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			Prologue

			Agent Four watched as the recording began. Lines of static and interference resolved into an image resembling the black void of space, perhaps moments after a ship had shunted out of a hyperspace corridor. But the death-like serenity quickly broke as the image seemed to self-adjust for brightness, revealing an orb that was more of a deep, dark, roiling gray than absolute black, just slightly brighter than the surrounding cosmos. Flashes of lightning sparked across its surface, illuminating the incredibly dense cloud cover like the night side of a gas giant. 

			The designation appeared at the image’s bottom left side: 

			IMPERIALIS ITHIL–MISSION TIME: Z + 24:05:17

			UNIT NZ72124

			From the planet’s surface, black points began to appear, bursting from the cloud cover. 

			Were they ships? 

			If they were ships, they were unlike any humanity had ever seen. They were more like skeletal manta rays of some kind, organic in appearance, as if they were grown, rather than built. They rose from the roiling clouds of the planet’s surface, at first in hundreds. 

			Then, in the thousands like supersized masses of birds in a twilight frenzy of motion, came a roiling black entity of a different kind. Long, shifting tentacles pulsed nauseatingly with the motions of titanic, abhorrent life, reminiscent of worms erupting from turned earth. 

			The image magnified, revealing the tangled pulsing knots in as much clarity as the darkness could muster. It became clear that they weren’t quite tentacles.

			Were those … roots? Vines maybe? No tentacles had such a bark-like cover.

			More ships abruptly appeared in the void, belonging to a more recognizable armada: hundreds of warships, destroyers, and carriers of the Second Imperium, all tearing out of hyperspace with their characteristic scintillating flash—some only to be torn to shreds by the gathering swarm, which moved like shoals of herring in the oceans of Columbus, and didn’t attack with any kinds of weapons. Rather, they proved to be the weapon, ripping through the Imperial ships’ armor like millions of darts through paper. But they were not immune to taking their own lumps from the armada, as a good number met their own end by ion cannons that disintegrated swaths out of the black manta ray swarm. There were no explosions, however, as the ships were merely transformed into eerily glittering space dust. 

			The pace of the battle went on like this and quickly dissolved into a sight of combined ferocity and desperation as both sides attempted to swallow each other whole. Even the mortally wounded vessels, masticated from the inside out by the shoaling swarm, refused to relent, dropping troop carriers to the planet’s pulsing surface as the unholy carnage of battle subsumed the void above.

			Then everything shifted to an entirely different battle: chaos of a separate, more personal nature. 

			The image was a camera feed from the helmet of an Imperial tank: a lone soldier amidst her company of hundreds, image enhancements compensating for the violent shaking as she ran through a battlefield: a twisted, shifting nightmare of a landscape, composed of a shifting forest of the massive tentacle-like vines that changed the surroundings from second to second. Jakartan battle language filled the comms as the commanding officers among the army of tanks screamed their orders to their sisters. 

			A vine the size of a skyscraper shot up in front of the soldier, its fuliginous surface bearing blister-like protuberances that exploded into spider-like abominations that seemed to bear a frightening array of bladed weapons and bludgeons of every imaginable kind, all descending upon the soldier and her company in a rain of death. Hitting the surface of the shifting tentacles, they crawled with alacritous speed toward the line of soldiers. Orders rang through the comms and MAG bolts tore through the rain, ripping some into pieces, while the final screams of other soldiers screeched over the comms. The bearer of the camera tore through the wave of death with frightening precision, but the company was outnumbered in a way that even their weapons could not handle. 

			The creatures closed in and the soldier discarded her rifle in favor of a large combat knife and the prodigious close combat skills of an imperial tank set to work dismantling as many of the horrors as she could.

			A blow to the head cracked the lens of the camera and the image turned upside down as the damaged helmet was discarded, giving only a moment upon its landing to reveal the camera’s former bearer standing toe to toe with something that was frighteningly and unmistakably alien, in all senses of the word. 

			It stood like a man: a being of black, chitinous armor that exuded a smoke-like anti-radiance, its head a mass of interlocking plates beneath which a mass of glassy serrated teeth formed a permanent macabre grin set into a bony jaw that tapered to a spear-like point at its chin. It towered above the human component of the battle, standing on armored legs with feet that curved into monstrous black talons. Its arms flowed into a pair of long, jagged blades that seemed to emit a faint amber glow. And unlike the abominations that overran the company, it walked slowly amidst the sea of death, as if it were death embodied, willing to take its time. The soldier bore her vajra, a polearm with mimetic steel rings formed into blades, a determined grimace upon her gray-skinned face as she parried the patient slashes that the humanoid delivered with surprising speed and agility for its size. She dodged some of its blows but then screamed in pain as the humanoid moved with sudden, inhuman speed. Its claws having bored shallow wounds in her body, it then backed away, inviting another attack from the soldier. 

			It was playing with her.

			This point was made all the clearer as the short fight went on. The humanoid showed no damage from any attack the tank could deliver, and soon her body was a mass of wounds, with blood seeping through her armor. She weakened, her strikes now barely connecting, then staggered. 

			As if finally bored with the fight, the creature swung a bladed arm back and ran the soldier through, lifting her now dead and impaled body off the ground. Holding the limp form close to what passed for its face, it appeared to sniff the corpse, then let out a low growl. Then, with a roar, it tossed the body into the mass of abominations that swarmed around it. A sea of blades enveloped it like a piranha feeding frenzy as the monster charged out of view. 

			A chime broke his concentration. With his finger, Agent Four reached out and paused the video feed, then stood as he always did: expressionless, eyes hidden behind a pair of sunglasses. He then stepped back, taking a moment to process all he had just seen, shuddering from his attention having been violently shifted back to the here and now. 

			“My God …” he whispered, coming out of his shell of emotional detachment. From the backwash of disconcertment and disgust, he managed to muster enough coherent thought to be thankful that he’d had the presence of mind to set the file to delete the playback as he watched it. There was no sense in having himself as well as the entire chain of his sundry sources involved in cobbling this together summarily executed. Every last second, cobbled together from multiple transmissions and multiple perspectives, had been highly classified, after all, for eyes far above his pay grade.

			The chime sounded again: his summons to a briefing by his superiors. He was needed. 

			Four could sense that the universe was changing. Stealing a glance out of the ship’s observation deck on his way, he noticed the undeniable signs: the increasing number of capital ships and platoons of soldiers filling the Imperial barracks and garrisons. And now, God help him, he knew why. 

			And worse, he knew that humanoid figure … or at least something like it. 

			It was the key.

			War was coming. Although, if the footage was to be believed, on the far-flung reaches of the Imperium, one was already here.

			This was only the tip of a massive iceberg, one that went back at least two decades. 

			Two decades of decisions that became ever more extreme.

			Of course, there was little that he, much less Nemesis, could do about it. Both he and the one he cared for were mere cogs in the Imperial machine, expendable at a moment’s whim—a fact that took him years to discover, and even longer to accept.

			Four kept his poker-faced decorum as he entered the communication room and stepped up to the dais. He waited for the biometric scans to finish, giving his spotless black suit an unnecessary dust off. 

			In a moment, the hologram before him changed. A blank void featuring the words, DECODING INTERSTELLAR RELAY SIGNAL TO ICONA. PLEASE WAIT, switched to the face of Agent Two. Behind his superior, a red-orange sunset silhouetted Icona’s ocean of skyscrapers and towering arcologies that composed the capital of Bistran.

			“You’ve been activated.” His words, direct and curt, were as inflectionless as his appearance was bland and nondescript: a trait of the Agents. Aside from his slenderer build and longer brown hair, he wore the same black three-piece suit and glasses as Four. “Siberna Prime. Infiltration and retrieval of assets.” 

			“Who’s the mark?” Four asked. 

			The hologram of a young man appeared adjacent to the image of Two: a person of medium build, wearing a blue aviator’s jacket over a blue-gray turtleneck, dark blue jeans, and worn-looking black military boots. His face had a slightly narrow but squared jawline, large, mischievous-looking eyes that were a darker shade of green than his own, and a thick crown of black hair that seemed to be in a perpetually windblown state. His wide mouth was set in a grin that hinted at a sense of cockiness. Below, a straight line of a beard led to his chin, where it fanned out into a dark, sparse stubble. Beneath his left eye was a tattoo of two vertical parallelograms connected at the top by a diagonal line, the left one longer and set lower than the right.

			“A pirate?” Four remarked, immediately recognizing the tattoo pattern. He narrowed his eyes, unseen by Agent Two behind their shades. 

			“Not just any pirate.” Two shook his head. “He is Xerxes Paraska, the maternal first cousin of Pirate King Iriid.” 

			“What’s he doing on Siberna?”

			“Working as a Gestalt Pilot, for the G1 Leagues,” Two replied. “Intelligence says he’s earned himself quite a reputation.”

			After hearing the ping of a finished download, Four skimmed over the information that appeared on the console in front of him. “Five-time ranking in the G1 finals … two-time champion … happily married to a Mandelan refugee … crewmembers: human and itinerant Felyan techies … He’s high profile. Won’t he be missed?”

			“That’s why you’ve been chosen for the retrieval–” the ghost of a smile appeared at the edge of Agent Two’s thin lips, “–both you and your partner, that is. I’m confident that you’ll figure out how to handle it.” 

			After a moment’s gamble with his better judgment, Four at last decided to ask the question that had been standing at the edge of his lips. 

			“Exactly why do you need him?” 

			After seeing his superior’s raised eyebrow, he quickly added, “If you don’t mind my asking. After all, his being so popular is bound to make for some difficulties. You can’t blame my curiosity.” 

			“Political destabilization,” Two answered after a somewhat lengthy silence of his own. With an unreadable frown, he seemed to study something off-screen before speaking again. “The ‘Clans of the Free Trade Conglomerate,’ as the King has grown to call his little kingdom, is becoming too powerful, and prying too much into Imperial affairs. And projections state that renewing efforts to locate Rhoma and King’s Knight might cost us a decade or longer than last expected. All the while, searching for their homeworlds, we’d be wasting time in increasing police actions against pirate raids—a costly enough venture in the long run. This way spares us time and money, and gains us political leverage.” 

			Two’s ensuing silence was abrupt and poignant, and Four inferred that this was all the information he was going to get. It was a good thing, then, that he was good at doing a great deal with very little. 

			“Understood, sir,” he said. 

			“One last thing,” Two said before terminating the call. “The mission has a secondary, conditional mandate: retrieval or destruction of the asset.” There was another pregnant pause. “Retrieval, however, is preferable.”

			“Understood, sir,” Four replied again, and the hologram vanished, leaving him with the image of his target, mission data, and his thoughts. 

			Four began to think in earnest afterward, his mind mulling over the latest turn of events as he strode back through the corridors to his quarters. He knew where this flurry of preparations started: a coalescing of several things, all having begun with the ill-advised and—as expected—failed incursion into Felyan space. Though ancient history to most, he knew that catastrophic loss of valuable manpower and ships had remained a black eye for the Imperial Overlords that they had never quite lived down. Now, with the Felyan Empress having recently given birth, and rumors of this newborn daughter slated to be presented as a future governor of a bordering colony between the Empire and Alliance as a symbolic gesture of strengthening relations, the Imperium had become truly desperate. 

			But where was this mission going to get them? He wondered. This Xerxes Paraska was not only a relative of the royal family, but also very close to them. This was a gamble he would never have made on his own. Not only was this move not connected to the greater concerns afoot, but knowing the Pirate Queen’s quickness to anger, there was a good chance that making a hostage out of this man would have the opposite effect that his superiors intended. Were it up to him, he would have expended his efforts chasing after the mad Doctor who had escaped with her experiments from the now-abandoned facility at Artanus. God only knew what mischief she was up to now. 

			He stepped into his quarters where his charge lay on the floor, peacefully disassembling and cleaning her .500 Magnum revolver. He smiled at how at peace she seemed at the moment: not a gray-white-skinned tank, churned out of the Jakartan creches, but still a living weapon as lethal as any of their combat models, able to pass for human among civilians, currently in a Zen-like state. All she needed was orders to once again transform her into death. 

			His charge’s golden eyes stared widely at him with childlike innocence. 

			“You’re upset,” she said as he wiped her hands, then sat down on the couch beside him. 

			“Most find my expressions hard to read,” Four said, betraying a sly smile as he removed his shades. “But you know me too well for that, don’t you, my dear?” Seeing her gaze unwavering, he sighed, relenting. “Everything troubles me. And it’ll trouble me until we can find a way out of our situation.” 

			“They’ll never let us go,” the girl said. 

			“There’s always a way out,” Four assured her. “And I promise you that someday, we’ll find our way.” He said this knowing that they were monitored. They always were here. But there was nothing to fear. His superiors were confident in the security of the pen they’d constructed. For now, whatever he and his charge had to say about it mattered little. 

			“We were given a mission.” It was unclear whether she phrased it as a question or statement. 

			“Retrieval of a target,” Four said, giving a shallow nod, and handed her the data chip. His charge placed it on her palm, curling her fingers about it as she closed her eyes, the nanos in her body forming a circuit to feed her the data through her skin. After several seconds, she opened her palm, a confused expression on her face. 

			“This seems insignificant,” she said. “No strategic value.” 

			“That’s what I said,” Four replied. “Nevertheless, orders are orders.” 

			Nemesis nodded, her expression fading into stoic resignation. 

			“Any way the wind blows.”

		

	
		
			One

			Planet Siberna: Siberna Prime: Pit Town District

			The man interviewing Xerx in the StellarNet sports broadcast was a conventionally handsome virtual persona speaking with the renowned champion in an outdoor venue in full view of the Million Man Stadium: one of the colonies’ most recognizable landmarks, towering above Siberna Prime’s pristine skyline.

			“So this will be your fifth time making it to the G1 finals, am I right?” the interviewer asked. 

			“Won the championship on my second year,” Xerx said with a nod. 

			“Definitely an achievement for the records,” the interviewer remarked. “Your Gestalt is certainly impressive and lives up to her name. ‘Imani’ is Swahili for ‘faith,’ right?”

			“It was Neela’s idea.” Xerx betrayed a self-effacing grin. “She had faith in me from the beginning when we started doing refurbishing on her.” 

			“She looks like an antique.” The image switched to a full pan of the titanic armored fighting machine. Its overlapping armor plating possessed an almost feminine curvature to its form, with multiple sensors lining the sides of its head in a vertical formation below a knife-like horn that projected from its center. 

			“We think she might be,” Xerx said, his expression momentarily sobering into a wistful smile. “She was a gift from my dad.” 

			“Well, I think he’d be proud that you’ve done so well with her,” the interviewer said.

			“Well, behind every good Gestalt is an even better team,” Xerx said. 

			“Absolutely necessary for a one-time winner,” the interviewer said. 

			“Soon to be two times,” Xerx answered, his bravado returning in full as he brought a glass of what appeared to be whiskey to his mouth. 

			“Well then, we’re not short on confidence, I see,” the interviewer made a very automatic-sounding laugh at his quip. “You’ve got your work cut out for you, though. Your team barely made it against Ursa Major in that last fight.” 

			“Yeah, it was a real nail-biter, wasn’t it?” Xerx said. “But what matters is the win in the end.” 

			“Wasn’t that a depleted uranium round, though?” the interviewers said as the image switched to a slow-motion take of two titanic machines engaged in a grappling match. Almost quicker than his eye could catch, one shoved the other back, then subsequently shoved its opposing arm forward. The camera seemed to stutter as several of the already wrecked buildings collapsed with a speed reminiscent of an invisible hydraulic press on fast-forward. “We thought it tore right through your cockpit.”

			“Not even close.” The image switched back to the cocky pirate as he gave a dismissive wave. “But it did almost pierce the reactor. That’s what they didn’t tell you.” 

			“Looks like you shook it off, though.”

			“Like a Sunday morning hangover.” 

			“That you did,” the interviewer said, his tone matching Xerx’s enthusiasm. “And then, using that shrapnel, you picked up from the collapsed building, you took out Ursa’s reactor? It was like you knew it was there.” 

			“Yeah, my wife has great insight,” Xerx said. “She’s got eyes in the back of her head and probably on top.”

			“On that note, could you tell us more about your team?” the interviewer said as the camera switched to a photograph. In addition to Xerx, there were three Felyan techies—two human-like An’Kya and one towering, shaggy Hara’Kya, and two women—Mandelan refugees; his wife with a long braid from an otherwise bald head, standing hand in hand with him and resting her arm on his shoulder. The other, noticeably shorter, had short hair with braids and wore a nervous smile as she stood by the An’Kya Felyan with darker hair. Behind them was a mechanized foot the size of a two-story building. 

			“Salt and Pepper are probably the best tech experts I could’ve found,” Xerx said with pride. “They butt heads a lot, but Var keeps them in line. Big guy is also surprisingly good with medical stuff. It wasn’t until I met him that I didn’t know that Hara’Kya Felyans have a talent for that. Then there’s Mobola. She’s got implants like my wife, and she can run diagnostics like she was a computer herself. She’d probably be interchangeable with Neela in the copilot booth, but Neela can keep her cool just a bit better. But in the hangar bay, she and Pepper complement each other like mac and cheese.”

			[image: ]

			“You know,” Neela said, her voice cutting into Xerx’s video feed, “we’d probably have more ‘us’ time if you’d turn off the news holos with your interview.” 

			Xerx paused the broadcast, then shut it off, feeling rightfully self-conscious.

			“I just wanted to hear how it went,” he protested. 

			“I watched it earlier. It’s corny but well done.”

			“Corny?” 

			“Only a little,” Neela said. “I think that came from you.” 

			“Very funny,” Xerx said flatly, returning his attention to the work at hand. “Still, I’m kind of regretting that we left the rest of the crew in orbit.” 

			He allowed a faint groan into the comm at his wrist. He had forgotten how tedious, not to mention uncomfortable, maintenance work could be. Years ago, he would have felt at home perched on the shoulder of any Gestalt, but now, every ache reminded him of how acutely out of practice he was. And in spite of the harness, he began to develop an increasingly nauseating awareness of the sheer fifty-meter drop to the hangar floor.

			 “You were the one who was so eager to get the Reckless’ main engines online, kipenzi,” his wife reminded him, her musical laugh coming from her console at the hangar’s far end hidden from sight by Imani’s massive form. “And all things considered, it was a good decision. He’d just brought the ancient First Imperium warship out of storage on the far side of Siberna’s greater moon a month ago, and it had only undergone a handful of shakedown runs.

			“I thought we’d have some ‘us’ time,” Xerx replied as he clambered up the hill-like, lobstered steel plates of Imani’s right shoulder, using the hoist’s control wand to take out the slack from the harness and hasten his movements. “After all, when was the last time we got away from the rest of the crew? Last year?”

			His wife laughed softly. “Such are the sacrifices of a champion. As for the romantic thought, I’ll blow you a kiss … ah! It doesn’t go that far.”

			Xerx sighed loudly, refocusing his attention on his work. “Yeah, I didn’t think this one through, I guess. I thought this job would go a lot faster than it’s been … oof!” He yanked at a lifted seam on an armor plate, but it wouldn’t budge. Pressing his feet against an adjacent purchase, he pulled with all his strength. Slowly, it slid the rest of the way with an echoing groan. Xerx tapped into his control pad and, after diverting the power feed, de-polarized the mass of nanogel that locked the wiring in place. He then moved the blue-gray rectangular paneling to the side, holding it in place with a magnetic bolt before he went to probing the mass of cables that protruded from the exposed muscle fibers. A series of green lights blinked on his pad, indicating a high-bandwidth datalink with Neela’s console. “Ah, now we’re in business,” Xerx said with a note of satisfaction.

			Neela’s voice sounded much less sanguine. “Have you even worked as a climber before?”

			Xerx snorted. “I’ve worked with plenty of climbers in my day. I’ll have you know I was fixing Gestalts long before we first met.”

			“Ah-ah-ah,” Neela said with a click of her tongue. “You said you worked with climbers. That means you didn’t work as a climber.”

			“Well, it wasn’t my primary job,” Xerx at last admitted with defeat.

			“I’m your wife,” Neela said. “It’s not wise to try to tell me half the truth. Besides, you know there’s a reason why climbers are all Felyan.” 

			“Not all of them,” he protested while watching the readouts displayed on his pad shift madly. “What about Mobola?”

			“She doesn’t … oh!” Neela paused for a moment, as a red warning appeared on Xerx’s pad: something that certainly was reflected on his wife’s end. “Got it. There’s a jumper loose on the muscle latency compensator. It must’ve taken a hit in your last match.”

			 “Don’t change the subject,” Xerx said, setting to work on the area Neela had indicated. “You don’t have to be Felyan to be a climber.”

			“No, but even you will agree that their agility really helps. The only reason Mobola gets away with it is she’s a genius. She’ll run a rep job solo … and she does all the calculations on her handheld, with no bionics.” Xerx’s pad flashed a blue light, indicating that Neela had set to reprogramming the nanogel. “If you’d have let her stay planetside, we’d be done by now.”

			“She’s needed more on the ship,” Xerx said. “And genius doesn’t even cover it. Try savant.” At that moment, Xerx thought about the painfully shy girl, wondering if she worked solo because it was more efficient or because she was truly that socially awkward. “She needs to learn to live a little, though. Besides, Pepper would have never forgiven me if I left her with …”

			Neela interrupted. “The poor boy! You shouldn’t get his hopes up.”

			 “Hey, I don’t tell him anything,” Xerx protested. “It’s up to him and you-know-who if and when that happens.” 

			“You still don’t have to play cupid’s middleman,” Neela warned. “Mobola is afraid of her own shadow right now; she’s lost so much.” 

			“What better thing to boost her confidence?” Xerx countered, undaunted. “I’m aware as anyone about how she took the news of Mandela I’s annexation.” His voice softened. “I had to console you as well, remember?” 

			“Yes, but that was—” 

			“Kidege ...” Xerx stressed the term of endearment with uncharacteristically sincere gentleness. “I’m serious. This plan might be good for her and Pepper both. Besides, Isibar did it for us.”

			There was a long pause before Neela replied, her tone reluctant. “That’s … true. But now you owe him a pirate’s bounty on some mad scientist’s head,” Neela countered. 

			“Considering what she did to him, not to mention to the Felyans, I think it’s well deserved,” Xerx said. “I’d go through hell and back for that man for bringing us together, you know.” He grinned slyly. “Or are you saying that you regret it?” 

			Neela’s giggle rang over the comm, amplified by the acoustics of the hangar. “Oh, my cheeky husband! I will have to make you pay for that later.” 

			“I look forward to it.” Xerx’s voice was heavy with expectation. 

			Loudly and abruptly, the door buzzer broke into their conversation. 

			“Shit,” Xerx hissed. He placed his tools down on the flattest part of the arm’s surface he could find and reached for the controls for the hoist. 

			“It’s all right,” Neela said. “I’m closer to the elevator.” But Xerx had already committed himself—which was probably why he had failed to realize that he’d pressed the wrong button on the control wand. No sooner than he slid off the edge, he noticed that the hoist was pulling him up instead of down, ultimately suspending him awkwardly head over heels, his leg tangled in a section of the harness, which remained that way for the remainder of his slow descent. Spotting his wife directly below, he scowled at her echoing giggle and amused grin. She idly played with the thick braid that she had woven from the hair that grew at the base of her otherwise bald scalp, and then, with large brown eyes that sparkled with mischief, watched the machine slowly bring him down the final few feet. She pressed the stop button on the controls once he was level with her arms and held him in a manner similar to the way he carried her over the threshold of the Reckless’ dropship on their wedding day. 

			“Very funny,” Xerx said as Neela unwrapped the section of the harness from his leg. She then restarted the hoist to bring him the rest of the way down. He cast her a lopsided grin in spite of himself as he set both feet on the ground. “You must’ve wanted to do that for years.” 

			“I plead my right to silence,” Neela purred, touching her nose against his own: a prelude to a kiss that perhaps lingered too long, as the buzzer again sounded, three times in a row, and far more insistent.

			“Someone’s impatient,” Xerx commented, eliciting an amused snort from his wife. “Go on ahead; I have the rest.” 

			Neela hurried off toward the main office door at the far end of the hangar while Xerx unbuckled himself, taking care to not become tangled in yet another embarrassing way. It was slow going, but he managed to at last wrest himself free of the rigging of cables and clasps. 

			“Geez, it wasn’t this hard getting into it,” he muttered, reaching for his jacket that he’d left hanging by the edge of a nearby tool rack. He paused to glance upward with a smile at his titanic prize-winning machine. Imani resembled a knight in full armor, its panels forming geometric patterns that glinted in the hangar’s harsh overhead lights. A relic of the Imperium Wars of centuries past, she was truly a work of art: not cobbled together from deep space battle remnants, but rather, a true refurbished original, and thus worth a small fortune.

			This had better be important, he thought as he followed Neela’s path toward the office. 

			[image: ]

			Well, it certainly seemed important. 

			Xerx shuddered inwardly when he noticed the condition of their guest occupying a corner of the desk with Neela, but he forced a smile as he quickened his pace toward the man who sat hugging a mug of coffee as if it were a lover. 

			“Gregor,” Xerx said, trying to sound upbeat. Their Gestalt team’s tool provider was lanky and pale, with falls of scraggly, half-grayed, dirty brown hair, and was shaking like a leaf. He always looked like he would blow away in a stiff breeze, but he usually carried himself with an air of unflappable confidence. Still, he had never before seemed so shaken. Neela hovered beside him, a look of concern on her face, and most alarmingly, a pistol in her hand. Without a word, she locked eyes with him, then glanced pointedly at the window behind the desk. 

			As he approached the pair, Xerx inspected Gregor’s haunted gaze. He caught the MAG pistol that Neela had tossed him from the open weapons cabinet. With a combination of trained hand and reflex, he chambered the ammo rounds and switched off the safety. 

			“What’s going on here?” he asked. 

			“He was near to babbling when he came in,” Neela said, her voice a low conspiratorial register, “but from what I got from it, he says he’s being hunted.” 

			Gregor then cast a gentle, yet clear, silencing gesture her way. 

			“Thank you, Neela,” his voice came in a slightly quavering whisper. He swallowed, then exhaled loudly, “but I think I’ve reached ... words again. I can explain it.” 

			“Explain what?” Xerx asked. He had been about to click the safety back into place and slip the gun into the secret holster in the back part of his pants, but Gregor grabbed his wrist, stopping him.

			“I wouldn’t put that thing away just yet,” Gregor said. “You’re going to need it after what I have to say.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Orcet Expanse: 28 light-years from Siberna

			Paige looked over Ike’s lidar display with dwindling patience: a rarity her crew would have said, for someone who usually possessed the serenity of a Zen master in combat situations—at least according to her crew. 

			“We didn’t miss them, did we?” she finally asked. 

			“Doubtful.” Ike rolled his dense shoulders after looking down for so long, the intricate ta moko tattoo designs of his Maori heritage that wove up to his neck seeming to heave like ocean waves beneath the thin fabric of his tank top. The holo grid pulsed with little else but debris echoes of the asteroid belt and flotsam from the two centuries old remnants of the battle that happened in this otherwise dead section of space over two hundred years ago. 

			“This is ridiculous,” Paige said as she shook her head. Those bastards’ ion trails led right here.” She looked up and spoke to Miranda, who concentrated at the secondary tactical station with stoic passivity. Even now, she did what she did best, outside of being the best sniper she’d ever seen, even as a former soldier in the Alliance. She typed in formulae, running simulations since the chase had begun on Siberna, at the badlands’ outskirts. 

			“Miranda, we didn’t miss something, did we?” 

			“Probability of evasion is 28.3 percent,” Miranda recited without looking up. “Tactical probabilities: dumping stardrive fuel to create ion echoes, 0.03 percent probability, as they weren’t finished fueling. Chance of prior knowledge
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