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Foreword AKA What You’re Getting Yourself Into
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From the moment I first picked up a pen and started scribbling tales in a notebook (yes, my literary beginnings did indeed involve such old-school tools rather than computers equipped with text processors), I wanted to create my own universe—a place not merely explored superficially through a single short story or a novel but a vibrant, dynamic, and complex world I could revisit over and over again. A place that would continue evolving and providing me with fresh ideas.

Throughout the early years of my creative endeavors, I made a handful of attempts at doing just that. These stories—series’ of stories rather—were extremely derivative, taking more than their fair share of inspiration from established franchises. So, while they worked to a degree from a storytelling perspective, they were not exactly publishable. 

Nevertheless, the notion stayed with me long after that, quietly hibernating under the surface. When I returned to writing after a nearly ten-year hiatus in my twenties, one of the first stories I produced was ‘Winning Hands’, the inaugural tale in this collection. It was originally supposed to be a one-off, standalone story, but upon completing it, I realized that it had everything I needed to start building the universe I had envisioned. It took a couple of years, dozens of pages of notes and two scrapped drafts to fully flesh out the main protagonist, establish his history, and fine-tune the nuts and bolts of the vast cosmos he lives in... and here we are.

The collection contains five stories (two short stories, two novelettes and one novella) that chronicle the turbulent life of the titular hero. Each of these tales is accompanied by a ‘Side Snippet’—a short vignette intended to provide a backstory about an interesting side character, explore a particular facet of their world, or unveil what happened outside of the main plotline. Additionally, this edition also contains an intriguing bonus content that can be found at the end, including a fictitious article delving into the origin of the intelligent species inhabiting the Milky Way Galaxy or an abbreviated glossary of some of the most commonly used terms in the stories.

So, without further ado, join Ray M. Holler on his adventures that will hopefully leave you wanting more.
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Winning Hands
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The casino was nearly empty. Apart from our little group at the Poker table, there were maybe ten other visitors, including a couple of surprisingly well-dressed Ergossans playing roulette and craps, a trio of Liktonians trying their luck in Blackjack, and two Mgarrini occupying the slot machines. They must have been either absolutely inebriated or not particularly smart, since they had been persistently feeding the objectively primitive machines for the past thirty minutes without winning so much as a single rion. 

That there were so few individuals willing to waste their precious financial resources on games of luck and chance would be completely understandable—it was early afternoon on a Thursday—if not for the fact that the casino was among the most famous establishments of its kind in the entire sector. It was located aboard Gemini 8, a gigantic space station orbiting a rather sparsely populated planet BHR-03. I had tried to find out why it had never received a proper name (like virtually any other planetary body in the Galaxy), but not even the locals were able to answer that, though some claimed that the designation was actually an acronym for “Barely Habitable Rock” as those words perfectly described the living conditions on the surface.

In any case, as the main entertainment hub within a hundred-light-year radius, the station saw tens of thousands of new faces from virtually every corner of the known Universe on a daily basis. That I’d had to spend nearly two hours yesterday waiting for a docking clearance only confirmed those statistics, which meant that something else was behind the current scarcity of the gambling elements in the casino. I somehow doubted that the vast majority of them had experienced a sudden revelation and started pursuing less expensive hobbies, so my best guess would be the recent revision of the Union-wide tax law on winnings that effectively took all the fun out of playing, even before you spun your first wheel or placed your first bet.

I could be wrong, of course, but the uncompromising reality was that the more you won, the more you ended up giving away, and the worst part of it was that the ratio wasn’t linear but rather exponential. 

Further pondering about the infinite unfairness of the current taxation system was interrupted by the dealer.

“Your turn, please!”

The not-so-gentle reminder was directed at one of my opponents. It sat at the opposite side of the table, and for the last minute or so, it had been staring at its cards and emitting a nearly inaudible rattling noise that made it sound as if it was choking on a piece of food. If it were a human, such noise would constitute a sufficient reason to be worried about its well-being. However, since it belonged to a species that looked like the love child of a mosquito and a praying mantis (and had, in fact, more in common with insects than Homo Sapiens), no one seemed to be especially concerned. If anything, I would say that its prolonged indecisiveness was starting to make other players—myself included—mildly annoyed. 

Just like in all previous rounds, the insectoid (the official name of its species was ‘Kntchngllwrbztshwcks’, but that, understandably, didn’t exactly roll off the tongue) didn’t appear to be too bothered by the dealer’s hint or the growing impatience of its opponents. It fidgeted around in its chair, looked at the cards on the table, then back at the cards it was holding in its crooked appendages, and repeated the process three more times.

For the love of God, just do something already!

As if hearing my thoughts—fortunately, telepathy wasn’t on the list of the insectoid’s capabilities—it stopped producing the annoying sound and extended its second pair of appendages to push a respectable amount of chips toward the center of the table. 

“I call,” it said. Its voice sounded like fingernails scratching on a chalkboard, and those two words were barely intelligible, but I decided not to dwell on that. After all, Ubilingo, the official universal language of the OSU, was pretty hard to learn for most species, especially the non-humanoids.

The last, fifth card landed on the table. The dealer (just like most of the casino’s staff, a Zebbigian) gave us a good thirty seconds to consider our options before he flatly repeated the reminder. This time, however, it was aimed at me as I was the small blind. 

Why he felt the incessant need to constantly emphasize that the ball had to be kept rolling was beyond me, especially since, unlike the insectoid, no other player was taking that long to make a decision, but I was in too good a mood to let it irritate me. 

“All in!” I said nonchalantly, pushed my chips forward, and leaned back in my chair.

The furry entity next to me followed my example. This was nothing unexpected—Takkans had the reputation of being the biggest gamblers in the Milky Way Galaxy. Most of them would literally sell their own mother if it meant that they could play another round. There was even a story on the Galactonet about a certain captain of a cargo ship who had supposedly lost the vessel and a half-million rions worth of merchandise in a game of Yahtzee.

The fine gentleman against whom I had the pleasure of playing today wasn’t faring any better. Rumor had it that over the course of the last three days on Gemini 8, he had managed to gamble away almost all of his life savings. Any reasonable individual would have called it quits long before this game, but this Takkan seemed dead set on proving that his luck would eventually turn around. For his own sake, I hoped that he had at least already booked a return ticket to wherever he had come from. 

Up next was an older Liktonian fellow in a bad suit and with horn-rimmed glasses that made him look more like a university professor or a librarian than someone with an affinity for high stakes. His species was very similar to humans in appearance as well as biologically—in fact, if it weren’t for ashen skin color, distinctly pointed chin and nose, and a smaller, lighter frame, they would be practically indistinguishable from the Solar System’s most evolved life-form (which had quite the positive impact on the inter-species relationships, particularly those of the carnal kind).

Liktonians had joined the OSU relatively recently, after decades of combating the economic crisis, widespread corruption, and a half-dozen other social issues. They had barely met the accession criteria and already, within the first three years, requested financial assistance, exploiting every single benefit the Union membership awarded. The difficult relationship with money seemed to be something of an innate trait—all Liktonians I had ever dealt with were generally very distrustful, apprehensive, or borderline paranoid when engaging in activities that had a direct impact on their personal capital. While the presence of a couple of specimens in the casino theoretically went against the stereotype, the way this particular guy played did not: he had always been the first one to fold in most rounds, he had raised only by objectively conservative amounts when he had a good hand, and bluffing was evidently a forbidden concept for him.

Something must have given way within his meticulously maintained strategy, however, because to my surprise, he just opted for going all in as well.

Maybe he really wants to pay off some of that planetary debt himself, I thought, and tried to imagine how he would react to losing everything in the blink of an eye. He didn’t strike me as the volatile type, but then again, appearances have a tendency to be deceiving.

The dealer’s gaze glossed over Gina, who, apart from yours truly, was the only other representative of mankind at the table (and, discounting some of the members of the security personnel, in the entire casino). She was one of my oldest friends, whom I hadn’t seen in a while, until I ran into her yesterday in one of the many bars on Gemini 8. We had drunk, shared stories, and toward the end of the evening decided on spending a bit of cash in the casino the next day, just for the hell of it.

At the moment, Gina was no longer in the game, having lost everything in the previous round to the insectoid. I remembered that as a child, she had been a sore loser, and judging from the death stare she was giving it now, this hadn’t changed much. 

And so it was once again the insectoid’s turn. Staying true to itself, it took its sweet time deciding its next move. Its exoskeleton was rapidly changing colors, going from brown to red and back, which indicated maximum excitement. This time, I couldn’t say that I blamed it for being so hesitant - it had won the last four rounds and was currently in the lead. When it looked like the dealer would have to give it another hint, the insectoid gently nudged its chips forward.

The tension in the air became almost palpable.

Here we go, flashed through my head. I stole a glance at Gina and noted that her previous angry expression had been replaced by genuine curiosity. 

“Show your cards, please!” the dealer vocalized pointlessly while looking at me. 

I grinned and placed my cards on the table. I had an Eight of Hearts and a Nine of Hearts that nicely complemented the Ten, Jack, and Queen (also of Hearts) from the community cards—forming a Straight Flush! I am usually not one to get ahead of myself, but since the probability that the second-highest hand would be beaten in the same round was virtually nonexistent, I embraced the winning feeling and casually observed what my opponents would come up with.

The Takkan reacted exactly as I had expected. He swore loudly in his native language (the only word I was able to make out could be translated as a very indecent slang for female genitalia) and theatrically threw his cards on the table. They landed face up, and I saw that he only had a pair—definitely not enough to win most of the rounds that we had played that evening. Innate propensity to gambling aside, going all in with such a weak hand bordered on sheer stupidity, but I highly doubted that he would want to hear that. 

The Liktonian’s chances at winning turned out to be slightly better, however—as he had just learned the hard way—words like “slightly” or “almost” didn’t mean much in Poker. The color in his face took on a very pale shade of gray as he sat there, staring at the table in what could best be described as a mixture of disbelief and shock. For a few long moments, he didn’t move, and I wasn’t sure if he was going to pass out or get a stroke, but then a duo of cards fell from his shaking hand—he actually had a Flush.  

All eyes turned to the insectoid. 

Unlike my other two opponents, who now had to start getting used to the fact that their budget took a steep dive, it didn’t look anywhere near as astonished by what I had just presented. Granted, it was still very excited, as I could see on its exoskeleton, but its previous restlessness and nervousness seemed to have completely evaporated, and something like serenity settled in. It was almost as if it knew that...

It laid its cards on the table, nicely aligned so that at first, everybody could see only the top one. It was a King of Hearts. I felt my heart skip a beat.

A thin crooked appendage moved the top card aside and revealed an Ace. 

Ace of Hearts.

Son of a bitch! That damn oversized mosquito actually won!

Admittedly, I wasn’t the only one who was downright flabbergasted by the sudden turn of events. Both the Takkan and the Liktonian appeared to have momentarily forgotten about their desperate situation. Gina’s expression fully corresponded with my current state of mind. Even the dealer took a little while to announce: “We have a winner!”

While the insectoid was enjoying its moment in the sun, my mind was racing. If I were religious, I would have probably thought that some higher power decided to punish me for a lifetime of sins, but since I had zero belief in an omnipotent being in any shape or form, I was looking in the direction of logical explanations. The insectoid’s winning streak, the combination of cards that allowed it to conveniently beat my hand, its sudden change of attitude... Of course!

You sneaky little bastard!

It made perfect sense now. Good fortune had nothing to do with its success, but the question was: What did? How did it manage to cheat?

I knew it wasn’t anything as obvious as card marking or controlling the card shuffler machine remotely—the casino’s anti-cheating technology was undoubtedly far too advanced to allow that. That the insectoid was colluding with the dealer also seemed highly unlikely. No, it must have been something else, something innovative. 

I looked it over, head to toe (or in its case: head to claw). The concept of clothing was alien to the insectoids, so it was pretty much sitting here butt-naked, making it difficult to conceal much. Sure, it could have had something stuffed in its chest cavity, but that would have been too obvious; besides, I didn’t recall it reaching anywhere near it with any of its upper extremities at any point. Overall, the insectoid only had two things on its body—a standard wristcomp and a small egg-shaped pendant on its neck. At first glance, it appeared inconspicuous, much like a regular piece of jewelry, but then I noticed that it was giving off a faint glow. There were also two barely visible buttons on the side. 

Bingo!

I immediately got a vague idea of what the pendant could be, and if I was right, I needed to find a way to get my hands on it. So I got up and started walking toward the other side of the table where the insectoid was seated.

“Well played, buddy!” I said with as much sincerity as I could muster. “Those are some nice cards you have there. Congratulations—”

Two steps away from its chair, I pretended to trip, and as I was falling, I grabbed hold of the pendant and ripped it off the insectoid’s neck. Landing on all fours on the floor, I pressed the buttons a couple of times until it beeped sharply and stopped glowing.

I quickly got up to my knees, just in time to see as the air right above the insectoid’s cards shimmered and the winning combination vanished, replaced by a Four of Spades and Seven of Clubs. 

Everything went quiet.

The insectoid’s exoskeleton turned yellow, and it appeared it was going to say something. Before it had a chance to do so, however, the dealer's voice broke the silence: “You are hereby eliminated from the game. You will be escorted out and explained further actions.”

I didn’t even notice the three members of casino security until they were standing right behind us. They weren’t armed but still far more physically imposing than the disgraced cheater, who finally managed to open its mouth and start protesting. Since it didn’t look like it was going to get up on its own accord, the security guys simply picked it up and practically carried it away, ignoring its pathetic pleas.

Although cheating wasn’t punishable by law, it meant an immediate lifetime ban, so our dear insectoid wouldn’t be setting foot in this casino again. I had a feeling that it would actually have a hard time visiting most of the gaming establishments anywhere, since their owners liked to share information on potentially harmful elements. Well, as they say: If you play with fire...

With the insectoid gone, only one thing remained. The dealer turned to me. 

“Congratulations! You are the winner!”

Music to my ears.

#
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Less than an hour later, Gina and I were sitting in a bar and enjoying a nice glass of the finest Liktonian wine. It had taken some time to get everything sorted and the chips cashed in the casino. I had been quite surprised that they had let me keep the entire winning amount, including what the insectoid had accrued, and hadn’t distributed it among all players instead—but I certainly wasn’t going to complain. Their house, their rules!

Watching Gina play with the glass, I could tell that there was something on her mind. I was sure that it wasn’t about the money; I had promised to give her back what she had initially put up and then some, and she gladly accepted.

“What is it?” I asked.

She set her glass back on the table. “How did you know that it was cheating?”

“To be perfectly honest, I didn’t. Not at first, anyway. Only when it conveniently beat my Straight Flush, I knew that something wasn’t adding up.”

She nodded.

“And the holoprojector?”

“An educated guess. It had to be using something state-of-the-art; otherwise, it would have been caught the minute it walked into the casino. They are probably already working on upgrading their security.”

“Probably,” she said and smiled, content with the explanation. “Still, you had some damn good cards at the end. I wish I had been so lucky!”

I smiled back at her. There was one thing—one last piece of the puzzle—that I hadn’t told her yet, since at first, I wasn’t certain that I should. But she was one of the very few friends that I had these days, and as such, she deserved to know the whole truth. 

“Actually, that—” I leaned toward her and, in an elegant motion, pulled two cards (that were virtually identical to those used in the casino) from my left sleeve. 

Her eyes widened in awe. 

“—wasn’t entirely about luck.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

SIDE SNIPPET: All for the Money
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In his twenty-two years as the head of security at the Premium Star Casino on Gemini 8, Gabriel Leonidas Balaskos had met his true boss only twice. The first encounter had taken place prior to the start of his career at the gambling facility, as part of the final step of the selection process, while the second had occurred some ten years later when the station briefly hosted an Ergossan diplomatic delegation, and the boss, being the owner of not only the casino but also two luxurious hotels and half a dozen fine dining establishments on board, wanted to leave the best possible impression. Both times had been equally unpleasant—not because the big cheese was an Ergossan himself, but because of how he treated just about everyone on his payroll. In Gabriel’s experience, rich individuals, regardless of their species, were generally narcissistic assholes filled with a false sense of self-importance, but Sestron Sya Saratan, one of the top five wealthiest Ergossan oligarchs, was in a category all by himself. 

To say that Gabriel was more than dejected to be face-to-face with the Ergossan for the third time would be the understatement of the millennium. 

He stood in the doorway of the casino manager’s office, his gaze flicking back and forth between all entities present there. The otherwise spacious room was crowded: aside from Kvita Saha, Premium Star’s manager, Emre Doğan, Gabriel’s right-hand man and a long-time friend, one of the IT guys (whose name Gabriel kept forgetting), and the oligarch himself, there were four Ergossans in combat suits. Two stood on either side of the door, the other two flanked Saratan sitting in a chair behind the desk, but all four of them looked at Gabriel with unequivocal antipathy.

His Majesty's personal security, he thought as his eyes settled on Emre’s. The man sat on the boss’ right, with Kvita and the IT guy between them. Much to Gabriel’s surprise, Emre averted his gaze. 

“Please sit, Mr. Balaskos,” Kvita said firmly and indicated an empty chair on the opposite side of the desk. 

It wasn’t how she addressed him (for the past couple of years, they had been on a first-name basis) as much as the tone—strict, detached, bordering on hostility—that instantly eliminated any residual drowsiness and filled him with an unpleasant sense of uncertainty. He usually wasn’t one to jump straight to the worst possible conclusions, but in this case, he didn’t think he was going to like what happened next very much.

He straightened his back to steady himself, then made his way to the chair. As he sat down, he again tried to make eye contact with Emre, but it was as if his friend didn’t even want to acknowledge Gabriel’s presence. 

“Mr. Balaskos,” Kvita addressed him again, tensing her shoulders ever-so-slightly. She was a Zebbigian, and although her kind wasn’t as similar to humans as Erdanians or Liktonians, certain body language cues meant the same thing across all four species.

And that particular cue told Gabriel that something was really, really wrong. 

“Mr. Saratan and I wanted to ask you a few questions about the incident in the casino earlier today.”

“The incident?” 

The second the words left his mouth, the dots in his mind connected, and he realized exactly what she was referring to. It did little to alleviate his uneasiness, since up until this moment, he had considered the matter in question closed.

“Yes, the cheating at a... poker table,” the boss hissed before Gabriel had a chance to vocalize his realization. The way the Ergossan pronounced the name of the game suggested that he hadn’t heard of it until very recently.

Saratan leaned forward and cocked his head to the side, boring his narrow, predatory eyes into Gabriel’s. The chief recognized the gesture immediately. It was meant to rattle him, make him talk, and establish dominance over him—a basic intimidation tactic, one that he himself had employed more times than he could remember.

So was this an interrogation? Or just his benefactor’s idea of a power trip? 

Either way, Gabriel wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of reacting in any of the expected manners. He looked at Kvita, ostentatiously ignoring the Ergossan’s glare, and calmly asked: “What would you like to know?”

Unsurprisingly, this didn’t make Saratan especially happy. Even though he didn’t say anything, his quivering beak, open just enough to provide a glimpse of a cone-shaped tongue inside, served as a dead giveaway of his current state of mind. 

“Firstly, what have you done with the holographic device the Kntchngllwrbztshwck—” (Thanks to the highly adaptive vocal cords, the Zebbigians were the only ones capable of pronouncing the species name in Ubilingo without twisting the tongues out of their skulls—not that Gabriel particularly appreciated the fact at that moment.) “—used during the game?”

The chief blinked. 

“What do you mean? We took it off the perp as soon as we apprehended it and put it in the safe. We thought it would be best if the tech experts took a look at it since the guy didn’t really feel like sharing details,” he hesitated, then added: “It’s all in my report.”

Kvita pressed her wide, copper-blue lips into a thin line, displaying yet another universal cue.

“You maintain that it’s in the safe as we speak?”

This time, Gabriel thought he heard a little something extra in the tone underlying the question—a challenge maybe? He squared his shoulders and slowly replied: “It was definitely there when I left the office, which was—” he checked his wristcomp. “—about two hours ago.”

It wasn’t at all what she wanted to hear—he saw that written in her face the moment the last syllable left his mouth. 

“Mr. Balaskos, I would strongly recommend that you answer our questions directly and truthfully from this point onward,” she said, her voice dangerously low. “So again, what have you—”

“With all due respect, Ms. Saha,” Gabriel interrupted her, his earlier uncertainty tipping over into frustration. “There is clearly a discrepancy between what you believe I know and what I actually know. Why don’t you save us both some time and put your cards on the table?”

He expected an equally assertive reaction, but instead, the mask of professional coldness she had been wearing ever since he stepped into the room slipped, and for a moment, he was looking at the Kvita Saha he was familiar with—a person cautiously amiable, respectful, and above all, fair. The Ergossan oligarch, on the other hand, stayed positively indignant, though admittedly, Gabriel paid him barely any attention.

Then the moment passed, the facade was back on, and with it, Kvita’s uncompromising reply: “Very well. At 21:34 Galactic Coordinated Time—or approximately half an hour after you purportedly left the office—the safe was opened and the holographic device was removed from it. Your biometric details, as well as personal code, were used to access both the room and the safe. Would you be more inclined to provide a clarification now?”

And just like that, the frustration was gone, replaced by a strong sense of unease that settled in Gabriel’s gut akin to a cinder block. 

“That’s impossible,” he mumbled, acutely aware that it didn’t sound nearly as confident as anything he had said before. He forcefully cleared his throat and continued: “I was in my quarters at that time. This... this has to be some kind of a mistake.”

Even as he spoke, his mind was frantically scrambling for a possible explanation. The combination of biometric data with a unique password was a security industry standard that guaranteed a reasonable level of protection in a variety of applications. It was naturally quite difficult to bypass, though far from impossible—biometric spoofing was evolving as fast as the methods intended for preventing it, and even if you never divulged your password to anyone or recorded it on any medium, a sufficiently dedicated third party could still find a way to obtain it while it was being used. Spy technology sadly wasn’t reserved solely for spies...

“Someone must have gotten my access details,” he said with a bit more determination. “I don’t know how they did it, but it’s the only explanation that makes sense!”

“I see,” Kvita bit back. “Am I to assume that the same mysterious someone also used your account to delete the recording of the interrogation of the perpetrator?”

It’s a set-up, flashed through Gabriel’s head, the realization presenting itself almost like a welcome relief. He was being set up, but by whom? And to what end?

“I didn’t delete anything,” he said. “I am telling you, someone stole—”

“Liar!” 

Leaning forward, Sestron Sya Saratan smashed his right hand on the table. The gesture looked familiar enough, but there was a discernible click as the hard, two-centimeter claws on the tips of his fingers struck the metalloplastic surface a split second after the palm.

“We have undeniable proof of your guilt, so stop with the pretense!” the Ergossan hissed angrily. “Tell us where the device is. Tell us what information you have exchanged with the culprit during the interrogation, or I’ll see to it that you will never work in this sector again!”

Gabriel flinched, but not because of the threat, although the oligarch was one of the few individuals who could actually put his money where his beak was.

“Hold on a second,” the chief said. “Even without the recording, you must already know exactly what was said in the interrogation. Emre was right there with me the entire time.”

For some reason, Gabriel’s deputy was in no hurry to join the discussion. Gabriel shot him a quizzical look, but the man remained silent, his features locked in a grimace halfway between determination and doubt.

“Emre?”

It was only after a reluctant prompt from Kvita that the deputy stated: “That’s incorrect. I wasn’t present for the questioning, because Mr. Balaskos insisted on conducting it himself. I objected, of course, but to no avail.”

“What the hell are you talking about?!” Gabriel uttered, incredulous. “We were together from the second the perp was apprehended until we—”

And just then, it hit him. The way Emre had been looking at him (or, rather, trying his best not to) ever since Gabriel had walked into the room, the deputy’s overtly timid posture, clenched jaw, and finally, the dispassionate statement that sounded too rehearsed to be honest and authentic—it all made perfect sense now. The bitter, cynical part of the chief’s subconscious noted that by being such a great colleague and friend, by letting Emre get close to him over the years, he had probably made it almost laughably easy for the man to put his plans, whatever their ultimate purpose was, in motion.

As Gabriel wrestled with the bubbling volcano of emotions, an ugly grin, which—provided you possessed a sufficiently active imagination—could be described as triumphant, settled on Saratan’s face.

“Would you like to alter your statement now, Mr. Balaskos?” the Ergossan asked, but he didn’t give Gabriel a chance to answer. “No? Then perhaps Mr. Doğan will tell us what really transpired.”

Without meeting Gabriel’s eyes, Emre took a deep breath and said: “The available evidence, including the culprit’s attitude towards Mr. Balaskos, expressed following the incident, leads me to believe that they knew one another prior to today. What is more, Mr. Balaskos was likely well aware of the transgressor’s plan and intended on benefiting from it financially. Since it failed, it became imperative for him to ensure that the nature of their relationship isn’t revealed, hence why he prevented me from participating in the interrogation, and to remove the confiscated device from our possession. I speculate that he’s done the latter to give it back to the culprit and thwart the development of adequate countermeasures.”

Each subsequent word, carefully chosen and meticulously delivered, was like a punch to Gabriel’s gut. What he felt once Emre stopped talking and heavy silence ensued was too intense to be described by mere words, although there was one emotion that tugged at his insides much harder than the rest: rage. 

White hot, brighter than a supernova, and ready to consume him and everything in his vicinity.

Kvita said something, then the Ergossan did, but Gabriel heard neither of them. He glared at Emre, squeezing his fists until his knuckles hurt. 

“You back-stabbing bastard!” Gabriel gritted through his teeth.

There were many more colorful names, in both Ubilingo and his native language, waiting at the back of his throat like an impatient, blood-thirsty army, but as much as he wanted to unleash them and relieve the burning pressure building up in his entire being, there was one thing he wanted more.

“Why did you do it? Money? Are you so desperate for that annual bonus that you would fabricate this whole fairytale and screw me over just to get an extra paycheck? Or is it something else? Reputation maybe? What, you wanted to look good in front of the big boss? Be a hero who saves the billionaire from losing an imperceptible fraction of his wealth?”

He realized that he was almost shouting. He didn’t care.

“How long have we known each other?” Gabriel continued. “Ten years? Eleven? Does that even mean anything to you?”

The deputy kept quiet, his eyes directed somewhere behind Gabriel. The evasiveness only made the chief angrier. 

“Tell me why, Emre,” he growled, and with his hands firmly planted on the top of the table slowly stood up. “Or I swear to God, I will beat it out of you right here and now!”

It didn’t matter that deep down, Gabriel himself wasn’t nearly convinced that he would follow through with the threat, because everybody else in the office took it as a foregone conclusion. An alarmed expression flashed over Kvita’s face as she leaned as far back as her chair allowed her, the IT guy (whom Gabriel consciously ignored up until now) shot a nervous glance toward the door, and Emre seemed to have shrunk in his clothes. The boss, conversely, remained perfectly motionless. He wasn’t worried—no, he all but taunted the chief with his stare, daring the man to make the wrong move.

As Gabriel realized a moment later, it wasn’t an expression of the Ergossan’s innate aggressive and predatory nature, but rather a calculated move, rooted in uncompromising reality. 

The weapons Saratan’s bodyguards trained on Gabriel’s head lay on the opposite side of the spectrum from the non-lethal solutions commonly used by the majority of private security outfits on board Gemini 8. Intellectually, the chief knew that in the
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