall tales about his past or his late father’s exploits helped to put her somewhat better at ease for a change. Perhaps it was the comforting regularity of it all. Still, she suspected that Tyger was at least nonplussed that he hadn’t been met with her usual reply of “not right now, Tyger,” once he’d begun his yarn about the time he’d evaded a clawbeast in Sepra’s deep jungles while trying to pilfer wild dilkin pods for a client. And, as usual, neither she nor Tyger—nor Akiko, for that matter—could recall exactly where he’d gone off on that tangent.

			Oh, wait. 

			“So, the price is fine?” Neela asked once the chatty hybrid had wrapped things up. She opened the deposit function on her credstick and Tyger transferred his funds. 

			“More than adequate,” Tyger said, shrugging his backpack more securely on his shoulders. His long tail wrapped securely around Akiko’s waist, and Neela suppressed a grin, knowing that they’d be mostly preoccupied during the journey, as little as they saw of each other. “And yours was a pretty interesting story, if I do say so myself.” 

			“Little surprise that it was dear Kumi involved,” Akiko said. Neela suppressed a bemused expression. Kumiko was perhaps more of a free spirit than she believed even her mother knew. 

			“Wait. How can it not surprise you?” Neela asked, considering the tank’s tone of voice. 

			“We run into her at the uncanniest times,” Tyger said. “Trust me, this is far less surprising for us than it is for you. Like that time when—”

			“Not now, my furry fighter,” Akiko said. She pressed a finger to Tyger’s lips, much to Neela’s relief. She patted her sizeable luggage bag slung across her chest. “I’d like us to find our quarters, so we can shrug off this weight and relax.” She absently stroked Tyger’s tail, which still encircled her waist. 

			“No doubt you do,” Neela said, and flashed them an understanding grin. “Since my husband is, of course, indisposed, I’ll have to bring you to your quarters. Let’s just get the ship off the ground and on the way, alright?” She then switched on the comm. “Salt, is Imani secured?” 

			“Var and I are finishing up the last of the locking clamps now,” the older Felyan replied amidst a background noise of massive servos. “Should be done in a minute or two.” 

			“Good. How are the engines, Pepper?” 

			“Singing like a choir,” Pepper answered. “Hyperdrive’s on standby, waiting to get us on our way.” 

			“Once your father is finished with loading Imani, we’ll be go for takeoff,” Neela said, more eager to be reunited with her husband than she believed any of her crew were eager just to be on the proverbial road again. “Standby.” 

			[image: ]

			The loading manifold was secure as anything, but the last few locks, for their sheer size, often felt like they took forever, Salt thought as the frame moved over Imani’s house-sized ankles with glacial inexorability. But eventually, the resounding clack that he could feel in his sternum resounded through the main hangar, signifying that the Gestalt was at last fully secure. And not a second too soon, as Var loped over to his side, then stood upright. 

			“We good here, Kyori?” Var asked. 

			“Good as it’ll ever be,” Salt replied. “All the small stuff’s secured?” 

			“If there’s a cabinet or drawer that isn’t, we’ll know after takeoff,” Var said. 

			“Don’t jinx it, now.” 

			Var hacked out a sandpapery laugh before heading off to the comm console to inform Neela. He could relate to how anxious she was to get this tub moving to where her lifemate was. Like Neela, before Alsai had passed, he always had the feeling of distance between himself and his lifemate when they were apart. 

			He felt the vibrations of the Reckless’ engines starting up just when his personal comm signaled an incoming caller. The ship swayed gently as it rose through the orbital shaft, inertial suppressors not having yet kicked in, and Salt kept himself steady as he switched the device on.	The image in the holo was just the person whom he’d been thinking about. 

			“Hey there,” he said, feeling an almost boyish glee at the sight of her. And he could see the smile on her slightly graying muzzle that seemed to hold back a combination of nervousness and longing.

			“Hi.” Ti’Niya spoke softly, even meekly.

			“I’m glad you called,” Salt said. “It’s a shame we couldn’t hang out longer, but I’ll be sure to try and get back whenever I can scrounge some vacation time.” 

			Ti’Niya’s smile broadened, and she looked away, her red-orange fur concealing any blush she might have had. Salt found himself longing for that flash of increased warmth in her touch, which now seemed to be on the other side of the universe. 

			“Maybe you won’t have to,” she said. 

			“You planning on visiting me first?” Salt said, hopeful, but keeping his voice from betraying the burst of hope he felt at that possibility. 

			“Maybe.” 

			“A little secretive, are we?” he said, not fully understanding, but loving her playfulness nevertheless. 

			“Let’s say that I might miss you even more than you miss me,” Ti’Niya said. 

			“Enough to cross half of known space for a visit when I get back to Siberna?”

			“We’ll see.” 

			With no further explanation, she leaned forward into the image and cast Salt a coquettish wink, her tongue half-sticking out of her mouth.

			“You’re still quite busy, aren’t you?” she asked. 

			“Not as busy as I was a few minutes ago,” Salt said. 

			“But still busy?” 

			“Sort of,” Salt admitted, knowing that it was actually best not to linger on a personal comm during takeoff. He flashed a sad smile. 

			“I’ll leave you to your work for now,” Ti’Niya said. She brushed her hand up against nothing, as if touching an invisible window between them. 

			“I miss you already,” Salt said. 

			“I miss you more.” 

			[image: ]

			They were reaching the end of the launch shaft and would be joining Tophanavar’s orbital traffic soon. In the background, Neela could hear Tyger regaling Akiko about An’Re’Hara, which she had never visited, in spite of her keeping with space hippie fleets. She tended to go where the work was, and the fleets found better business hopping around the Alliance, and sometimes the holdings of the Second Imperium, if their laws weren’t too restrictive. This was one of the few times that she saw the dreadlocked tank actually captivated by Tyger’s stories. But enough tall tales were told of the Felyans’ Edenic homeworld to make those whose only experience of it being through StellarNet videos and cybersims wonder if these truly did it justice.

			“Orbital traffic reached,” Pepper said over the ship’s comm. “Skies are clear; intertial suppressors engaged; setting a trajectory for An’Re’Hara in twenty.” 

			“Wait!” Mobola nearly squeaked out the word as a sharp miniature klaxon sounded from her console. “All stop! A ship just appeared on sensors. It’s … de-cloaking?” 

			Neela felt the ship give a slight lurch as Pepper responded to Mobola’s exclamation. Even inertial suppressors could only do so much with an emergency stop out of a hyperspace trajectory. She heard Tyger and Akiko give a yelp. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Akiko, being the more sure-footed of their two guests, grab Tyger by his tail, breaking what would have been a nasty tumble. Over the comm, Salt and Pepper’s voices spoke over each other, basically asking variations of what the hell was going on. 

			“I’m so sorry!” Mobola said, then swallowed against apologizing even more profusely. “It’s just that it appeared right on top of us.”

			“Is it still in front of us?” Neela asked, now more than a little miffed at this sudden turn of events that seemed to be preventing the expediency of her being reunited with her husband. Mobola nodded, and without waiting for an order, put the image up on the main holo.

			Neela clutched the railing at the dais’ edge just a bit more tightly as the image appeared.

			Quandisa’s massive blue-violet sphere dominated the view as a cacophony of sparks erupted over what seemed like nothing. Then, seemingly right above their heads, the sleek hull and ring-shaped hyperspace drive of a Felyan Cruiser appeared before them. Like a mirror, it seemed to reflect the black of space and the swirling colors of the gas giant’s atmosphere, along with the harsh unfiltered glint of the system’s main star. 

			“So the fleet ships weren’t hiding after all,” Tyger remarked with an approving noise. “They were here the whole time.”

			“I thought it was strange that they were nowhere to be found at first,” Akiko added. “We’re at the Empire’s front door, after all.” 

			“They’re hailing us,” Mobola announced. Neela then stepped over to the console beside the captain’s chair and switched on the comm herself. 

			Before she could speak, a loud voice broke out over the speakers.

			“Breaker nine-nine, this is the cruiser Ol’ Furball’s Revenge hollering at ya with the hand of friendship. Come back.”

			“Uh, what?” Neela blinked, confusion creeping across her face. It seemed like they were trying to approximate the CB lingo that had grown popular among Alliance and pirate ships, but speaking the words in Felyan made it damn near unintelligible. 

			“Felyan vessel, this is Neela Eweke Paraska of the Reckless,” Neela managed to reply, composing herself. A slight shake lingered in her voice due to her scant experience with this. Xerx had helped her to become familiar with the controls, but she was not normally gregarious with strangers. “Identify yourself. Why have you blocked our exit trajectory?” 

			“What? No Old Earth lingo?” A gruff voice sounded over the comm, now speaking in Alliance standard. “That’s something of a disappointment.” 

			Neela had been about to reply but heard someone hiss faintly in the background, then say something in a reproachful tone. Her grasp of the Felyan language wasn’t quite
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