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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kumbia Plains, Gephard, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm 
 
    Crent’s muzzle wrinkled at the stench of Humans. They always smelled so…simian. Even the pair in their powered armor standing next to the command post exuded monkey stink from the armor vents. He guessed they wouldn’t smell as much if they were in space and thus forced to seal their armor. Fronth, his second in command, matched Crent’s strides a few steps behind him as was proper. He could see his long-time adjutant’s muzzle wrinkled, a sure sign he didn’t like the smell, either.  
 
    They stopped outside the command post and waited. Like everything else the Humans did, it was custom made, big, armored, and expensive. There were a hundred Union companies making mobile command posts. None of them would be good enough for the hairless monkeys. Scents of Akesh, they could be so wasteful and arrogant.  
 
    “There has to be a better way, Commander,” Fronth grumbled sotto voce.  
 
    “If there is, tell me what it might be,” Crent replied. Fronth sighed. “If Krif’Hosh is to live, this must be done.” His ears flattened, and, after a moment, Fronth echoed the gesture in submission. 
 
    The command post’s door opened, and an unarmored Human stuck his round head out. “The commander will see you now, Zuul.” Crent’s translator rendered the simian Human’s grunts and barks into the more sonorous base Zuul.  
 
    “This is commander Crent,” Fronth said, his ears back in anger. “We are not some pet for you to summon.”  
 
    Crent put a gentling hand on his second, feeling the bands of muscle in his shoulders.  
 
    “You coming or not?” the Human asked. Crent nodded, and the Human held the door.  
 
    Inside was similar to any Union-made command center; multiple workstations and a central plotting area with a three-dimensional Tri-V display showing the battlefield. Crent shook his head slightly. If it is so similar, why do they insist on making their own? A Human of at least two meters, thus several centimeters taller than most Zuul, came from the other side of the Tri-V to face them. “Commander Crent, I’m Commander Porter, CO of Silent Night.” He put his hand to his forehead in a gesture Crent remembered was a Human salute. 
 
    “Commander,” he said, and put his curled paw against his chest in the Zuul’s version of a salute. “It is good to meet you at last.”  
 
    “The briefing in space back at Jaakul station was hurried.” Porter nodded. “That was the first sign I got that something might not be as we were led to believe.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Crent said. “The Zuparti are paranoid and, more often than not, their contracts turn out to be nothing more than a pup foolishly howling at the moons.” 
 
    “I think I understand the analogy,” the Human said. “I understand you wanted to talk about an urgent matter?”  
 
    “Yes,” Crent said. “You know our position here is untenable.”  
 
    Porter’s body language instantly changed, as did that of all his various subordinates in the room. Most had looked curiously or, as Crent suspected, suspiciously as the Zuul mercs entered their command center. Now they were all looking at him after his translator spoke the words in the Human’s prime language. It was harder to read the simians than it was a Zuul. Still, Crent was rather sure his reaction was one of suspicion or anger. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Porter said. “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “You heard me well,” Crent said. “Six companies of Besquith landed on the Eastern Plateau four hours ago. They came in low over the hill, unnoticed by our ships because they were on the far side of the planet.”  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” one of the Human tactical crew said.  
 
    Crent cocked his head and raised his ears in curiosity. Whose name was that, another company commander, maybe?  
 
    “Janet, put those forces on the board,” Porter ordered, and a Human worked on the computer. More markers appeared, causing others to flash angry shades of red. Porter examined the new display.  
 
    “If you’re correct about these new forces—”  
 
    “I am correct,” Crent assured him, holding his tail still.  
 
    “Then your tactical assessment is also correct.” Porter glanced once more at the map. “We need to begin evacuating immediately or risk being overrun.”  
 
    “The Besquith are masters of high-speed strikes,” Fronth said and pointed at the Tri-V. “We’ve already intercepted and destroyed one of their spy drones.” 
 
    “That means there are dozens more that weren’t caught,” Porter said. Both Crent and Fronth nodded.  
 
    “They will attack swiftly, as soon as half of our forces are on dropships,” Crent explained. “They will know we don’t have enough dropships to get all our forces off at once.”  
 
    “We can bring our cruiser down to provide fire support,” another Human tactical person suggested.  
 
    “With all due respect,” Crent said. “Your ship is Human design. In order to reach altitude below 10 miles, and thus legally engage ground targets, it will barely be able to maintain altitude and will have minimal power left for weapons and shields.”  
 
    The officer who’d mentioned the tactic scowled, a facial expression Crent recognized. However, Porter shook his head.  
 
    “No, Commander Crent is correct. The Enterprise class hasn’t stood up well against the alien designs.” He shrugged. “It’s all irrelevant to us anyway.” He looked at Crent. “Commander, I know we’re on separate contracts for this assignment, but I believe we need to work together to evacuate successfully.”  
 
    “Zuul don’t run,” Fronth said.  
 
    “Even when you’re guaranteed to lose?” Porter asked.  
 
    “Especially when we are guaranteed to lose,” Crent agreed.  
 
    “Okay,” Porter said. “Thank you for the information, but why did you come in person? We share comms because of the contract. You could have just sent the intel in a message.”  
 
    “The Krif’Hosh are an old company among the Zuul,” Crent said. “We have a special place among our peoples.”  
 
    “Silent Night is, as well,” Porter said. “We date back to 40 years after first contact, 60 plus years now.” 
 
    Crent dropped his jaw, and his tongue lolled for a moment. “Pardon my laughter,” he said. “Sixty years may be a long time to Humans. Krif’Hosh dates to the founding of Zuul as a merc race, 3,500 years ago.”  
 
    “Wow,” Porter said. “Yeah, that’s a long time.”  
 
    “There are much older in the Mercenary Guild. The Veetanho go back to the First Republic, 20,000 years or more. However, I did not come to brag. You see, though Krif’Hosh is old, it is not immune to the winds of fate.” Or the whims of the gods, he thought. “We only have this one battalion right now. Should the light of our spirits be snuffed here, Krif’Hosh will be no more. 
 
    “Our lives are merely our own, but Krif’Hosh belongs to Zuul. We aren’t like you Humans; you cannot simply join Krif’Hosh or any of the Three Hosh. You must be born of our line, able to prove the bloodline. If we few perish, Krif’Hosh perishes with us.”  
 
    “That is unfortunate,” Porter said. “What do you propose?”  
 
    Crent was sure the Human didn’t understand. He wasn’t surprised.  
 
    “We will hold the Besquith.” 
 
    “By yourselves?” Porter’s assistant asked. “That’s suicide.” 
 
    “No, it’s dying for a purpose,” Fronth said.  
 
    “What purpose?” Commander Porter asked.  
 
    “The survival of Krif’Hosh,” Crent said.  
 
    “But if your troopers die, how will your company survive?”  
 
    Crent told him.  
 
    “All we have to do is take them with us?” Crent nodded. “Then what?”  
 
    “Coshke will see to the rest,” Crent said. Fronth’s head spun around to look at his commander, ears back and shoulders slumped.  
 
    “What is Coshke?”  
 
    “The question will answer itself.” Crent stared at the Human, his ears up in intense interest. “Your company, its name translates as Quiet Night?” 
 
    “Silent Night,” Porter corrected. “It’s part of an old religious song.” 
 
    Crent looked at Fronth, the two exchanging pointed stares. He touched his translator, pausing it and talking to Fronth. “Can you still doubt the hand of Coshke?”  
 
    “It seems there is a path to follow,” Fronth said, lowering his eyes and baring his throat in acquiescence.  
 
    “Will you take them and do as we ask?” Crent asked the Human after reactivating his translator.  
 
    Porter looked at his second in command, then at the command center full of company staff. Despite ongoing operations, they were all watching the exchange in silence.  
 
    “We’ll do it,” he said. “All units, prepare for evacuation.” 
 
    Crent touched his comm link. “Bring them in.” 
 
    Porter followed the two Zuul to the command center door, where an APC had just come to a stop. The two Human powered-armor troopers were watching it with concern as a door opened. Porter went to the APC and looked inside at the responsibility he’d just taken on.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The dropship settled with a roar of descent engines, big legs flexing to absorb its mass as power was cut. Porter waved the CASPers forward to begin loading equipment. Even with the new Mk 7 Combat Assault System, Personal, they’d been unable to hold the line. The Besquith were insane fighters and particularly tough to kill.  
 
    “Get them on the dropship, too,” he said to his XO, Captain Tucker.  
 
    “Why don’t we just leave them here?” Tucker asked. Porter narrowed his eyes. “Hey, who’ll know?”  
 
    “I will,” Porter said. He sighed. “I gave my word.” He glanced over as five of his men came out of the command center, carrying one pup each. They were howling in outrage. Just a week old, according to Crent. Their mother had been killed in a sneak attack the day after they’d been born. He scowled as the ear-splitting whine of the pups passed him, and he thought about what Tucker had said.  
 
    No, my word is my bond, he thought. “We’ll raise them as best as we can,” he said. Tucker shrugged and saw to the evacuation. “Hopefully this Coshke will come to get them, and we won’t have to worry about it for long.” Saying the words didn’t make him feel like they were real. He pushed the thought away and went to help them load.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part I 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The day calls, and I see its light, 
 
    The night calls, and I sing its song. 
 
    Space opens up, and I embrace the void. 
 
    I am a child of Zuul, and I have no fear. 
 
      
 
    Prayer of the Three Songs—Unknown  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 14 Years Later 
 
    Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    Drake lifted his nose, testing the wind. Bright edges of salt, the ebb of changing tide, and a tang of early morning. Perfect surfing weather. For a long moment he stared toward the ocean, eyes half-closed against the rising sun.  
 
    “Not ducking out on work?” Zech asked. 
 
    His ears flattened, but he pushed them upright and turned his head slightly, catching the scent of another of Silent Night’s youths. Tye, one of the Humans, roughly his own age in equivalent years, but unbearably young in his mannerisms.  
 
    He considered answering, but then there would be a conversation, and Zech would walk with him all the way to the main building…Drake shook his head, shrugged, and loped away, ignoring whatever sounds Tye insisted on making. 
 
    Drake managed to cross the complex, enter the main building, and check in for his day’s assignment without talking to anyone else, which improved his mood slightly. 
 
    If he couldn’t be out on the water, inventory would do. Rote, solitary, and if he handled his business, he could catch the evening high tide. Wouldn’t be as good as this morning would have been, but at least he wouldn’t have to hear about it from Tye or any of the other merc siblings.  
 
    “You’re on inventory too?” 
 
    Three hours. Three quiet hours he’d had to himself before Tye’s pitch-wavering voice intruded. 
 
    Drake grunted, the noise rumbling in his throat. The boy crossed his arms and leaned back, scowling.  
 
    “I had to run errands before I got here, doggo, so I’m not late. And I’m not trying to spend all this time with you, so—” 
 
    “So you might want to watch your words, boyo.” The fur down Drake’s legs lifted, though he kept his expression still with an effort.  
 
    “Aw, c’mon Drake, I call everyone doggo; you know I do.” The boy’s words rushed together, and he smelled nervous but genuine. “It’s not ‘cause you’re a—a—” 
 
    “I know I’m a Zuul, Human. I’m not the idiot in this conversation.” 
 
    That bought him another stretch of silence, but as always, Tye bounced back before too long.  
 
    “We got incoming today—the flight line’s been cleared, but none of the units are due back. You hear anything from your dad?” 
 
    “Porter?” Drake snorted, flicking an ear. “He’s not going to tell me anything the company doesn’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah. Guess you’re still a minor, too, even though…” Tye gestured at the Zuul’s height and shrugged. 
 
    “Not a member of the company, just like you.” 
 
    “You don’t want to take your VOWS?” Tye stared at his slate, noting quantities with deliberate care, even as he glanced back at Drake.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk while running inventory.” Drake scanned through another box of ammunition, keeping his lip from rising only by counting each individual pack. The faster he got through, the sooner he could get on the water. More than enough reason not to knock Tye down to shut him up.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The roar of the waves overpowered the thrum of his engine, and his fingers eased on the wheel. Salt and the pull of the tide were never out of his nose’s reach in Brisbane, but even his ears lost the ebb of the sea when he got too far.  
 
    The edge of his nose twitched, parsing the pull of waves from the sour tang of ocean life baked into the sand, and he could barely keep his ears still as he parked his ATV and leapt into the rough sand of the pull-out. Unfastening his board, he allowed himself a moment to close his eyes, release the pull of Silent Night and all its unending administrative tasks, and listen to the ocean. He filtered out Human voices with the ease of long practice, so thoroughly that by the time he reached the curve of the isolated beach, he was almost surprised to see the small cluster of Humans lounging in their wetsuits. He took a longer way around, focusing on the patterns of the water to block out any change in their sounds. Rarely did Humans shout anything of value for him to hear, and less so when it was a group of unfamiliar young males. 
 
    They may have called things to him while he carefully waxed his board, but the meditative strokes took all his concentration, and he didn’t so much as flick an ear in their direction.  
 
    He paused in the coolness of the water, floating the board in front of him and holding its leash. After young male Humans like these had once found many clever things to say about leashes and dogs surfing, he’d refused to latch himself to his board for months. A great deal of excess swimming, and ultimately one lost board, had eventually changed his mind back, but he still didn’t like fastening the leash to his ankle when Humans were around.  
 
    Humans were too often around.  
 
    Shrugging, he hooked himself to his board and slid on top of it, paddling out past the break to the deceptively smooth stretch of ocean, forgetting the presence of the Human pack again.  
 
    Small swells hinted but offered nothing he wanted, and while he kept focus on the water in front of him, he let his limbs dangle off the board. Finally a swell curled promisingly, and he paddled forward, coordinated and focused.  
 
    This was his second-favorite moment, moving into the building wave, judging the right time to stop paddling and push up—too early, and he’d flop back off before doing anything of value; too late, and he’d be in position to watch the wave crash toward shore.  
 
    The more he thought about it, the worse he did, so he simply watched, stilling his mind…and then in a set of sharp, quick movements he swung his board around, facing back to shore, pulled his arms in, pushed against the board, and leapt to his feet, right foot forward. It took bare seconds, enough for the adrenaline to flash through him with hyper-clarity.  
 
    Now was his favorite moment, both entirely in control and entirely not—at the mercy of the ocean, but finding his balance against its unpredictable power. The wave built, and he angled his board, mist coating his fur as speed and momentum built around him.  
 
    As the wave curled, he angled his head enough to judge which way it would break and shot through the tube of it, and for that handful of moments his power merged with the water’s, his heartbeat inseparable from the roar of waves—speed and mist—and the scent of his triumph.  
 
    He softened his stance as the wave broke, just before the world fell down on top of him. The board yanked his ankle upward as the force of the water shoved him down, and he let the spin take him, relaxing into the tumble as best he could. It took time to orient, habit never making this part easier, but he resurfaced before his lungs so much as twinged.  
 
    Drake snagged the board before it hit him in the face—that lesson had taken him longer to learn than any other, and he had the muzzle-scars to show for it—rolling back up onto the board to do it again.  
 
    The wave had taken him back toward the Humans, but he kept his focus on the endless stretch of water ahead of them, and they did the same. He let a few promising waves go, letting the Humans take them in the hopes they’d be pushed further away. They’d all accumulated where the waves were best, so eventually he gave up hope of separation and lost himself in the pull and balance of gauging which wave was right for a run.  
 
    As the sun set, fingers of orange and red stretched through the ripples in the water around him, and the growl of his stomach reminded him of shore. The water curled invitingly, and he decided one more wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    Paddle, judge, slew around, jump. The rhythm of it kept his mind still, until a sudden intrusion broke his focus. One of the Humans had doubled down to drop in on his wave, too close for the safety of either.  
 
    What in every damn Human hell? 
 
    He pushed forward on his right foot, trying to angle away, but the other surfer followed his moves, skill nearly matching Drake’s superior strength and balance. Damn Humans, breaking their own rules whenever it damn well pleased— 
 
    The wave built, higher than the two and three meters they’d been riding most of the afternoon, stretching four to five. Best wave of the day, and this idiot Human had to ruin it.  
 
    They raced through the tube as the wave curled around them, nothing existing beyond them and the water, the Human’s board coming perilously close several times as Drake angled away.  
 
    As the shape of it crumbled, Drake grimly held on, determined to ride as close to the shore as possible. Surfers didn’t drop in on each other’s waves, and the other Humans would head to the sand upon seeing this one’s move. 
 
    Fury replaced the purity of adrenaline, his fur prickling and his lip lifting even as he tried to navigate the rapidly shifting water. He made it nearly to shore before tumbling off the board, finding his angle faster than ever and shooting back to the surface. Unhooking the leash from his ankle, he kept the cord pulled tight in one hand and dragged it, and himself, to shore.  
 
    Clear of the pull of the waves, he slammed his board into the sand and whirled back, hunching slightly to refrain from hurling himself back into the water and dragging the Human—any of the Humans—back out to answer for the shit behavior.  
 
    “Aw, don’t get all snarly.” The first Human to emerge, shaking floppy hair back, moved with exaggerated ease. Older than Drake, but not bigger, moving just slowly enough that the other Humans were closing in before he got out of the water.  
 
    “You dropped in my wave.” 
 
    “It was a good one.” He shrugged, pushing his own board into the sand and making a point to flex as he did so. As though his Human muscles had anything on the ones Drake had developed over the last few years. Drake didn’t have Rex’s build, but he was enough to give many Humans pause.  
 
    “You dropped. In my wave.” 
 
    “I heard ya, pup. You can’t have all the good ones.” He turned his head slightly back toward the water. “Hear that boys? Doggo here got his feelings mashed.” 
 
    “No one taught you to share?” Another Human, bigger than the first, closer to Drake’s size.  
 
    “Nah, don’t you have dogs? One’s always gotta take all the toys and hide them from the others.” A third, louder and smaller. Reminded him of Tye.  
 
    “C’mon boys. Zeke dropped in. Dick move.” An older Human, a full adult or nearly so. There were a few others straggling behind him, chorusing a vague series of agreements, but Drake’s attention pulled back to dick-move-Zeke, still grinning next to his board.  
 
    “Wouldn’ta dropped in if you didn’t hog em, pup. Like Crew said, you gotta learn to share.” 
 
    “You get the wave, or you wait your turn.” Drake’s voice muddied with a snarl. 
 
    “Wait my turn? It’s my planet, doggo. Maybe you should try your own?” Zeke stepped away from his board as his two friends crowded closer, braver with his pack.  
 
    “Maybe you should learn to swim. Less talking, more speed.”  
 
    “You goofy-stance motherfucker, you want some speed?” The biggest of them launched himself forward, and Drake let go, shoving off the sand to meet him.  
 
    Drake got in the first blow, all the air coming out of the large Human in a whoosh, and Drake hooked his leg behind the man’s to shove him the rest of the way down. The other two were on him by then, a blur of kicks and punches and attempted grapples in uncertain footing. Drake’s balance—and training—were better than theirs, but even he couldn’t make shifting sand steady.  
 
    The big one got his breath back and returned to the fray and, frustrated, Drake snapped, sinking his teeth into the salt and skin and blood of whatever arm was closest.  
 
    One of the Humans yelped, one got in a solid kick that numbed half his leg, and he punched the last of them hard enough in the face that the Human froze for a full second before toppling over.  
 
    Panting, Drake straightened, putting his weight on his good leg, and returned to guard, glaring.  
 
    “He bit me!” 
 
    “It was three on one, Zeke. You dropped in his wave. Call it a day.” The other Humans had waited throughout, bearing witness to the fracas, and the older one seemed satisfied by the outcome.  
 
    “Lucky it was three on one, dude’s a beast.” 
 
    Drake ignored it, like he’d ignored the videos Humans always tried to show him of Earth dogs surfing, like he tried to ignore all of these idiot bareskins with their fragility and their comments and their endless need to talk.  
 
    “We done here?” He asked, his hands still up, his narrow eyes on Zeke. 
 
    The Human spat to the side, holding his arm close. There was enough blood to keep him out of the water for the rest of the evening, but not enough for anyone to panic. Belatedly, Drake realized that was a call home he didn’t need. After a long moment, Zeke nodded, and Drake snapped his head to the side, keeping his ears angled back.  
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “We’re done.” The older one again. He smelled more like the ocean than a Human, which maybe was why Drake didn’t immediately hate him. “You going back out?” When Drake shook his head, he added, “Rather see you out there than these kids with their shit manners. Maybe next time.” 
 
    The Human didn’t wait for an answer, which made Drake almost like him, and the group dispersed.  
 
    Salt and blood mixed heavy in his nose, but he grabbed his board and hiked back to his ATV without wiping at it, powering through the ache of his leg and side. Let them think they couldn’t do damage to him, idiot Humans. Maybe it would make them more cautious next time. 
 
    Except there would be different idiots next time. The planet was too full of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Why do you always try to sneak by me?” Dana asked, holding his face still with one hand as she dabbed antiseptic on his lip with the other.  
 
    “How do you always smell me out?” he replied as he usually did. His ears relaxed, even as the medicine stung its way through the vestiges of sand and salt they’d missed.  
 
    “I guess I picked some things up from my kids.” She sat back and studied his face, losing the brisk professionalism of logistics officer for both the gentler and sharper visage of mother. “You going to talk about it?” With a hint of a smile, she continued and matched his words perfectly, “Do I ever?” 
 
    His mouth dropped in a bit of a smile, and he shook his head slightly.  
 
    “There’s food done.” She smoothed a hand over his furred cheek briefly, and he pressed his head slightly against it. “I have to go back to the office and finish up—we had a lot of traffic today.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain Porter.” 
 
    “Don’t ‘Captain Porter’ me at home. I’ll put you right back to work.” Dana stood, smiled at him, then leaned back in to touch her forehead to his. “And stop beating up the local boys. We’re going to need recruits eventually.” 
 
    “These ones aren’t worth it,” Drake said automatically, thought of the one seemingly decent one, then shrugged the thought away. 
 
    “Noted.” She straightened, smiled at him, and gestured toward the kitchen. “Go eat so you don’t pick a fight with your siblings when they get home. I’ll make you scrub all the floors if you get any more blood on it.” 
 
    “Noted, Mother.” He saluted, and her laugh followed him out of the room.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You keep beating up the shark biscuits, one will pull a gun on you,” Ripley said. She’d been lounging on the couch in their apartments, brushing out her tail, when Drake came in smelling of blood and anger. 
 
    “Rack off, sis,” Drake said and went by to the dunny. She smiled after him and went back to her slate. There was a sizeable pile of her blonde hairs on the couch she’d have to vacuum up later. Dana was liable to chuck a wobbly if the cleaning robot crapped out again because it was chock full of Zuul hair.  
 
    The slate displayed a typical Bravo-class dropship preflight checklist. Anything that flew simply fascinated her, but interface craft were the most interesting. She was hoping with the war finally over it would mean resumption of studies, and a trip off world!  
 
    Her sister Sonya went by, an earplug in and talking constantly. The two females were close allies—you needed to be when you were outnumbered by boys 3 to 2. Sonya lived for technology, computers and electronics in general. Though they’d been educated by the Porters on base, they’d begun attending advanced classes in town twice a week, just before the Mercenary Guild invaded.  
 
    With a swirl of reddish tail, Sonya was out of sight, heading toward the bathroom Ripley shared with her. She knew Sonya wasn’t ignoring her; she was just catching up with news on the city campus. In almost all cases, Sonya followed Ripley’s lead, which was fine with her.  
 
    Her slate pinged with an inbound message from Dana, their mom.  
 
    “Ripley, we’ve cut a contract to service shuttles to bring in some more credits. I know you’re off duty, but do you want to meet it on the ramp?” 
 
    “Do I?” Ripley laughed and quickly used her claws to tap out a reply. “You bet, no problem.” In less than a minute she had a uniform vest, tool belt, and equipment satchel slung over her shoulder and was running out of their quarters toward the ramp.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow knew he was late. Late by like two days, sure, but things like that happened. He’d been thousands of kilometers away, out past Alice Springs, meeting with an Aboriginal shaman group during their walkabout. He’d spent a day with them, talking and learning.  
 
    Like all his previous encounters with the Humans native to Australia, they were more accepting of him as a Zuul—and an alien—than many in the community near their home. On the bush plane back from Alice Springs, he’d spent the hours making notes in his slate and marveling at the seemingly primitive Humans’ spirituality.  
 
    He parked his bike in the carpool and got off, making a beeline for a side entrance. He didn’t make it 10 steps.  
 
    “Welcome back, Shadow.” 
 
    He stopped and hung his head. “Father.”  
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you would let me know before you appropriate company funds to go all woop woop.” Shadow looked down even further, his ears folding back in apology. “Can you tell me why you felt it so important to do this?”  
 
    “It was a shaman I’ve been trying to meet for a year,” Shadow said, trying to see if his excitement would rub off. “He’s danced in the stars, had a vision of being in space, and I wanted to learn—”  
 
    “Wanted to learn how he did it,” Alan Porter finished for him. Shadow gave a single nod. “You can’t keep doing this. Twice during the war, you disappeared. There were occupation forces in Darwin and Melbourne. They could have come here at any time. What do you think they’d do if they caught a Zuul living with Humans?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Shadow admitted. “I was just curious.”  
 
    “I get that; I really do. But the answers to whatever questions you have aren’t out there in the desert. Your people are up there, in the stars.”  
 
    “I belong here with you, Father.”  
 
    Alan gave a slight smile and put out a hand to pat his adopted son on his sloped, furred shoulder. Shadow was smaller than his four siblings. If he were a dog, like he resembled more than anything, he’d be called the runt of the litter. He was also the least physical of them, the least interested in worldly things. He was always fascinated by ghost stories, various religions, and, lately, the faith of the Aboriginals.  
 
    “Professor Delridge is going to be here next week. He wasn’t going to stop, but I cashed in a favor.” 
 
    Shadow looked up at him, eyes wide. “Fuck me dead!”  
 
    Alan laughed and ruffled the fur. “You’ve left your chores undone, and you owe me 125 credits now.” 
 
    “But the flight was only 15 credits!” 
 
    “I’m including what you already owed with the total.”  
 
    “Does that mean I can’t see Delridge?” Shadow’s ears dropped, and his eyes grew huge. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, boy,” Alan said and took pity on him. “Can you help get the renovations of the cafeteria done by next week?”  
 
    “Piece of piss,” Shadow said. “Easy!” 
 
    “Then get cleaned up and go to work.”  
 
    Shadow grinned, tongue lolling as he trotted out of the motor pool and toward the quarters.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya outwaited the fog on the bathroom mirror, staring as her reflection resolved in front of her. Her red-brown fur, still drying, lay sleek against her face, the darkness of it making her golden eyes glow. Her ears, larger than her siblings’, twitched until she exerted an effort to hold them still.  
 
    Muzzle, long gleaming teeth…she snarled at herself and snapped her head away, unsure what she was even looking for. She couldn’t make herself Human, though she’d asked about that when she was a tiny potato with legs. She couldn’t make the Humans around her into Zuul, even if their smell lingered when they left the room, or—she growled, low in her throat. Nothing she could do would stop the sidelong glances whenever she left the compound.  
 
    Everything felt off today, and she grumbled to herself as she got dressed, annoyed as much with herself as the world around her. So some American tourist had shrilled about how cute she was out in town today; what did it matter? She’d heard worse from Humans she thought better of, and it wasn’t the first time seeing her had made someone realize how much they miss their dogs. Most Humans were idiots. She had more important things to occupy her brain. 
 
    When she opened the bathroom door, attenuated scents told her Drake was still around, Ripley and their mother had left, and Rex hadn’t been home since morning. She considered locking herself in her room and getting back to work on the half-melted engine she’d nabbed, but too much restless energy surged through her for that.  
 
    With a low growl, she grabbed her ear buds, shoved them in for a visible excuse to ignore everyone, and stalked back out of the house toward the office. Dailey, the crotchetiest of Silent Night’s flight line mechanics, would still be at work. Unlike the majority of Humans, he could be relied on to point her toward something that needed fixing without wasting her time, or his, with useless words and overexplaining.  
 
    Diagnosing and solving a problem would settle her thoughts as it always did, and she’d be something like fit company when everyone gathered back at home.  
 
    She stopped short of the hangar, eyes widening, a fresh scent barely registering against the conglomeration of fuel, Human, and machine. Forgetting Dailey for a minute, she turned her head, narrowing her eyes, working to trace it back toward the source…There.  
 
    A few minutes’ trot away from the flight line and toward the office.  
 
    “Shadow!” 
 
    “Sunny!” Her brother leapt up from his crouch, loping forward to meet her with his tail low and fast.  
 
    “You’ve been gone awhile.” She bumped his shoulder, not quite a punch, and dropped her jaw in a grin. “Get bored out in the wild?” 
 
    “Never. Knew you’d come tracking me if I was any later.” 
 
    “Ripley, probably. I’d just knock down the wall and take over your room.” Sonya studied him, deciding not to ask the questions crowding her mind. She loved her siblings, she did, but they were all just as weird as Humans, sometimes. Shadow most of all.  
 
    “That’s my Sunny. No need for adventure when you can get more space for projects.” 
 
    Usually that would have landed as the banter it was meant as, but on this particular day, Sonya’s ears flattened, and her mouth snapped shut. She shook her head, trying to ward off the anger, but she saw Shadow notice, and his silent concern grated more.  
 
    “Speaking of projects, I interrupted yours, and I’ve got to get back to mine.” She tried for a neutral tone and nearly had it. “Glad you’re back, Shadow.” 
 
    “Sun…” he started to say something, one ear twisting back before he shrugged. “Glad to see you too.” 
 
    She murmured something and trotted away, swallowing back the growl trying to rise in her chest. If only they’d been raised anywhere but Earth. Sonya couldn’t picture their lives without Dana and Alan, even on the worst days, but she could have done without Humans as a whole, ruining her day with their offhand squeals.  
 
    Hands clenched into fists, she stalked past Dailey, grabbed a slate with the latest checklist, and busied herself reading through the day’s traffic. Somewhere in there would be something to distract her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    Dana looked up from her slate as Alan entered. “You catch Shadow?”  
 
    “Red-handed.” 
 
    “He tell you some furphy?”  
 
    “No,” Alan said and shook his head. “He admitted he’d been woop woop, out Alice Springs with some Aboriginals.”  
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” She looked suspicious. “You did ground him like we talked about?” When Alan went over to his desk and made like he was looking through papers, she put her hands on her hips. “Bloody hell, Alan.”  
 
    “He’s a good kid.” 
 
    “He’s an alien.” 
 
    “He’s your son.”  
 
    Dana sighed and nodded slowly. “I know, and I love him, but that doesn’t change what he is. Different species, different motivations. We don’t completely understand them—we may never. He needs to understand consequences.” 
 
    “Do you regret our decision?” 
 
    “Never for a minute,” Dana said emphatically. “They’re as much my kids as if I birthed them. I love all five. I think I would have died if Shadow hadn’t recovered when he got that sickness. But like I said, it doesn’t change that they’re not Human.” 
 
    “I hoped this Coshke their leader talked about would come and get them, only nobody did. Then they got older, and…” Alan shrugged. 
 
    “They became ours,” Dana said. Alan nodded.  
 
    “I put Shadow to work on the cafeteria project as payment.” 
 
    “You’re too easy on them,” Dana said. Alan nodded again, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Then he sobered.  
 
    “We’re just so lucky the war never got here. The fighting in South America and Texas? It’s enough to make you chunder just thinking about it.”  
 
    “Makes me sick, too,” Dana agreed.  
 
    “I wanted to help.” 
 
    “I know, dear.”  
 
    “With most of the company on contract, what did we have?” He shook his head. They both knew all too well. Less than a platoon, and no real transport. A single ancient Phoenix-class dropship, and no starship. They’d sat and watched the war play out on Tri-V. “We have to find out why the lads haven’t reported in.” The war had ended a month ago, and he’d immediately sent out a message, but with the speed of messages in the Union, it might not have even reached its intended destination yet. 
 
    “No ship,” she reminded her husband. “Without Starbright, what can we do? Hiring a ship is too expensive. I’ve run the numbers a hundred times. We’re almost broke, and now we hear we can’t take contracts?”  
 
    “Yeah, we’re short on options.”  
 
    “At least the CASA finally gave us the bloody waiver,” Dana said.  
 
    Alan nodded. They’d applied to independently service light orbital traffic right after the war ended. The starports in Melbourne and Sydney were both still largely non-functional. They couldn’t produce hydrogen because the cities’ fusion power plants were at low output. F11 stores on the planet were nearly exhausted.  
 
    The Australian authority that controlled who could land where was called CASA, Civil Aviation Safety Authority. Like most Aussie government, it didn’t work fast. However, constant complaints of orbital operating companies in the region finally got CASA to respond and authorize Silent Night to use their private orbital class facility to service ships under 1,000 tons. Since they had a small fusion plant that had been serviced just before the war, they had plenty of power to make hydrogen.  
 
    Alan looked up through the building’s roof as a rumble rolled across the complex. “Something will come along. It always has before.” The compound vibrated as a shuttle’s landing motors roared; the first shuttle was landing for service.  
 
    “Ripley is excited to visit the shuttles as they go through,” Dana said.  
 
    “I’m sure she is.” Alan made a face. The money they would make from selling fuel would hardly pay for the F11 being slowly consumed in the reactor. Still, it was better than nothing. “Still no sign of Rex.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley shielded her eyes against the shuttle’s bright descent motors. She marveled at the design, unlike anything used by Humans. When it came to shuttles, Humans preferred shuttles with aerodynamic surfaces, which would approach in a glide path, then use rockets or jets to slow their landing, more of a STOL. This alien shuttle was a flattened sphere and only used rockets to plummet straight down.  
 
    “Wouldn’t want to be around that thing if a motor fails,” one of the ground staff said, eyeing the descending shuttle skeptically.  
 
    “Union tech is more reliable than Earth tech,” she said. He nodded but seemed unconvinced.  
 
    The engines’ sound changed from a roar to an ear-splitting scream. Ripley turned up the feedback on her ear protection, specially designed for the shape of her head and exceptionally sharp hearing. Turbofans were particularly hard on her ears because they had dangerous sound spikes in the ultrasonic that Humans couldn’t register.  
 
    The shuttle waited until the last second to increase power and slow before dropping six pairs of spider-like landing legs. With a thump and groan, it settled to the ground like a big fat cane toad. The rockets cut as soon as it was all the way down. The ground crew, professionals that they were, waited a long 10 count before moving in.  
 
    The shuttle had a pair of heavy loading ramps, one on each side, which were lowered by powerful hydraulics. Ripley could tell the ship had been designed for heavy hauling and fast landing. It wasn’t efficient at all. Ripley took her slate and walked over as the ramp began to lower. When a Jeha slithered out, she was a little surprised.  
 
    “I was not expecting a Zuul,” the alien said, its clicking language rendered into English by Ripley’s translator.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting a talking millipede,” Ripley countered. The Jeha reared up a bit, massive segmented antenna waving in surprise. “You’re requesting 120 tons of hydrogen?”  
 
    “Correct,” the alien said.  
 
    “Our rate agreed upon is 100 credits per ton, and a 50-credit ground service fee.” 
 
    “I am aware of the charge,” the Jeha said. “It is outrageous.”  
 
    “You are welcome to go elsewhere for your fuel.”  
 
    “There is no elsewhere,” the Jeha countered, “as you are well aware. If my ship in orbit does not get the fuel, we are stuck in this backwater hell-hole of a planet.” Ripley waited and stared at the bug. “Fine,” it said finally and held out its Universal Account Access Card, or Yack, as most Humans called them.  
 
    Ripley took the card and slid it into her slate, triggering a transaction of 12,050 credits. She held the slate out to the alien, who touched the screen with its antenna, verifying identity. The credits were debited. “Thank you,” she said and handed back the card. The alien clicked something that didn’t translate and went around Ripley to watch the fuel transfer.  
 
    Ripley waved to the ground crew, who immediately began attaching the hydrogen transfer umbilical. In only a minute the fuel was being pumped aboard the shuttle. While the transfer was taking place, she walked around and studied the craft. It lacked any aesthetic touches at all. The rounded hull was carefully formed in segments and welded together with precision. According to the GalNet, the Jeha were a non-merc race, ship builders of some renown.  
 
    She ran into the Jeha—whom she assumed was the pilot—near one of the engine pylons. “Can I ask you a question?”  
 
    “I suppose,” the Jeha replied.  
 
    “Why does your shuttle design have no aerodynamic surfaces?”  
 
    “Some worlds don’t have atmosphere,” it explained. “Why bother?” 
 
    “Because some worlds do,” she replied. “Having a lifting body or wings won’t detract much from a shuttle’s function, and it will decrease operating costs in an atmosphere.” The Jeha turned its black beady eyes on her. “It looks nicer, too.” 
 
    “Looks nicer?” the Jeha asked. “Who cares how it looks?”  
 
    “Fueling complete, Ripley!” the crew chief called out.  
 
    She turned to ask another question of the Jeha, but it was already heading for the boarding ramp, its legs propelling it in a constant wave-like undulation. “Rude bug,” she said, and followed the ground crew to help them secure the fueling cables in their underground storage. They barely got the blast shielding in place and had cleared the area before the Jeha fired the ascent engines, and the shuttle lumbered back into the sky.  
 
    Ripley touched her radio transmit button. “Did that Jeha request clearance to take off?” she asked.  
 
    “No,” the traffic controller replied. “Is the crew okay?”  
 
    “Yeah, we’re fine.” 
 
    “Should I file a complaint with the government?” 
 
    “The Terran Federation is still getting its act together down here,” Ripley said. “By the time anyone can do anything about it, the bug will be long gone.” She made a note from now on to have the ground crew tie down each shuttle so the craft’s crew knew they couldn’t simply blast off when they felt like it.  
 
    Word had gotten out, and she was busy all afternoon as a parade of various shuttles flitted in and out of Silent Night’s mini-starport. She had her hands full moving cargo for the shuttles as well as fueling them. Most of the cargo was goods for evacuating mercs, though no actual mercs. The fuel was mostly to be sure the three big hydrogen bunkers didn’t run too low. Silent Night’s little fusion plant could only turn seawater into hydrogen so fast.  
 
    Her most enjoyable service call so far was a shuttle from none other than the Winged Hussars, one of the Human Four Horsemen. The most famous merc units on the planet, the Horsemen were descended from the only four merc units to come back alive from the first time Humans went to space. She liked the Hussars the best because they were a space navy unit—and a dardy one at that!  
 
    The other bonus was the Hussars had aliens in their unit. Lots of them. The pilot of the shuttle was a reptilian elSha, and its copilot was a Human woman. Not only did they get along, but from their interaction, they seemed to be the best of friends. The shuttle was a unique design proprietary to the Hussars. A big delta wing design with foldable canards, it also had shields and dual ventral/dorsal laser arrays. They’d delayed leaving almost an hour to give Ripley a personal tour.  
 
    “You grew up on Earth,” the copilot asked, “didn’t you?”  
 
    Ripley had been schooled by her parents to volunteer as little as possible to outsiders about her and her siblings. The woman had long, blonde hair almost the same shade as Ripley’s fur. She looked stunning in her black coverall uniform with the blue stripes down the arms and legs that denoted a pilot. “Yes,” she admitted. “My parents saved us on a contract.” 
 
    “Wow,” the woman said. “I’m Lieutenant Jane Kowalczy. My family helped found the Hussars.” 
 
    “So you own it?”  
 
    Jane laughed. “No,” she said. “The Cromwells own it.” 
 
    “How does that work?”  
 
    “It’s complicated,” Jane said, then changed the subject. “One of the Egleesius captains is a Zuul, you know. Captain Drizz of Nuckelavee. He’s a pretty cool guy.” 
 
    “Are there a lot of Zuul in the Winged Hussars?”  
 
    “I don’t know how many,” she said. “Hold on.” She closed her eyes, and Ripley realized she had pinplants. “Personnel records say 48 Zuul. That’s not a lot. I know many are in security and the marines, though. Pegasus had a whole Zuul platoon, but they were killed in the war.”  
 
    Ripley was sad to see Jane go, and she wondered what it would be like to sign up with the Winged Hussars and fly away into space with them. They wouldn’t care she wasn’t Human, and might not even care she hadn’t been raised by Zuul. Sonya was always worried they were trapped between two worlds. Ripley tried not to let it get to her. Still, her tail hung low as the Hussars’ ship took off.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow shook sweat from his head and sighed. The afternoon heat was higher than normal near Brisbane. It didn’t help that every time a shuttle came in, it sent blasts of rocket exhaust everywhere. He straddled a truss on the new cafeteria’s roof, a hammer in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. He could see a pair of the local kids’ dogs under a shelter near the motor pool. He felt for the primitive animals; not being able to sweat properly must suck. 
 
    Dogs were a problem for him and his brothers. Their parents hadn’t been able to ban the animals from Silent Night’s compound, though Shadow suspected Alan had tried. The simple truth was Zuul looked a lot like German Shepherds, at least in the general design in their heads. Of course, the similarity ended there. For one, Zuul had reversed knees. Shadow considered it a common-sense design; it allowed his people to leap, turn, and accelerate in ways no Human could match.  
 
    Their internal physiology was close enough to Humans. Most mammalians in the galaxy were as well. Heart, liver, lungs, something like kidneys, a lymphoid system, etc. He’d read a lot about it in school. Earth was an interesting planet—only a member of the Galactic Union for a century, however they’d been close to colonizing their star system without Union tech. So they’d written a lot about how many races resembled terrestrial life so closely.  
 
    Shadow wasn’t much of a study on many subjects. He wasn’t called to one thing or another like his brothers and sisters—his calling was more transcendental. However, he did like biology to some degree, and he had to agree with the scientists. It was interesting that he could eat the food on Earth just fine—there were plenty of things he and his siblings could eat that would give a Human worse than a gut-ache. In fact, any race in the galaxy that couldn’t find something to live off of on Earth—meat, vegetable, or other—would be considered an exotic.  
 
    Either way, he didn’t hate dogs on Earth. He didn’t like them, either. Usually he and his siblings tended to cause a dog to go berko. Their parents had a video of Shadow and the other pups trying to engage a company member’s Great Dane in play. Reportedly the dog had never been the same until its dying day.  
 
    The real problem was every bloody Human who encountered him and his siblings tended to treat them like dogs. Talking down to them was common. Sonya was the worst at dealing with it, and Rex’s response was to crack the shits. Humans couldn’t usually tell when Sonya was moping, but it was easy to tell when Rex started snarling—and he was a big bloody Zuul. 
 
    Shadow clipped the water bottle to his tool belt, grabbed the pneumatic nail gun, and went back to work. Bang, bang, bang, check to be sure the runner was secured, scoot down, nail again. As long as he kept up a routine, it was good, mindless work, which let him think about the trip out woop woop.  
 
    The Aboriginal holy man had said Shadow had a calling, and suggested he consider spending more time with him. Of course, he couldn’t. Their age was part of the problem. Shadow and his siblings were only 14 years old; adult for Zuul, according to GalNet, but barely teenage for Humans. They were citizens of Australia, thanks to the Porters’ multi-year legal fight when Shadow was young, but that didn’t change that the age of majority was 18 on Earth. If Shadow took off, the Porters could and would have him hauled back.  
 
    He moved again and nailed more of the stringers. In another hour Shadow had reached the end of the roofline and stopped to take another drink. He was around 10 meters off the ground and glad his people didn’t suffer from vertigo or fear of heights, like so many Humans tended to. He didn’t mind the job much. Truth be told, he felt guilty for taking the money for his trip, and this would set him right.  
 
    A rumble announced the arrival of another shuttle. Shadow looked up to see a spidery-looking craft swinging in to use the short runway. At least this one didn’t fly over him, adding a red-hot blast of jet exhaust to the already blazing day. By the time he’d run down the other ridge line, the spindly shuttle was gone and another was coming down.  
 
    “Mother and Father must be happy with the plan,” he said.  
 
    “The shuttle service deal?” one of the men working below him asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Shadow replied. “Fair dinkum idea.” He grinned, tail twitching, and looked up at the sky. Evening was approaching. He could already see three stars. 
 
    Three stars… 
 
    “Shadow!” someone yelled. He couldn’t answer, because he was falling through space.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rex was in ecstasy. The thin canopy before his eyes flashed with streaks of plasma as his drop pod plummeted through the thin atmosphere. He was a meteor, plummeting at 2,200 kilometers per hour.  
 
    They called the sport Hóngsè Niu. Rex had no idea why. Strap on an orbital drop shield, climb in a shuttle, and jump out at 100 kilometers. You decide where, but you had to be the first to arrive at the target. You got points just for surviving. More points for how fast you got down. Still more for being closest to the target. The point totals scaled, with on target being the most. 
 
    Rex had wanted to play Hóngsè Niu since he’d first seen it on Tri-V around age 10. Father said he’d gone troppo for even thinking about it. Drake’s thing was surfing. Rex liked surfing, too. In fact, he’d won enough money off the local shark biscuits to afford his drop shield and entrance into the Hóngsè Niu tournament.  
 
    “Number 98B, you are officially in the drop zone,” his radio crackled. The high gain signal barely penetrated the ionic disturbance caused by his drop. In another few seconds, he’d be LOS, or loss of signal. He took a final sighting with the simple radar beacon before it blacked out. 
 
    The drop pods were steered by flexing your body, and in turn, the shape of the pod. It took serious strength to do it, something he had in spades. Zuul were usually about 25% stronger than a Human. Rex had spent a thousand hours in Silent Night’s gymnasium working out, and twice that swimming, running, and surfing. He was 125 kilograms of raw muscle and sinew; from what he’d read, that was the upper 1% for his species and sex.  
 
    The pod slowly grew hotter; the heat dissipation system was barely sufficient. It was designed that way. Sweat began to soak his fur. Rex didn’t care, his heart was pounding, and his breath came in great gulps. It was the most exciting thing he’d ever done in his 14 years of life.  
 
    The plasma discharge began to clear, and he could finally see the ground. The radar beacon wouldn’t work now—from this point on, it was a visual game. Zuuls’ visual acuity was on par with Humans’, though less precise at long-range, detailed observations.  
 
    Rex made corrections based on nothing more than a tiny glimmer, more perceived than seen. The ground was coming up fast; the simple altimeter was scrolling down at a dizzying speed. His right hand itched with the need to pull the chute, but the second he did, he would have minimal control of his destination. The parachute was slow and hard to control compared to the pod’s quasi-aerodynamic shape. The ground was only seconds away. He’d never been more alive.  
 
    The altimeter read just 2,500 meters over ground. He took one last look down and spotted the landing zone, a massive white circle with a stylized red herd animal in the center. It was a kilometer to the northeast.  
 
    Rex contorted his body, and the wind of his more than 300 kph velocity buffeted him though the shield, deflecting his course. When he looked at the altimeter again, it was under 1,000 meters. He jerked the chute release, riding an adrenaline rush more powerful than the time he’d almost been crushed by a monster wave into a reef.  
 
    The chute blew out the back of the shield and reefed, slowing its expansion for a gut-wrenching quarter second. Bang! It jerked him so hard, his muzzle slapped into the inactive radar. He tasted blood. Worse, less than a second later, he smashed into the ground and blacked out. 
 
    “He’s alive! Bloody alien doggo is alive!”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m alive,” Rex growled and moved. He hurt from head to tail, but he was alive.  
 
    “Guy’s totally  an idiot.” 
 
    Rex was finally able to focus, and could see three Humans, all standing around him. He was lying on a field of grass painted white. “How close?” he managed to ask.  
 
    “Twenty bloody meters,” one of them said. “The only one to hit the white.”  
 
    Rex cocked his head back and howled.  
 
    Two hours later, the aerocab dropped him off just down the road from Silent Night’s compound, so he could walk the last kilometer. His Yack had a cool 10,000 credits—minus the cab ride. Second place in the Hóngsè Niu competition was his greatest accomplishment to date. Bonus, he’d gotten back before anyone had noticed he was gone.  
 
    The trooper at gate security barely looked up from his slate as Rex walked through. He had a slight limp, and some medical gauze and tape, mostly hidden under his fur. The drop pod was safely deposited back in the storage unit just outside Brisbane. An alien shuttle was on the landing field, and he saw Ripley talking with the crew.  
 
    Drake’s quad was parked by their barracks, so he was back from harassing the shark biscuits. The base was just as dead as it had been after the end of the war. He even spotted Shadow working on the roof for the new cafeteria. He’d been gone for days; dad must be pissed. As he walked, he raised a hand to wave at his brother. For a moment, he thought Shadow was waving back. Then Shadow slipped sideways and plummeted toward the ground. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley ran a hand along the wing of the shuttle, admiring its rakish design, and the way it was mated to the fuselage. A nod to visual appeal linked with utility of purpose. It was clear the wings were variably swept, too, and there were hard points under the wings for mounting weapons or fuel tanks.  
 
    She’d been too busy admiring the shuttle to notice the pilot climbing down from the cockpit via a ladder until she spoke.  
 
    “Kobo Ask’sha!”  
 
    Ripley blinked as she turned. The translator hadn’t rendered it into English. What strange race must it be? Her ears pricked forward, quivering at attention—the pilot was Zuul! 
 
    She was dressed in a sort of vest with shorts. A slate was attached to one thigh, and she had a partial helmet that allowed her muzzle to protrude, while still providing a snap down visor to protect her eyes when flying into the sun. When she took off her helmet, her ears were back, and Ripley immediately felt the other’s anger.  
 
    “You are a rude one,” the pilot said, and this time it was translated. “Who is your Kal’shin?”  
 
    “I…I don’t know,” Ripley replied. What’s a bloody Kal’shin? 
 
    The pilot took a step back and cocked her head, ears and tail coming up in alert posture. “You speak the local language?”  
 
    Ripley froze. Her parents had coached all the pups to be careful around aliens, lest they become too curious about their origin. They were the only aliens to have Australian citizenship, and that wasn’t public knowledge. If she’d known the pilot was also a Zuul, Ripley would have avoided her. She tried to think of some furphy the pilot might believe. 
 
    “Were you born here?”  
 
    “No,” Ripley answered quickly. Then slumped her shoulders in dejection. This wouldn’t go well, no matter how she handled it. “We’re orphans,” she said.  
 
    “We?” the pilot asked. “How many are you?”  
 
    “Five,” Ripley explained.  
 
    The pilot looked at her closely, then came even closer and sniffed at Ripley’s neck. Ripley backed away quickly. Sniffing another in such a way was something she’d only done with her siblings and parents. It was instinctive with them; they’d done it since they were pups. Alan and Dana had copied the action to make the pups feel more comfortable and loved.  
 
    The pilot backed away, her eyes narrowed and tail high and still behind her. She shook her head. “I don’t recognize your clan scent,” she said. “A lot of merc units were lost in the last century.” She opened her eyes and looked at Ripley. “Are you happy here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ripley said, nodding. “It’s our home.” 
 
    “Okay,” the pilot said. “My name is Chuuz.” She took out a computer chip, slid it into the slate on her thigh, and removed it. “My contact information is on this chip. I’ll see if I can find out who your clan was. Would you like that?” 
 
    “Sure,” Ripley said, feeling conflicted. She pulled out one of the contact chips for Silent Night and gave it to Chuuz. She would have done it anyway after the ship was serviced. The other nodded and took it. “What do you need for your shuttle?”  
 
    Ripley went about directing the ground crew providing Chuuz’s shuttle with the required fuel and power. Every time she glanced at the Zuul pilot, Chuuz was also watching Ripley. To say it made her nervous was an understatement. This went on until her mother came running out of the nearby hangar.  
 
    “Ripley!” 
 
    She turned as Dana ran toward here. “Mother?”  
 
    It was clear Dana wanted to yell something and only just managed to restrain herself. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Ripley wasn’t sure how to respond. After all, it was Dana who’d assigned her to the incoming shuttles. “I’m doing what you told me to, Mother.” She tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice, but knew she’d failed.  
 
    Dana leaned in closer. “Why didn’t you tell me the pilot was a Zuul?”  
 
    “You didn’t tell me what to do if we ever met another Zuul, only to be careful talking around aliens.”  
 
    “Ayden,” she said, turning her head.  
 
    “Ma’am?” the ground crew supervisor replied. 
 
    “Take charge.” Dana ordered. “Ripley, come with me, please.” Dana glanced toward the shuttle and saw Chuuz watching curiously. The two locked eyes for a long moment.  
 
    Ripley felt a surge of fear. What did I do wrong? She was about to complain when her ears swiveled toward a sudden chorus of yells. She turned to look and first noted Rex nearby. He was frozen in place, looking in the mid distance. Ripley followed his gaze, movement drawing her attention. Shadow’s gray form was plummeting from the roof of the incomplete cafeteria. Dana screamed.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya whipped around, slate clattering to the floor. 
 
    “Girl, what under the alien-infested moon are you—” 
 
    With her mother’s scream echoing in her ears, Sonya couldn’t register Dailey’s words. She sprinted out of the hangar, leaping clear of a too-small Human and homing in on her mother’s scent. Ripley’s, too, tangled with something both familiar and wild, but she didn’t have time for mysteries.  
 
    Where were they? They couldn’t be too far, even her hearing couldn’t pluck her mother’s voice from kilometers away. She lifted her muzzle, forgetting to be subtle, and breathed deeply as she ran faster.  
 
    There. 
 
    Rex’s scent as well, and then she rounded a long building and skidded to a stop, working to make sense of the buzz of activity.  
 
    Her mother, smelling of fear even from this distance, crouched on the ground. Rex was snarling, not the most unusual thing, but this held a spikey wave of worry her much larger brother rarely felt.  
 
    A cluster of Human workers in a ragged circle, one off to the side talking to the air. Comms, she reminded herself, and realized she’d stopped moving and wasn’t looking down where they all were.  
 
    “Sunny!” Ripley twisted back to look at her, and Sonya moved without conscious effort, racing for her sister’s side.  
 
    Unable to avoid seeing, any longer, the unmoving form of her littlest brother.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    “He should be dead,” said Dr. Tanner, Silent Night’s chief physician. He was watching the medical table’s readouts dance up and down in the peculiar pattern of a Zuul’s physiology.  
 
    “He landed on the lumber cut table,” Alan Porter said, shaking his head. “Zuul appear to be tougher than a stack of particle boards.”  
 
    “Nothing’s broken?” Dana asked. Alan looked at his wife. She was white as a sheet, eyes red and tears slowly leaking from her eyes.  
 
    “No,” Dr. Tanner said. “He’s got a minor concussion, that’s it.”  
 
    “Then why hasn’t he woken up yet?” Dana asked.  
 
    Tanner shrugged. “Don’t know. Brain scan shows strange higher-level function. If he were Human, I’d say he was dreaming. I’ve scanned them all, and far as I can tell, this isn’t what Zuul dreams look like.” 
 
    “Give him some nanites,” she said.  
 
    Alan gave a little start. Nanites weren’t cheap, and they were in financial deep water. Bloody deep, if the company and their ship didn’t show up soon. He didn’t think they had enough funds to stand up a platoon. More than likely he’d be lucky to get contractor work for a bigger company. The Australian government wouldn’t care, either. They’d want their taxes.  
 
    “That’s a waste of nanites,” Tanner said.  
 
    Alan gave a quiet sigh.  
 
    “Alan,” Dana pleaded.  
 
    Alan turned his head to the left. The window on the examination room opened into a small waiting area, which was crowded with four more Zuul. Hugely powerful black furred Rex. Tan Drake, not as big but just as tough, if not tougher. Ripley with her straw blonde fur and pale blue eyes watched intently. Next to her Sonya with her rich red fur, perfectly still.  
 
    They all had lighter eyes, except for Shadow. His were rich, dark blue. He’d always been different, from the day he’d taken them home to Dana. Smaller, weaker, but also smarter and more interested in the world. Animals fascinated him, until he discovered religion. He’d been on a nonstop quest to learn as much about Earth’s myriad faiths as possible since then. 
 
    Shadow’s four brothers and sisters watched everyone in the room with the same sort of unblinking stare Zuul used to unnerve Humans. Alan always felt it was like being stared down by a guard dog.  
 
    “Doc says he’s okay,” Alan said, turning back to his wife. Dana didn’t like his answer, so he tried to soothe her. “If he doesn’t come around in 24 hours, we’ll reevaluate the nanites.” 
 
    “That’s reasonable,” Dr. Tanner agreed.  
 
    “Do you know why he fell?” Alan asked his wife. 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I was talking to Ripley when I saw him fall.” Dana suddenly looked at him. “Oh, right. I completely forgot about the shuttle.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    Dana looked at the doctor who had a slate and was comparing medical data. She moved closer to Alan and lowered her voice. “The shuttle pilot was a Zuul.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, then his eyes got a little wider. “Oh!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dana agreed.  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I was about to bring her to see you so we could talk when Shadow fell.” Through the glass they could see Ripley talking and all three of her siblings listening with rapt attention. “Looks like they all know now.”  
 
    “How come you didn’t stop her from meeting the pilot?” Alan asked her. 
 
    “I didn’t know the pilot was Zuul,” Dana explained. “The shuttle was registered to a Jeha transport company. I didn’t think it was one of the bugs’ designs, but I’d gotten a call from one of the power plant techs asking how much more fuel we needed to process. By the time I got back to look out the window…” She sighed, then shrugged. “The two were talking, and the damage was done.”  
 
    “The shuttle still here?”  
 
    “No,” Dana explained. “It lifted off while we were waiting for medical to show up.” 
 
    “Damn, I would have liked a chance to talk to the pilot. Who knows what she thinks, or what Ripley said?” 
 
    “I think we better find out,” Dana said and gestured with her head. All four of the conscious Zuul were looking at her. Rex had his arms crossed and ears back in a sure sign he wasn’t happy.  
 
    Alan nodded. “Sooner rather than later. We don’t want four adolescent Zuul chucking a wobbly on us while their brother is sick.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Rex demanded.  
 
    “Why did he fall?” Ripley asked.  
 
    “Why was he up there?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Is he going to die?” Sonya’s voice was so quiet, Alan almost didn’t hear her question.  
 
    “Okay,” Alan said, and held up a hand. “It’s late, let’s get some tucker and talk.”  
 
    “We’re not hungry,” Rex snapped. “We want answers.” 
 
    “Okay, but I am hungry. So I’m ordering you to come with me.”  
 
    All four of the Zuul pups looked surly, with Rex having an outright mutinous snarl on his muzzle.  
 
    “Come on, kids,” Dana said.  
 
    Rex turned and looked at her, and his expression slowly softened. Alan nodded, and they left the infirmary.  
 
    The cafeteria highlighted why they were building a new one—a pair of steel conex shipping containers welded together with windows cut out and interior fixtures installed. It had served as the company lunch hall for 20 years, since Alan Porter had formed Silent Night and bought the old airfield. It was rusty and smelled of fish.  
 
    Every time the young Zuul entered, he could see their muzzles wrinkle in distaste. Alan could only guess at the horrendous stench through their powerful noses. He went to the chow line, took a tray, and selected some food. He really wasn’t all that hungry, but he’d needed to take the initiative.  
 
    As he selected a drink, his wife behind him, he noted the four siblings standing in the cafeteria entrance, unsure. As usual, it was their leader, Rex, who moved over and took a tray to gather some food. The others followed a second later.  
 
    Since it was early afternoon, nobody else was in the cafeteria except the cooking staff, who were busy working on the evening meal. Most of the food available was sangers, soups, chips, small salads, and some fish. Dana only took a salad and a bottle of water. The kids all took sangers filled with meat and cheese, with water to drink, then joined their parents at the largest table.  
 
    Alan ate for a minute, again to establish initiative. He looked up at them pointedly, and they began eating, too. Good.  
 
    “Okay,” he said eventually. “Your brother fell off the roof. We don’t know why. He’s not seriously injured, though. Doctor Tanner is certain. He was up there because he stole some money to go walkabout without permission.” He looked at Sonya. “He’s not going to die.”  
 
    The four Zuul siblings looked at each other, their food, the table. Alan could tell they didn’t know what to say or ask. He could understand. None of them had ever been seriously injured in their lives. In fact, the only one who’d ever had a health issue was, again, Shadow. He’d gotten a viral infection shortly after they’d arrived on Earth. He’d almost died.  
 
    “Ripley told us about the Zuul shuttle pilot,” Rex said. “What happened?” 
 
    “Ripley gave you as much as we know,” Dana replied. “I understand they exchanged contact information. We’ll see if they get back with us.”  
 
    Alan could tell the explanation didn’t satisfy them, so he added to what his wife had said. “Like we’ve explained, we tried contacting the Zuul government shortly after we brought you home. They didn’t respond. Our races haven’t had the best relations. It’s possible they didn’t believe us. We tried talking to the Mercenary Guild, too, and they said it wasn’t their job. 
 
    “The Zuul in command who gave you to us said someone would come someday. The name was Coshke. I also tried finding out about Coshke through the GalNet. Nothing.” 
 
    “We know,” Ripley cut in. “But talking to Chuuz made me wonder why nobody came for us.”  
 
    Dana looked at Alan, who sighed and looked at his half-eaten meal. “The company you came from was called Krif’Hosh, which translates as Song of the Night, or just Night Song. Its commander, Crent, explained the company would die out if you didn’t survive. But again, the Merc Guild wouldn’t provide any help, and even a search of their records showed no company called Krif’Hosh. So,” he said, spreading his hands wide, “we were forced to wait and see.”  
 
    All four young Zuul mumbled and looked at each other, hoping one of them would have something brilliant to say. None of them did. Alan heaved a silent sigh of relief.  
 
    “Right now, we need to concentrate on your brother Shadow and hope he recovers. Maybe the Zuul pilot, Chuuz, will get back with us.” They all nodded in agreement. “Okay. Good.” 
 
    The four finished eating and left Alan and Dana alone in the cafeteria. His own barely eaten meal lay on the plastic tray. A couple huge flies walked across his sanger bread, exploring it for possibilities.  
 
    “We have to think of something,” Dana said.  
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” He glanced at her, and she looked as sad as he felt. Sooner or later, the kids would do something stupid. With Rex as the alpha, it would probably be sooner rather than later.  
 
    Rex looked like he’d been in a fight. Since Alan hadn’t been called by the local police, that likely meant the Zuul teenager had been playing Hóngsè Niu again. Sure, he’d known about it. He also couldn’t stop it. The pups were old enough to do such things, even if Alan and Dana didn’t approve. He could hold Shadow back, because he’d stolen company funds. Rex, however, had his own money he’d earned. What he did with it was his own business.  
 
    How long before they do something crazier than Hóngsè Niu? He didn’t want to know what was crazier than dropping from orbit in a pod. If something didn’t prevent it, they’d find out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow fell through the velvet depth of space, three stars spiraling around him, multiplying to form a field of distant light. He stretched, the warmth of starlight stitched into the frozen void, guiding him as he spun into eternity.  
 
    The pinpoints of stars brightened so harshly he squeezed his eyes closed and abruptly stopped falling. He no longer had eyelids to close, nor eyes to protect, nor a body that needed to see.  
 
    All was nothing. Nothing was all. He—he? Had he ever had a body? Had he ever known who he was? 
 
    Moments passed, but time mattered not. The slow progression of the universe rotated upon the point where he remained, pondering who and what he might be.  
 
    As the infinite reach of the universe completed its revolution, he heard something, or perhaps remembered it.  
 
    Shadow. 
 
    Something beyond that, a whisper twining around the word, made of scent and sound he couldn’t place.  
 
    He became aware of his body again, though he couldn’t see it, and he twisted to follow the trail. Stars streamed around him, and he swam, following his nose, pushing through the light field.  
 
    A moon rose from the glow, enormous and looming, followed by a smaller, brighter secondary moon. He howled, and an endless pack of Zuul howled with him. They disappeared—all but one, who turned to stare directly at his formless self.  
 
    The howl became a promise, the smell of truth and loss and home.  
 
    Shadow. 
 
    Neither voice nor memory, he flicked his ears, reached for the lone Zuul, and… 
 
    Woke. 
 
    “Shadow!” Dana’s voice, ragged on the edge of a sob, flattened his ears tight against his skull.  
 
    “Mom.” His tongue rasped against his mouth, and before he could blink his eyes clear, she was there with water for him.  
 
    “‘Bout time.” Alan this time, leaning close from Shadow’s other side, shoulders hunched with the worry he wouldn’t name. “We were about to get the nanites.” 
 
    “Waste,” he answered, needing another sip of the water Dana held to continue, “of credit.” 
 
    “That’s my boy.” Alan put a hand on his shoulder, then stood. “I’ll get Doctor Tanner.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Dry.” Fastening his eyes on his mother, Shadow tried to relax his jaw to reassure her. The tangled edges of a memory slipped through his mind, but he couldn’t hold it. “What…happened?” 
 
    “I’d ask you the same thing,” she murmured, tucking her head close against the side of his to smell his neck. “Do you remember falling?” 
 
    “I remember…” Falling. Through stars? The vision began to come clear, and then the doctor filled the doorway.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Dr. Tanner asked.  
 
    “Sore, tired, thirsty.”  
 
    Tanner laughed and gestured. The nurse brought Shadow a small cup of water, which he drank gratefully. Once finished, he coughed a couple times and sighed.  
 
    “Better?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said.  
 
    Dana hugged him, and Shadow hugged back, nuzzling her neck. She smelled of concern and fear. How bad did I look? 
 
    “Can you get up?” Alan asked, then looked at the doctor for guidance.  
 
    “If he feels up to it, sure.” 
 
    Shadow sat up slowly, carefully noting how he felt. When nothing hurt, he swung his legs over the side of the bed. Because Zuul ankles were reversed from Humans, getting down off their beds wasn’t as easy for him. He and his siblings slept on low cots, which were much more comfortable. He slid off and onto his feet with no dizziness or weakness. Everything felt fine.  
 
    “No problems?” Dr. Tanner asked.  
 
    “Nope,” Shadow said.  
 
    “Walk around a bit, make sure you’re steady.” 
 
    Shadow demonstrated his lack of impediment, and the doctor nodded.  
 
    “Can you tell us what happened?” Alan asked. “Why you fell?”  
 
    Shadow licked his muzzle. How could he tell his father he’d had a waking vision? Something he’d been hoping to have for years, ever since he’d learned Human holy men claimed to have them. He’d almost given up hope of inducing one, and when does it happen? A dozen meters up in the air.  
 
    “I think I was dehydrated after my walkabout,” he said. It felt like the lamest description he could have imagined, yet the doctor nodded.  
 
    “That’s reasonable,” he said. “I don’t have baseline hydration data on Zuul, but if he was out wandering in the bush, it makes sense. He should spend the day indoors, drinking lots of water. I want to check him out tomorrow morning, before he goes climbing on any roofs.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Alan said. Dana looked skeptical, but nodded finally. “At least you got out of work, right?”  
 
    Shadow grinned and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Well, you don’t get off that easy. Thirty days on reception duty instead of construction.” 
 
    Shadow’s grin turned to one of horror. “Oh, Dad; come on, mate! I can work outside.”  
 
    “Nope,” Alan said. “Answering phones won’t kill you.” 
 
    I might wish it did. Shadow sighed and nodded in consent. A second later the door burst open and his four siblings rushed in. Through all the greetings, sniffs, and hugs, Shadow continued to think about his dream and what it might mean. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya dropped into a comfortable squat outside the med center, her tail brushing the wall behind her. She lifted her face to the sky, eyes closed, and took shallow breaths to keep from smelling the shifting wind around her.  
 
    Even though Shadow had woken up and would be fine, an unease had settled in her gut that even her mother’s smiling face couldn’t end. 
 
    Her ears flicked at the crunch of a footstep, and she opened her eyes, expecting to see Ripley. It was a measure of her distraction that she hadn’t noticed the difference between Zuul and Human motion. 
 
    “Hewers.” 
 
    “Sunny.” Jack Hewers, newly VOWS-certified and reattached to Silent Night in an official merc capacity, had the warmest brown eyes she’d ever seen on a Human. He was also broad-shouldered, big-smiled, and nearly as tall as Drake. If he weren’t so unrelievedly Human, she could…she would… 
 
    “My parents are inside, if you’re looking for orders.” She closed her eyes again and wished breathing through her mouth would keep his scent out. 
 
    “Sunny,” he repeated, dropping down next to her. Jack braced his back against the wall, knowing from long experience he wouldn’t be able to hold a squat anywhere near as long as her. “Wanted to check on you—you know, Shadow. Heard there was a tumble.” 
 
    “Shadow’s good. We haven’t gone in to see him yet, but Dad said he just pushed it too hard in the bush.” 
 
    “He was in the outback that whole time?” With a chuckle, Jack stretched his arms up, folding them behind his head. “That’s so Shadow of him.” 
 
    Sonya’s jaw dropped in an unwilling smile, and she turned her head away to hide it. He nudged her, and she caught his teasing grin in her peripheral vision. 
 
    “Yeah. So, we’re good here. Unless you need your colonel for something?” She didn’t want to be short with him, but it was easier to be sharp these days. He was a full merc now, and even when they’d been younger, bounding through the complex, he couldn’t have been anything else but a friend.  
 
    “You just worried about your brother, or something else going on, Furface?” He nudged her again, a wide Human grin on his face. 
 
    “Shut your skin flaps, Hewers,” she retorted, wrinkling her muzzle. “Just kid stuff. Nothing a merc has to worry about.” 
 
    “Sunny.” His voice leveled into seriousness. “You haven’t been a kid in years. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ripley met a Zuul today.” She hadn’t meant to say it, but the words spilled out. “Dad told us some stuff about how he—how they brought us back, for the first time. Shadow fell off a roof. Been kind of a weird day.” 
 
    “Huh.” Jack blew out his breath, noting his agreement of her assessment. “The Zuul Ripley met, did they know your, uh…parents?” 
 
    “Don’t be a shite. You know Zuul have parents, like Humans do.” She shoved his arm, though he didn’t lose his balance nearly as easily as he used to. Better than thinking about how little she knew about Zuul family structures. GalNet had some information, but nothing truly helpful—Zuul had been part of the Galactic Union for a hell of a lot longer than Humans, and had spread throughout the galaxy accordingly. The resulting settlements had so much variety, it was hard to pinpoint what Zuul standard might be, and they couldn’t begin to narrow down what Zuul world they’d come from. Regardless, they were fairly certain she and her siblings hadn’t been grown in pods, so yes, they had parents.  
 
    “And?” he asked, unrepentant.  
 
    “And no, she didn’t seem to know our parents.” No one had ever heard of their people, given what their dad had said, nor had her parents mattered enough for anyone to reach out for them. “Did you really think that could be a thing? All Zuul just…know each other?” 
 
    “You know what they say.” Jack dropped his arms and spread them wide. “For such a big world, it’s a small world.” 
 
    “That’s not true of the whole universe, ya goose.” She lifted her lip in a half-hearted snarl.  
 
    “Is that why you’re upset? Do you wish she knew your parents? Or…do you want to…go with her?” 
 
    She was saved from answering by another footfall. Drake’s snarl was not nearly as half-hearted as hers, and Jack knew better than to linger.  
 
    “Glad to hear Shadow’s doing better.” Though he moved reluctantly, he moved, nodding to Drake. “See you all soon.” 
 
    Drake watched him go, eyes steady on the slightly older Human until the merc disappeared around the building.  
 
    “Let’s go back in.” 
 
    “I’m good here.” She closed her eyes once more, hoping her brother would make it easy and walk away.  
 
    Of course she knew better. 
 
    “Sonya. Shadow’s about to come out.” 
 
    “Drake.” Her voice rumbled in her chest, not quite a growl. “He’ll come out, and we’ll go home, and I’ll spend plenty of time with him. If he can disappear to the wild for weeks, I can sit outside for a few minutes.” 
 
    “And talk to the Human?” Drake scoffed, turning away. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open, and he paused at her glare, staring back. 
 
    “Ripley ready to talk about the Zuul she met?” 
 
    Drake shrugged, breaking eye contact. “She asked if you were coming back in.” 
 
    She muttered a curse and stood, then fell into step with him without saying anything else.  
 
    They both preferred it that way.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Karma Station, Karma System, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    Chuuz floated through the transfer lock and into Karma station. She was immensely glad to be away from the Humans’ filthy planet and back to civilization. Of course, the first beings she saw as she moved into the promenade were…a group of entropy-cursed Humans. One nodded to her, and she gave a little snarl in reply as she floated past.  
 
    She met the cargo master and received her personal gear bag. To her surprise, a pair of humanoid, four-armed Lumar were running all the bags through scanners, under supervision of a Veetanho.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked the Veetanho.  
 
    “All cargo coming out of Earth is to be inspected,” the Veetanho replied.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Orders of the Mercenary Guild.”  
 
    Chuuz had many more questions. She didn’t ask any of them. In the aftermath of the campaign against the Humans, a lot of collateral damage had occurred. She’d only heard about the direct incidents, such as shortages of combat-capable starships, and many merc companies abandoning their soldiers on Earth and its colonies. She should have known there’d be other side effects.  
 
    Everyone knew the Veetanho were in charge of the Merc Guild in all but name. While General Peepo had been forced into an armistice by the Peacemakers, she hadn’t been defeated. Chuuz had heard all manner of stories about the general. One said she was gathering forces to oppose the Peacemakers. Another said she’d been jailed by the Peacemakers. Still another said she’d been viciously murdered by the Depik in retaliation for crimes against their race.  
 
    Regardless of any truth to the rumors, Chuuz was nothing more than a freelance shuttle pilot licensed as a merc. She had no intention of pissing a Veetanho off. A good size pile of credits was in her future, so she simply waited while the suspicious little rat had her lackies go through the bags.  
 
    The only thing the Veetanho customs agent was curious about was a bag with Human writing on it. “What is this?” 
 
    “A snack I found while there. It’s called a Milk-Bone.”  
 
    The Veetanho ran her slate over the bag, wasting several more minutes as a complete translation was finished and analyzed. “The scan verifies your story, but says they are for an Earth animal known as a ‘dog.’ Why are you exporting them?”  
 
    “Because they taste good,” Chuuz said darkly.  
 
    The Veetanho grunted and seemed to consider confiscating them. Chuuz would be annoyed. Some Human had tossed one at her as some sort of joke, but she’d actually developed a taste for the crunchy treats. However, the Veetanho eventually relented and put them back in one of Chuuz’s bags, making notes in her slate. “You are cleared to enter Karma.” 
 
    Chuuz took her bags and left without comment. To entropy with the cursed rat. She floated out through the promenade. As she went, she saw every access docking collar had a team of Lumar and Veetanho. Some were checking travelers, others not. She guessed the ones under scrutiny were like her, departures from Earth.  
 
    She took the first companionway out of the promenade to one of the station’s huge spokes, then boarded an elevator to the first ring. Gravity grew steadily higher as they rose, and she looked forward to taking the tubes downward. In less time than it had taken the Veetanho to scrutinize her bags, Chuuz reached the company office and checked in. 
 
    Somewhat richer for her extended stay in Human space, she did the same thing every merc did after getting paid—she headed for the bar.  
 
    On the C ring, in ¾ gravity, she quickly located the bar she’d always come to when visiting Karma station. Ek’to Braga had been founded over 500 years ago by a retired Zuul merc as a quiet little place for members of his ex-company to come, drink, and tell stories about their exploits. In the centuries since his death, it had become the must-see bar for Zuul in the Tolo arm.  
 
    When Chuuz entered through the ornate door, trimmed with wood from Ja, she found it nearly empty. She suppressed her disappointment and went to the bar. Like many such facilities, Ek’to Braga used robotic bartenders and autochefs. The current owners, while still Zuul, seldom visited the facility. She ordered a home-brewed ale and looked around the sparse crowd for a familiar face.  
 
    At one end she spotted a pair of marines, recognizable by the unit insignia on their harnesses. Nearby, a booth with nine Zuul caught her interest, then she noticed they wore Human-designed vests. Her ears flattened, and she focused on the logo they all wore. They were all members of the Winged Hussars, one of the Humans’ Four Horsemen.  
 
    As if it weren’t bad enough that Karma Station was lousy with Humans, she had to run into her own kind who worked for a Human merc unit. Her lip curled in annoyance, Chuuz moved further to the other side of the bar. She’d begun to consider going somewhere else when she finally spotted a familiar face.  
 
    “Eshti, is that you?” The graying Zuul’s head came around and she was sure. “Kobo Ask’sha!”  
 
    “Chuuz, it’s been many years.” The older Zuul male stood and tilted his head back, holding his arms out. They scented each other’s necks, then touched muzzles briefly.  
 
    Chuuz let the scent of her old friend roll through her sinuses and smiled. “It is good to smell a familiar friend,” she said. Eshti gestured to one of the other seats, and they got comfortable. “How have you been? Are you still with Zi-Aakatal?” 
 
    “Sure,” Eshti said. “Why leave the clan’s company?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Chuuz replied.  
 
    Eshti flicked his ears forward, then shrugged. “You do what you have to do in order to survive.”  
 
    Chuuz stared at the table for a long moment, then used the built-in computer to order a drink. A robot delivered it in moments. She’d decided to change the subject, when she remembered the odd encounter she’d had on Earth. “Speaking of clans, I ran into something weird on Earth.” 
 
    “Earth?” Eshti grunted, one ear swiveling. “You were there?” 
 
    Chuuz explained how she’d ended up in a logistics role with a Maki fleet, arriving just as the Peacemakers had swept in, stopping the war.  
 
    “We heard about that. Amazing, the Peacemakers sided with the Humans.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s what happened,” Chuuz said. “However, it’s not the truce I’m talking about. It was the Zuul I met, who grew up on Earth.”  
 
    Eshti’s muzzle crinkled in surprise as she detailed the encounter, fishing out the Human merc company’s card as her finale.  
 
    “And she didn’t know her clan or home world or anything?” His ears flickered in confusion. 
 
    “No,” Chuuz said.  
 
    “What was her smell?”  
 
    “That’s just it…I’ve never smelled the clan before.” Eshti looked doubtful. “She was clearly Fe Es’Ufu, a strange clan scent, and Joat, Jaf, Jal.” 
 
    “Three base scent elements?” 
 
    “Weird, right?”  
 
    Chuuz nodded. A Zuul’s powerful sense of smell could identify a great deal about another Zuul from a simple sniff. Sex, caste, clan, and three sets of scent elements, each with six different identifiers. Using those smells, a Zuul could pick a fellow out of a good-sized crowd when away from their origin worlds or clans. Individual Zuul-specific scents couldn’t be described, but they could be recognized.  
 
    “How about the world?”  
 
    Chuuz grunted. A clan scent was linked with the world a clan came from. Most worlds had hundreds, or even thousands of individual clans. But the Zuul who called herself Ripley had a highly unusual world/clan scent.  
 
    “I’ve only smelled it once before, a male from Ja.” 
 
    “The home world?”  
 
    Chuuz nodded again. Eshti’s tail thumped behind him, and without asking permission, he took the Human merc contact chip and made a copy.  
 
    “Hey,” Chuuz complained. “What are you doing?”  
 
    He tossed a 100-credit chit on the table and dropped his jaw in a grin. “See you around,” he said, tapping her on the shoulder as he left.  
 
    Chuuz watched him hurry out of Ek’to Braga, ears flicking forward and back. She picked up the chit, shook her head, grumbled something about crazy old mercs, and ordered another drink, paying with the credit chit. Several beverages later, she struck up a conversation with a cute female, letting the encounter fade.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    Ripley checked the clock for the hundredth time, and like every time before, only a minute had passed. She loathed working the phone boards. Modern companies would possess an AVA, an autonomous virtual assistant. Silent Night operated on leftovers and obsolete equipment. Thus, an old-fashioned telephone board. Shadow had been on them for a while, but they were all being cautious of his getting enough rest, so she was here instead of in her flight sim. Exhausting. 
 
    “You look like an old TV show.” 
 
    She glared at Drake and his frozen Billabong. The smell of chocolate ice cream filled her nose. “You arsehole,” she snarled, though her tail waved softly.  
 
    “Fine, I’ll eat this myself!” He grinned, and she stared at the treat covetously. He tossed it to her, and she snatched it from the air. Billabongs…did Earth make anything better?  
 
    Drake sat on the counter with his tail tucked to the side and pulled out a second dessert. It had been a slow day on the field and didn’t seem likely to change. Silent Night had survived through sheer creativity and by operating as lean as possible.  
 
    “Thanks, bro,” she said.  
 
    “No worries,” he replied. “We heard a bunch of Veetanho were coming down in a shuttle?”  
 
    “Where’d you get that furphy?” She barely looked up, her dessert taking most of her attention.  
 
    “Same place other crap comes from,” he said and shrugged. “Now that the cafeteria’s done, everyone’s got a place to gossip again.” 
 
    “Glad he went back to work even after Mom and Dad made him do reception,” she pointed out, licking chocolate off her muzzle with her long tongue. “It’s nice to get a break from the desk.” 
 
    “After a week, the doc said he was fair dinkum. They just wanted to make sure he was doing enough work to pay back his debt.” Drake swiveled his ears to the side and shook his head. 
 
    “Moral of the story; don’t boost Dad’s credits.”  
 
    Drake snorted and blew chocolate on the counter, and she shoved him back off the desk. “Gross, idiot. Gross.”  
 
    The phone buzzed, and she touched the control on her headset. “Silent Night.”  
 
    “I need to talk to Dana Porter,” a woman said.  
 
    “Sorry, there is no Dana, only Zuul.” She let her jaw drop open in a silent laugh. Drake doubled over in fits, losing the last of his ice cream on the floor.  
 
    An hour later she had to apologize for her smart-assed comment when it got back to her dad. Even so, he had a tiny grin when he left the reception area. It was his own fault for making them watch old movies on family nights.  
 
    She was still making dumb movie jokes in her head when a communication came in from a ship in orbit. “No jokes, only work,” she murmured to herself as she answered it.  
 
    “ZMS Paku calling Silent Night Mercenary Company.” 
 
    “Silent Night responding,” she said. “Go ahead, Paku.”  
 
    “Requesting permission to land.”  
 
    “Please state required services, Paku.”  
 
    Ripley pulled up the proper menu on her slate and waited.  
 
    “We would like to speak to Colonel Porter.”  
 
    “What is the nature of your request? Contract negotiations need to be directed through the Terran Federation merc liaison office in Houston, Texas Republic.” She knew it was unlikely to be a negotiation; the Mercenary Guild’s moratorium on merc contracts was still in place, despite protests from Earth’s merc companies. Besides, the majority of Silent Night’s forces were still unaccounted for—she doubted anyone would come to them first.  
 
    “I am a representative of the Zuul government. We wish to discuss the repatriation of five Zuul pups.”  
 
    Ripley gawked at the radio and eventually remembered how to connect to her dad. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan and Dana stood at the edge of the tarmac as the shuttle fell into view. It shifted from a comet-like streak of light to a defined ship, firing its descent motors to prepare for landing.  
 
    “I’m scared,” Dana said, her voice barely audible over the growing roar of the shuttle.  
 
    “It’ll be okay,” Alan said. “One way or another.” Behind them, Ethan Tucker, the XO of Silent Night, stood at attention. They were all in their merc uniforms. A short distance away, near the main hangar where their only remaining dropship was parked, stood all their troopers still on Earth. Eighteen men and women, most too young or too old for any real battle. Alan glanced at them and smiled. They looked sharp at the very least.  
 
    The shuttle’s engines rose to a deafening roar as it scrubbed off the last of its remaining velocity and hovered for a moment. The pilot followed the radio beacon and set down 500 meters away, taxiing toward them. It came to a stop perfectly in the center of the square painted on the black tarmac to indicate where a ship of its type should park.  
 
    Dana turned wide eyes to him, and he wished he could reassure her. They’d never had their own children. The pups were their children, in every way. So they didn’t come from her body; there were plenty of families made outside the process of pregnancy.  
 
    The shuttle’s engines shut down, and the jet turbines slowly spun to a stop. The sleek design had integrated variable-swept wings with four massive articulated engine pods, two on the wings and two on canards near the cockpit. The pods threw off heat shimmers which distorted the air above them into complicated mirages. Dana stared at them for a moment then looked away.  
 
    A ramp slid out of the hull at the same time as the shuttle’s personnel door opened. Within seconds, a pair of Zuul came out and walked down the ramp.  
 
    “Attention!” Alan barked, and even across the way, his troopers snapped to.  
 
    The two aliens stopped at the bottom of the ramp and waited. Alan, Dana, and Ethan walked up to greet them. The two Zuul were similar in size, one dark brown, the other somewhat blonde, like Ripley. Alan couldn’t tell their sex. 
 
    “Colonel Porter?” the blonde one asked, looking between Dana and Alan.  
 
    “I’m Colonel Porter,” Alan said. “This is Captain Dana Porter, my wife and logistics officer, and Captain Tucker, my executive officer.” 
 
    “Wife,” the blonde Zuul said. “I did not know your race had clans as well.” 
 
    “We don’t,” Alan explained. “Some companies are family affairs, not clans. The leadership and some of the members would be related, sure.” He stopped and looked confused.  
 
    “It’s complicated,” Dana said.  
 
    The Zuul dropped her jaw slightly and nodded. “I am Uufek, representative of the K’lak, which you might think of as the Zuul mercenary governing body.”  
 
    Alan listened to his translator finish rendering Uufek’s words into English before responding. “I was expecting someone else.” He was about to mention the Krif’Hosh and Coshke, whom Crent had spoken of on Gephard 14 years ago, when Uufek spoke again.  
 
    “I have come to learn you have some of our pups?”  
 
    “Yours?” Dana asked, moving forward. The tone of her voice cut like a razor.  
 
    “They’re Zuul, you are not.” Uufek turned her ears toward them in what Alan recognized as polite confusion. His kids used that gesture often when he asked them to do something they didn’t want to do, and couldn’t imagine why he’d ask. 
 
    “We don’t see it that way.” Dana’s voice chilled further. When that tone was aimed at him, Alan started scanning for exits. Unfortunately, these Zuul wouldn’t recognize it. He stepped between them.  
 
    “This conversation isn’t useful,” he said. “Can you tell me why no one from your government responded before now?”  
 
    “Our government doesn’t handle such matters; the clans do.”  
 
    “I see. And who are you?” Alan asked, indicating the other Zuul.  
 
    “I am Teef; I represent clan Insho’Ze.” 
 
    “How many clans are there?” Alan asked.  
 
    “There are many types of clans,” Teef said. “As my clan is a merc clan, I will assume you mean merc. More than a thousand. Though most are small, some are quite large and powerful.”  
 
    “I think I understand. The clans are your families?”  
 
    “And much more,” Teef said. “May we meet the pups?” 
 
    Alan looked back at his wife. Dana’s eyes were hard and suspicious. His heart ached. They’d always known this day would come. Known, and feared it. “Follow us, please.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya crouched in the corner of their living room, watching Ripley pace around their oversized furniture. Her sister’s rapid prowl gave her something to focus on besides her own nerves. Drake and Rex arm-wrestled over the beat-up old game table, and Shadow sat in the middle of the couch with his eyes closed, so only Ripley gave her any useful distraction.  
 
    Their parents had gone to meet the Zuul delegation, and they’d lost the brief but loud battle to join them. Sonya supposed they hadn’t fought that hard, truth be told. Shadow hadn’t even joined the argument—he’d been quieter since his accident. Still infuriating and charming by turns, as their smallest brother always had been, but…quieter.  
 
    Sonya wrinkled her nose, eyes tracking Ripley without entirely focusing, and attempted yet again to wrangle her thoughts to one path. After nearly a decade and a half of silence, some Zuul had decided to follow up on their existence. She and her siblings had theorized over half a dozen conversations, and then ducked back away into their respective hobbies and chores. Even Rex could tell talking about it hurt Dana, and they wouldn’t be able to come to any conclusion until the Zuul—their…clan, maybe?—deigned to arrive, so what was the point? 
 
    Beyond Rex’s occasional grunts, silence held between them. Shadow usually played the role of getting them talking. The quiet itched under her fur, and Sonya was considering leaping over the back of the couch and tackling Shadow just for something to do when the ambient noise outside their house changed.  
 
    All five sets of Zuul ears pivoted toward the door at the same moment, and Sonya straightened from her squat. Rex ended the match with Drake handily, and the latter didn’t even snarl in disappointment. Ripley slowed, met Sonya’s eyes, and crossed the room to stand next to her. Only Shadow remained unmoved. 
 
    “We should have done this in the debriefing room,” Sonya muttered, taking in their comfortable living space. What would the Zuul think? Did she care? A neutral space would have—would have—her thoughts sputtered to a halt, and for the moment it took the door to open, she strongly considered darting to her room. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Ripley murmured back, pressing her shoulder into Sonya’s before straightening and folding her hands behind her back. Sonya echoed her sister’s posture, and felt better for it.  
 
    Their mother stepped in first, concern bleeding from her as she studied each of their faces. Dana composed herself before moving to the side, but even so, Sonya wanted to bound across the room to her.  
 
    “They wanted to meet you in our house in order to show you how—” Alan had his command voice on, level and brisk. Sonya always appreciated it more when he aimed it at someone else, but at the moment her focus had locked on to the figures behind him.  
 
    Two Zuul, one furred somewhere between Rex and Drake, one nearly as light as Ripley. Sonya’s nose twitched, but at first she couldn’t pick out the two strangers’ scents, beyond how fundamentally different they were from her siblings.  
 
    Different, but with a nagging thread of same she couldn’t place. One male, the other female, and something…Behind her back, her hands tightened around each other, as though she could wrangle the scent with her fingers. There was something right on the edge, the absence like a missing tooth, that she couldn’t place or even name. Ripley’s scent changed ever so slightly, and she knew her sister felt it, too.  
 
    For their part, the stranger Zuul stopped short inside the doorway, eyes moving quickly from one of them to the other, stalling longest on Rex.  
 
    They seemed surprised, which made no sense to Sonya. Did these…these aliens think they’d be weak and underfed, misshapen from growing up on Earth? That Dana and Alan had tolerated them, kept them on chains in a yard, and… 
 
    “You thought we’d be smaller.” Shadow’s voice, serene, interrupted her ratcheting anger. 
 
    “Younger,” the female replied, staring at him.  
 
    “We started sending our messages fourteen years ago,” their father interjected, nearly as calm as Shadow.  
 
    “That is not the communication that brought us here.” The light-furred female flicked her ears and stepped forward. “I am Uufek, young ones.” 
 
    “And I am Teef.” The male looked expectantly at them before his eyes went back to Rex. They both assumed he was their alpha, because he was the biggest, and the fact that it was true galled Sonya enough to make her speak first.  
 
    “Are you from our clan, then?” She put all the confidence she could muster into the question, determined to sound as though she knew the important things about her own kind.  
 
    “I…” Uufek dropped her muzzle, eyes widening for a moment. “I do not believe so, young one. I am here as a representative of the governing body of Zuul mercenaries, the K’lak.” 
 
    “Ah.” Shadow stood and walked across the room to them, brushing Dana’s hand on the way past her. “I’m Shadow. My brothers Rex and Drake, and my sisters Ripley and Sonya.” He paused, perhaps not as sure of himself as he appeared, and Sonya wondered if they would offer their necks, or choose to smell his.  
 
    It could be that she and her siblings did that only by instinct, a throwback custom ‘civilized’ Zuul had outgrown, and— 
 
    After a moment, Teef stepped forward and leaned down to exchange scents with the smaller male. Sonya pressed her boot against Ripley’s, hoping her sister had also observed how wide Teef’s eyes had become, and the quick flicker of his ears.  
 
    Did they smell so different to other Zuul? 
 
    Teef moved out of Uufek’s way, and the female replicated the gesture. Though she had better control of her ears, her eyes widened as well. Sonya glanced at Ripley, who lifted one shoulder a fraction of a millimeter.  
 
    They crossed the room together, Rex and Drake belatedly following.  
 
    Teef and Uufek repeated each of the siblings’ names before turning their necks, reminding themselves of the sound and scent combination of each sibling, maybe. Sonya supposed their Earth names sounded odd to the Zuul. Closer in, the smell of each Zuul solidified into which was which, but still something slipped out of her fingers, an ache she couldn’t place. A thing she had known, or knew she should know, but couldn’t place. It was like the first time she’d been in a room with Madelene Gibbs after the woman’s husband had died. Emotions had been hard for Sonya to reconcile for some time, given how good some Humans were at denying or hiding them, and grief had been a new one to her then.  
 
    After all the sniffing, she looked back to Dana and Alan, hoping her parents would have some suggestion of what to do next.  
 
    “Have a seat if you like. All the chairs are made to accommodate tails.” No humor in her father’s tone, and belatedly Sonya realized a contingent of the company remained outside their residence. All very friendly for the moment, but her father had never been stupid.  
 
    Sonya and Ripley sat on either side of Shadow on the couch, and Rex remained standing behind his chair. After a small hesitation, Drake joined him, and for once Sonya had no idea what any of her brothers were thinking.  
 
    “You expected us to be younger,” Shadow repeated, as though several minutes hadn’t passed.  
 
    “We did. Orphans lost during the recent war.” She sat tentatively in a chair, settling more comfortably as she realized how well it fit her proportions. “The K’lak could not remain apart from the broader Mercenary Guild with such conflict, and we have many clans that committed to countless battles.” Uufek’s gesture was too quick for Sonya to catch. 
 
    “The Zuul who was here, a few months ago.” Ripley’s ears remained attentively pointed toward the strangers. “She sent a message.” 
 
    “Something like that. I am…disappointed we did not receive your message years ago.” Uufek glanced at Alan, and her tail brushed slowly behind her. “Fourteen years ago, you said?” 
 
    “Yes. As we left Gephard. Again, when we returned to Earth. Several times in the years since.” 
 
    “They are hardly pups, then, but grown Zuul.” Teef’s tone was level, but Sonya had seen his shoulders stiffen at the planet’s name. 
 
    “They are children still, here.” Dana had a command voice as well, sharper than Alan’s, but as always it was her eyes that gave it weight. 
 
    Sonya glanced from Zuul to Human and back, hoping Shadow or Ripley would have something insightful to say, or that Rex would do anything but glower. She knew better than to expect Drake to do anything except leap into the fray, if it came to violence. 
 
    “If you aren’t our clan, why were you chosen to come and meet with us?” She snapped her mouth closed when she realized she’d been the one speaking and clenched her feet tightly in her boots.  
 
    “As I said,” Uufek said, dropping her jaw in a smile, “we thought you might be orphaned pups from the war. As such, the K’lak would take responsibility for bringing you home and connecting you with a close enough clan.” 
 
     “You are from the K’lak as well, Teef?” Ripley asked, leaning forward with every evidence of casual inquiry. Sonya knew her sister better than that, but these new Zuul wouldn’t.  
 
    “Not…exactly.” Teef’s ears flicked toward Uufek, which he attempted to play off by scratching his cheek.  
 
    “Then who are you?” Ripley prompted when the male said nothing else.  
 
    “I represent clan Insho’Ze,” he replied, as though that should provide instant insight. 
 
    “You aren’t our clan, because you don’t know who our clan is.” Rex sounded bored, but Sonya could tell from his stance he was anything but. “One of you is guild, the other is not. What is it your clan or guild would like here, Uufek and Teef?” 
 
    Sonya narrowed her eyes, studying the two older Zuul. They’d expected young pups, but that didn’t explain why they were acting as though everything was such a mystery. Was it because Alan and Dana were in the room? At the thought, she glanced at her parents, and noticed Dana had stiffened to white-knuckled tension. That told her exactly what the female Zuul was opening her mouth to say.  
 
    “We came to bring you home, young ones.” 
 
    Drake barked a small noise of disbelief, crossing his arms. Ripley drew in her breath sharply, and Rex turned to look at their parents. Next to her, Shadow didn’t react at all.  
 
    Bitter bile tainted the back of Sonya’s throat, longing and rejection twining through her thoughts before she took a deep breath through her nose. Was it her rejection or her parents’ she smelled? Her longing, or Shadow’s? 
 
    “We have a home,” Shadow said, resting his arms on his legs and leaning forward, thoughtful and perhaps eager.  
 
    “This is our clan, our family, and we’ve been very happy here,” Ripley interrupted, and Sonya didn’t know if she meant it or was keeping Shadow from committing them to something.  
 
    What if some of her siblings wanted to go? Did she want to go? Earth and Humans were a constant flood of frustration and disappointment. But…her parents, and—and— 
 
    “You have a home, but it is not your home. We are thankful the Humans have provided a family for you, but clan—” 
 
    “And we are very interested to learn of our people,” Shadow continued, as though completing his thought.  
 
    “But you don’t know who our clan is.” A growl wrapped around Drake’s words, and that usual tone of his was all that kept Sonya from whirling on him in surprise that he’d spoken at all. “So how would going with you change anything for us?” 
 
    “There…is much to be learned in Zuul territories. Perhaps if you returned with us, we could determine your clan.” 
 
    “I assume you don’t expect us to decide this the moment you ask.” Sonya started speaking without knowing what words she’d say, without quite knowing even how she felt. She took pains not to look at her parents. If she saw tears in her mother’s eyes, she’d worry so much about Dana, she’d never be able to decipher her own emotions.  
 
    “Of course you should speak with each other.” Teef inclined his head to them, precisely angled so as not to include the Humans.  
 
    Sonya meant to stand to exchange farewells and be polite, but found her legs unresponsive. Instead she stared into her lap, mind churning with so much, she couldn’t begin to detangle what she was feeling or thinking, and by the time she managed to wrench her attention outward again, the new Zuul were gone.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    “You should order them to come with us,” Uufek said as soon as they were out of the pup’s quarters.  
 
    “It doesn’t work that way here,” Alan explained. He was inwardly surprised it had gone as well as it had. The five young Zuul were bundles of energy and nervousness. He couldn’t remember when he’d seen them so wound up.  
 
    “You are their guardian, it is your responsibility,” Teef agreed.  
 
    “They’re adults by Australian law,” Dana chimed in. Both Zuul cocked their heads when translators didn’t render ‘Australian’ into an understandable word. “Our local government. We’ve raised them as our children, yet they’re still their own people. We can’t order them. We won’t.” 
 
    Uufek’s ears went back in a sign he’d seen many times from the pups, anger or annoyance. “This is unreasonable.”  
 
    “They’re citizens of the Terran Federation,” Alan said, a simple statement.  
 
    Uufek gave a little snarl and began to speak, but Teef put a hand on her sloped shoulder, stopping the other Zuul immediately.  
 
    “We must respect Colonel Porter’s decision,” Teef said. “The young Zuul seem healthy, and despite a lack of cultural familiarity, happy.”  
 
    Backhanded compliment. “Thanks,” he mumbled.  
 
    “May we talk more in private?” Teef asked. It was Alan’s turn to cock his head. “One commander to another?”  
 
    “Now hold on…” Dana began.  
 
    “A reasonable request,” Alan said. Dana shot him a furious look, but he stared her down, and she slowly relented. He gestured to the offices and began walking. Teef fell in behind, while Uufek walked back toward their waiting shuttle. It was being refueled, its flight crew standing around observing the Human ground crew working. Alan glanced over his shoulder as he reached his office. Dana stood in the same spot he’d left her, watching him go.  
 
    “The chairs aren’t as comfortable,” Alan said and gestured to a seat in front of his desk.  
 
    “We are used to sitting in furniture that doesn’t take a tail into account,” Teef said. He examined the seat before lowering into it, ending up perching on the edge somewhat, while his tail curled up behind him.  
 
    “What can I do for you, Colonel?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Commander is more apt,” Teef said. “We don’t use ranks like yours.” Alan shrugged. “When I heard Uufek was coming to Earth, I asked to come along. My clan is not involved in the investigation of your…charges’ origin.”  
 
    “Then why are you here?” 
 
    Teef took out a slate and held it up. “May I?”  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    The Zuul commander worked on his slate for a time, and a Tri-V of the galaxy appeared. “I found out your company is missing its ship and forces recently.” 
 
    Alan’s lips narrowed and he was instantly on guard. “How did you find this out?”  
 
    “We are both mercs,” Teef reminded him. “This means we have access to the same data from the Mercenary Guild. So, you are missing your ship and troopers?”  
 
    Alan sighed and nodded his head. “Two months now. We took a contract at Ploofka, in the Coro region of our Tolo arm. Garrison duty, but it turned hot. You know how it goes sometimes.” Teef nodded, so he continued, “Well, we had another two months on the contract, but needed to rotate some personnel. I left a full battalion under the command of Captain Jill Anderle while I caught a commercial transport with Captain Tucker back to Earth.  
 
    “We brought our wounded back and the equipment in need of repair. The intention was to travel back to Ploofka once we picked up reinforcements from cadre and some more gear. Then Earth was invaded.”  
 
    “Did you fight? Against the Mercenary Guild?”  
 
    “No,” Alan said. “We only had a platoon of partly-trained troopers, and not enough armor for them, that old Phoenix-class dropship out there, and no starship. By the time we realized the magnitude of the situation, it was over. There were some occupying forces in Sydney. We considered a strike, but were worried about our dependents. Family. The guild might retaliate. 
 
    “We hated just sitting here, but what could we do? Then the war ended, and we still haven’t heard anything from our team. We’ve been struggling to pay our bills and put together a force to go see what happened to our people.” 
 
    “The guild showed the contract completed within requirements,” Teef said, “just two months ago.” 
 
    “Yes,” Alan agreed. “We assumed they would come straight back, since the war was over. However, nothing.” He spread his hands wide.  
 
    “Something happened to them en route,” Teef suggested. 
 
    “The route isn’t special. In fact, Ploofka is nowhere. The direct route was through a major planet, and I left orders to avoid that world. So they should have passed through a minor trade hub at the edge of the Cresht region called Piquaw. I sent a message to the Cartography Guild after they were overdue. The guild said Starbright, our ship, never passed through either system.” 
 
    Teef was tapping on his slate as he listened to Alan’s details. As soon as Alan finished, the Zuul modified the slowly swirling galaxy to zoom in on the Tolo arm of the galaxy. It zoomed in on Earth, then the view spun to show the Ploofka system. It zoomed out, and a green line traced between Ploofka and Piquaw.  
 
    “This is the route you believed they took,” Teef said. “However, there is another route which would have also taken them out of the way, and I believe you instructed your subordinate to follow.” The route moved to intercept another star system. 
 
    “Klbood?” Alan said, the pronunciation a hard one. “Never heard of it.”  
 
    “No, you wouldn’t have. It’s a dead system, no habitable planets. It does, however, have a stargate. If your ship transited through there, it could have then jumped directly to this system.” 
 
    “I hadn’t considered that.” Alan nodded as he thought. “I’ll have to draft an inquiry to the Cartography Guild right away.” 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” Teef said. “You see, I didn’t come here to offer this information for no reason.” His ears swiveled to the side. “Insho’Ze is also missing a ship, Gheshu, and a unit. We believe it was traveling through the Klbood system. Our inquiry to the Cartography Guild was not answered.” 
 
    “Something’s going on there?” Alan asked. Teef nodded. “What can we do about it? I don’t have a ship.”  
 
    “We do,” Teef said. “My clan’s ship, Paku, is in orbit. I’d like to ask if you are willing to come along and help search for our lost clans together.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan watched the Zuul shuttle take off and boost for orbit with conflicted feelings. The clues to Starbright’s possible fate were tantalizing, and he wished he could follow up with them himself. Dana stood by his desk, shaking her head. She seemed just as undecided as he was, probably still struggling with her emotions about the pups and Uufek wanting to take them back with her.  
 
    “What do you think?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “About what; them wanting to take the pups back or maybe knowing where Starbright is?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, crossing her arms.  
 
    “Well, I think we both agree it’s the pups’ decision to go or not.” 
 
    “Despite that they’re only 14?”  
 
    “We’ve been over this,” he reminded her. “You even agreed to pursue the case to adjudicate them as adults. Besides, they’re considered adults in their society, too.”  
 
    “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    Alan had been married long enough to know when a logical discussion wasn’t what was called for, so he moved on. “As for Starbright, they have a good point, and the evidence suggests they might be correct.” 
 
    “We have to check it out first, don’t we?”  
 
    “No time.” 
 
    “Only because they said they’re leaving in a week, after they’ve completed repairs and resupply,” she said. 
 
    “Well, we have to take their word on those points, and we don’t have time to get a response from the Cartography Guild on the others.” He knew it was a minimum of two weeks, probably four, to get a response to any requests from them. 
 
    “So, Alan, what do we do?”  
 
    Alan looked out the window to the big open quad. To one side was the now-empty landing area, with the lonely Phoenix squatting outside the hangar. He could see some of the ground crew working on one of the lander’s ascent engines. It always gave them problems; probably why it had been available so cheaply when he’d bought it five years ago. Starbright’s four dropships were all the newer Wasp-class, which ironically was an older class, but still in production.  
 
    “I think we go.” 
 
    “What about the pups?”  
 
    “This is a chance for them to learn from other Zuul.” He paused a moment. “They’re coming, too. I can’t imagine they’d turn it down, and they’re near enough done with their training to go as part of Silent Night.” He was surprised she didn’t get mad. She seemed resolved.  
 
    “What do we do to keep them safe?”  
 
    “Something I should have done a long time ago.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    Rex stepped out of their quarters and froze. Logistics people were reviewing pallets of supplies. Armorers yelled at logistics about things that went boom. Troopers were in the equipment building, and he could see CASPers being worked on. “Hey!” he yelled back into the quarters. “Looks like Dad’s throwing a piss up or something.” 
 
    Ripley joined him, her sharp eyes taking in details. “That’s not a party, idiot.” Rex growled at her, and she laughed. Drake was out next, a piece of bacon still in one hand.  
 
    “Fuck me dead, they’re getting ready for a deployment!”  
 
    Sonya and Shadow came out to the little porch at that and gawked as well.  
 
    “We don’t have enough troopers,” Shadow said, shaking his head. He’d been sitting in their living room, sipping tea and acting melancholy; no change since the two Zuul had visited them the previous day.  
 
    “Or a ship,” Ripley agreed. “No way Dad can afford to hire one. I’ve been all over the invoices.” 
 
    “About bloody time you bludgers got outta bed.” Captain Tucker walked over from the troopers working on gear, tsking at their layabout-ness.  
 
    “We’re not lazy!” Drake complained.  
 
    “It’s after 9am,” Tucker pointed out, amused. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Rex asked. “Drake thinks it’s a deployment.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Ears swiveled in every direction, and he nodded then pointed to the armory. “Your mom and dad are waiting in there. Get to it right away.” He turned and marched back to the troopers, some of whom were watching him or the Zuul.  
 
    “Is he serious?” Sonya asked.  
 
    “You ever known Tucker to not be serious?” Rex asked in reply.  
 
    Drake grunted, and Ripley nodded.  
 
    “I dreamed we were going to space,” Shadow said. Rex’s ears pricked to attention. “I wasn’t sure what it meant.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Until now.” 
 
    Rex knew there was something he wasn’t saying. However, asking Shadow did no good until Shadow was ready to speak. “Let’s get brekky cleaned up and over there,” he said, and everyone nodded in agreement.  
 
    In a few minutes, the five crossed the open space between their quarters and the armory. As they walked, they passed a pair of techs working on an old, slightly smoking Mk 6 CASPer. Its cockpit was open, and the trooper stood inside smoking a cigarette and cursing profusely.  
 
    “Doesn’t do no right to chuck a wobbly,” the tech said, running an attached slate. “It’s fair dinkum bolloxed and will stay that way until I run the diagnostics.”  
 
    “I bloody know that,” the driver said. “But I need to go to the dunny, and the suit won’t let my legs out!”  
 
    Rex chuckled as they left the scene behind, glad they wouldn’t have to see how it played out. Inside they found their father talking with Edgar Smithers, Silent Night’s head armorer. Rex noted five of the company’s youngest members, roughly the same age as he and his siblings, being fitted with their own Mk 6 surplus CASPers. If they were equipping the young cadre members, it must be a deployment.  
 
    One of the young Humans was Jack Hewers. Rex knew he and Sonya were good friends. She’d always been the one of the group to strike up friendships with Humans the easiest. Rex had more fun beating them up.  
 
    “There you are,” Alan said and moved over to the pups. Edgar followed, leaving several assistants to work with the kids. “I’m sure you realize what’s going on?” 
 
    “You’re deploying,” Ripley answered first.  
 
    Alan nodded and gestured for them to follow. “Yes, in five days we’ll be riding up to meet a ship in orbit. We think we know where Starbright and the rest of the company are.” 
 
    “That’s great news,” Sonya said.  
 
    “Yes,” Rex agreed, “but what about us?”  
 
    “It looks like everyone’s going,” Drake said. Everywhere they walked in the armory showed signs of people packing up everything. “Are we being left here alone?”  
 
    Alan gestured to follow him. The young Zuul exchanged looks, but fell in behind him and Edgar. They went through a door into the main receiving dock, were five crates were being attended to by assistant armorers.  
 
    “I hadn’t planned to do this for another year or so; your mother didn’t approve. However, you’ve trained hard over the years, I need you to go with us, and I can’t do it without taking the next step.” 
 
    “What next step?” Rex’s ears turned to the side, and his tail straightened behind him.  
 
    “Got it,” one of the assistants said, and undogged the heavy strapping on the crate. Rex belatedly registered the crate was marked “Binnig Industries” when the front fell open, revealing a CASPer.  
 
    It wasn’t new, maybe reconditioned. It was clearly a Mk 7, though its proportions didn’t match the others. It had a taller torso area, and as he scanned along its length, he couldn’t help but notice the knees were reversed.  
 
    “I had these modified for you over a year ago. Binnig shipped them, and I kept them in a warehouse in Sydney. Only delivered a couple days ago.” 
 
    “It was meant to happen this way.” Shadow’s voice, nothing more than a whisper, sent a twitch through Rex’s ears.  
 
    “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Drake said, bouncing up on his toes.  
 
    “The first CASPers ever made for a non-Human,” Edgar said, sounding satisfied. “Let’s try ‘em on for size.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya adjusted her haptic suit for the seventh time, though it fit perfectly. She listened to Edgar, but couldn’t tear her eyes from the sleek gleam of the CASPer.  
 
    She’d worked on several with Dailey over the years, but this… 
 
    This. 
 
    This gorgeous thing was as good as new. Was hers. 
 
    “You gonna get in, or you gonna make eyes at it all day?” Dailey fell into position next to her, exchanging a nod with Edgar.  
 
    “We aren’t—they have to check the systems and—” 
 
    “And the easiest way for us to do that is for you to get in the bloody thing.” Dailey waved his slate at her. “Already gonna take extra time without pinplants, so if you’d move your furry behind into the open and waiting set of armor expressly made for you, there’s a good girl.” 
 
    Sonya flattened her ears and stared at him for a long moment, but he shook the slate again, unrepentant. Given she had no appropriately snappy comeback, she tilted her head back toward the CASPer and considered its height. Though she’d likely make the leap, she’d also likely scrabble a bit and probably hit something she didn’t want to inside the armor. She pushed aside the temptation to show off and climbed up properly, not deigning to glare at the mechanic who so richly deserved such an expression. 
 
    He climbed up behind her, and she also restrained herself from slipping a foot and delivering a glancing blow to his face.  
 
    “Left foot in,” he said, and nearly did get a kick in reply. 
 
    “I’ve been in CASPers before, Dailey. Helping your old arse get work done.” 
 
    “Then stop nancying about and get in the bloody thing, she-wolf.” 
 
    Sonya growled, barely audible, annoyed because he wasn’t entirely wrong to push her. She’d been in and out of all the Silent Night CASPers and knew her way around them, but without pinplants or the appropriate physiology for the very Human machines, she’d never been properly hooked up to one.  
 
    The fact that their father had done this reminded her how seriously he took the family business and their role in it. No matter how he’d delayed, treating them as children even after they’d been declared ‘adults’…he’d done this. The warmth in her gut was at least partially nerves, but not entirely.  
 
    “All right, Sun?” Ripley called from the next suit, excitement making her words run together.  
 
    “Wishing we’d gotten pinplants in Sidney?” Drake added, actual amusement in his tone.  
 
    If Drake was making jokes, she really needed to clear her head and focus. Sonya grunted a reply to them both, then eased herself officially into her—her—CASPer.  
 
    “Check the connections in your legs before you get too comfortable. The right clips used to take finagling in my old ride,” Edgar said, standing back and observing each of them.  
 
    Sonya glanced over the edge of the open suit and nodded at him, then turned to take in the young humans in their CASPers, a bit ahead and already sealed into their rigs.  
 
    “What was that song you used to sing, Dailey?” Sonya asked, looking at her crotchety mechanic and pitching her voice to carry. “‘Left leggy gets three peggies, then clip the right extra tight?’ You make that one up yourself?” 
 
    “Settle down, cheek. Imagine me, singing.” He glared back at her, but even out of the corner of her eye she could see the hint of a smile breaking through. 
 
    “You do hum to yourself when you’re doing diagnostics,” Ripley called before ducking into her CASPer.  
 
    “You’re all furry monsters, and I’m gonna make sure you go to space with blanks.” 
 
    Space? 
 
    Sonya froze in the middle of connecting the last links to her legs. Deployment. Her father had said it, though the revelation of CASPers designed for her and her siblings had chased the thought right out of her head.  
 
    Hewers and the younger cadre were suiting up, and so were her and her siblings, their mother didn’t approve, and— 
 
    “We’re going?” she breathed, not meaning to say the words aloud. 
 
    “Of course you’re going.” Seeing the shock on her face, Dailey quite obviously bit back whatever additional ridiculous insult he was going to add. “Think we’re laying out all this capital for you to wander around an empty base? Though I’d like to see Drake take it on the water.” He raised his voice on the last, earning himself a laugh from Rex, and an actual snort of amusement from Drake.  
 
    “CASPer surfing,” Ripley mused, popping back out of her suit. “You know if you get the jets properly balanced and—” 
 
    “How about you stop wasting time with jokes and get hooked up so you can actually, maybe, take it for a walk?” Edgar said, not quite yelling.  
 
    Sonya shook her head sharply—exasperating Edgar, while entertaining, was definitely not the goal today. Chiding herself to focus, she made all the appropriate links between her suit and the CASPer, fumbling only twice, and instead of the all-clear, gave Dailey her best impression of Hewers’ double finger-guns. 
 
    “Check,” the mechanic muttered, then verified all the connections on his slate. Giving her one more glare for good measure, he straightened out of the way and thumped the shoulder of her suit. 
 
    The controls were familiar from both of the courses her father had made them run and the long stretches of evenings she’d spent with the techs helping bring the Human suits back to fighting shape after contracts. Pleased, she closed herself in, waiting for the thunk and flash of green confirming she’d been properly sealed. 
 
    “Well done, Sonya. Don’t try to move anything yet, we’re going to sync your readings first.” Now that the CASPer was locked, Dailey was all professional. Sonya both appreciated the quick shift and wished she had a tech who wouldn’t give her an absolute metric ton of shit if she messed up. When, she corrected herself ruefully, thinking of all the training sessions she’d watched over the years.  
 
    “This would be easier if I had pinplants,” she pointed out.  
 
    “Take the win you have,” her father cut into the channel, a hint of amusement under his command voice. “And don’t make excuses.” 
 
    She mouthed the last words along with him, knowing them by heart.  
 
    “Aye, Dad, no excuses.” 
 
    “Colonel, trooper.” 
 
    “Aye, Colonel.” She smiled to herself and ran through the connection confirmations with Dailey. 
 
    “All green,” Dailey answered. “You’ve got enough room between suits if you don’t go flailing. Let’s calibrate. Left arm.” 
 
    Sonya lifted her left arm slowly and felt the CASPer answer, matching her gesture and pace perfectly. Keeping her jaw clenched tight, she obeyed every motion check Dailey called for, not straining for more. Shadow, furthest down the line from her, balanced his armor perfectly on one leg, his enormous mechanical arms stretched above. Each of the rest of her siblings held the line, all of them following commands, no one pushing it. The idea of an actual deployment bounced through her thoughts, making everything weightier.  
 
    “All right, let’s move that metal arse. Five steps, left, right!”  
 
    Sonya startled out of her own head, stepping forward so quickly, the entire CASPer leaned too far forward. She overcompensated, throwing herself back in her supports, then caught herself on the third step of her stagger. Breathing heavily, she waited for Dailey’s snide comment, but nothing came.  
 
    Right, the command was five steps forward. Careful. Deliberate.  
 
    By the time they got to running, she was grinning.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After a single stumble, Drake had the balance down. Surfing had served him well, and he idly considered Ripley’s point about taking a CASPer on the waves. Impossible to get further from a shark biscuit, and so easy to crush the smug skin-smiles of the human pups who heckled him all too often.  
 
    He lifted his arm and squeezed his hand, firing without targeting. They’d started with lasers, but quickly moved on to training blanks to learn the recoil and reload factors. Rex was a better shot than him, but not for long.  
 
    “You’d get a tighter cluster if you use the targeting,” Salerson interjected over comms.  
 
    “I’ve heard the targeting system goes out more than anything, so I’m not going to get used to it.” He’d rather ignore the tiny Human entirely, but Drake couldn’t risk access to this marvelous machine now that it was his. He’d listen and respond and put all his feet right, and before long, he’d be off Earth and shooting this for real, somewhere far, far away.  
 
    Plenty of planets out there had sizable oceans. He wondered how many would be good for surfing. How many could he land this CASPer on, run its paces, lose himself learning alien tides?  
 
    “There’ll be times accuracy will matter just as much, so get used to it. Not the same as relying on it.” 
 
    Drake wrinkled his muzzle, impressed. Salerson had some wisdom in him after all. He supposed he didn’t often see the Humans in their actual element, and of course his father wouldn’t surround himself with incompetent minions. Fair enough.  
 
    He flipped on the targeting system, and indeed it took a few bursts before he got the hang of it. As he opened his mouth to ask if they could take the show to the range, his father cut in. 
 
    “Team Alpha: Rex, Ripley, Drake, Sonya, Shadow. Team Omega: Hewers, Paulson, Dyffid, Meyll, Gibbs. Omega has a green flag on their side of the bay. Alpha has a purple flag. Load your secondary weapons, aim only for CASPers. Friendly fire loses you points. You know the drill. Get it.” The unarmored Humans jogged to the nearest door, retreating to a safe observation area. They could take cover behind some of the crated stores, but everyone was aware how half-trained this group was—better to be safe than pulped.  
 
    Drake lifted his arms, clenched fists, and jerked down. A hefty thunk and a quick flash on the control panel confirmed the weapons switch, and he immediately sent a spray across the bay, catching Hewers in the arm. The arm splattered purple and clunked dead against the CASPer’s side.  
 
    “We got some tiny EMPs,” he said over his siblings’ channel.  
 
    “Knowing Dad, they’re temporary. Drake, you up for a charge?” Rex asked, hunger for the hunt carrying clearly through comms.  
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “Sunny and I have the flank,” Ripley announced.  
 
    The Humans in their CASPers had already scattered, and the Zuul began to move. Alongside his siblings’ sounds of assent came a long, slow chuckle.  
 
    “I’m going high,” Shadow announced, just before the roar of his jets kicked in.  
 
    True to Shadow, he seesawed a bit, but caught himself and flew low and fast toward the two Humans who’d broken right.  
 
    Sonya and Ripley laid covering fire and sidled to the sides, and Drake committed to the charge, moving fast beside Rex.  
 
    “Go for their legs!” Ripley called, and Drake grinned. Of course the legs. The Humans had a little more training than they did, but not much—though they could keep shooting if downed, losing their legs and freezing in place or crashing to the ground should throw them enough to take advantage.  
 
    “Arm for an arm, Drake!” Hewers crowed, getting off a shot from behind a pile of crates. Drake’s left arm became unresponsive, warning lights flashing across his screen, and Hewers nearly howled in glee.  
 
    “I can do twice as much with half, Human!” he replied, tucking himself into an almost perfect roll and shooting just over Hewers’ head, causing the other young merc to duck long enough to lose sight of his attackers, giving Sonya the opportunity to get around the corner and shoot him into full shutdown.  
 
    Shadow, with the high ground, took out Paulson and Meyll’s arms, and Dyffid charged, getting Sonya in the back with enough green splatter to freeze her in place.  
 
    Sonya cursed, then cut herself off.  
 
    “I still got eyes, boys. Ripley, Paulson’s making a run for it—guess he’s hoping he has arms back by the time he finds the flag.” 
 
    “You putting me on fetch duty, Sunny?” Ripley laughed, shooting another volley toward Meyll and then turning back to get eyes on Gibbs. The Human used his jets, not quite as well as Shadow, but gave himself big, unpredictable jumps that kept Rex from hitting him.  
 
    With Sonya serving as eyes for the Zuul who’d worked together as a pack since they were tiny pups, it didn’t take long for Drake to spot the green flag and scoop it into his one working hand.  
 
    “Cover me,” he called, jumping out of the stack of crates and wobbling only slightly on the landing. Unfortunately, Hewers’ arm had come back online, and Drake jumped right into his line of fire. “Shit. Shadow!” Without looking, Drake balled up the flag and threw it into the air, trusting his littlest brother to be ready.  
 
    Shadow caught the flag and executed a near perfect turn in the air above Drake, shooting down at Hewers at the same moment Rex got the Human dead to rights.  
 
    “Take your time, Shadow.” Drake shot Paulson’s frozen form to keep him safely frozen. Maybe not exactly sporting, but good practice for the field. Only safe enemy was a downed one.  
 
    “For all we know, time is part of the points,” Ripley replied, standing over Gibbs. Even the posture of her CASPer showed her content pride. “Get us those points, Shadow!” 
 
    Shadow landed with too much heat, but caught himself after a short, stumbling run. Not bad at all.  
 
    “Safe your weapons and open up,” Colonel Porter sent over all channels.  
 
    He must have toggled a reset, because suddenly Drake’s arm responded again, and Hewers and Paulson climbed to their feet.  
 
    Drake checked the panel, lingering over it possessively as he confirmed the greens, then opened to the mildly fresher air of the training bay.  
 
    “Take a breath, get some water, and get ready. We’re going again in five with new teams.” Edgar strode out of the door, looking over each of them. “Each of you send your tech a report on what you did well and where you shat the bed, and yes, boys and girls, this is a test. You don’t take my CASPers off this planet until I can trust you with them, and we’ve got a way to go for that.” 
 
    “Get it,” Drake muttered to himself, jaw dropped in a grin.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rex slid back into his CASPer and connected the haptic suit leads with ease. It felt routine and simple, where it had been tricky the first few times. It felt great to master the movements.  
 
    Despite the size of the mech, he was still crowded. The largest of the five Zuul, he stretched the capacity to accommodate his over two-meter-tall frame and barrel chest. Even so, Binnig had done a masterful job of customizing the older design to meet their needs. He felt like a silly Human, unable to wipe the grin off his face.  
 
    The power! The unbelievable power and exultation of operating over a ton of carbon fiber and alloy war machine was…intoxicating. He could take on the entire world, and he didn’t want to miss the next opportunity to do just that.  
 
    His brothers and sisters were sipping sports drinks and talking with the young Humans about moves they’d pulled off. Hewers and Dyffid kept asking how the Zuul CASPers were working and saying they were impressed at how quickly the five were gaining proficiency.  
 
    Of course we’re good, war is in our blood. Rex had studied his people enough to know they were preeminent mercenaries. Zuul merc units had been at the center of major campaigns and covered themselves in glory for thousands of years. He lifted an arm, and the suit’s arm rose instantly in mimicked response. What could be accomplished with that legacy and the power of these suits?  
 
    Yet at the same time, unease moved through him. He tried to search his feelings and put a finger on it and failed. What could be wrong about that? About the CASPers? Was it his surroundings? The bay was a combination firing range and simulated battlefield. The building was in the worst shape of them all on the generally dilapidated installation Silent Night had bought. The floor was strewn with all manner of debris to make footing more difficult, all in service of training. Better a CASPer driver slip and fall here, while training, than when their lives depended on it offworld.  
 
    He bent and retrieved a meter-long piece of rebar. It weighed at least 20 kilos and had a slight bend to it. He had to concentrate a bit to pick it up, since his CASPer’s hand was a good 40 centimeters past his real hand. In the end, he hefted the steel as if it were made of paper. He grabbed the other end with his other hand and easily straightened it.  
 
    Rex admired his handiwork, then bent it in half just as easily. The normal CASPer could augment a user’s strength by as much as 50%. Their new suits were more powerful, pushing the number close to 60%. And Zuul were already 25% stronger than Humans, on average, so the CASPer made them into juggernauts. Nothing could be wrong in that. His lips skinned back to reveal his gleaming white teeth, and he pushed the creeping unease away.  
 
    Already the five were beginning to distinguish themselves as different kinds of specialists in the suits. Ripley could make the suits do things that amazed them all, able to dodge incoming fire and take cover behind seemingly useless articles. Drake was a marksman of singular talent, able to hit nearly any target without aiming. He didn’t like the automatic systems, which annoyed their instructors. Sonya grasped situations and took advantage of them faster than the rest could realize what was happening, often flummoxing her opponents. Shadow could use the jumpjets like an artist, preferring to attack from above after analyzing the opponents’ positions and catching them completely off guard. 
 
    Rex liked the direct approach—charge in guns blazing. Not as surprising as some of his siblings’ tactics, yet it worked more often than not. Taken as a whole, they would be a team impossible to deal with. At least, that’s what Father was telling them. And why would he lie? Rex went back to bending the rebar.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley didn’t think Rex realized they were watching him bend and unbend the steel bar with child-like glee. More than any of them, he seemed to be reveling in the pure power of the suits. Each to their own, they were enjoying themselves. Sure, Ripley was a little annoyed that Shadow had mastered the use of jumpjets before she had. She was a pilot, for goodness sake. Life was funny sometimes.  
 
    She was more excited about the CASPer than getting to go into space and through a stargate. She was fairly sure her feelings would change when the time came. However, for now, the mech was the name of the game.  
 
    “Break’s over,” Edgar yelled as he came into the bay.  
 
    Before, they might have complained and delayed the work. This time, they all immediately headed for their CASPers, exchanging back slaps with the Humans. Edgar kept an eye out while all who weren’t mounted yet got set, the Zuul suits coming alive within moments of each other.  
 
    “Looks like you’re getting it,” he said. 
 
    “Piece of piss,” Drake agreed. The rest nodded. Rex tossed the steel bar a few meters away, where it rang like a bell on the ancient concrete.  
 
    “Let’s do this,” Ripley said, and their training continued.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dana sat in her office, eyes fixed on the screen in front of her rather than the work she needed to do before launch. She’d keyed into the master channel, listening to the chatter of enthusiastic youth training for violence.  
 
    Not entirely fair, she rebuked herself, wincing at Drake’s utter joy as he executed a ridiculously dangerous move to the cheers of his current teammates. They were training to stay alive and make an absurd amount of money.  
 
    “Ripley! On your left!” Rex, commanding, not a hint of snarl in his voice. Jumping into training with his whole heart, the way he did everything.  
 
    She’d argued with Alan for months about the modified CASPers. Not the cost or because it meant their children would actively join the company. She’d always known that would happen. But having CASPers would make them targets. The only non-Humans in CASPers anywhere in the galaxy…it would be a free-for-all, if the wrong beings found out.  
 
    “Hewers, drop! I got your six.” Drake, sounding delighted more than threatening, in a way she’d never heard him interacting with other Humans outside their family.  
 
    She saw it in his face, the moment the CASPers were unboxed. Joy.  
 
    “No, don’t drop, Hewers! Messy shooting, you deserve to take it up the—” Ripley cut herself off with something not quite a yelp, making an incredible shot and rolling out of the way like a pro. 
 
    They sounded like any younglings in training. All in, happy to be there, overbold to hide nerves. Like mercs. 
 
    The tradeoffs had always been worth it before. A merc’s life, while often short, was better than a life on the basic subsistence stipend. Taking an active role, not just waiting for death, but courting it and fighting it off…that had been enough. 
 
    Until Alan had come home with five tiny bundles. Puppies would have wrenched her heart, but these? Her children. All bright-eyed intelligence and unreserved love, always wanting to please her, and straining for the next adventure. Zuul were a merc species, all right, and they’d taken to training like ducks to water, needing something for their energy. A whole other race, ready for things much earlier than Human young, but her babies had never been alien, not to her.  
 
    The Zuul who’d come to visit, though...who’d come to take them…they weren’t the same. Uufek and Teef were intelligent, yes, but cold, distant. Alien in truth.  
 
    Tomorrow her babies would leave her, would go with the rest of Silent Night and these two Zuul. What would they be like when they came home to her? 
 
    What, a voice whispered to her as Sonya’s wild laugh rang across the channel, if they never come home to me at all? Hot tears rolled down her cheeks.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fur matted and every joint aching, Sonya ate a bar in the empty mess and reviewed her progress over the last days of training. She rolled her shoulders, trying to ease the soreness. It didn’t make any sense—the CASPer worked as the well-oiled machine it was; all she had to do was lift and lean and anticipate. She wasn’t actually lifting hundreds of kilos of suit of armor with every movement, so there was no need for her to hurt so much afterward.  
 
    “You’re tensing.” Hewers couldn’t possibly have snuck up on her; she must be even more tired than she thought to have missed his approach.  
 
    “What?” she asked through a mouthful of powdery protein. 
 
    “Tensing. That’s why you’re sore.” He gestured at her shoulders, which she belatedly realized she was still rolling. 
 
    When she continued to stare blankly at him, he laughed and sat across the table from her, snagging her extra bar and tearing it open.  
 
    “The CASPer doesn’t really give enough resistance for you to hurt after, not with the workouts I’ve seen you do.” He shrugged, and not for the first time, Sonya was grateful she didn’t turn blotchy, embarrassed colors like some Humans did. “But you clench your muscles when you move, expecting it to be heavy, because CASPers are huge. So you hurt afterward because you’re tensing.” 
 
    “You an expert in Zuul physiology now?” she blurted, realizing the truth of it and feeling the need to blame him for the discomfort it gave her. 
 
    “No, Furface. I remember it from my first go in the CASPer. I knew better this week, and I still feel it.” 
 
    She put the rest of her bar down and scrubbed her hands over her face, smoothing her fur and hiding her eyes.  
 
    “Just going to be over here being a right idiot,” she muttered, flicking her ears. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s been a long day for all of us,” he replied, then waved the bar he’d taken from her. “And you already paid up.” 
 
    “We’re going out on the Zuul ship.” She took the first way out of the conversation that came to mind, and wondered if he’d already known.  
 
    “Huh. Was wondering if one of the Horsemen came back and was giving us a lift somewhere.” His face showed surprise, but it was mild. Maybe he’d already known, or maybe he was as worn out as she was.  
 
    “You know what the mission is?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine, Porter.” He gave the name extra emphasis, and chuckled at her shrug of a reply. “I figure we’re going looking for Starbright. Think the Zuul know where it is?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.” She shrugged again and tried to spike up the matted fur on the back of her head. “Glad Dad said it’s a deployment. Otherwise I’d worry he’s just sending us off with the Zuul.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go?” The concern in his voice appeared so suddenly, she had to mentally rewind to remember what she’d said.  
 
    “Ah, shit, Hewers. Don’t mind me, I’m just worn like a week-old uniform.” Sonya shrugged, trying to make light of it, and shook her head. “I’m glad they’re giving us a ride, but I don’t think it’s going to be anything too serious.” 
 
    “Might as well be our new motto. Hope it’s nothing too serious.” He flashed her a grin, and, not for the first time, Sonya was grateful Humans couldn’t smell enough to get even a hint of her emotions.  
 
    “Come on, what could beat ‘Get It?’” She broke a piece off her protein bar and fidgeted with it before popping it in her mouth. 
 
    “Sunny.” Hewers reached across the table, not touching her, but marking the moment as serious. “You ok?” 
 
    “Nervous, I guess. We’re cramming a lot of training into a small window before we launch.” She shrugged again, the ache reminding her she was overusing the gesture. “And seems like we’re committing everything we’ve got left in the company for something we don’t know about yet.” 
 
    “You trust your dad though, right? The colonel?” 
 
    “Yeah, course.” She took another few bites to buy herself time to sort through her sluggish thoughts. “I know he has good reasons,” she said finally. “I just wish I knew what they were.” 
 
    “Welcome to being a merc.” Hewers shrugged this time, still grinning at her. “We got this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She shook her head and shoved the rest of her bar in her mouth. 
 
    “It’s got to feel really good, though.” 
 
    “What? ‘Getting it?’” She made a face at him, talking with her mouth full. 
 
    “No, you heathen. Getting your own CASPer. Zuul all over the galaxy are going to shit themselves in jealousy.” 
 
    “I think only Humans are that gross, skin-face.” 
 
    “Fair.” Hewers snorted and waved away her point. “Yours are a little bigger, knees reversed. Seems like you got a little more audio padding to protect those big ears of yours.” He winked, and she threw her wrapper at him. “Come on. It’s dardy as hell. CASPers! For you all!” 
 
    “Yeah.” She flicked her ears away from him and forced her jaw open to smile. “It’s dardy as hell. A bunch of Humans and us, all armored up to kick ass across the galaxy.” 
 
    He missed the hint of discomfort in her voice, which made sense, because even she couldn’t pinpoint what was bothering her. It was an incredible gift, and she loved it, and loved her father for going to the trouble. Still, something didn’t sit right with her. She really was tired if she felt anything but joy in her new CASPer. 
 
     Sonya pushed up to her feet, astonished at how much her healthy body could complain at her. “It’s rack time for me. See you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah and too early, sounds like.” He stood, and she was gratified to see him moving slowly, too.  
 
    “Launch windows wait for no one,” she replied in her best Porter-impression.  
 
    “I’ll close up here,” Hewers offered. “Owe you that much.” 
 
    “What’re you talking about? I shot you down way more than you shot me.” Her ears pricked forward, alert at the possible insult. 
 
    “Exactly my point, fur-girl. Exactly my point.” 
 
    She mock-snarled at him but took the win and forced herself to walk straight out of the mess.  
 
    Despite her exhaustion and looming wake-up call in a few short hours, she walked the long way home. Breathing in salt and tides and fuel, taking in the shining lights of the city beyond their compound’s walls.  
 
    “There you are.” Dana’s voice, as tired as Sonya herself, came from the darkness outside their door. 
 
    “Why are you sitting out here so late, Mom?” 
 
    “Because my children are shipping out, and when I see you tomorrow, I have to be Captain Porter.” She took a breath to say something more but didn’t, and Sonya forgot the twinges of her body to leap onto the porch and crouch next to her mother’s chair.  
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    “How are you?” There was a fierceness in Dana’s voice, but her hand on Sonya’s cheek was gentle. “Really?” 
 
    “Sore,” she replied, leaning into her mother’s touch. “Nervous. Excited.” 
 
    “Worried?” 
 
    “I thought…” Sonya sighed. The words crowded in her throat, eager to be spoken out here, in the dark, alone with her mom. But shame piled close behind them, and she froze. 
 
    “You thought you’d be happier to go with the Zuul? Or worried that we would send you away?” That ferocity remained in her tone, the sharpened edge that always underlay her mother’s love, and it eased her tension. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s stupid, I know it is, and—” 
 
    “Sonya Porter, you listen to me. You’ve never, as long as I’ve known you, been stupid or weak. The Zuul are giving us a ride, maybe in part so they can spend more time with you and your siblings, but they have a stake in this as well, and there’s a clear contract. You can spend time with them, or not, however you choose. You are my daughter, you are Silent Night, not theirs, until and unless you choose different. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom.” 
 
    “And if you ever, ever believe that I’d willingly send you away, any of you, ever…” her voice broke ever so subtly, and Sonya squeezed her eyes closed. “You haven’t been stupid yet, Sonya. Don’t start now.” 
 
    “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you too, sweet girl. Always. Help Rex take care of your brothers and sister. Come home.” 
 
    “I will, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan looked up from his dinner and his wife. Dana hadn’t touched her food. She simply sat staring at the food without reaction. “You okay, honey?”  
 
    “You’re taking my children to war,” she said. “Why would there be anything wrong?”  
 
    “Dana…” 
 
    “Don’t ‘Dana’ me,” she said, her voice like razor wire. Alan cringed a little. “Why does it have to be this way?”  
 
    “We’ve talked and talked about it.” 
 
    “And I never agreed it was the best solution.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “But it’s the only one. Like it or not, we have over 200 of our people lost out in the galaxy.” He pointed up at the sky outside. “They’re lost, alone, maybe in mortal peril. How do we turn our backs on them?” Dana looked back down at her food. “We’ll have the Zuul with us, their own merc cruiser, and a whole battalion of their troopers. We’ll be ready for trouble.” 
 
    “Our company was ready for trouble, too; where are they?”  
 
    “Hopefully waiting for us.” Alan sighed and looked at his own food. Despite knowing he was lifting with the company tomorrow, and food was going to be more difficult and not as palatable, his appetite was gone. “It’s a chance for the kids to learn about their culture, at the very least.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a time. Dana finally took a few bites of her meal, and Alan picked at his in a reversal of their roles.  
 
    “Launch 0600?” Dana asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Alan replied.  
 
    “Bring my kids back.” She looked him in the eye, her feeling of anguish so tangible he almost gasped. “Please?”  
 
    “I’ll do my best.” The remainder of the meal passed in silence.  
 
    Afterwards, in the dark of his home, he slipped out of bed and went to the office he shared with his wife. He placed a data chip in the drawer that held the monthly bills. She wouldn’t open the drawer for a week, at least. On the chip was his will, and he had a copy for Tucker as well, to be safe. With that last thing done, he went back to bed with his wife and waited for the dawn.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    The Phoenix dropship effected a wide banking turn before lining up on the runway for its final approach. Ripley watched as the pilot easily made a smooth, aerodynamic landing on the craft’s wheels and taxied toward the waiting personnel. 
 
    “Last load,” Alan called. All their gear was in space already, loaded on board the Paku in orbit, along with First Squad. He and the troopers of Second Squad and their CASPers were left. Twelve men, women, and Zuul in CASPers held a rough line as the Phoenix rumbled to a stop. “By the numbers, Sergeant Bana, load ‘em up!”  
 
    “Sir!” Bana barked. The old sergeant turned his CASPer and gestured with a long arm. “You heard the colonel, move it, shovel heads!”  
 
    Luckily for the squad, which was mostly cadre and the Zuul, they’d drilled loading into the Phoenix a couple of times. They managed not to trip over each other as they trundled up the big rear ramp in order and backed into the locking frames.  
 
    Sergeant Bana was last, after Corporal Plesh and Colonel Porter. He moved down the line, checking each of them to be sure the magnetic grapples had properly locked their mechs into position for launch. Ripley tried to remain calm, but realized she was panting in anticipation. They were going into space in their new CASPers!  
 
    “Loaded and locked, Colonel,” Bana said as his own venerable Mk 7 locked into place with a Clang! 
 
    “Very good,” her dad said. “Flop, we’re ready to go back here.”  
 
    “Roger that, Colonel,” the pilot, Lieutenant Dick “Flop” Prendergast, replied. “We’re refueled and taxiing.” His confident voice helped Ripley calm—she’d seen Flop in action often enough to trust the older pilot. 
 
    “You rookies hang on,” Sergeant Bana said over the squadnet.  
 
    “First kid pukes in his CASPer buys the drinks!” Corporal Plesh laughed. The only other veteran in their group, she’d come back with Porter after being injured on their last campaign. She had a cybernetic hand as a souvenir. 
 
    Everyone laughed, but Ripley dearly hoped she didn’t puke.  
 
    Most of their experienced troopers had ridden up to Paku, assigned to First Squad under Captain Tucker. The exceptions were Gibbs and Hewers. She wondered how Sonya felt about the latter. It was no secret she had some sort of feelings for the boy, but Ripley didn’t understand it. Humans were…so Human. 
 
    “Brace for takeoff,” Flop said. The ship stopped, and the pilot engaged the ascent engines. They roared to life, the brakes holding it back for a second before the vessel rocketed down the runway. In just a second they catapulted into the sky.  
 
    The pilot banked back until the Phoenix stood on her tail, and the Gs built quickly. Ripley’s lips skinned back from her teeth, and she was pushed into the side of her armor. It was one of the shortcomings of the Phoenix; the CASPers were loaded in two lines facing each other, backs to the bulkheads. It allowed more armor aboard, but forced the passengers to fight takeoff at an awkward angle.  
 
    There was little choice except to grin and bear it as their father said. Sometimes it was the fate of a merc to deal with bad situations the best they could. Her CASPer display dutifully told her the Gs peaked out at 5.9, which was just shy of horrendous. Every time she’d been to space before, they hadn’t gone over three Gs. Of course, those had been pleasure trips on commercial transports. The Phoenix provided neither.  
 
    “You five doing okay?” her father asked on a private link to Ripley and her siblings.  
 
    “Piece of piss!” Drake responded before any of the others could.  
 
    Despite the strain, Ripley laughed along with Rex, Sonya, and Shadow.  
 
    “Okay, good,” Father said. “Just a few more minutes.” 
 
    It felt like a few more years before the thrust fell off to a much more manageable two Gs. Ripley understood better than ever why the Humans received nanite treatments to toughen their skeletal systems. She was lucky, by comparison. Zuul possessed stronger muscles and bones as part of their basic biology and could withstand, by nature, what Humans needed to bolster against. Didn’t make it pleasant, though. They endured another 10 minutes of two Gs as the ship circularized its orbit and entered a rendezvous course with the Zuul ship. Then the pilot cut thrust. “Secure from boost stage,” he said. “You are now free to move about the cabin.”  
 
    All the CASPer-suited troopers chuckled. Even if they could detach from the harness holding each suit in place, there would be little room for them to move. The Phoenix was crowded, with 11 mechs aboard. The book said it could hold 15. Ripley wondered how you’d manage it, though.  
 
    They had to be approaching the Zuul merc cruiser, and she wanted to watch. “Lieutenant Prendergast, can we see the live feed on approach to the Paku?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” the pilot replied. A second later, her CASPer’s computer informed her of an incoming visual data signal. She used finger controls to project the images in front of her muzzle. The bulbous cockpit of the Mk 7 CASPer provided enough room for a small Tri-V. However, the data feed was 2D, so it merely projected on the inside of her cockpit.  
 
    As she suspected, the Zuul merc cruiser was already in view and closing quickly. Her eyes burned in on the alien ship design. Only, it’s not alien, she reminded herself. The ship was created by her race.  
 
    She’d only seen Human starships in orbit and on the ground. They tended to fit into three categories. Shuttles were aerodynamic, either like an airplane or a lifting body. Transports were round or flattened spheres. They didn’t have to be particularly aerodynamic; maximized internal space was more important. Military ships were usually cylinders, or needles for smaller ships.  
 
    The Zuul merc cruiser was a pointy cylinder, but with sharp, forward-swept wings, which reminded her of claws. Unlike human ships, it was painted. The main hull was silver, with a black and brown striped pattern that extended down the wings. A number of ports and vents showed it was also heavily armed. In a word, it looked dardy!  
 
    Silent Night’s own merc cruiser, a Human-made Enterprise-class ship named Starbright, looked like a cylinder holding three bulky modules in a ring. They’d originally been manufactured as light cruisers, and had proved under-gunned for their job. However, Enterprise-class made decent merc cruisers, especially when additional cargo space was added for dropships and ordnance. Paku didn’t follow any of the design criteria she was used to, and it clearly wasn’t designed to spin. 
 
    “How do they spin for artificial gravity?” Drake asked over the squadnet, his thoughts clearly aligned with hers.  
 
    “They don’t,” Flop replied. “GalNet says Paku is an Insho’Ze-class merc cruiser, designed for fast insertion and landing support. They can land.” 
 
    Ripley gawked. It was a bloody big ship to land. She doubted they carried enough fuel to land and take off after flying between the stars. That meant the ship would be all-in during an attack. Win or lose. No draws because they couldn’t retreat.  
 
    In a minute, their Phoenix flipped over, stern toward the Paku, and Flop warned them thrust was resuming. He burned the engines at just under three Gs for several minutes, then reduced to a fraction. They slid up under Paku in a perfect approach.  
 
    I need to hang out with Flop for some simulator time.  
 
    They floated in the silent void for a minute while their pilot discussed docking with Paku. Then a bay opened in Paku’s belly, and Flop piloted them up into it using careful bumps of the Phoenix dropship’s maneuvering thrusters. The feed cut off in the darkness of the hold as they felt the merc cruiser’s bay take ahold of the dropship, locking it in place. They were berthed.  
 
    “Now we get to see the ship,” Ripley murmured with a grin.  
 
    “Ripley’s in love,” Rex said.  
 
    Ripley cringed, not knowing her mic had been live. Her siblings never had understood her love for all things airborne. She tried not to let it bother her. The bay had pressurized, and the loading ramp opened. Time to go aboard.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How in the hell do you do this without killing yourself?” Rex growled as he clumsily tried to pull his bulky CASPer out of the Phoenix.  
 
    “Practice,” his dad said.  
 
    “It’s impossible,” Rex complained.  
 
    “Tell that to the marines,” Sergeant Bana told him. “They fight in CASPers in zero G. It’s spectacular to behold.”  
 
    “Sounds like suicide to me,” Drake agreed.  
 
    “Tell you what,” his dad said, “once we’re in hyperspace, let’s do some zero G CASPer drills.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun!” Ripley said.  
 
    “Yeah!” Sonya agreed.  
 
    Great. My damned sisters. Rex tried to forget their enthusiasm as he struggled with his CASPer’s ungainly arm length. He grabbed for a handhold on the outside of the Phoenix and missed completely. He tumbled out, a one-ton doll spinning out of control.  
 
    A cargo-handling robotic arm grabbed him, arresting his spin. Rex took hold of the arm and reoriented himself to the personnel door. Through a window, the Zuul operator of the arm waved at him. Rex growled inwardly, but waved back.  
 
    “Come on, Private,” Corporal Plesh called on Rex’s personal channel. “Enough screwing around.”  
 
    Rex pushed off the cargo arm and reached the personnel door on his second attempt. The rest of the squad was waiting there.  
 
    “You okay?” Drake asked on the private channel.  
 
    “Yeah, no worries,” Rex said despite his inward fuming.  
 
    The entire ship was in zero gravity, which was annoying. His dad led the squad through two companionways into the area of the ship they’d been given. He was surprised to find quite a bit of room, though First Squad was already there, securing their CASPers. 
 
    Despite the Zuul not using powered armor, the bay they’d been given was generous enough to allow the company armorers and mechanics to set up their management equipment. Since Humans often traveled on alien ships, the CASPer designers at Binnig had come up with modular systems designed to help transport the suits. Nobody wanted a ton of ceramic armor and steel crashing around inside their ship.  
 
    The traveling racks were magnetic, designed to be fitted to the metallic walls ubiquitous in a starship. Attach it to a bulkhead, then lock the CASPer into it. Simple. Rex had heard from his dad that sometimes alien ships provided few areas to do this. The Zuul ship possessed wide, unadorned walls that were perfect for securing CASPers. The mechanics were nodding to each other and chatting, a sure sign they were pleased.  
 
    “Any problems, Colonel?” Captain Tucker asked as his dad popped his canopy open.  
 
    “Nope, we’re squared away. Flop is taking care of the Phoenix. Looks like the mechanics are adapting.” 
 
    “Piece of piss,” Smithers said. He was supervising the other armorers and mechanics securing the last of First Squad’s CASPers. “We already have your squad’s racks set.” 
 
    “Fair dinkum!” Alan said, then turned to Rex and the others. “Get your suits locked away,” he ordered.  
 
    Rex was worried he wouldn’t be able to get his into one of the racks. However, a pair of mechanics were waiting and quickly helped maneuver him backward into the rack, locking the suit in place. By the time he opened his cockpit and floated out, Rex was a little less excited about the suit than he’d been back at the beginning. Gravity was a huge help.  
 
    A rap on the compartment hatch made Rex look. A Zuul he hadn’t met yet floated there, along with Teef. Their dad turned, and his body language instantly changed when he saw the new arrival.  
 
    “Am I coming at a bad time?” the new Zuul asked. Rex realized he could judge it as male from his scent. His high tail and forward-pricked ears spoke of authority and confidence.  
 
    “Not at all,” Dad said.  
 
    “You are Colonel Porter?”  
 
    “I am, and this is Captain Tucker, my XO.”  
 
    “Please to meet you. I am A’kef, Rei’shin of clan Insho’Ze.” He smiled. “I would be like you, a colonel.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Rei’shin,” he said. Rex admired him for trying; the Zuul words were harder for Humans with their short mouths. He was also regretting not having learned his native language. He and his siblings needed to consider fixing that problem.  
 
    “I wanted to be sure you were settling in. We are scheduled to break orbit in three hours and set course for your system’s stargate.” He looked at the busily working mechanics. “Is that acceptable? We could alter the departure time, but it would require a higher G transit.”  
 
    “No problem at all,” Alan replied. “We’ll be ready ahead of your schedule.” 
 
    “Excellent,” A’kef said, inclining his head. He scanned the bay, gaze snagging on Rex and his brothers and sisters. He examined each of them, taking a full handful of seconds each. Then he took in the five CASPers that were obviously meant for Zuul. “I am honored you brought your…children.” 
 
    “Yes, we are glad you decided to come on the mission, too,” Teef quickly added, as if he was worried A’kef might have offended Alan.  
 
    A’kef held out a standard data chip, which Alan took. “This contains a briefing on shipboard operations. I’m sure we do a few things differently than you do on Human ships. It will help you familiarize your personnel with our operations to avoid confusion or incidents.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t want to be using the toilet when you’re accelerating,” Tucker said with a grin.  
 
    “Yes, that would be bad,” A’kef agreed. “Colonel Porter, you and your XO are welcome on Paku’s bridge at your convenience.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll be there well ahead of maneuvers.”  
 
    A’kef and Teef tilted their heads, flicked their tails, spun around, and were gone.  
 
    “So prim and proper,” Sonya said to her siblings quietly.  
 
    “Without a doubt,” Shadow agreed. “Did you smell A’kef?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Ripley said. “Wow.”  
 
    “He smelled like electricity,” Drake offered.  
 
    Rex nodded in agreement. A’kef was an alpha, no doubt about it. Rex found himself thinking about fighting him, then remembered they were in space, and barely grown besides. If his unfamiliarity with zero gravity wasn’t bad enough, A’kef would probably kick his ass in pure experience. He didn’t even know enough about his own culture to know if such thoughts were acceptable. Maybe this trip is a mistake. 
 
    “Enough bull,” Sergeant Bana snapped. “We only got a couple hours to get our shit squared away. I catch anyone screwing around, you’ll spend our time in hyperspace cleaning Zuul dunnys.” He grinned. “I bet that won’t be fun.”  
 
    Rex grunted and moved to help the mechanics.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow had had many respectful questions for every Human leader he’d ever met. But here, aboard the Paku, populated by more Zuul than he’d ever seen in his life…he couldn’t think of a single one. 
 
    For the moment, he was content to wander. They’d been issued bunks together, his siblings and their Humans, but his nose was more than up for navigating him back toward Zuul common areas.  
 
    While he could tentatively determine how many Zuul had passed through a particular hallway, there were so many intermingled scents, overlapping notes, and what seemed like related variations, he had little confidence in his estimate. Up until a few days ago, he’d only ever remembered the scents of five Zuul, including himself, and now he realized he and his siblings had more in common than set them apart. Before, each scent had meant only Rex, Ripley, Drake, Sonya, Shadow, innately and wholly them. Now, with a multitude of other scents layering through his sinuses, he realized that not only males had thread of commonality, as did females, but he and his siblings also…shared some base level scent. It had been hard to pick out before, when it had been all he knew. Even now, it was a forming understanding, but Shadow had always been good at trusting even his partially developed instincts.  
 
    Family, then, had a scent. Uufek and Teef hadn’t had much in common, so likely weren’t of the same family. Shadow tried to sift the various faint smells in the hall, wondering if only siblings shared scent so clearly, or broader families, or even clans. 
 
    “Earth pup.” A door ahead opened, and a tall, broad-shouldered Zuul pushed his top half into the hall. “We were told to let you settle in before extending invitations, but here you are. Come in.” 
 
    Shadow continued forward automatically, responding to the strange familiarity of the brown-and-black male. “My name is Shadow.” 
 
    “Is it.” The older male tilted his head, taking Shadow in with a stare the younger Zuul could feel in his gut.  
 
    The expression and tone didn’t indicate a question, and Shadow found himself too curious to risk whatever conversation lay ahead by pushing the matter. He nearly froze, following the other Zuul into the room on the other side; he’d never seen anything like it.  
 
    Sparsely furnished with anything he recognized, only a few benches studded across its relatively large space, the room was full of…cubes. Some clear, some filled with various photographic or holographic scenes, some mounted on the walls at various heights, some stationed on metallic plinths that rose from the floor or the ceiling. The cubes varied in size, but it astonished him how many fit in there without the space feeling crowded. He realized, as he floated fully inside and the door closed behind him, the room itself was perhaps the size of three of the bunk rooms, not even half the size of the mess at home.  
 
    He wanted to ask questions, but still the words didn’t come. The way the older Zuul stared at him, he felt he should already know the answers. But how? 
 
    After another small hesitation, he moved toward the closest cube, a clear, empty one that—he stopped short, hands steadying himself against it, and freezing in truth.  
 
    As he stood in front of it, the air around him changed. No, that wasn’t quite right, but a smell, too strong for him not to have smelled a step before, had definitely…appeared. 
 
    “They’re scent boxes?” he asked, words leaving his mouth before he considered them. 
 
    “Something like that.” The Zuul’s expression changed not at all, but something eased in his posture.  
 
    “Some of them have pictures to go with them. Memorials?” Shadow held himself still, fighting back the leaping readiness of his body, urging him to run and smell everything. 
 
    “Some. Memories, more like. Of home. Of clan. Of those we’ve lost. Those we fight for.” The other Zuul crossed the room, lingered at another clear cube, then settled on one of the angled benches.  
 
    “How do you capture the scents?” 
 
    “How do you capture images?” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug and gestured toward the other end of his bench with his muzzle. “Because Humans cannot do it, you imagine it could not be done?” 
 
    Shadow moved toward him, ensuring his path took him past as many of the cubes as possible. “Because Humans don’t have a strong sense of smell, I didn’t think what a world would look like where it mattered so much.” He shrugged as well and settled near the older Zuul. “Do you think I should have guessed at such things? Or hidden my surprise and curiosity at something new?” Genuinely unsure if that would be true, given what little he knew of his own people, he worked to make the question as neutral as possible.  
 
    “A fair point, Earth pup. No, with me, you have no need to dissemble.” He continued to regard Shadow carefully, his eyes a disconcertingly bright brown. “Do you remember nothing, then, of your time before the Humans?” 
 
    “We were not even a week old when the Humans saved us. Our mother died the day after giving birth to us, according to what the Zuul commander told our Human father. Do many Zuul remember their births, or have memories from so young?” Again, he ensured he kept his tone properly respectful.  
 
    “Not most, no.” A sharpening of his face told Shadow the older Zuul had noticed that he hadn’t answered the question. “I am Isgono, of Cho’Hosh.” He paused, giving Shadow a moment to reconcile the translator’s stumble. Cho’Hosh, it repeated, layering over it Day Song with the faint chime that indicated it wasn’t a perfect translation.  
 
    Shadow filed that away, figuring it for a clan name that meant more than its simple word translation, and when he blinked in confirmation, Isgono continued.  
 
    “Nor are they always memories, exactly, that some remember from their earliest days. Or their later days. A scent, a moment, understandings that they can replay in dreams.” 
 
    Excitement shot through him, tightening his hands on his own legs, cramping his toes in their boots. “Zuul have visions?” 
 
    “Humans might call it so. As you must have learned, we sense beyond what they do. In some Zuul, the things they sense are put back together in a different way.” 
 
    “Some Zuul?” Shadow had to hold himself still, striving not to communicate his near-overwhelming interest, on the chance that it would stop or distract him from the conversation.  
 
    “Earth pup, what do you remember of your time before Humans?” 
 
    “I don’t.” He looked away, eyes coming to rest on some middle distance. “I was very sick in my early days, even after arriving on Earth.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “But I dream.”  
 
    Isgono’s grunt communicated satisfaction and absolutely no surprise.  
 
    “I dream of space, sometimes. Three stars that orbit and fall and grow and wane and rise. Travel and loss. I forget who I am, and I remember, and I howl, or hear others howl, or both. I remember war I’ve never seen. I remember a smell I can’t place when I wake up.” He shook his head, regaining control of his words and studying the older Zuul. “I thought they were dreams, like Humans have, because my siblings don’t have them. I’ve followed Human holy people, trying to have visions and learn more.” 
 
    “It feels almost right sometimes, but doesn’t settle,” Isgono stated, and leaned forward. He’d tensed within the first few words Shadow spoke, then relaxed, jaw dropping slightly in a reassuring smile.  
 
    Shadow nodded, keeping his ears attentively pricked toward him even as nerves fired throughout his legs in the pressing urge to do something.  
 
    “Earth pup, as I said, I am Isgono of Cho’Hosh, and as you will now know, I am called to the Sei of my clan. More properly, you would refer to me as Sei Isgono Hosh.” The translator stuttered over ‘called’, and Sei offered multiple options.  
 
    One rose to the top for Shadow: shaman. Isgono was a holy one in his clan. Zuul could be called to things, to spirituality of some sort. Maybe, like Humans, they chose multiple paths. Maybe they weren’t all mercs. Maybe he could fight or, maybe Ripley could be a pilot and. Maybe they weren’t all made for war—he pulled himself up sharply, aware he’d gone rushing down paths of perhaps when there was someone directly in front of him who actually knew. 
 
    He wasn’t limited to wondering and poking around the immensity of GalNet.  
 
    He could just ask. 
 
    It spun him so hard he went right back to being wordless, his ears rotating and focusing on everything and nothing.  
 
    “Calm your mind.” Isgono’s voice pitched lower now, and the translator responded by slowing his words slightly. “Did you note the cube I paused at before?” He stared directly into Shadow’s eyes, then flicked his glance away, as though dismissing him.  
 
    A test?  
 
    Shadow did remember, and if this was to be his test to prove his worthiness to learn, or just a distraction for the wild tension Isgono sensed in him, he had it. He pushed away from the bench, further away from the door, aiming surprisingly well, for all his inexperience in zero G. In a single leap, he met his target, and didn’t remember steadying himself on anything along the way.  
 
    Then he smelled what the cube held and remembered nothing at all.  
 
    Did minutes pass? Had they somehow gone through the stargate already? He blinked, his eyes gummy and dry, and registered how deeply he breathed. The cube’s scent filled his lungs, his thoughts, his everything.  
 
    “This…” he managed, words crystallizing only with enormous effort. “This is…this is home.” It carried the commonality he’d only begun to notice in his siblings and himself. It brought the image of Dana, and the feeling of late evenings in their family quarters, without any identifiable reason to connect those memories to this cube. Something of the outback and the sea and the feeling of falling through stars… 
 
    “Yes.” Isgono sounded…Shadow couldn’t quite determine the emotion, not when words were still so difficult to come by in his own head. Sad. Triumphant. Worried. Proud. “Shadow, go and settle in your bunk. Rest. Bring your siblings to me once we are through the gate.” 
 
    Perhaps because Isgono had said his name, or perhaps because his entire world had narrowed to and exploded from the reality of that one new and yet utterly known scent, Shadow obeyed without asking anything at all. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How are the kids?” Dana asked. “Are they scared, excited? Do they miss home?”  
 
    “They’re fine,” Alan replied. It would take several minutes for the reply to reach his wife. They were only minutes from the stargate. Paku was set for an immediate transition; she wouldn’t have time to reply. “They’re either excited or nervous.” He laughed a little. “Maybe some of both? They all send their love. We’ll be home in a few months, safe and sound. I hope it’ll be aboard Starbright, too. Love you and see you shortly.”  
 
    He keyed the transmission as completed, so she wouldn’t reply when he wouldn’t be there to receive it, and shut down the interface. On a monitor in the little cabin he’d been provided, Earth was a little blue spot no bigger than a marble. Soon, it would be infinitely further. He’d been careful not to show his wife how nervous he was.  
 
    Hundreds of men and women under his command were out there, somewhere, maybe wondering where their commander had disappeared to, and why he hadn’t returned. Their kids only gave the mission a higher cost. Not only did he not want to risk them on a combat mission, he didn’t want to have to face his wife if any of them got hurt.  
 
    “All hands, prepare for transition to hyperspace.” The alien computer voice reminded him of his kids, though it was in Zuul, and not English. The way the pups formed words was always a little different. Their lips were longer; their mouths shaped differently. They hadn’t evolved to form Human words. He was sure they were going to learn Zuul, and they should.  
 
    He hoped his wife could ultimately forgive him, because even if they all made it back alive, the kids would never be the same after this trip. A second later, he was unmade into hyperspace.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya stood in front of the view screen, hands clasped behind her. Earth was falling behind them, now over 140 million kilometers away, and growing further by a couple thousand kilometers per second. This, officially, was the furthest she’d ever been from home. Something ached in the back of her throat, but she swallowed to force it back down.  
 
    “We’ve been further from Earth before.” Shadow appeared next her, and she narrowly kept herself from leaping away. He’d become quieter, and she’d been too distracted to even smell his approach.  
 
    “Listening in on my thoughts now, brother?” 
 
    “I’d almost forgotten, until I saw the gate. We came in this way once before, eyes closed, still carrying the scent of our mother, learning what the smells of Humans meant.” 
 
    The ache returned, and she flicked her ears in annoyance. “I don’t remember anything but Earth.” 
 
    “I know.” He leaned against her for a long moment before stepping away. “Aren’t you glad to be back in space, closer than ever to where we came from?” 
 
    Sonya had no answer to that, except to muffle the whimper that tried to climb out of her throat.  
 
    She watched the viewscreen until the engine’s thrust increased and the alerts sounded, then returned to the bunk she shared with Ripley. They were performing their final braking maneuver in preparation to rendezvous with the stargate. 
 
    “Ready to feel all your atoms?” Ripley asked cheerfully, not looking up from whatever project she had on her slate.  
 
    “Shadow reminded me we did this when we were babies. How hard can it be?” 
 
    Ripley wrinkled her lips in a half-hearted snarl, then shook her head. “We probably should have asked Uufek if hyperspace feels any different to Zuul. All we have are Human reports.” 
 
    “From what I understand, it sucks your first time no matter what, so at least we have that in common with the rest of the cadre.” That almost cheered Sonya back to her normal mood, picturing Hewers heaving big globs of barf in zero gravity. 
 
    “Except we already did this once when we were tiny,” Ripley answered, doing a semi-solid Shadow impression. 
 
    “Except that.” She barked a small laugh and strapped in with an abundance of caution. Unable to find anything else to distract herself with as they approached the gate, she stretched and looked back at her sister. “Ripley.” 
 
    “Yeah, Sun?” Ripley flicked an ear back toward her but didn’t look up from her slate. 
 
    “Have you? Talked to Uufek?” 
 
    Ripley’s ears flattened slightly, then swiveled. “No. She asked if we wanted to join her for a meal after we’re in hyperspace.” 
 
    “Do you want to go?” 
 
    Blonde ears flickered again, aiming in different directions. “Do you?” 
 
    “She knows something about us,” Sonya said after a long stretch of silence. “What do you think we can find out in one hundred and seventy hours?” She meant it to be teasing, but it came out with utter seriousness.  
 
    “You know what, Sunny?” Ripley turned fully to look at her, jaw dropping in something like a smile. “Everything.” 
 
    Sonya closed her eyes as the transition alarm sounded. “All hands, prepare for transition to hyperspace.” The Zuul voice was mechanical after being rendered into English.  
 
    Her thoughts crowded so messily in her head, even reality splitting around her was only so much noise in the universe.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ZMS Paku, Hyperspace 
 
    “Shadow, Dad said we could unload the CASPers and train,” Drake said with a great deal of patience, for the third time. He’d been outvoted by his siblings, but the walk took longer than they’d expected, and he hoped to change any of their minds by being entirely reasonable.  
 
    He could go by himself, and usually would be fine to just break off from his siblings, but Shadow was so intent. If someone else would agree with him, Drake could convince himself whatever Shadow wanted them to do could wait.  
 
    It all made sense to Drake, but neither his brother nor his sisters seemed inclined to help. Which meant somewhere, half the ship away, their CASPers stood idle in their racks so Shadow could show them something. 
 
    It wasn’t the most annoying thing in the galaxy, but it felt top five right about now.  
 
    “The CASPers will be there when we’re done,” Shadow replied, also for the third time.  
 
    Drake moved that statement and tone into his top three of annoying things.  
 
    “Why are the halls over here so empty?” Sonya asked, walking more closely to Ripley than usual. “The ship’s carrying a full complement.” 
 
    “Smells like this corridor gets traffic,” Rex answered, ears flattening.  
 
    “We went through the gate half an hour ago. They probably have drills or routines, or maybe get to rest once we’re in hyperspace.” Ripley’s posture remained loose, though her words clipped a little. “Since nothing will happen for one hundred and sixty-nine hours.” 
 
    “Not nothing,” both Shadow and Drake offered at once, though Drake knew he and his brother absolutely didn’t mean the same thing. 
 
    Drake pictured his shiny new CASPer with the sort of longing that could strengthen a man’s tail, and Shadow kept them floating through suspiciously abandoned corridors on the far side of the ship from where Silent Night bedded down.  
 
    “Here.” Shadow grabbed a handhold where the wall remained solid.  
 
    Drake could see a door further down the way, so he assumed that’s where Shadow wanted to bring them. Though it would be much more interesting if the handhold covered a secret passageway into something more interesting than yet another door in yet another empty corridor.  
 
    Shadow hesitated so long, Drake pushed off the wall toward the door, and before his youngest brother could respond, the door slid open. Drake managed to snag it and kick his body around to slide into the room, not pausing to consider if someone might just be leaving quarters. He flexed to check his momentum, and dropped his feet back below his body, angling to hold steady and take in the large, predominantly empty room.  
 
    The three walls in front and to the side of him seemed to be large view screens, given each had a remarkably clear image. Each seemed to be a landscape of some sort, but none were nearly as interesting as the fact that a large Zuul—one nearly as tall as Rex—crouched in the direct center of the room, holding perfectly still despite the zero G. If he made micro corrections to hold his place, even Drake couldn’t see them.  
 
    “The pack arrives.” The Zuul straightened and barely shifted his direction. Drake studied his boots, but even magnetic locks couldn’t explain the easy grace and unusual stillness of the male’s body.  
 
    His siblings crowded in behind him, and Drake floated free of the doorway, catching himself on one of the few long, low benches in the room. It angled perfectly for his knees, and he thought it would be comfortable even in gravity.  
 
    “Listen to my words, and not just your translator. The time has come for you to learn your language, Earth pups.” The Zuul studied each of them as they moved through zero G, finding their way to one or another of the benches. “Kobo Ask’sha.” 
 
    The translator gave nothing in response to that, making it easier to listen only to the sounds from his muzzle, though Sonya cocked her head as though hearing something familiar.  
 
    “That is our greeting, Zuul to Zuul. I am Sei Isgono Hosh, Isgono of Cho’Hosh, Sei in my clan.”  
 
    The translator tried for most of the words, though the clan name and ‘Sei’ gave it some trouble. Drake tuned out the translator with the skill of one who’d long mastered selective hearing when it served him, missing the meaning of the older Zuul’s next words, but following the pitch of it.  
 
    “Sei Isgono Hosh,” Shadow said, “I would like to introduce—” 
 
    The sound Isgono made was so clearly a negative, Drake’s jaw dropped into a smile. He’d assumed Shadow had brought them to yet another old crazy person—this one having the unique distinction of being Zuul instead of odd-smelling Human—and old crazy Humans tended to love Shadow. They said he was cute. All eyes and sweet-faced.  
 
    This Isgono, though he might be old and could still certainly be crazy, had no such overwhelming fondness for his brother. Though he’d still rather be in his CASPer, making the Humans look slow and weak even in their own armor, this diversion became more tolerable. 
 
    “Rex. Ripley. Sonya. Drake. Shadow.” The Zuul gestured to the correct sibling with each sound, his expression flat, his accent changing each of the names slightly, making them sound…off. Not Zuul, exactly, but not as mundanely Human as they were.  
 
    “Ja,” Isgono continued, pointing to each wall. Drake tore his eyes from the Zuul, taking in the images properly.  
 
    The wall opposite was a cityscape, he realized belatedly, then realized they all were. If the translator had offered anything, he’d missed it, and from Isgono’s tone and the images, Drake figured these were of a city called Ja, or multiple cities on a place called Ja. The latter, he thought, for each was slightly different. One seemed to be a city made of hills, or hills made of city. In another, buildings spun around the bases of enormous tree-like growths—not as high as humans might have gone, but in a sprawl that didn’t seem to have damaged the almost-plants. The third showed towering waves frozen mid-fall toward a coast, with buildings sweeping away from the beach into what looked like a field of over-tall, thin plants.  
 
    Drake missed the next few points Isgono might have made, considering how tall that grass-analogue must be, and how fun it would be to hunt through it. What creatures had Zuul chased, evolutions ago? What did they hunt now, at home? Or did they, with the broad stretch of the galaxy giving them alien, intelligent prey?  
 
    “You know our clan,” Shadow said, and Drake pulled his attention back to his siblings and their new acquaintance.  
 
    “Knew.” Isgono lifted his face in what they were currently treating as up, closing his eyes for a breath. “Your clan has been considered dead for many years.” 
 
    “How do you know who our clan is?” Sonya asked, sitting forward so fast she floated off the bench before Ripley snagged her. 
 
    “We have a scent,” Shadow said, when Isgono didn’t look inclined to answer. “Family shares a smell.” 
 
    “Idiot,” Rex snorted, then interrupted himself by breathing in again, more deeply. 
 
    “Clan has a scent,” Isgono confirmed, looking steadily at each of them, somehow.  
 
    “How many years?” Drake asked, filing that fact away. Interesting, sure, but until a handful of weeks ago, he’d never smelled a Zuul not of his family, so it felt of limited use for the moment. “How many years,” he continued, clarifying when Isgono didn’t react and Shadow didn’t seem to have a helpful interjection, “since our clan has been considered dead?” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Fourteen Human years.” Drake’s lip curled slightly, the old Zuul’s utter calm nearly as infuriating as Shadow himself. 
 
    “Fourteen Human years,” Isgono repeated. When Drake’s lip curled further, he sighed. “That is the answer to your question, Earth pup. Your clan has been considered dead since the contract when the Humans took you. There had been many losses. After much searching, after we received the report from the Mercenary Guild, that contract was believed to be the final one.” 
 
    “That’s why no one looked for us,” Sonya murmured so low, even their parents might have missed it, but Isgono’s ear twitched toward her. 
 
    “We looked, but on Gephard. Never could we have guessed you were born and that you went with Humans.” 
 
    “We didn’t have much of a choice, Isgono.” Ripley’s tail lashed, but she stilled it before it threw her from her seat. “The clan must have thought it a valid option.” 
 
    “And our parents—the Humans—they sent a message.” Sonya flattened her ears, something in the tone or conversation itself not sitting well with her.  
 
    “They sent a message to a Zuul world.” Isgono lifted a shoulder and gestured again at the images. “If they had reached Ja, or Zi perhaps, someone would have been able to get the word to the right place. But with the loss of your clan and so very many Zuul worlds…” He shook his head, the gesture heavy.  
 
    “So Ja is your world?” Drake asked, moving them away from what felt like an important, but too sad, conversation. He wasn’t in the mood.  
 
    “Ja is the world, Earth pups. Humans are new to colonies, and prize Earth still, yes? This is why the fight with the Mercenary Guild became so…personal. Then perhaps you will understand some piece of it.” He glanced back at the hilly image behind him, then settled his hands behind his back and faced them fully once more.  
 
    “Zuul have had colonies longer than Humans have had writing, and we have had Ja since there have been Zuul. We have many colonies, many for so long other beings consider them the birthplace of Zuul.” 
 
    “But Ja is the Zuul homeworld.” Shadow gazed on the still images as though he’d never seen anything more beautiful. Drake wrinkled his nose, but flicked an ear and smoothed out his features. Maybe something they would learn would be interesting.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of it,” Sonya admitted. She hadn’t been the sibling to do the most hunting of the GalNet, but even Drake knew she’d done a fair amount.  
 
    “Ja is for Zuul. Other beings believe Zi is our home world, though it is our oldest colony and there is no reason for any other being to believe differently.” 
 
    “Meaning you don’t want us to mention this to our parents or the other Humans,” Rex said, picking up on it faster than any of them. 
 
    “They are not Zuul.” Again, Isgono lifted a shoulder, dismissively this time. “You could mention it, but to what end? They are very unlikely to find it. If somehow they did, they would risk their survival landing on it. And were they to know of it, I would know I could not trust you with other facts of your people. Things that are yours by right, if you choose your clan, and not at all if you remain Earth pups.” 
 
    “Our clan is dead.” Sonya’s voice, stiff enough to raise Drake’s hackles in sympathy, cut across Isgono’s calm and made even the old Zuul blink. Her ears flattened close to her skull, and even Ripley didn’t reach out to attempt to soothe her.  
 
    “And yet I scent it on the wind.”  
 
    Drake listened to the flow of those words, letting the translator register, but focusing on the Zuul’s language itself. That phrase had a heaviness to it, one that resonated down his spine.  
 
    “If you choose to learn of your clan, of your people, of your homeland, meet me here every day after the morning drill. For now, turn off your translators. We will practice as we do with the very young.” Isgono made no gesture Drake could see, but the wall screens immediately changed and the air took on a new scent. 
 
    Drake lifted his nose, trying to identify the new scents, and realized two things. One, the Zuul had pinplants, which he supposed shouldn’t be too shocking. Two, and suddenly of far more interest, he controlled the airflow in this room, to flood with scent or take it away. Innocuously, that meant smell would be a part of their learning.  
 
    From a race of beings who’d practiced war for millennia, such a thing also served as a warning. If Isgono could change the scent of a room, he could possibly change the composition as well. Could be friendly, could be deadly, could be quite a bit in between.  
 
    Drake, for possibly the first time in years, determined to be on his best behavior. Learn first, act later.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Earth pups!” 
 
    Sonya closed her eyes briefly before turning. She was getting really sick of the nickname, but this particular Zuul said it with such enthusiasm—and a strong attempt at speaking Human—that it would have been far too rude to snap at him. 
 
    “Kobo Ask’sha,” she said, getting the inflection nearly right. 
 
    The new Zuul’s jaw dropped, and his tail swung in a cheerful grin. “We’re on a Zuul ship, I know what you are, you know what I am. No need to be so formal.” Before they could answer, he cocked his head, one ear flipping to the side. “You’ve been spending time with Isgono.” He made a low grunt that reminded Sonya of nothing so much as Dailey’s impressed whistle. “A Sei from Cho’Hosh took an interest—making your way in the worlds. You must be something impressive. Maybe I shouldn’t call you Earth pups after all.” 
 
     “You could introduce yourself,” Sonya said once her translator and brain caught up to the different things he’d said. “And we could do the same.” 
 
    “Oh, we all know who you are. Mystery clan pups, born on a contract, raised by the enemy.” There was a boundless excitement in his voice that the translator couldn’t replicate, but carried through after their hours with Isgono. 
 
    “Humans aren’t the enemy,” Drake replied, though his ears remained too soft for him to have taken offense. 
 
    “Not yours. But fight ‘em on a contract a few times and try to tell me that. Clever monkeys, aren’t they?” He shrugged, eyes shining with good humor, then spread his hands at them before re-securing himself on his handhold. “Didn’t introduce myself. Right. Let me meet formal with formal—Kuru, of Insho’Ze. Fi-Ke Ja-Insho’Ze: Hoat, P’kaf, Zal.” He bared his throat to them, somewhat ruining the formality of it with his lolling smile.  
 
    The translator didn’t even try, and Sonya glanced at Shadow and Ripley, closest to her, to see if anyone had picked up more than she had.  
 
    “Oh, not that much time with the Sei yet. Apologies.” He flicked his ears back and toward them again, holding each direction slightly longer than Sonya knew she or her siblings did when mildly embarrassed. Either he was really embarrassed, which the rest of his posture didn’t indicate, or that was a Zuul ‘sorry.’  
 
    “Just the one conversation so far,” Rex interjected, angling himself fully toward the other male. He didn’t bare his throat, and Sonya floated forward before her largest brother pushed the issue. 
 
    “Isgono encouraged us to learn from anyone on the ship and said the Paku’s crew would be happy to work with us. Maybe try that one again and then you can tell us what you needed?” 
 
    “Oh, needed.” He snorted dismissively. “Wanted to invite you to sparring drills, if you were interested. Everyone wants to see how Earth Zuul fight. We have a tie between Zi and Ja, and wanted to see if you could flip the rankings.” 
 
    “Home world Ja, oldest colony Zi,” Ripley murmured, and Sonya saw her sister drop her jaw in an answering smile.  
 
    “Isgono has priorities, I see. Very well. Will you come spar? I can explain on the way.” He jerked his head back the way he’d come, an entirely different direction from which they’d left Isgono.  
 
    Sonya glanced at Rex, though she couldn’t imagine a world in which he turned that down.  
 
    “We can at least see what you’re all about,” Ripley offered, pointedly not looking at Rex. 
 
    “Let’s do that,” Rex said after a moment. His voice was level, but Sonya didn’t have to see his tail to know how much he wanted to spar with other Zuul. No holding back like they had to with Humans. Like Rex did, even for his siblings. Maybe not Drake, but Sonya didn’t pretend to understand their dynamic half the time.  
 
    “Excellent. This way, Earth pups.” The other Zuul did a neat flick of his tail and spun around, keeping his pace slow enough for the pack to fall in step with him.  
 
    “All right, Kuru of Insho’Ze. What were the rest of those words?” Shadow asked, trailing the group by only a half-step. 
 
    “Formality. I introduced the whole of me. Usually we use it in descriptions, to ensure others know who we’re talking about. In extremely fancy settings, we might introduce ourselves that way, in case we weren’t close enough to exchange scents, or in space-worthy suits that don’t allow for such things.” Kuru’s tail brushed side to side, not enough to visibly change his balance. “Fi-Ke, Ja-Insho’Ze—I am a soldier, Fi, and male, Ke. I am of the Insho’Ze clan of Ja—Ja-Insho’Ze. Other Zuul would know my ancestry fairly well, were they properly familiar with Ja.” 
 
    “That becomes important, given how many Zuul worlds there are?” Sonya asked, considering all the modifiers. 
 
    “Becomes? Always is and has been. Some worlds are so old they no longer remember where they were from, choosing different traditions and paths so many generations ago, they believe that was always the way.” Kuru snorted, lifted a shoulder, and flicked his ears. “Some worlds are so young it is the same. It can be easy to lose the scent on the wind, among the stars. Some Sei’Shin lost their path, and their worlds followed.” 
 
    Sonya didn’t know which piece she wanted to ask first. Before she could untangle her thoughts, Ripley forged ahead. 
 
    “And the others? Hot, kaf, zal?” 
 
    “Hoat, P’kaf, Zal are my three dominant scents,” he corrected her easily, and Sonya saw him sleek down his dark red-brown fur. She clenched her jaw to keep from smiling but filed it away to tease her sister later. “Saying them brings the smell to any Zuul nose, even if they can’t scent me themselves.”  
 
    Kuru looked around at them, eager as ever, and saw the lack of comprehension. “The Sei didn’t share scents yet? No, Earth pups, I am no teacher. I’ll leave that to him. I’m a soldier, and I’ve heard you are too. Let’s talk about that!” 
 
    “How many contracts have you been out on?” Drake asked, using the Zuul word for contract.  
 
    “Six,” Kuru answered guiding them down a new corridor. “Though two were training and clean-up for my clan. Four properly. To the end of the hall and up the tube, make your way.” He gestured them along, tail waving.  
 
    Sonya floated ahead, half listening to the conversation of battles and contracts. The corridor continued, bending into another curve, but she tipped her head back rather than taking the turn. Above and below her stretched a small corridor, studded not with rungs but small projections in the wall. She cocked her head and studied it while the rest of the group caught up, then dropped her jaw in a grin. 
 
    Steadying herself on a handhold, she crouched slightly, then shoved upward and let go to fly almost straight up into the corridor. The small projections gave her exactly enough leverage to continue her momentum, and she spun and pushed and ricocheted without thinking about it.  
 
    Small howls of appreciation followed her. In the utter joy of motion, she forgot she might have a destination. Barely in time, she caught a flicker of motion, and slowed herself with two hands and a solid boot in the wall. 
 
    An arm—a Zuul arm—thrust out again from an opening above, and she aimed for it without question. A hand clasped her arm, and another came to meet it, pulling her out of the conduit and passing her fully into the new hall.  
 
    “Well done, Sonya!” one of the five Zuul in the hall called, and they snapped their jaws in approval.  
 
    Not Earth pup? She’d take it. 
 
    She watched with interest as the lead Zuul darted into and out of the opening of the conduit. A bit like a dance—signaling the stopping point, getting out of the way, and then throwing out an anchor for the moving bodies to use.  
 
    “Conduit’s just for fun and exercise when we’re in zero G for a while,” a voice behind her said.  
 
    She turned her head, missing Rex’s arrival, taking in the large white and brown Zuul who’d spoken. Roughly the same size as Kuru, he had broader shoulders and deep scars across his muzzle and neck where no fur grew. His golden eyes regarded her with amusement, and she turned her head back to watch Drake bounce in. Drake missed the arm and sailed through, looking too delighted for it to have been an accident.  
 
    “That makes sense. I thought it wasn’t as practical as a lift.” 
 
    “Pups need a way to bleed off energy in hyperspace, and all of us need to stay in shape for what waits on the other side of a gate.” 
 
    “Are they all over the ship?” 
 
    “There are a few. They have different patterns and obstacles. You seemed well suited to this one.” 
 
    “It’s a little like a wraparound rock wall,” she said, before realizing he’d have no idea what that was. Sonya shrugged and glanced at him again. “Climbing you can do on Earth. We used to race.” 
 
    “Perhaps your Earth raising was not so different after all. Did you race for prey or prizes?” 
 
    “You chase prey on board?” 
 
    His laugh rumbled low in his chest. “My answer is dependent upon your definition of prey. The gym is this way,” he gestured behind them, “if you’d still like to join?” 
 
    Kuru landed last, with a neat flip that received a round of thrumming approval. She wondered if that ranked higher or lower than the jaw snap, or her siblings’ small howls. Probably higher, she acknowledged (if only to herself). The flip had been pretty good.  
 
    “That didn’t suck,” Drake said, shouldering against Sonya while regarding the other large Zuul. “You our sparring buddy?” 
 
    “You have rounds to go before you face me, Drake.” He dropped his scarred jaw slightly, and gestured them ahead.  
 
    “Everyone here is Insho’Ze?” Shadow asked behind them, though the now-crowded corridor filled with sound that made it hard to hear the answer.  
 
    Sonya’s translator gave up, with at least eight different conversations happening around her, and so she looked at Drake, knocking his shoulder back with hers. 
 
    “Make up for surfing?” 
 
    “Nothing makes up for surfing.” His voice had less snap to it than usual. “But I can do some conduit runs for awhile without getting bored. Kuru’s flip was ok.” 
 
    “Your speed was more impressive.” She preferred to needle Drake rather than offer him praise, but the latter seemed more fitting in the moment. 
 
    “Right?” He grinned, ignoring the chuff of either agreement or amusement from the large Zuul just behind them. “You took to it right away. Ripper, Sun.” 
 
    “Piece of piss,” she replied, and laughed with both her brother and the Zuul whose name she didn’t know yet.  
 
    A door opened ahead, a new swell of noise meeting the chatter of the hall, and Sonya might have paused to take in the space if there weren’t ten Zuul behind her. She’d never been in a large group of her own people before, and though she didn’t know the language, it both soothed her and sent her nerves jangling. She couldn’t make sense of the dissonance, so she shoved it away.  
 
    Tens of Zuul spun around a room nearly as enormous as the CASPer bay. Crates had been secured at various heights to provide cover and redirection points. Other Zuul lingered around the edges, banging fists against the wall or shouting encouragement to their fellows. A huge pipe went down the center of the room. Judging by the insulation, it was a fuel line, or maybe one of the main power pathways. 
 
    Unlike the conduit, Sonya couldn’t instinctively make sense of the rules or teams. It seemed more organized than a zero G melee, but she couldn’t have even said why she thought that. There were two balls involved, not just one. It appeared a team could only have one of the two balls in hand at a time, but could deflect the other or knock it around with precision, if possible.  
 
    There were niches and cubbyholes all throughout the space. A light would light behind one, seemingly randomly, and small howls indicated a ‘point’ for putting the ball into a lighted cubby, while nothing came of hitting an unlighted one. Strangely, it seemed to be more important to get the other team’s ball in a lighted cubby, possibly because the other Zuul weren’t grabbing it, only hitting to deflect it. There was a lot of hitting, blocking, and general trashtalk going on—that much was clear even without the translator’s help.  
 
    Oh, the boys back in Oz would love this game. 
 
    As if all that weren’t enough, there appeared to be a system for subsituting players, though she had no idea how it worked. Bonus—the spectators could knock a ball flying whichever way they wanted if it passed them. In the few seconds she observed, one spectator grabbed the ball and two players had to fight to get it back while the other team scored. She turned slightly to find Rex, and sure enough his eyes were locked on the moving figures connecting and spinning through the center of the open space. He figured this out the way she’d figured out the conduit.  
 
    “I am Makori, the onnogo for today’s Eshtoo.” The large white and brown Zuul gestured behind and above them. Sonya’s translator offered coach and referee for onnogo, and she filed it to ask Isgono. “These are the rules. This match is zero G grappling and scoring, no weapons. The aim is to get your opponent to submit, either by grappling or an overwhelming lead of points. If you lose contact with a wall and cannot get back, you must leave the game for five minutes. Twice, and you are out of the match. If you lose contact, you are an obstacle on the field.” Without looking, he gestured at a brightly colored Zuul whose entire body had become a shield or battering ram for two other Zuuls’ charge. 
 
    “You spar for the honor of your homeworld. Do only those things your people there would consider honorable. No maiming. Excessive biting is dishonarable. Any lasting injury you do uneccessarily to others will be done to you.” Makori secured himself and tapped a fist to his chest.  
 
    That Sonya could decipher perfectly well. Part of Makori’s role as coach or referee was also to enforce the answering injuries. It didn’t seem entirely sensible to have two hurt mercenaries when you might only have one, but she supposed it prevented careless injuries from happening too often.  
 
    “Any other rules in Eshtoo?” Rex asked, impressing Sonya with his restraint. “How many points to win? How many teams and how many on each?” 
 
    “The match ends when you submit. Double points for getting the other team’s ball into a lighted inshi, single for your own. Make allies if you can. Until we know your clan, you fight for Earth, and the rest for Zi and Ja, so you are outnumbered.” Makori tilted his head slightly, not quite a baring of the neck. “Make your clan proud.”  
 
    Rex’s grin had a lot of teeth in it as he flexed his powerful arm and leg muscles. “You bunch of wankers never seen a fair dinkum rugby scrum.” He flung himself into the melee before the translator finished its last word.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Drake pushed off a bare second after Rex, though he angled for the nearest tower of crates. Rex, of course, went straight into the heart of it.  
 
    He’d never been one for allies, and he’d always been outnumbered. This was nothing new to him at all, except he was facing fellow Zuul for a change.  
 
    Out in space, rocketing toward a group fighting over a ball, he could already see the others responding to the Earth pups’ arrival. He smiled. A new player has entered the game. A medium-sized Zuul with some gray on his muzzle and a sneer pushed off another player and wound up for a devastating punch as Drake approached. Drake pulled in his limbs and spun, legs back. There was a slight grunt of surprise as the other Zuul’s punch missed completely, throwing his attacker crazily from the reaction of zero G. Drake completed his roll just as planned; his knees caught the older Zuul in the back of the head, knocking his opponent silly.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rex and his four siblings entering the game swelled the number to at least 30. Sonya seemed to have a basic idea of what was going on, maybe better than he did. She tended to think tactically, while he thought one-on-one. He knew their sudden jump into the game had caught all the others off guard, at least momentarily.  
 
    Rex suspected the game was more like rugby, an excuse to drink and beat the shit out of each other. The way one of them immediately had a go at Drake confirmed it. As soon as he saw a ball, Rex used a random Zuul’s head as a springboard and redirected his flight toward it. He caught the ball with his finger claws, and as soon as he pulled it in, someone caught him with an elbow to the ribs.  
 
    He grunted, both with the pain and appreciation. “Not bad, mate,” he said, and slammed an elbow behind the unknown opponent’s ear. He bounced off a spectator, who tried to steal the ball.  
 
    Rex was nice and only rung the bloke’s ears with a strong slap before rocketing away from the wall. The pattern of lights was random; however, it did follow a sort of predictability. They never lit the next one closest to it. So he picked a point and shot toward it, hoping one of the nooks would light before he got creamed. A foot hit him in the side of the head, proving him wrong, and the ball spun away.  
 
    Rex collided with a wall, which he grabbed hold of to avoid drifting away. He didn’t want to get caught freefalling in the center, as that looked to be a bad thing. It only took a second to spot the Zuul who’d hit him, a nearly silver female who was eyeing him, curious what his reaction would be.  
 
    “Good hit,” he said in Zuul. She nodded before going back to the game.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley angled perfectly to intercept a pass, catching the ball and rolling around it to protect her steal. She snapped into a full stretch, grabbing another player to bleed off the change in momentum, and grinned in his face before she spun off toward the wall.  
 
    She hadn’t been in her element in the obstacle run on the way to the hangar bay gym, but here…Ripley preferred flying, the thrum of engines and the interplay of a ship’s many systems coming together to defeat gravity, but she could learn to love zero G. She slammed the ball across an encroaching Zuul’s face, a howl building in her chest, then twisted as three more converged on her position. 
 
    She didn’t have to look to know where Sonya was, and hurled the ball to her sister with enough force to get herself out of the way of her incoming attackers.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya snapped her jaws and snagged the pass from Ripley, keeping her motion in one direction to rebound the ball onward to Rex.  
 
    Too late, she realized Rex was in the crosshairs of two females—both aiming for him before the ball was in play, and both looking incredibly pleased to have him in their reach—so she pushed back off the wall with one foot and a slight twist, angling herself back into his path.  
 
    Neither of the females paid any attention to her, but Rex got the ball ricocheting before the other Zuul made contact, and Sonya cocked her head a moment, considering helping her brother.  
 
    No, she decided, jaw dropping slightly. Let him enjoy fighting his way out. With barely a flick of an ear, she flipped and released the ball halfway through, directly for Drake. She caught sight of Shadow, still hooked on the ground by the entrance, his attention on the nook lights.  
 
    The distraction cost her—at least three arms snagged on her various limbs, and she forgot about Shadow as she twisted around the closest, smallest Zuul. Using him as leverage, she kicked them both off from a larger female, while the third attacker hung on. 
 
    The small Zuul yelped and bit her leg, and Sonya kicked him, too, catching his sensitive muzzle just as a ball slammed into his midsection.  
 
    “You’re welcome!” Drake called, and Sonya laughed, firing the ball back to Rex again as her remaining attacker tried to get her in a headlock.  
 
    “Do or do not,” she said mockingly, even knowing none of the Zuul around her would understand.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They’ve figured us out, Rex thought as he caught the ball again. He had to fight off a pair of females almost instantly, barely hanging on to the ball and getting a nasty punch in the ribs for his efforts. One of the females was sent sailing away, while the other hung onto her handhold as he jumped clear, but she’d earned a fistful of his tail fur as a prize. That’s bloody dirty pool. 
 
    It only took another second as he soared across the space to realize he wasn’t going to be allowed to score. They were all over him. Drake, Sonya, and Ripley were being watched closely. All except…Shadow. He was against one side, eyes closed in concentration. If you looked at him, you’d think he was cringing in fear. Rex knew better; Shadow had no fear. That was actually one of the things that worried them most about their brother. His actions often bordered on the death-defying.  
 
    No, he wasn’t hiding or fearful, he was analyzing. Rex was almost halfway across when Shadow’s eyes snapped open, and his muzzle pulled into a grin. Bloody mutt figured it out! Shadow looked right at Rex and winked. Yup. 
 
    Rex analyzed his flightpath. There were no fewer than five Zuul after him, from every other team—if there were teams, really. None were near Shadow; they were completely ignoring him. However, if he threw the ball to him, they’d intercept it. He had to pay a toll.  
 
    The big conduit that ran through the middle of the chamber was less than a meter away. At the last possible second, he hooked an arm out. The impact was jarringly hard. As he flexed his bicep as much as he could, he looped around the conduit, changing his course radically. When he released, his speed increased, and he was now rocketing toward Shadow.  
 
    “Get him!” someone yelled. 
 
    Rex could see two more rebound toward him. Too late, he thought, and threw the ball. The interceptors hit him with bone-crushing force. He heard an arm bone snap, and yelped in pain.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There are patterns in all things, Shadow thought as he clung to the container. The others ignored him, thinking he was too afraid or timid to play. Fools. Shadow watched the game for a minute, making sure he understood, and his siblings were going to be okay. He’d help them if he thought they needed it. Scoring appeared to be almost as important as fighting, and since most of the others didn’t seem too interested in scoring, he decided to concentrate on that.  
 
    The flashing pattern of the nook lights was the trick, and the reason he had yet to see a score. He let his eyes unfocus and watched. Yes, there is a pattern. After he’d watched long enough, he closed his eyes and ran the combinations. His brothers and sisters desperately wanted pinplants. Shadow didn’t care; he didn’t need them. All things were possible with an orderly mind.  
 
    Then he had it. The pattern used an algorithm, which he’d found. Easy, once he realized its initiating sequence. His eyes snapped open and instantly lit on Rex, who was rocketing toward him, seconds from a catastrophic collision with two opposing players. The look on his stronger brother’s face was questioning. Shadow nodded, and Rex immediately threw the ball to him just before he was clobbered.  
 
    In the second before the ball reached him, Shadow ran the algorithm, spotted the point in the lights’ sequence, and calculated the next spot. Eyes followed the ball’s path, and opposing players realized it was going to Shadow, the new player everyone had ignored.  
 
    Shadow didn’t jump out to meet it, didn’t look around for the next person to pass to. He simply smiled as it came to him, turned to the right, and stuffed it into a nook just as its light came on.  
 
    “Score!” the onnogo yelled.  
 
    Every Zuul in the room stared at Shadow with their jaws hanging open in shock as his siblings whooped and hollered. Shadow just smiled.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Makori caught Rex and checked his arm. Rex stared at the limb and knew it wasn’t quite right.  
 
    “Veska,” Makori barked, and a female Zuul floated over. “This arm is broken.” 
 
    “He purposely sped up,” she said. Makori cocked his head and she sighed. “I accept responsibility,” she said and held out her arm.  
 
    “No,” Rex snapped as Makori raised a baton with obvious intent. 
 
    “Do you forgo leveling?” Makori asked. The older Zuul saw the look on Rex’s face. “Leveling means equal hurt for unnecessary injury.”  
 
    “Yes, I forgo,” Rex said. Makori nodded and holstered the baton. A cheer went up among the assembled Zuul. Rex smiled; it would seem he’d done right. He caught Shadow’s gaze and gave his brother a thumbs up.  
 
    “Dardy move, bro!”  
 
    Shadow smiled and gave the thumbs up back. “Piece of piss!”  
 
    Later in a chamber on the ship that served as a sort of club, a crowd of Zuul drank and laughed, welcoming Rex and his siblings as…what? Not quite equals, surely. But they weren’t outsiders anymore. It felt good, and the Zuul drinks felt even better. A medic had given him a low-level nanite shot, and his arm was fine.  
 
    Sometime later, approaching when they were due back in their quarters, the female who’d broken his arm, Veska, appeared out of nowhere. She gave him a crooked smile, baring her curving canines in a way that shot a thrill through him.  
 
    “Lucky shot, new pup,” Veska said. Her smell was…delicious. Then she nipped his muzzle, and was gone. Later, in his bunk, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. 
 
    “No wanking over Veska,” Drake whispered from the next bunk. 
 
    “Piss off, shark biscuit,” Rex replied. Drake chuckled, rolling over. Rex sighed and slowly drifted off to sleep.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan put his slate away and shrugged. A second later, he also sighed. The kids were spending a lot of time with the Zuul, as he’d suspected they would. They’d sparred with the alien mercs and were having individual learning sessions with their…what? Witch doctor? He didn’t get it, and got the impression from his kids they didn’t get it, either. Shadow was in heaven, as he was with all things hinting at mythology. 
 
    For his part, Alan and Tucker spent most of their time with Teef, the commander of Insho’Ze, and A’kef, whom Alan guessed was their business manager. There were a lot of details to work out for potential orders of battle, as well as responsibilities, should they encounter combat. Considering both had missing combat teams, that seemed highly likely. 
 
    Teef seemed more than willing to allow Silent Night to play to its strengths as a Human merc unit—hit hard and fast in the face of even heavy opposition. It only made sense, since they had CASPers, and the Zuul didn’t. The problem was, A’kef kept asking questions about the powered armor.  
 
    “Since they’ve been modified for Zuul, does this mean they’ll be available?”  
 
    He’d put off an answer to the question. Of course, the only reason they existed at all was because a representative at Binnig had done Alan a personal favor. It was supposed to be a low-profile deal, without Silent Night flashing them around for the press to see. For that matter, it wasn’t widely-held knowledge on Earth that five Zuul pups had spent the last 14 years in Australia.  
 
    He was even more nervous when he saw the news report just before leaving. The Veetanho had tried to kill Jim Cartwright shortly after the formation of the Terran Federation. Apparently the rats had a group of killers operating undercover after the Peacemaker-enforced ceasefire, trying to undermine efforts on Earth to stabilize its government. Alan was sure the aliens hadn’t done themselves any favors.  
 
    The bad part was, it had created a groundswell of alien resentment. There were untold thousands of aliens marooned on Earth and many wanted to stay. He would have thought, before the war, that it would have been possible. Even in Australia, alien rights had made great strides. He was afraid everything would be set back decades, maybe even pre-first contact. How would his fellow Brisbanites think of his children after all that? Guess I’ll find out when we get home. 
 
    “Prepare for hyperspace emergence in one minute.” His translator rendered Zuul into English for him. It was full of guttural stops and strange hesitations. It was difficult for Human mouths to manage. Of course, the kids were managing just fine. Every time he’d seen them over the last week, they’d been trying out more and more of the language. Alan even picked up a few words himself, which pleased his kids to no end.  
 
    The sudden sensation of falling, despite already being in freefall, meant Paku was again in normal space, more than a thousand light years from Earth. Maybe we can finally get some answers.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ZMS Paku, Klbood System, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm 
 
    Alan floated into the bridge of the Paku. The ship’s captain, a female Zuul named I’kik, glanced up as he entered then went back to examining the big central Tri-V. Unlike his own ship Starbright, the Zuul merc cruiser wasn’t commanded from a CIC, or combat information center. When he’d asked I’kik about it, pointing out the vulnerability of an exposed bridge, she’d responded deadpan, “Zuul aren’t as concerned about a perceived vulnerability as we are in being able to command with all our senses.” 
 
    Sounded like some of the Zen stuff he’d heard from a few Human merc units. What was that one American unit? Bjorn’s Berserkers? Their motto was ‘Valhalla Awaits.’ Fuck that, I’d rather piss on God and win.  
 
    He noticed A’kef floating to one side, observing Captain I’kik and her crew work. Alan caught a handhold and skirted the outside of the bridge toward the merc commander. As he floated, he glanced out the big wrap-around bridge viewport. Klbood’s blue-white star blazed brightly. The window had built-in abilities to dim bright light, and likely a defense against lasers. The star was so intense, the window couldn’t reduce the light enough for him to avoid squinting. 
 
    “Commander Porter,” A’kef said as Alan grabbed a stanchion and came to a stop.  
 
    “A’kef,” Alan replied. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “We didn’t find what we expected.”  
 
    “Either of our people here?”  
 
    “No. However, there is a station.”  
 
    “I thought it was a dead system,” Alan said.  
 
    “As did we.”  
 
    Alan controlled his expression. He wanted to smile at the Zuul merc commander’s surprise. After all, they often bragged about being one of the preeminent merc races in the galaxy. They’d been fighting contracts before Human history. To see them caught off guard gave him hope Humans weren’t as much the babes in the woods as the other races liked to consider them.  
 
    “What kind of a base?” Alan asked.  
 
    “See for yourself,” A’kef said, and gestured to the bridge Tri-V.  
 
    The center now showed what Alan thought was a more-or-less standard ring space station. However, the longer he observed it, the more he realized it was anything but standard.  
 
    Space stations were usually rings, or multiple rings in the case of larger stations. Karma Station had multiple rings, each at a different, higher gravity the further out they got from the non-rotating central hub. Docking was in the hub, which also often held warehousing and repair facilities. He understood these designs grew out of requirements for spacefaring, and likely were as old as starships.  
 
    “Is that a collection of junk ships?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Looks like it,” A’kef answered. 
 
    Alan could tell the Zuul was unsettled. Despite his kids being aliens raised by Humans, many of their mannerisms and expressions seemed to be more instinctive than learned. The way A’kef gave short answers, his ears back and almost flat against his head, and his unwillingness to look away from the station, all spoke of concern, anger, or at least extreme alertness.  
 
    “Who do you think made that thing?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Don’t know. But if I were to guess, I’d say Pushtal.”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    A’kef nodded.  
 
    “So, this is a pirate outpost?”  
 
    “That is the captain’s fear.”  
 
    Alan had never fought, nor even met, a Pushtal. He knew they looked a lot like Bengal tigers, which was frightening enough. But the Pushtal were commonly referred to as a ‘failed merc race.’ He didn’t know for certain what that meant, only that the Pushtal were no longer members of the Mercenary Guild and had turned to theft, larceny, and even piracy to make a living.  
 
    “Have you encountered Pushtal pirates before?” A’kef asked, turning away from the space station for the first time.  
 
    “No,” Alan admitted. “Silent Night is classified as a Light Assault company. Most of our missions tend to be relief of besieged targets, attacking moderately defended bases, or part of a larger campaign.” He shrugged. “We’re not one of the Four Horsemen.”  
 
    “Your Hosh,” A’kef said, nodding. “We have come up against the one called Asbaran once. It was many years ago, and luckily we were on the backside of that contract. They are savage fighters.”  
 
    “So I’ve heard.”  
 
    “True, you Humans don’t fight each other.” His ears swiveled as he considered. 
 
    “Almost never,” Alan admitted. “It’s an unwritten rule.”  
 
    A’kef cocked his head in confusion, and Alan tried again. “That means it isn’t a hard law, just a sort of rule we all agree on. There have been a few big fights between Humans, but not many.”  
 
    “I understand,” A’kef said. “Insho’Ze prefers not to fight other Zuul, but at times honor pulls us other ways.” 
 
    “We have comms,” a technician said.  
 
    “Any signs of active drives around the emergence point?” Captain I’kik asked.  
 
    “No, Captain,” another tech said. “There is a lot of garbage here, though. I have the remains of nine ships, and pieces of many more. Some of the debris could be drone clusters.” The technician looked at the captain and whined. “It could be a trap.”  
 
    Alan watch the captain, whose jaw was tightly clenched and her eyes fixed on the Tri-V. The comms tech looked from the captain to a tech strapped in next to him then back at the captain. He noted that the discipline on the bridge was perfect. He’d never been on a ship with the degree of compliance and discipline he was currently seeing. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was simply the Zuul’s nature or the captain’s ability. 
 
    “Let’s have those comms,” she finally said. The hissing, snapping language that erupted over the bridge speakers was the most evocative of its representative race Alan had ever heard.  
 
    “Pushtal,” A’kef confirmed.  
 
    “What ship are you? Why are you here? Why have you not responded until now?”  
 
    “Am I going to be allowed to answer, or do you intend to simply continue blurting questions?” When the Pushtal inquisitor went silent, I’kik continued, “This is ZMS Paku. We are conducting an investigation. We didn’t respond because we were trying to decide if this was an ambush.” 
 
    “Is that an accusation?” the Pushtal asked, the translator conveying anger.  
 
    “Should it be?”  
 
    “We Pushtal are often unjustly persecuted.”  
 
    “Unjustly?” Silence ensued. “May I inquire to the purpose of your…station? There is no record in the GalNet of it, or in the Cartography Guild navigational data. Since you suggest you are not involved in anything untoward, an explanation would be useful.” 
 
    “This is our trading station,” the Pushtal said. “We are still working on it.”  
 
    “So it seems.” 
 
    The Tri-V showed a number of ancillary scans, which were ongoing. Alan could see as each section was scanned, categorized, or in some cases identified as a particular class of ship. A few were definitely armed, though none of them were likely a danger to anything except themselves.  
 
    “Risk assessment?” Captain I’kik asked. 
 
    “Very little,” what Alan assumed was the tactical officer responded. “Even if we’re off on the facilities’ offensive capabilities by an order of magnitude.” 
 
    The captain nodded and spoke to the Pushtal again. “We would like to dock and trade.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “You said you are a trading station. Are you or not?”  
 
    Alan could hear the Pushtal mumbling something, and he imagined a Bengal tiger grumbling about its prey. The thought didn’t make him smile.  
 
    “Permission granted,” the Pushtal said and cut the line.  
 
    “Helm, maneuver for the station.” 
 
    “This should prove interesting,” Alan said.  
 
    “Interesting at the least,” A’kef agreed. “I suggest you prep a squad of your troopers for action. Not many encounters with Pushtal end in anything other than violence.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Sonya asked for the third time.  
 
    “I said I don’t know,” Rex replied, also for the third time. He’d gotten the same message from their father as the rest. 
 
    “Report to the squad room, draw light combat armor and hand weapons. Stand by for orders.”  
 
    “I heard one of the crew say there are pirates in this system,” Shadow said casually. Rex noted he then repeated the sentence in Zuul. Rex’s translator only gave incorrect replies on the word pirates. Of them all, Shadow was working the hardest to learn their new language. He seemed beyond driven—especially when Drake showed the most natural affinity. That drove Shadow crazy, which Drake only made worse by pointing out that Shadow spent all his time sniffing Isgono’s butt, not listening to his mouth. What Shadow had failed to notice was exactly how fast Drake seemed to be picking up the language.  
 
    Getting geared up in light armor while in freefall was an order of magnitude easier than getting into a CASPer in the same situation. Even though the CASPer would be locked against a bulkhead so it didn’t move around, you were forced to contort yourself without the benefit of gravity pulling you. He’d thought it would be easier in space; he was wrong.  
 
    Squad Sergeant Bana came floating into the bay. He was, annoyingly, already fully geared up and ready to roll. Of their squad, only their two experienced members were more-or-less ready. Corporal Plesh and Private Dyffid were simply checking retention clips and armor segment positioning.  
 
    “Corporal, why isn’t everyone ready?” 
 
    Plesh blanched as she looked around, seemingly realizing the non-ready status of the squad for the first time. “Sergeant…I didn’t—”  
 
    “Exactly,” Bana snapped. “You didn’t.” His voice took on the sharp, cold edge soldiers knew and dreaded. Shit was about to happen. “We’ll be drilling in light combat armor donning drills once this fiasco is over, until the squad can be battle ready in under five minutes. Do I make myself clear, Corporal?”  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!”  
 
    “And the rest of you shovelheads?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” they all shouted.  
 
    “Great,” Ripley whispered to them. They all glared at Corporal Plesh, who was visibly grinding her teeth in anger. “We’re going to pay for her screw-up.”  
 
    Rex did his best to ignore the drama and work as quickly as he could. It didn’t help that the light armor had been modified from Human types, so many of the parts simply didn’t fit well. He missed his beautiful CASPer. At least the other young Humans appeared to be struggling, as well.  
 
    Dyffid began moving among them to help. He hadn’t waited for anyone to say anything, just jumped in. Rex wondered why Plesh got the extra strip, and not Dyffid. He was the medic, and looked like he was more squared away.  
 
    “Thanks,” Rex grumbled as Dyffid helped adjust one of the modified chest straps on his armor. The Zuul chest was bigger around and longer than Human physiology.  
 
    “Piece of piss,” Dyffid said and slapped Rex’s armored shoulder. “Good to go.”  
 
    In another tense five minutes, they were all geared up. Sergeant Bana looked ready to yell at them some more when their father floated in, cutting him short.  
 
    “They ready, Sergeant?” 
 
    Bana looked them over for a moment before nodding. “Took some extra work, sir, but they’re geared up.”  
 
    The ship began to spin, and everyone arrested the rotational momentum by whatever came to hand. “We’re going to be rendezvousing with an improvised trading station in this system,” their father explained. “Yes, the system is supposed to be empty except for a stargate. That intel proved flawed.” 
 
    “Is it Pushtal?” Dyffid asked. At Porter’s nod, he added a simple, “Ooof.”  
 
    Their dad raised a hand to calm them. “There have been no overt signs of hostility. Commander A’kef and I decided it was worth gathering intel. The station is at least a year old, maybe a bit more, and if Starbright came through, they would have seen her.” He took out his slate and used the Tri-V to show them the station.  
 
    “Looks like a rotating junk pile,” Ripley said and laughed.  
 
    “Not far off,” their dad agreed. “It’s functional enough to maintain some rotation and life support. It even has a few weapons, though not many.”  
 
    “Just a bunch of ships tied together,” Bana said and shook his head. “Pushtal are a pain in the ass to deal with. They still want to act like they’re players.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the airlock opened, Alan moved into the station proper. “Wow,” he said as he looked back and forth, then gestured behind for the rest of the squad to follow, which they did. 
 
    Sonya’s muzzle wrinkled the moment the airlock seal broke. She’d meant to keep a professional merc demeanor, but that was difficult when one’s nose tried to crawl back into one’s skull.  
 
    Stale air layered with a multitude of unfamiliar scents, none of them welcome, crowded into her, and she longed for the closed system of her CASPer.  
 
    They moved out in disciplined formation, as though they’d trained together for months instead of bare weeks. Sonya endeavored to control her face, which meant she kept her eyes locked forward. Of course, her eyes meant she had excellent peripheral vision, giving her a clear view of the mishmash of parts and missing wall panels in the corridor.  
 
    “No welcoming committee,” Ripley muttered.  
 
    “That a good thing, or bad?” Sonya answered, barely moving her mouth, both for professionalism and to minimize the station air passing through. It didn’t work, but she couldn’t help trying.  
 
    “Just keep your wits about you,” Alan said over his shoulder as he moved away from the lock. “Pushtal can be unpredictable.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the mercs from their squad intoned.  
 
    Bundles of wires looped from crookedly mounted bulkhead covers into gaps in the ceiling studded irregularly out down the corridor. The hallway had the feel of something she’d put together years ago, made of spare parts and salvage, soldered and re-welded within an inch of its life. This, however, was at the very least space worthy, which put it heads and tails above what she’d done. 
 
    Of course, she’d been eight. Still, interest took over enough of her thoughts that she could block out some of the smell. Pushtal might be interesting to meet after all.  
 
    Their hall spilled messily out into a crossing with six branches. The leftmost curved into darkness, the lights either missing or burnt out. Two more had as much debris as space for passage, which didn’t seem remotely safe, even given the state of everything else.  
 
    “This is where a welcoming committee would be good news,” Shadow said from behind her.  
 
    “Can’t you smell which way’s freshest?” Paulson asked, receiving a chorus of snorts or deep grumbles in immediate reply. “That good, huh?” 
 
    “Freshest is the funniest joke you’ve ever made, Paulson.” Drake’s tone made that almost a joke of its own. Sonya would have been impressed at her brother’s effort if she weren’t feeling jumpy.  
 
    Neither her father, Sergeant Bana, nor A’kef had seemed thrilled about docking here. She couldn’t figure out why they had, truth be told. They’d expected the space on this side of the gate to be empty, so there couldn’t have been anything they needed to trade for.  
 
    It clicked, belatedly. She’d blame the smell if anyone asked. They hadn’t expected anyone to be here. Someone was here. Ships had gone missing.  
 
    She stopped admiring the sheer stubbornness it took to put something like this almost-station together and braced herself. Taking a long, deep breath she mastered the sudden urge to gag, swallowed a few more times, and pointed to the rightmost corridor.  
 
    “That one’s got the most going on. Not sure it’ll take us where we need to go, but it might work.” It might not have been on her to offer any such thing, but if they stood in this twisted corridor any longer, she might start howling and that embarrassment she’d never live down. 
 
    “Lead on,” Alan said. He wore light combat armor just like everyone else. He even had a laser carbine slung over his back, a sign of the potential seriousness of their situation. In diplomatic meetings, it was more common for a merc commander to only wear a sidearm.  
 
    The knowledge that her father was behind her, and the eyes of her siblings and the rest of the squad were upon her, got her moving onward.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rex’s muzzle rippled as he did his best not to breathe through his nose. The stench was unspeakable. He’d scented cats in Brisbane. There weren’t many because the little beasts had become an invasive species in Australia. In order to rid themselves of them, the government had instituted a series of released retroviruses that had sterilized every cat not given a medical supplement. It had proven exceptionally effective. So much so, few people had them anymore. He was glad; they smelled…nasty. 
 
    The station reeked of something-like-and-not-quite-cat on a level he could scarcely imagine. His combat armor included the ability to seal the helmet, a human-manufactured helmet custom made to fit his physiology. Once sealed, they could operate for up to 96 hours. Oh, how he wanted to seal his helmet, but if Sonya didn’t, he wouldn’t.  
 
    As they moved forward, following Sonya’s nose, he wondered what it would be like to fight the Pushtal. Father was worried it was all a trap, one the Starbright might have fallen into. They’d scanned the ragtag station and found no evidence of the lost ship, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. The Pushtal were big, and supposedly fierce. They didn’t scare him.  
 
    They turned another poorly-designed corner, and the sound of life overcame the ever-present whir and chatter of the life support equipment. Yowls, growls, and mews of the Pushtal. Showtime.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was nothing so organized as stalls. Shadow found the patterns in things, from waves to Humans to cubby-lights in Zuul games. This… 
 
    This read as pure chaos however he tried to understand it.  
 
    Pushtal in various shades of fur moved through narrow aisles in twisted paths around towering piles of assorted salvage.  
 
    Upon closer inspection, salvage was too generous a term. Piles of junk was more appropriate, some more precarious than others in the large, open space. Off to the left, a small cluster of the tiger-looking beings sorted through one of the larger piles made of big pieces. To the right, several wore helmets and were potentially welding, though he couldn’t make any sense of what they were putting together or taking apart.  
 
    Ahead, studded between four more junk heaps, Pushtal moved or sat or yelled at each other or grappled, and none took any notice of them at all.  
 
    “I don’t think we’re getting any trade out of them,” Shadow said in his lowest register. Drake’s ears flicked back toward him in silent agreement.  
 
    “They’re ignoring us a little too obviously, don’t you think?” Ripley flattened her ears, the only sign her purely neutral tone was covering some level of discomfort.  
 
    There was still no pattern, but Ripley’s point knocked understanding into place. The Pushtal were putting on something of a show, and could perform chaos quite well. He was sure he would have put it together sooner if the smell weren’t so…overwhelming.  
 
    They were hiding something. Protecting something? Shadow, who’d used others’ low expectations of him to his advantage before, should have seen it right away.  
 
    “What don’t they want us to see?” he asked, and this time his father heard him. 
 
    The colonel stiffened slightly, but didn’t reach for his carbine.  
 
    “Three down each aisle, the rest hold the entrance,” he said, voice pitched low. “Don’t start anything, but shut it down if they do. Main plan point is extraction, not victory. We don’t want to be forced to take this junk pile. See who you can get to talk.” 
 
    Shadow took a sharper look at the junk. Would they find something from the Starbright in this haphazard collection of detritus? He closed his eyes and called up Starbright’s plans and design. They’d been aboard it, but that was years ago, so he went with recorded images. Now he would see if anything popped out as familiar.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You are visitors?”  
 
    Alan had caught the Pushtal sailing into the station’s…what, promenade? Most Union-manufactured space stations had a massive open area called a promenade. You could find the commercial sales areas there, and often top-tier private residences, as well as hotels, had overlooking views. Back in the 20th and 21st centuries on Earth, ocean-going cruise ships were constructed with massive interior open spaces that held vertical viewing areas, and even amusements. When he’d first seen Karma Station, he was reminded of those cruise ships. This station had nothing of the sort.  
 
    When they’d floated into the open area, it had looked more like an accident than a planned feature. Salvage, he thought. It looked more like the inside of a ship slowly being gutted for parts. The sinking feeling he’d felt upon spotting the station became more profound by the moment. Was his beloved Starbright part of this ragtag mess?  
 
    “Yes,” he said and held up an empty hand to the Pushtal. “Colonel Alan Porter, Silent Night Mercenary Company.”  
 
    The Pushtal caught itself on a protruding handle, which bent almost double. When the alien had come to a stop, it grunted and bent the bar back to roughly the same place.  
 
    Shit, they’re strong. He’d never fought Pushtal, and he was glad. Despite not being a registered merc race, they still turned up individually within other merc companies, in small independent units, and of course as pirates. This particular one was probably not much taller than Alan, but it probably outmassed him by 50 kilos, easy. 
 
    “Merc,” the newly arrived Pushtal said, its huge, tiger-like face unreadable.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Alan said.  
 
    “Don’t see many Humans out here. I am Akohn, chief of station.”  
 
    Chief? Alan wondered. He caught the way his kids were looking at the Pushtal. Raising the five Zuul had taught him a lot about their instinctive facial expressions. It looked like Sonya was trying not to throw up. Rex had a disgusted expression on his face, while Drake stared at Akohn with loathing. Ripley and Shadow were both carefully looking around the open space, as if they were searching for something they’d lost.  
 
    “As most Humans who venture off Earth are mercs, we don’t spend a lot of time at…trading stations.” He couldn’t avoid letting a sense of irony sneak into his voice at the word.  
 
    “Mercs?” Akohn cast his eyes around the troopers, with extra attention at the five Zuul. “The speaker from your ship was Zuul; I was expecting you all to be Zuul.” 
 
    “We’re on a cooperative mission,” Alan explained. Akohn cocked his head curiously. “That means we’re working together.”  
 
    “I hear that about you Humans a lot. Most races only work with their own. Some, like Tortantula, only with one other race, Flatar. Humans are not always as racist.”  
 
    “It’s something we’ve struggled with,” Alan admitted. “Still do on Earth.”  
 
    “The war against you,” Akohn said and nodded.  
 
    “You heard about it?”  
 
    “Who in the Tolo arm has not heard about it? Maybe you Humans will end up like us, eh? Fallen out of favor with the Guild?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Alan said. He caught Sergeant Bana’s head movement and tracked it to see A’kef’s squad float in from a different entrance. As was their plan, the two squads had come in separately. Never underestimate the effectiveness of a good old-fashioned crossfire.  
 
    “Would you like to see some of our trade?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alan said.  
 
    “Maybe hire some of my people?”  
 
    “Our ship’s pretty full.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” For some reason, Alan didn’t think Akohn was disappointed in the least.  
 
    Akohn pushed off, leading Alan and the squad down past the area where a large group of Pushtal were working. Some were in spacesuits; others wore only ragged coveralls. They looked like they were taking something apart, just as Alan had thought when he’d seen them upon entering the area. He really wanted to ask Akohn what they were doing, but decided against it. They were here trying to find their missing people, both Human and Zuul. Better to investigate indirectly than turn it into a Q&A.  
 
    Akohn led them to another open area that reminded Alan of a warehouse. A warehouse that had been through a hurricane. All the angles were wrong, and stuff was stored randomly almost everywhere. Alan saw everything from salvaged MinSha laser rifles to what for all the world looked like a dolphin skull.  
 
    Alan caught his team’s eyes and glanced around the room, telling them with a gesture to spread out and search. Sergeant Bana nodded and made sure everyone understood. They knew what they were looking for, and they also were probably hoping they wouldn’t find it.  
 
    While the men searched, Alan chatted with Akohn, who was a lot gabbier than he’d expected from a Pushtal. Everything he knew about the aliens suggested they were violent and not prone to thinking things through. Akohn seemed almost pensive in his attitude, and this worried Alan. They’d only been a few minutes when Ripley let out a little yelp to get his attention. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Her nose couldn’t register much beyond the overwhelming smell of Pushtal, but Ripley tried to pull anything—anything—of use off the all-too-familiar shape she’d found in one of the salvage piles.  
 
    Drake was at her side in a bound, eyes unerringly fixing on her find. Of course he saw it as quickly as she had, given how long he’d spent studying their own newer models.  
 
    With an exchanged glance, they cleared some of the lighter junk away, revealing a nearly intact CASPer. 
 
    One of the visible arms had been wrenched into uselessness, and the cockpit door…Cold twisted down Ripley’s spine, a low growl building in her chest. Any scent it might have had was long faded, but she wasn’t blind. It was one of theirs, and it had been through hell.  
 
    Drake muttered a curse in flawless Zuul, and she didn’t even twitch an ear.  
 
    Their father joined them, and belatedly Ripley realized the Pushtal chief had been protesting the entire time, a caterwauling of noise she’d reflexively tuned out.  
 
    “If you have interest in an item, we will move it, you do not interfere—do not ruin our order—” 
 
    The idea that the Pushtal had order in this disaster of a station would have been laughable in other circumstances, but even with her father next to her, Sonya couldn’t tear her eyes from the CASPer. The Silent Night CASPer. Who had been in it? Had the Pushtal…Her growl intensified, audible even to Human ears, and Drake matched her pitch for pitch.  
 
    A’kef didn’t have the angle to see what they’d found, but Ripley could tell the moment their growls registered—the older Zuul snapped his weapon into place, followed a breath later by his squad.  
 
    The Humans shifted, eyes locked on Bana or their colonel. Ripley preferred the Zuul’s reaction.  
 
    “Where did you acquire this?” her father asked, his tone so level Ripley knew they were about two moves from bloodshed.  
 
    It eased some tension in her, knowing her father was prepared to bring the station down around their striped ears, and her growl dropped into a lower register with readiness.  
 
    “You wish to trade for it?” The Pushtal’s eyes brightened, but Ripley had no illusion it was the thrill of a sale. This reeking being had claws and perhaps longed to use them.  
 
    That she could understand. Her jaw tightened in anticipation of ripping his throat out, which wouldn’t have been her usual reaction. Ripley usually left the violence to Rex and Drake, preferring flight and rapid aerial maneuvers, but in this place, surrounded by uncertainty and the oppressive smell of this so-called station, with a damaged CASPer that belonged to her people, her pack, her clan— 
 
    “Easy,” Shadow said, too quietly for any but Zuul ears. She hadn’t noticed his approach, and the combination of his presence and her surprise brought her back to herself. Her growl lessened, but didn’t disappear, and after a moment, Drake matched her again.  
 
    “I don’t want to trade for it,” Alan said, as level as before. “It belongs to me. I want to know why you have it.” 
 
    A’kef had moved closer, and other Pushtal noticed. Ripley felt her lip lifting and forced it down with effort. She glanced down the aisle to her left, reassuring herself of Rex and Sonya’s positions. She knew her father would shoot the chief first, and she would likely have to get one of the two crowding closer—Drake would go for the bigger one, so she’d aim for the smaller.  
 
    “It belongs to me,” the Pushtal corrected, exposing long, curving teeth. “You just got here. I’ve had this for much longer than ‘just got here.’” 
 
    “How long, then, Akohn?” Her father didn’t twitch his hand toward his pistol, but something in his demeanor snapped Bana into subtle action.  
 
    The Pushtal let the moment hold, his muzzle wrinkling in something like regret the moment before he spoke.  
 
    “A ship came through some rotations back. Damaged, needing trade.” Akohn drawled the last word, cutting his eyes to Ripley and Drake. “We traded.” 
 
    “They traded you a CASPer?” Alan’s neutrality slipped, only for a moment, doubt shading his voice.  
 
    “Their ship was damaged. We have parts.” He made a wide-armed gesture, his face somewhere between a smile and a snarl. For all Ripley knew, that was how they smiled. Or how they snarled. 
 
    With the scent of Pushtal thick against the roof of her mouth, she could hardly be expected to decipher the intricacies of some pirate’s face. It took effort to focus on anything other than the urge to attack until they produced the Starbright or gave some actual answers.  
 
    Alan held up a hand, and A’kef paused in his approach. He did nothing more than stare steadily at the Pushtal chief, until the tiger-like being flattened his ears and shook his head.  
 
    “They needed repairs to continue their flight. We were here, and they were lucky to find us as they didn’t have much left. Despite what you and your Zuul think, we do appreciate trade. This,” Akohn regarded the CASPer with evident pride, “made for a decent return.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan didn’t want to believe Akohn. However, as the Pushtal detailed the story, it all made sense. Captain Anderle, if she’d run into trouble, like it sounded, would probably have sold off wrecked hardware. What the cat didn’t know was the CASPer was now only hardware. Further evidence of the truth was, the CASPer’s computer and radio were missing.  
 
    “I need as much information about Starbright, the ship, as you can give me,” Alan told Akohn.  
 
    “What do you have to offer me?” the Pushtal asked, his eyes twinkling with sensed profit.  
 
    “How about your life?”  
 
    The Pushtal twitched in excitement, turning his head to regard A’kef only a scant few meters away. Akohn had failed to see the entire squad of Zuul drifting across the bay. Neither had Akohn’s cargo handlers, who’d obviously been willing to fight a group of Humans and five Zuul. But with the arrival of another full squad of Zuul, his demeanor instantly changed.  
 
    “You are in no place to threaten me,” Akohn blustered.  
 
    “Oh?” Alan asked. “Aren’t we? Information should be cheap, or even free, if you are expecting us to be customers.” 
 
    “You won’t fight,” Akohn snorted. “There are too many of us; you will never make it out.”  
 
    “Humans don’t care about winning so much as not losing,” A’kef said.  
 
    Alan lifted an eyebrow at the Zuul merc commander. He was surprised A’kef seemed to understand Humans as well as he did. That said a lot about his contemporary.  
 
    “Yeah, you’ll win,” Alan said. “Then our ship will blow this place to hell. Your call.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow slid away as guns returned to holsters, Sonya’s rippling growl ebbed, and the tension broke. The other Pushtal, their carefully performed chaos, their effort to draw attention away…it hadn’t ended with the discovery of the CASPer. The demeanor of the pirates hadn’t shifted until the Zuul tensed, so that wasn’t what they were hiding.  
 
    And he was sure, now, that they were hiding something, and whatever that something was, it wasn’t the Starbright.  
 
    He moved lightly, not carrying any of the incipient violence of the siblings he left behind, drawing no attention to himself.  
 
    For all the Pushtal were all over, welding or climbing or sorting garbage, in and out of haphazard corridors, there was an area they never crossed through.  
 
    It could be an old, disused part of the broken-down near-hulk of a station, but that didn’t feel right. The Pushtal seemed comfortable around junk, and there was plenty back in this corner, but they repeatedly avoided it. As he approached, he saw a door, half-hidden by a convenient fall of broken-down conduits. The smell of Pushtal lay equally heavy on the air in this corner, so, as he’d suspected, they hadn’t avoided the area so assiduously in the course of recent events. He could be fairly sure it wasn’t solid vacuum on the other side of the door, and anything else he would figure a way through.  
 
    Shadow glanced at the door, and kept drifting, in case any of the Pushtal were paying attention to him rather than the scene playing out over the CASPer. He looped around yet another pile of detritus and studied the hatch again.  
 
    No control panel, no handy color-coded light to reveal a locked or unlocked status. Despite the clutter partially blocking the door, it was unlikely he’d have long to break through if there were a lock. His peripheral vision showed the bulk of the Pushtal still focused on the two groups of mercenaries in their midst—his father in full colonel-mode speaking to their chief, Drake half-crouched and ready to take out a throat—which made this his best opportunity.  
 
    He took a slow breath, ensured his feet were clear of anything that might rattle and give him away, and pushed off at an angle that gave him a gentle spin. Nothing too direct, too urgent, nothing to pull any Pushtal notice.  
 
    His aim wasn’t perfect—he’d been practicing on board, with his tail free, and with that essential rudder tucked into his suit, his balance was skewed—but he hit close enough for the junk to mostly hide him. His ears twitched to catch any raising of alarm, but the ambient noise changed neither in pitch nor volume. All eyes were on his father and the chief, it seemed.  
 
    There was no obvious way to make the door work, and he crouched for a few minutes, running his hands over it in an attempt to trigger something.  
 
    Pushtal are tall, he thought, closing his eyes for a moment. He’d been so concerned with sneaking, he’d missed the obvious. Slow and deliberate, he stood, raised a hand, and waved it. The door opened obligingly, and he was still shaking his head at himself when he pulled himself through.  
 
    And froze.  
 
    The space he’d left had been large—a bay-sized cavern, heaped with salvage and junk.  
 
    This area…From the outside, it looked like the Pushtal had lashed a few ships and station rings together and called it a day. From the inside…that must have been exactly what had happened, because the enormity of the area around him seemed like a hollowed out section of a scavenged station, tens of levels high and, compared to the area behind him, nearly empty.  
 
    Except.  
 
    Three repair cranes, several times bigger than what Silent Night kept for CASPers, stood at the points of a rough triangle. Towering between them, dwarfing even their height… 
 
    It took his mind a few moments to process it. He’d only ever seen one on broadcasts, or occasionally in his searches through the GalNet. Who on Earth would ever forget Sao Paulo? Jim Cartwright had landed with seven 30-meter tall war machines, laying waste to a huge part of the city while battling Peepo’s army, and the civilians of the city had been caught in a horrendous crossfire. Thousands had died. There was a never-ending stream of video recorded on everything from sat phones to Tri-V.  
 
    Raknar, he was certain of it. Nobody else in the galaxy had ever built anything on this scale. Damaged, but nearly whole, like the CASPer the Starbright had left behind. Standing, inscrutable, unmoving, frozen potential that could slam a hole in the side of this station…and Shadow wanted nothing more than to climb inside.  
 
    An elSha floated out of the Raknar with a part. The tiny reptilian examined the technology, removing a slate and running Tri-V comparisons.  
 
    The haze of Pushtal scents and the sheer size of the bay combined to keep him from scenting any other beings, and Shadow kicked himself for forgetting he might not be alone in here. Gawking was all well and good, but this wasn’t home, and he knew better.  
 
    “Oi, technician!” Shadow remembered not to gesture wildly to attract the elSha’s attention, but he put enough effort into the bellow that he had to course-correct again.  
 
    “More Zuul?” the elSha replied, Shadow registering the words despite the distance. The small being flipped easily midair and pushed off the Raknar, angling for the new arrival, and added, “A Zuul speaking Human?” The technician tapped her pinplant as though questioning it and flared to a stop halfway between Shadow and the immense ancient machine behind her. 
 
    “A Zuul in a Human mercenary unit,” Shadow replied, his ears twitching before he stilled them. “In case that question was for me.” 
 
    The elSha tucked the part in her hands closer to her body and regarded him silently. Shadow tore his eyes from the Raknar looming behind her and focused on the smaller alien.  
 
    “You’ve seen Zuul recently? And Humans?” 
 
    “I mostly stay in here, Human-merc-Zuul.” Even the translator managed to pick up the wariness in the technician’s words. 
 
    “I’m Shadow,” he offered, trying to wrangle his thoughts off the machine and to the matter at hand.  
 
    “Freena.” 
 
    “You’ve been working in here long, Freena?” he asked, managing to keep most of the interest out of his voice.  
 
    “Ever since the Wrightcart Human started smashing around in one of these,” she said, the tip of her tail lashing toward the Raknar, “everyone thinks all the old death-carts can be made to move again.” Something very like a snort emerged from the small body. “It pays credits, until clients get impatient.” 
 
    “So no chance on this one?” Shadow cleared his throat, hearing the longing in his tone. He had a CASPer—one of only five Zuul in the galaxy who could say such a thing—panting after a Raknar was over the top greedy.  
 
    “Is that why you’re here, Human-Zuul-merc Shadow? To get your own Raknar?” The careful spacing in her words gave him pause, but he couldn’t imagine what she would be worried about.  
 
    “No. We’re looking for the rest of our company. That’s why I asked if you’ve seen Humans pass through recently. Sounds like you’ve met with some Zuul?” 
 
    “Yes.” The elSha let the word sit between them for several long moments, blinking with what felt like deliberate slowness. Shadow held himself still and stared back at her wide-set eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” Freena repeated, twitching her tail again. “I talked to a Human trooper, and then not long later, a Zuul trooper. I don’t think they knew each other.” 
 
    “The Zuul we’re traveling with are also in search of the rest of their company.” 
 
    “I had no idea so many mercenary companies had to go searching out parts of themselves across the galaxy.” Freena’s third eyelid paused mid-blink, and Shadow had the undeniable feeling that she was laughing at him.  
 
    “Did either the Human or the Zuul trooper mention what had happened to them, or where they were going?” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “Would you be able to share that information?” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “Did they enjoy their conversation with you as much as I am?” 
 
    “They mostly stared at that.” She flicked her tail toward the Raknar again.  
 
    Shadow chuffed a laugh, his ears twitching. “The Pushtal aren’t very good at keeping it a secret.” 
 
    “They didn’t try to hide it from those Zuul and Humans. Neither was much of a threat at the time.” 
 
    That sobered him right up. “You know where they went…” A pause for her slight noise of agreement. “I’d like you to come talk to the colonel, please.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan was talking with A’kef after they’d gotten as much info as they could from Akohn. The story checked regarding the Pushtal obtaining a basically junked CASPer, as well as where Starbright had come from. They’d even managed to get him to admit the Zuul ship, Gheshu, had come through at almost the same time. Akohn had wondered if the Zuul ship was chasing the Human ship.  
 
    “But then they transitioned together,” Akohn admitted. “Through the stargate without issues.”  
 
    “Just timing, I guess,” A’kef said to Alan.  
 
    “The Zuul and Humans haven’t been as bitter of rivals as, say, we have been with the MinSha, or even the Besquith,” Alan said. “We’ve fought, yes; however, it’s been amiable.” 
 
    “I would agree,” Akohn said. “We respect your ability, despite your needing the suits to stand on even ground.”  
 
    “We didn’t evolve with sharp teeth and stronger bones,” Alan said with a shrug. Then he chuckled. “Flatar have Tortantula, we have CASPers.”  
 
    “From what I’ve learned, it’s the other way around with the Flatar/Tortantula. That is neither here nor there, though. We still do not know for certain the destination of our people.”  
 
    “Father, I mean Colonel?” Shadow asked, floating over. A’kef gave a little growl of displeasure at the break in military decorum.  
 
    “Yes, Private?” Alan asked.  
 
    “I think there’s someone you should talk to.”  
 
    Shadow had an elSha in tow, and the reptilian looked at all the armed Humans and Zuul with obvious trepidation. The fact there were hundreds of Pushtal also nearby didn’t help. It would seem the loathing of cats and dogs was something every race understood.  
 
    The elSha was nervously plucking at a strange component as it arrested its momentum against a random piece of junk. Alan had always considered the race a bit of an enigma. They weren’t a merc race, far from it. The elSha seemed to loathe violence, but because of their incredible and innate technical acumen, they were nearly ubiquitous around merc units. Mercs used vast amounts of technology, after all. He’d even seen an elSha in a Winged Hussars marine boarding team once. Every race seemed to have their outliers. 
 
    “What do you have?” he asked the two.  
 
    “Tell him,” Shadow prompted.  
 
    “I…I don’t want to get in trouble,” she said. Once the alien spoke, Alan’s translator tagged the speaker as a female.  
 
    “You won’t, I promise.” Alan glanced over at Akohn, who had taken an interest in what was happening. It was true, he didn’t want to get the elSha in trouble, and he’d bet working for the unstable felines was probably like living as a remora on the side of a shark—never sure when you’d go from helper to lunch.  
 
    He reached into an equipment pouch on his armor and removed an emergency oxygen cell, holding it out to the elSha as if he wanted help with it. “Just play along,” he said, sotto voce.  
 
    The elSha squinted as her own translator rendered the English into her own native language. “Play act,” she said, nodding and took the device. Using a set of micro tools, she opened it and let a few of the parts float nearby in the convenient zero gravity. “Your Zuul trooper said you were following your missing ship, Brightstar?” 
 
    “Starbright,” Alan corrected. “It’s an Enterprise-class Human merc cruiser.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m familiar,” she replied. “They were a ham-fisted attempt to copy the Izlian Kusha-class. Izlian designs don’t scale down well.” 
 
    “We bloody well know that now,” Alan grumbled. Only a year after Silent Night had taken delivery of Starbright, the company that had produced a total of nine of the ships had gone out of business. Cartwright’s Cavaliers had gone to the Winged Hussars and commissioned the Izlian, who designed the Akaga-class as its replacement. All well and good for a Horseman to replace a cruiser after only 10 years of service. He’d only paid off Starbright nine years ago, after 41 years of payments.  
 
    “Anyway,” the elSha continued, “I know it was an Enterprise-class, because I worked on a couple before. Did some refit work on one a while back.” She shook her head. “You Humans will cram together whatever tech you think will get the job done.”  
 
    “We’re a merc race,” he reminded her, though Humans did their fair share of design work. The CASPers were a good example of the hairless monkeys’ engineering prowess.  
 
    The elSha shrugged. “True, nobody expects your cleverness to extend much beyond killing.”  
 
    Bit of a bloody mongrel, isn’t she? Alan thought. “Did you have anything helpful to tell us?”  
 
    “Yes, if you can offer me something in return.”  
 
    Ah, here we go then. “With a missing ship, we’re not exactly flush with credits.”  
 
    “I’ll take a job,” she said, snapping the breather closed and handing it back. “Frankly, the Pushtal scare the crap out of me.”  
 
    “Sure,” Alan said, “standard merc guild technician rate, third class?”  
 
    “First class,” she countered. 
 
    “We seem to have agreed on second class, then?” A nod in reply. “Done. What’s your name?”  
 
    “Freena.” 
 
    “Okay, Freena, proceed with your story.”  
 
    “The Enterprise-class ship had damage to its shields. They came here trading for parts. The Pushtal had an old Opu-class shield generator. The Opu is a battlecruiser, but since the Enterprise was copied from the Kusha, which is a battlecruiser instead of a cruiser like the Enterprise, it would work. I arranged the trade. The Pushtal were happy because they got one of your powered armor suits. Since the Pushtal are paying me as a fourth class tech, I decided not to tell them the Humans had stripped the suit beforehand.” 
 
    Alan chuckled; he liked the cheeky bugger.  
 
    “I helped them move the shield generator over and spoke to their chief engineer.” 
 
    “What was his name?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Adams, I believe. Oh, and the Human was a female.” 
 
    “Adamson, but close enough,” Alan said.  
 
    “Well, in the course of helping the female integrate systems with the new shield generator, she mentioned their travails in getting home. They’d been trying for months, but because of the Mercenary Guild’s war against your race, they’d encountered several attempts to detain them. None succeeded, but damage to the ship was still an issue. They planned to cut through a seldom used route in order to reach your planet. The system of P’k’k.” 
 
    Alan finished up with Freena, including sending a message to the paymaster back aboard Paku. They didn’t have the money, but Freena wouldn’t have to be paid for a month. He gave the elSha instruction on boarding and turned to find A’kef. He didn’t have to search, the Zuul commander had floated over as soon as Freena departed. Akohn was still watching suspiciously, so Alan kept his voice down.  
 
    “Did you find out where your ship went?” the alien commander asked.  
 
    “The P’k’k system,” he told A’kef.  
 
    “That is a risky move,” A’kef said, his ears back. “The stargate there is unreliable. We got stuck once for almost a month while repairs were made. However, it still parallels with Gheshu’s last known whereabouts. I believe we should proceed to P’k’k.” 
 
    “We’ve come this far,” Alan said. “I concur, Commander.” The pups had floated over, having completed their searches and seeing their father talking with A’kef. He smiled at them. “Shadow found us a clue; we’re on Starbright’s tail.” All five of them howled in joy.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “There was a Raknar.” Drake said each word with precise deliberation. “On that excuse for a station. A Raknar. The Pushtal have a Raknar.” He took in a deep breath. “That you saw. And you didn’t tell us?” 
 
    Shadow twisted his ears back, but Sonya didn’t believe his attempt at apology. “It didn’t work, anyway.” 
 
    “According to the elSha.” Drake rolled his eyes and curled his lip back, frustration rolling off him in waves. “We’re just going to leave a Raknar behind us.” 
 
    “The Raknar isn’t the mission,” Ripley interjected, though she looked a little wistful as well. “Starbright is the mission.” 
 
    “We got a technician out of the deal,” Sonya added, knowing she was as transparent in her eagerness as Drake was in his annoyance. She couldn’t help but look forward to learning from an elSha. While she knew not every elSha was a mechanical genius in the same way every Human wasn’t a top-notch merc, it would still be nice to see one in action. 
 
    “A technician who couldn’t get the Raknar working.” Drake dropped his snarl, but he kept his unblinking gaze on Shadow, who still refused to look at him.  
 
    “Centuries upon centuries of people trying, and the number of usable Raknar is still pretty damn low.” Sonya was less defending the elSha she’d barely met before they reloaded the transport and more arguing to bleed off extra energy. Everything about the Pushtal and their station had grated, she hadn’t gotten to punch anyone, and now they were flying back to the Paku. They had the Starbright’s trail, which was excellent, but A’kef seemed uncomfortable with what they’d learned.  
 
    All in all, it had left her a simmering mess of emotions that Sonya couldn’t begin to unpack. She needed to vent the excess somehow.  
 
    “A technician smart enough to string the Pushtal along long enough for a better job to show itself.” Rex, head tilted back against his seat, kept his eyes closed.  
 
    Sonya couldn’t tell if he meant it as a word in favor of the elSha or not and shrugged in something that could have passed for agreement. 
 
    “Too bad we couldn’t grab the Raknar and drag it with us.” Jack leaned around a larger, quieter merc to interject into the siblings’ conversation. “We could be the first company with Zuul in CASPers and the first Human-Zuul Raknar team.” 
 
    Sonya snorted at the chorus of “Shut up, Jack” that answered the Human, but the round of ribbing that followed gave her the distraction she was looking for.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Paku coasted toward the stargate, now only a light second away. Alan drifted into the bridge ahead of schedule. He’d wanted to be there when they made transition so he could talk with A’kef again about contingencies. The deeper they got down this rabbit hole, the more could go wrong. A’kef’s thoughts must have echoed his own as the mercenary asked him to arrive an hour early. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked as he arrested his momentum next to the alien.  
 
    “The stargate is not responding,” A’kef said. 
 
    Alan had now spent enough time amongst the non-Human-raised Zuul to read some body language. His ears were held slightly back, and he licked his lips several times. The other commander’s eyes were also narrowed, as if the bridge were far brighter than it was. They were both annoyed and concerned. 
 
    “This is abnormal.” I’kik was strapped into her command seat near the center of the bridge. Unlike Human vessel arrangements, the Zuul preferred to be a little further to the rear, where their wider peripheral vision could take in the majority of the work stations. Paku also appeared to be designed for operation with a much smaller crew than Starbright. Of course, Paku had been built from the keel up as a mercenary cruiser, while Starbright was a cobbled together compromise from a Kusha-class battlecruiser.  
 
    Alan hadn’t adjusted well to the hallways and chambers of Paku, because they were designed for Zuul. The canine-like aliens were equally comfortable moving on both the horizontal and vertical, and adapted much easier to a nose-forward posture when moving around in zero G. They also didn’t suffer as much degradation from extended time away from a gravity well. Thus, all but the main corridors were small, and felt cramped to him. Even so, the ship was beautifully designed. They’d incorporated small wooden scroll-worked pieces, and trims of stone and shell from their native planet. Paku looked more like a home than a warship. 
 
    “Any idea if the gatemaster is a Sumatozou?” he asked.  
 
    “Hard to say,” I’kik replied. “Cartography Guild politics are more complicated than some would tell. A Sumatozou is what you’ll most often find, yes. However, despite the airs they put on, they do not control the guild. The evidence of this in where Sumatozou are often assigned. Some of the best, but many of the worst stargates.” 
 
    “What do you mean the worst?” Alan asked.  
 
    I’kik gave the Zuul equivalent of a wry smile. “Not many realize the gatemasters are paid in a percentage of gate fees. If you are put in charge of a backwater stargate, or in a dead system…” 
 
    “Ouch,” Alan said, remembering their visit to the Pushtal station. “So this character must be a real loser.”  
 
    I’kik nodded in agreement. “Comms, let’s try again?” She waited a second until the comms officer indicated a channel was open. “Klbood stargate, this is ZMS Paku requesting transition schedule, please respond.”  
 
    There was nothing, so she repeated it a third time, again receiving only silence.  
 
    “Maybe their comms are out?” Alan wondered.  
 
    “No, they have an active radio,” someone replied. “Our computer handshakes and data sharing were successful upon arrival. Their computer is talking now, just not the staff.”  
 
    “I really don’t want to send a shuttle and trooper over,” Captain I’kik said. “Too much paperwork.”  
 
    Alan wondered if the channel was still open and looked around. Everyone was waiting expectantly, which suggested it was.  
 
    “There is no need to send anyone over,” the grumbling voice of a Sumatozou replied. Like someone dragging a burlap sack full of rocks down stairs, the elephantine aliens were among the most physically massive merc races in the galaxy. You almost never found them fighting, though. While formidable in combat and hard to kill, they just didn’t handle surprises well. What was a battle except boredom followed by surprises?  
 
    “Gatemaster, why haven’t you responded?” I’kik asked. 
 
    “I was busy.”  
 
    “Oh, surely you must have nonstop work in such a star system as Klbood!” She managed to combine a sincere and sarcastic tone at once.  
 
    “You mock me?” the gatemaster replied.  
 
    “Never,” I’kik said, deadpan. “True, there hasn’t been another ship to enter or leave since we arrived, but I’m certain the duties of one such as yourself contain immeasurable responsibilities a mere starship captain could never comprehend.” Her ears twitched rapidly, and A’kef dropped his jaw in a silent laugh, but the comms had no video, so the gatemaster remained unaware. 
 
    “Indeed,” the gatemaster replied. “Where are you heading?”  
 
    “My flight plan has been entered already.” 
 
    “P’k’k? There is nothing there. Why do you wish to go there?”  
 
    “That is our business,” she replied. “Yours is opening the gate. When is the next scheduled transition?”  
 
    “There is no schedule,” the distant alien admitted. “I operate on demand, as long as it has been more than two days since the last time.” 
 
    “When was the last time you operated?”  
 
    “It has been 19 days,” the gatemaster admitted glumly.  
 
    Alan grinned and shook his head. Clearly Captain I’kik had a knack for dealing with the Sumatozou.  
 
    “Please open for us at the time my navigator will set,” Captain I’kik said. 
 
    “As you request,” the gatemaster replied peevishly. “Standard gate fee will be billed to your account.”  
 
    “Naturally.”  
 
    “I advise you against this, though.”  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” I’kik said. “Is there an issue with your stargate?”  
 
    “Of course not, it is in perfect condition. I merely caution you, as P’k’k is a backwater star system, and traveling there may be dangerous.”  
 
    “Duly noted. Paku, out.” She turned to A’kef and Alan, a puzzled look on her long, canine-like face. “That…was strange.” Neither Alan nor A’kef had anything to add. Paku transitioned to hyperspace right on schedule.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 ZMS Paku, Hyperspace—32 Hours Before Emergence  
 
    “You are good at this,” Veska said, looking up at Rex without lifting her head.  
 
    Something about the angle of her muzzle, the gentle curve of her eyelashes, or the inflection of her voice in native Zuul made Rex’s heart do a single backflip. More than enough for him to miss the next movement in the 3D simulated space-game he’d been playing, sending his craft into an asteroid with a puff of animated demise.  
 
    “No fair, you distracted me!” he roared in mock outrage.  
 
    “Oh?” she said, not-so-accidentally brushing her tail across his face. “How did I do that?”  
 
    “Uhm…” he said, completely forgetting what he was about to say. Her smell flooded his nasal cavities, forcing him to take a deeper breath. What’s happening to me? he wondered. None of his sisters had ever smelled this good.  
 
    “Oh, you like how I smell?” She moved closer, though she kept her eyes on the game in front of them.  
 
    Rex stammered and faltered for a response. The small rec room was empty other than them, and suddenly awareness of Veska filled the entirety of the space. She leaned closer and lifted her chin so he could access her neck. “Well?”  
 
    He grabbed her and pulled her to him, his nose ramming into her throat, and his lungs working, filling with her scent. Without realizing it, he nipped at her neck.  
 
    “Oh!” she said, and pulled his head back by his ears. Her muzzle opened and their tongues entwined. A second later, their uniforms were coming off. He was quickly losing complete control of himself and couldn’t care less.  
 
    Then Paku shuddered. Someone was pushing against him. He growled and pulled her close. Veska barked an order and hit him in the stomach. Rex whoofed in surprise. The second groaning shudder from Paku actually registered in his higher brain.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but put your pants back on!”  
 
    He looked down and was surprised to see he was mostly naked, and quite aroused. How he’d gotten into this state was somewhat of a mystery. All except his deep-down feeling of…what, frustration? Then Paku gave another heave, and he felt like he was falling, though they were already in zero G.  
 
    “We just dropped out of hyperspace!” Veska said, her eyes wide in alarm.  
 
    “Huh?” Rex asked and reached for her. 
 
    She slapped his hand away with a growl. “You need to…” 
 
    “What in the name of the Three Songs are you two doing?”  
 
    Veska’s head snapped around, her ears flat against her head. Rex recognized A’kef’s voice without having to look. He suppressed a growl rising from deep in his being.  
 
    “Veska,” A’kef snapped, “it is not for you to Aho-a-Hosh.” 
 
    Rex struggled with the words through the slowly dissipating fog of sexual desire. Only then did he become aware that what he’d been feeling was sexual. How would he know; he’d never felt this before? The only females he’d spent much time around were his own sisters, and awareness of them as such was automatically and completely repressed by some innate response. This. This was pure, animalistic desire, and it felt good. 
 
    “I’m…I was just…” 
 
    “I know full well what you were doing. It doesn’t matter now; we’ve dropped out of hyperspace.”  
 
    “The drive didn’t fail, did it?” Rex asked, suddenly alert enough to feel fear. Of all the things that could happen to a starship in transit, having its hyperspace drive fail was the most terrifying. The Humans had reams of science fiction written about it, and the GalNet said it was catastrophic, likely resulting in the ship being torn apart by dimensional forces nobody fully understood.  
 
    “I don’t know,” A’kef admitted, looking at Rex for the first time. His expression was undecipherable. “Get to your emergency stations, both of you. Now.”  
 
    In a second Veska had gathered up her gear and was gone. A’kef hesitated as though he would speak to Rex, then twitched his head toward the door and left as well, leaving Rex alone, confused, and extremely frustrated. He punched the compartment wall, which only succeeded in sending him rebounding off the opposite wall and banging his head on the wall. “Damn it,” he growled and headed for his duty station.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Alan barked as the sensation ripped him out of sleep. He instantly checked the chronometer in his pinplants and verified it had only been an hour since he went to sleep, and it was more than 30 hours before they were scheduled to arrive in P’k’k. He immediately wondered if the hyperspace generator failed. The chill of fear yielded to a logical thought. If that happened you wouldn’t be thinking about it.  
 
    He grabbed his pants and uniform shirt and quickly got dressed. Around him, Paku shuddered to life. He could hear shouts in Zuul and English asking and theorizing what had happened. He wondered how much of it was his own imagination. Sure, others were responding, but maybe it was just some strange movement by the ship. That happened in hyperspace, he tried to convince himself. The effort fell flat.  
 
    “What the bloody hell was that?” Tucker said, floating up next to Alan’s open compartment.  
 
    “You felt it, too?” he asked his XO.  
 
    “Damned right I did. We dropped out of hyperspace.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Alan said. He found the old-fashioned wristwatch he wore on deployment in a zippered compartment in his duffle bag. It operated on a tiny RTG, or radio thermoelectric generator. Basically, decaying radioactive material made heat, which it converted into power. Only a little radiation, which was shielded in the watch, and only a little power. It was enough to run the watch, and even make it glow at night. He confirmed the date and time. “Over a day early,” he said.  
 
    The howling alert to battle stations sounded in Paku’s hallways. Alan cringed; the damned sound reminded him of a dog his dad had run over when he was a kid.  
 
    “All command staff, report to the bridge,” a Zuul voice announced.  
 
    “That tears it,” Alan said. “Not just some weirdness.”  
 
    “Commander!” It was Sergeant Bana of Second Squad.  
 
    “Sergeant, report,” Tucker ordered.  
 
    “I was listening to music in the Phoenix,” the older sergeant explained.  
 
    “What did you see?” Alan asked.  
 
    “We’re in normal space! It wasn’t smooth, either. Everything kinda swirled and resolved. Never seen nuthin’ like it.” 
 
    Alan cursed. “Get the squads assembled and warm up the CASPers,” he said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Isgono sat silently beside him, but Shadow replayed the Sei’s instructions on a loop in an attempt to stay focused.  
 
    Breathe in the scent. 
 
    Deep, regular breaths as Shadow worked to match the older Zuul’s slow tempo.  
 
    Differentiate each component part. 
 
    Shadow had never encountered a scent so complex. He’d grown up in a Human city built against the ocean, and low tide and concentrated Human had provided a sometimes-overwhelming stench, but this… 
 
    Every time he thought he had it, some new, subtler piece would brush past his nose. Each one he chased down had another part, and then another, until his skin jumped at the impossibility of it, and he had to force his breathing back to steadiness.  
 
    Follow the trail.  
 
    In his eagerness to learn, Shadow had always had a high tolerance for instructions that didn’t make initial sense. He trusted in his teachers, believed they had access to wisdom he did not. Certainly Isgono had proven himself already, in sharing information about their clan and their kind that Shadow was only beginning to grasp.  
 
    But this…he’d been at it for hours. Breathe a scent, break it down, follow a trail. The words had become nonsense, the smell endless, the trail nonexistent.  
 
    Perhaps he didn’t have true visions at all, in the way Zuul understood them. He’d learned to dream, somehow, from Humans, so this Zuul approach to entering a space that would allow him to consciously bring one about couldn’t work for him.  
 
    Breathe— 
 
    Isgono was wrong about him.  
 
    Breathe— 
 
    Maybe he’d had the skill, but it couldn’t be controlled or learned like a normal Zuul could control or learn it because he wasn’t a normal Zuul; he and his siblings could never be truly Zuul, and absolutely not Human, and instead they would be some disconnected in between, left to drift through the galaxy and— 
 
    “No,” Isgono said, or maybe Shadow imagined he’d said it, because in his attempt to force focus, everything around him had blurred, and now he was falling… 
 
    The scent twisted around him, and he tried to open his eyes to see how he could be falling in zero G, what had happened to make the air solidify and slash against him, a whip that struck every nerve ending. But he didn’t have eyes to open, only the pain. The scent thickened further, and he plummeted through it, burning.  
 
    Space closed in.  
 
    Three stars rose, their light intensifying and fading in a pattern he couldn’t bring into focus.  
 
    The smell crawled through his nose, worming sharp fingers up his nasal cavity, behind his eyes, scraping the inside of his skull.  
 
    He burned, and the scent Isgono had put in front of him ate his bones. He would die here, falling. He would fall here forever, dying.  
 
    No, someone said, but he could no longer differentiate his own voice from Isgono’s. Couldn’t remember where he was, or how he’d gotten there.  
 
    One of the stars faded, and a sharp bar of light stabbed through him.  
 
    Ships, small enough he could pick them up, if only he could reach, threw more bars of light at each other, and at him. He spun as he fell, but no matter how he turned, the stars and the ships remained in his line of sight.  
 
    But how could he see without eyes? At the thought, space shuddered around him, and the burning pain clenched tighter around him.  
 
    One of the ships exploded, and then the other. Every point of light around him was a ship exploding, the life in them pouring out, everything falling and dying and the burning and the burning and the burning… 
 
    SHADOW. 
 
    Death. 
 
    SHADOW. 
 
    Every point of light was a death, a thousand deaths, a trillion, an impossibility of deaths.  
 
    SHADOW. 
 
    Was the shadow causing the death?  
 
    No, he was the shadow, he was Shadow, this was only a vision, a Zuul way of understanding the universe around him. The universe around him screaming from every cell: death. 
 
    He had eyes again, and he opened them, and he was back. On the Paku, not dying, not burning, though hyper aware of every follicle pushing fur through his skin.  
 
    “Isgono?” he asked, his voice clear and grating on his own ears.  
 
    “Shadow.” 
 
    “What…I…” He needed to see his siblings. The vision clung to his edges, and dread spun in his stomach. Before he could push off from the bench, Isgono’s hand pressed heavily on his shoulder.  
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    Space twisted around them again, and the dim echo of a howl rose in the back of Shadow’s mind. He braced himself for the burning, and the falling, but then Isgono’s head snapped up and to the side. The Sei had felt it, too, the vision wasn’t climbing up to drag him back inside it again.  
 
    “We…” Isgono breathed, a purposeful cadence, and Shadow unconsciously matched him. “We are no longer in hyperspace.” 
 
    Alerts and announcements sounded around them, but Shadow couldn’t register if they were in Human or Zuul. The words faded, the room of scent boxes coming into overly sharp focus.  
 
    “How?” Shadow managed, the word heavy in his mouth.  
 
    Isgono tilted his head, ears twitching, his eyes never leaving Shadow’s. After a long moment, he shook his head.  
 
    “Tell me what you saw,” the old Zuul said, his expression unreadable.  
 
    Some part of Shadow knew he should find his father, find his siblings, find out what had happened. The aftereffects of what he’d seen twitched through his nerve endings, skin jumping and fur twitching. He should go, and he knew it, but with Isgono’s eyes steady on his, he couldn’t so much as push off from the bench.  
 
    “The three stars again,” he said, “blinking like the lights in Eshtoo. And then a battle…no, one of the stars went out, then everything became small ships exploding, and…” In fits and starts he managed to communicate the vision, almost slipping back into it each time he had to grope for the right words.  
 
    Isgono made him repeat some of it in Zuul, his expression and body language too neutral to offer any cues. When Shadow finished, his chest tight as though he’d completed the obstacle course between levels, they sat in silence for an undefinable length of time.  
 
    Only then did Shadow realize the alarms had stopped, though he couldn’t pinpoint when that had happened. Had they stopped all over the ship, or only in this isolated room of scents and scenes from the Zuul world of origin? 
 
    Shadow decided he should either ask Isgono about the alarms, or tell the Sei that he needed to find his unit, but the moment he opened his mouth, the older Zuul launched away from the bench.  
 
    Shadow tracked his teacher’s trajectory, noticing the subtle motions of tail and limb that directed Isgono to the far corner of the room with minimal points of contact. Again the Earth-raised pup dropped his jaw, and this time Isgono held up a clenched fist, signaling silence.  
 
    For a moment, he allowed himself to wish that Drake were there, knowing his brother would explode, splitting the tension with action or a demand. He tried to summon the same rush of impatience, then registered that Isgono had pulled something new onto the wall screen. 
 
    “An…insignia?” he asked, relieved to be distracted.  
 
    Isgono traced the projected shape, his back to Shadow. Three glowing points in a blue-black background were arranged in a wide triangle. A shock of recognition thrummed through his gut—they were the three stars of both his last visions. Shadow pushed himself off the bench, bouncing off different scent boxes without taking his eyes off the wall display. 
 
    He steadied himself next to Isgono, and noticed the subtle line of a thin, looping filament spiraling between the three points of light, twining them together. 
 
    “Cho’Hosh, Day Song,” Isgono said, ignoring Shadow’s question. “Vo’Hosh, Star Song.” The old Zuul lowered his muzzle for a moment, then lifted it, nose twitching. “Krif’Hosh, Night Song.” 
 
    “Day Song,” Shadow repeated, tearing his eyes from the image to study his teacher’s face. “Your clan. Are these others…family?” 
 
    “Of a sort.” Isgono’s ears flicked rapidly. “And not as you would consider it in Human terms.” He sighed. “The Songs are to Ja and many of the Zuul as the Four Horsemen are to Earth and many of the mercenaries. It is a poor comparison, as the Songs…they go back long before Human history. They are Zuul history. The gods tell us…” 
 
    Something uncomfortable writhed deep in Shadow’s stomach, and he realized the older Zuul was…hesitant. Perhaps even scared? 
 
    “The gods?” he asked eagerly, the words blurting out despite his realization.  
 
    “You said your vision smells of death, and one of the points of light faded before the ships began exploding. Our gods are never entirely clear, but we know the Three Songs are the stable point the Zuul rest on. We hold a balance for the Zuul everywhere, even those who have never seen Ja, and perhaps for the galaxy in its entirety.” The last he added almost casually, the weight of the galaxy nothing compared to the needs of the Zuul.  
 
    Too many questions crowded against Shadow’s skull, and with the dread pooling through him after the vision and the alarms, he couldn’t begin to untangle them before Isgono spoke again. 
 
    “Years ago, one of the Songs ended. The ripples began, the ones that would become waves, become tsunamis to pull the Zuul from their certainty into the chaos of the disconnected. The Seis hoped we could mitigate some damage, save some few before the storm. Without Night Song, Day and Star Song could only do so much. But now, I wonder if we might do more.” 
 
    “Why?” Shadow managed, his heart racing. 
 
    “Because we have not lost Night Song after all.” 
 
    “I…how?” 
 
    “Because I scent it on the wind.” Isgono leaned close, tilting his head and taking a deep breath from Shadow’s neck.  
 
    Shadow froze, uncertain, his clever mind slow to put it together.  
 
    “War comes, with all its chaos, but perhaps we may hold to something more all the same.” Isgono floated away and cleared the wall screen. “We have been pulled from hyperspace. Your people will be looking for you.” 
 
    Isgono turned away, and Shadow vibrated with half a dozen conflicting urges. Demand answers, find out more about Night Song, ask how they could possibly have been ejected from hyperspace and still be alive, find his siblings, find his father, let the clinging edges of the vision reclaim him… 
 
    Then he remembered there had been alarms, and his unit had been ordered to report, which he had not done— 
 
    And Shadow grabbed a handhold, propelling himself from the compartment. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As soon as everything began to feel strange, Ripley knew in the pit of her stomach there was a huge problem. She lived and breathed space, and had since she was a little pup dreaming and watching the vast amounts of Human-made sci-fi. Mom had told her she was named after an incredible space pilot. Ripley hadn’t found out her name was sort of an ironic homage until she finally got around to seeing Ghostbusters.  
 
    “The Human name for my species is a joke?” she demanded from her mother.  
 
    “A joke? Not at all,” she’d explained.  
 
    “But you said the original explorers were mostly Japanese.”  
 
    “They were. But that doesn’t mean they never watched American movies, dear. It does mean they hadn’t met the Besquith when they named your race, though.”  
 
    Ripley pushed away from the little desk where she’d been studying her native language in more detail. The Zuul didn’t go in for slates as much as Humans did. They preferred fixed displays to ones you could carry around. Not that there weren’t slates aboard Paku, just not in the profusion she was used to, and she didn’t know why. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sonya asked.  
 
    Ripley looked at her sibling and could tell Sonya hadn’t asked the question because she’d seen Ripley felt something, but because Sonya had felt something herself. On the far side of the compartment Drake’s ears were back, and he let out an involuntary snarl. He was looking around in a mixture of confusion and anger.  
 
    Oh, no, Ripley thought, then Paku fell out of hyperspace.  
 
    Someone barked a scream in alarm. It took her a moment to realize it was her. Or maybe it was all three of them; she wasn’t sure. All she knew was, they were many hours prior to emergence, and when a starship fell out of hyperspace prematurely, it was a bad, bad thing.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Drake’s harsh growling voice cut through her momentary panic.  
 
    “We dropped out of hyperspace,” Sonya said, looking at Ripley for confirmation. “Right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what it felt like,” Ripley confirmed.  
 
    “That’s not supposed to happen,” Drake said.  
 
    “You think? Don’t be a bloody idiot,” Ripley snapped.  
 
    “You’re supposed to die when you come out of hyperspace too soon,” Sonya said. 
 
    “Those are all furphies,” Ripley said quickly. “Stories they tell pups to scare them.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sonya replied, her eyes wide. “Well I’m pretty bloody scared right now.”  
 
    Ripley pushed toward the squad bay they shared with the rest of their platoon. The sound of Humans yelling at each other in confusion and alarm came to her ears as she pulled the airtight door open. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Getting geared up,” she said. A few of the Human mercs were entering the compartment as well, all floating toward equipment lockers.  
 
    “Why?” Drake demanded. A second later, Paku’s howling general quarters alarm went off. 
 
    “That’s why.” Everyone else exploded into motion.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The ship is on combat footing,” Paku’s tactical officer reported.  
 
    Alan again admired the discipline of the Zuul crew. Faced with the unexpected and impossible, they’d quickly overcome their own feelings and gone to work. As a merc company commander, he’d spent innumerable hours with his troopers, teaching them to work the problem. It seemed to be instinctive to the Zuul crew. They all knew their duty as though it were intrinsic to their being.  
 
    “Sensors are coming online,” a technician reported.  
 
    One of the problems with their predicament was not being ready for anything. Most of the bridge was unmanned during hyperspace, with the crew reporting for duty an hour or two before emergence to check out their instruments. Not only did Captain I’kik have to wait impatiently for her crew to get to their stations, but many systems had to be booted up and brought online.  
 
    “What do we have?” Captain I’kik asked. “And get me a position fix.”  
 
    “Working on the positional fix,” the navigator replied.  
 
    Navigational systems were relatively simple. They used cameras to take pictures of the stars, and computers to compare those pictures against all the recorded positions of those stars. Run a few million comparisons, and bingo; you know where you are.  
 
    “Got it, we’re in the E’cop’k system.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” Alan said.  
 
    “Me neither,” the captain admitted.  
 
    “Nor me,” A’kef made it unanimous.  
 
    “Details?” I’kik asked the navigator.  
 
    “Roughly between Klbood and our intended destination of P’k’k, which were 295 light years apart. It’s closer to P’k’k than Klbood, but since hyperspace is non-Einsteinian in its physics, that doesn’t really—” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t really matter, does it?” the captain said icily.  
 
    Alan was amused that his translator assigned Einstein to a term the Zuul used. He guessed every race might have a brilliant mathematician in their past, so it was a universally translatable term? 
 
    “Sorry, Captain. E’cop’k system wouldn’t be well known because it’s not a charted system for travel. There’s no stargate here, and I have nothing more than its positional data and spectral class. This usually means the system has no planets or asteroids.”  
 
    “No stargate?” Alan hissed, looking at the captain in alarm. “That means…” 
 
    “It means, unless the data or position is wrong, we’re trapped here.” 
 
    An alarm sounded, and the tactical officer spoke up. “I have incoming bogies in our threat box. Identified 22 targets at 199 mark 42. Range three light seconds and closing fast. Confidence is high they are either missiles or drones.” 
 
    “Best guess?” I’kik asked.  
 
    “Missiles, because they’re still accelerating. Impact in 355 seconds if they maintain acceleration profile.” 
 
    “Helm,” I’kik barked. “Prepare for maximum thrust. Everyone, strap in.”  
 
    Throughout Paku, the acceleration alarm blared, reminding Alan of the sound his pups made just before starting a fight. He didn’t have time to let it worry him, though, as he did his best to get the ill-fitting straps to lock into place on the too-small chair his visiting commander status allowed on the bridge. He was also trying not to think about the glass of the bridge front and sides, and how fragile it was compared to the armored walls of Starbright’s CIC. A second later, he felt the acceleration build as Paku’s twin fusion torches lit with a vengeance.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Belt in!” a chorus of voices demanded in every shade between angry and concerned. 
 
    Shadow shoved forward from the squad bay hatch, his speed impressive. Even as Sonya reached for him, pushing against her harness to swing her brother into his acceleration seat, she knew her brother was too late.  
 
    The building acceleration shoved her back against the too thin padding, and Shadow’s graceful flight into the bay turned into a faceplant and skid on the metal deck. He gave a little yip of pain, though it sounded mostly like frustrated anger. He came to a stop less than a meter from his assigned position. He struggled to rise as the gravity built.  
 
    “Get down!” Bana barked, because there was a down now, and Shadow wasn’t going to make it to a jump seat.  
 
    “What do you think I am now?” Shadow snapped at the NCO in uncustomary anger.  
 
    The thrust increased from noticeable to uncomfortable, and charged higher still. Sonya could only watch as her brother did his best to secure himself by wrapping both legs around a stanchion and grabbing a pair of loose cargo straps. If we have a powerful sideways thrust, he’s in real trouble, she thought. The hubbub from their fellow mercs dwindled as the pressure increased.  
 
    Sonya pulled in and pushed out air at a deliberate pace. The Paku shuddered against her back, and a particularly overweight Oogar pressed against her chest. She blinked and restarted her breathing count. Four count in, five count out, five count in, four count out… 
 
    The more deeply she breathed, the deeper the tang of Human scent pooled in the back of her throat. Next to her, Hewers grunted, and she didn’t have to turn her head to know he’d clenched his jaw and likely burst more than few capillaries.  
 
    “Isometrics, not your mouth bones,” she said, her voice coming out more breathless than she expected.  
 
    “Humans are so squishy,” Drake commented, sounding only vaguely winded.  
 
    “Credit’s on our having a ways to go,” Bana said, and the sergeant sounded all but normal. Amazing what training could do. “You’ve all had the bloody nanite treatment; you can take it. Remember your training, don’t go all idiot on me now. Nobody should be graying out yet.” 
 
    “Not…graying…” Hewers replied, making a valiant attempt. “Just bit my damn lip.” 
 
    “Wish I hadn’t eaten all that bloody sausage for brekkers,” someone said and got a few halfhearted laughs in reply.  
 
    “You’re strapped in, at least,” Rex pointed out. “Point to the Humans.” 
 
    “I’m not losing a point because Shadow got lost.” Drake snorted. Sonya recounted her breathing—if Drake could sound as normal as Bana, she could, too. 
 
    “Tucker wanted to chuck you out an airlock for missing first call,” she said. “You’re lucky dad called him up, and he’s not here to see you miss safety check, too.” 
 
    “Was with Isgono.” Shadow’s tone managed conversational, and next to her, Hewers snorted. 
 
    “Not really the time for language tutoring, Shadow,” Drake interjected. “Even Rex managed to tear himself away from—” 
 
    A rippling growl cut across whatever Drake had been about to say next, and Sonya’s ears pricked up in interest. What had Rex been up to? He’d been nearly feral when they’d gathered in the squad bay, only the pressing uncertainty of their situation seeming to get through to him. 
 
    “Paulson, I didn’t know you had cheekbones,” she said, choosing to redirect the conversation before anyone pushed Rex to the point he unfastened his harness.  
 
    “Can’t all hide under fur,” Paulson grunted, his usual grin more of a skull-shaped grimace. 
 
    “Well, Dyffid gave it his best shot last winter, didn’t he?” The acceleration ramped up to the point even Bana’s voice started to sound strangled, but he held his body relaxed, muscle groups jumping as he flexed through his isometrics. “Looked like he glued a swamp rat to his chin.” 
 
    “Give him credit, Sarge.” Ripley matched the sergeant’s easy posture, tongue lolling as though they were all sitting on the beach. “It was a fine-looking Veetanho pelt.” 
 
    The acceleration changed subtly, and Sonya felt Paku roll to port. The hull reverberated with a popping sound, and Bana’s eyes got wide.  
 
    “What is it, Sarge?” Paulson asked.  
 
    “They’ve just fired missiles,” Bana said. “Sounds like we’re in a right proper scrum.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 ZMS Paku, Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    “Anti-missiles in the black!” the tactical officer barked as the hull popped from multiple launches. “ECM gain to maximum.” 
 
    The Tri-V to one side of the bridge, which had been building a picture of Paku’s surroundings, took on a greenish tinge to represent less detail as the ship’s electronic counter measures system broadcast all manner of interference, hoping to screw up the enemy missiles’ guidance. 
 
    “When can you get me some drone recon?” Captain I’kik asked.  
 
    “If we launch them now, we risk them becoming targets for the missiles,” the ship’s drone officer said.  
 
    Alan nodded, since he knew some warships used drones for exactly that purpose, extremely capable anti-missile decoys. Capable, and expensive. Starbright relied on more conventional decoys, which were more akin to chemical rockets. Cheap and easy to replace, unlike fusion-powered drones.  
 
    He could tell the captain was frustrated by her body language. Some of it seemed instinctive with the Zuul, like it was with Humans. His kids got the same look when forced to do something they didn’t like.  
 
    “Launch four sensor drones in coast mode,” she eventually ordered. “We’ll shake the bones on this one.”  
 
    A’kef must have seen the puzzled look on Alan’s face because he spoke up. “Jaapi is a game of chance we play. Counters are cut from prey bones and have different markings. When you make a bet, you shake a handful of them and toss them on the ground, hoping the ones you bet on land atop of another.”  
 
    “Sounds a little like craps,” Alan said.  
 
    “You gamble on defecation?”  
 
    Alan laughed and shook his head. Translator fail. He explained, and A’kef gave a little laugh of his own.  
 
    “We are not too dissimilar in many ways,” the alien said. “I believe much of the differences are, we come from primary predator stock, only becoming omnivorous later in our evolution, while you were opportunist omnivores, only becoming effective predators when you had developed some technology. Similar in many ways, different in others.” 
 
    “I have no argument with that analogy,” Alan said. “The most savage merc races we’ve encountered were all vicious predator species.” He thought about the Tortantula and the Besquith in particular. He knew the Besquith and Zuul didn’t get along at all. The Besquith considered the Zuul cowards for not embracing their killer side. The Zuul thought of the Besquith as simple, mindless killers. He wondered who more often got the better of the other in conflict?  
 
    The banter between mercs was a good thing for Alan; he could feel some of the tension going out of him. A ground-pounding merc like himself never felt more helpless than when trapped in a starship in the midst of a space battle. While Silent Night could fight as marines in space on ships, they’d only done it a bare handful of times in his life. It also wasn’t part of their monthly training rotation. Rather only twice a year. Besides, lofting a couple hundred troopers and their armor to practice in the black was expensive.  
 
    “Your troopers have practice in space?” A’kef asked, seemingly following Alan’s train of thought.  
 
    “Not much,” he admitted. “Human mercs who fight in space are called marines, and they usually specialize.”  
 
    A’kef nodded in understanding. “Vo’Hosh are specialists in space combat of all types among the Zuul.”  
 
    “Are they part of Krif’hosh?” Alan asked. The name A’kef had used was similar to that of the merc company his kids had come from all those years ago.  
 
    Every head on the bridge came around at Alan’s words, and he suddenly wondered if he’d badly mispronounced the name. He hadn’t said it in many years, not since Crent, the Zuul merc who’d given him the pups, had said it. Captain I’kik and A’kef exchanged looks, then the tactical officer spoke up again.  
 
    “Anti-missile intercept underway.”  
 
    Though the Tri-V was fogged green, the locations of their anti-missiles were still clearly indicated, along with the enemy missiles, thanks to relayed data from the former. At least to Alan, it looked like there were a lot more missiles than their interceptors. Curious, he asked the captain.  
 
    “The type of anti-missile we use is actually six interceptor warheads in one missile. They break apart on terminal approach.” She gestured at the Tri-V. “Watch.” 
 
    Just as she’d described, the 10 or so anti-missiles Paku had launched began to blossom into six each, outnumbering the incoming missiles nearly three-to-one. Bright white little pops began to appear in the display as the smaller interceptors detonated near their targets.  
 
    Meanwhile, four drones had been launched. They were represented by red triangles on the Tri-V. Most races in the Union didn’t use red as a threat. Green or blue was more common; red was found more commonly for friendly identification. In space, one of the biggest limitations was sensor lag. Because radio only travelled at the speed of light, as did the drone sensors, valuable target data could take more than a minute to be relayed to the ship. Anxious time passed slowly.  
 
    “Inbound missiles have split!” the tactical officer barked in alarm.  
 
    “What?” Captain I’kik yelped. “Nobody uses those missiles!” 
 
    On the other side of the Tri-V where the inbound missiles were approaching, the previous 20 clear green incoming missiles had blossomed into nearly 100. Now their split anti-missiles were no longer sufficient, even if every single one hit its target.  
 
    “Active ECM,” I’kik said. “Bring us about, high-G skew turn.”  
 
    Just before the ECM antennae began broadcasting their powerful waves of electromagnetic radiation, Alan saw the far side of their battlespace marking several large targets—warships. The thrust increased yet again, and he concentrated on breathing as the tiny green and red missiles battled for life and death.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya forced her eyes open after every blink, though she wanted nothing more than to squeeze them shut and howl her frustration. Around them an unseen battle raged, and yet again she had nowhere to direct the pent-up energy rampaging through her system.  
 
    She’d never been the sibling most inclined to violence—both Rex and Drake easily outclassed her there—but on Earth, there had never been a need. In the deep black of space, where nearly everyone had more training than she, both her inexperience and her need to prove herself chafed.  
 
    The Paku shuddered around them, and Sonya swallowed back a whine. She met Ripley’s gaze and saw her discomfort mirrored in her sister’s flattened ears and tightened muzzle. Ripley rolled her eyes in a shared understanding, and Sonya’s nerves flattened, at least a little.  
 
    WHAM. 
 
    Sonya’s bottom half jerked one way as her head slammed back against the seat.  
 
    WHAM. 
 
    Before she could reorient from the impact, the ship spun violently, smaller impacts juddering the hull. She spared a thought for Shadow as her harness dug under her arms and into her skin.  
 
    “Breathe, and brace!” Bana shouted, calm and loud as ever.  
 
    Whatever scrum they’d gotten into had intensified. Had their attackers been the ones to pull them out of hyperspace, or had they just wandered into some warring titans in a forgotten corner of the universe?  
 
    WHAM. 
 
    A ragged howl pulled an answer from her before she registered that it was Drake, and a moment later, a chorus rose from every throat—Human and Zuul—in their bay.  
 
    Silent Night—they might not get to fight in the space battle, but come entropy or death, they’d scream into its face until the last.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I’kik kept her balance better than Alan could, leaning into and against each varying spin as the crew of the Paku kept her moving.  
 
    “Charvet, fire the CID.” I’kik tilted her head toward Alan, jutting her lower jaw to the side like one of his kids with a secret. “Charvet has the best control of the close-in-defense lasers you’ll ever see. No Human is a match for her.” 
 
    At a panel to his left, a darkly-spotted Zuul straightened and leaned closer into her panel of controls. Alan appreciated the boost to morale and the sentiment behind him, though they’d need a dozen more lasers and the multi-armed Lumar to spot them to have any hope of making it through the cloud of missiles inbound.  
 
    “Nuclear impacts at seven, thirteen, five.” Another crew member slammed his hand against his leg, the edge of a frustrated howl eating at his words. “No direct hits, but—” 
 
    The shuddering hits were immediately followed by the rapid spin of the ship, in a desperate attempt to present the most intact shields to the heaviest of the incoming bombardment.  
 
    Two more hits, harder and closer, and Alan knew it for what it was before the crew member confirmed, “Direct hits, two and six.” 
 
    “We’re down seventy-five percent of our shields.” The tallest of the Zuul on the bridge displayed nothing but calm. “I’ll keep spinning, but the incoming round is going to have double what the CID can handle.” 
 
    I’kik’s busy hands paused only a moment before the captain steadied herself and nodded.  
 
    “Stand by to abandon ship. Queue the alerts.” Her hands moved again, blurring like Charvet’s at the CID controls.  
 
    Alan knew the numbers too well to have to run them. He didn’t have room for both A and B squads on the one dropship they had. Starbright had most of their equipment, to go with most of their troops, but with the newly confirmed mercs, he was well over what the Phoenix-class dropship could handle.  
 
    I’kik swiveled an ear toward him, though her attention remained focused on the keys in front of her.  
 
    “Send however many you need to the third deck. Their path should be clear, and there will be room for at least ten. Eleven,” she corrected, pressing something else. “Essential personnel, stand by to abandon ship. The Paku may be out of the fight, but we aren’t losing her.” 
 
    Alan recognized a like-minded individual, no matter their actual species or background. The captain was giving up her seat on a ship to save more of her crew.  
 
    He’d long known Zuul didn’t surrender, and rarely retreated, but this struck harder. This was a captain who knew her responsibility toward the lives in her care, and offered her own to save one of his.  
 
    He saluted her, one commander to another, and she paused to return the gesture with a fist to her heart. Then she reached toward him, opening her hand, and pushed a data chip into his reflexively opening hand.  
 
    “Everything the drones put together on the system. I need time to get the Paku fighting ready.” 
 
    “Captain I’kik, I’ll get you that time.” With another sharp salute, Alan turned on his heel and left the bridge. The magnetic pull of his squad, and his children, increased his pace the moment the door slid shut behind him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow flexed his hands—or rather, attempted to, as he’d lost feeling in them half a dozen spins ago. His improvised fastenings had held, but he’d be paying for it in abused nerves alone, never mind whatever reaction his father would have to his lateness after his no show to muster earlier in the day.  
 
    Visions of death probably wouldn’t compel his father…though, if they managed to survive whatever was happening in the black outside the ship, maybe it would catch the colonel’s interest how quickly events had matched and followed his vision.  
 
    His mind circled around the unlikelihood of that a few more times, which made for at least some distraction from both the lingering dread of what he’d seen and the burgeoning pain in his abused limbs. Was there a technique he could learn to shut off the insistent alarms of his nerve endings until there was actually something he could do about them? 
 
    “Shadow!” 
 
    The shrilling alarm wasn’t his nerves, and he had to blame the repeated slams against the ship’s decking for his belated understanding. The pulsing noise hit the very edge of his hearing, meaning the Humans wouldn’t be able to hear it at all.  
 
    “I hear it,” he answered Rex, twisting in the general direction of his larger brother, “but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Bloody Isgono could have taken a minute to teach us the damned Zuul alerts.” 
 
    “There was a safety briefing after we came on board,” Bana said, and the shifting of the ship was not kind enough to throw Shadow out of the reach of the sergeant’s glare. “There are three alerts inaudible to humans. What’s the pattern of this one?” 
 
    Ripley echoed the noise, dropping her tone to provide an eerie counterpoint to the sound beating against Shadow’s eardrums.  
 
    “Abandon ship.” Bana managed calm even in those words, and Shadow had never admired the old merc more. “Tell me you at least remember the evacuation plans.” 
 
    “Aye,” the mercs around him chorused, and Shadow vowed to pay attention at the next safety briefing, should he live long enough to experience one.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley shoved her way into the copilot’s chair, glaring at Lieutenant Dick “Flop” Prendergast when he opened his mouth.  
 
    “Was about to ask for you,” Flop said, and she grunted in response as she strapped in. The Phoenix was crewed by two, a pilot and a gunner/navigator, with the pilot sitting forward, and the gunner/navigator behind and facing slightly to starboard. The other qualified pilot had still been on Starbright, as the Phoenix was only a backup and not used on operations. Mostly it served as a shuttle and for cadre. 
 
    “I was afraid you’d chuck a wobbly if I tried to rear-seat.” 
 
    “You’re better than nothing,” Flop said, about as close to a compliment as he’d ever offered her.  
 
    She hadn’t flown in combat before, but her reaction times were far faster than Flop’s, though not as assured or practiced. She’d rather fly than gun. Entropy take them all if she’d sit idly in the back while they flew through who knows what in hopes of some kind of safety to regroup in.  
 
    If there was safety to be found. She forced her ears upright and smoothed out her snarl. “Squad’s aboard, sir.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here while there’s getting to be got.” He snapped the last of his pre-flight checks into place. Ripley finished securing the thigh board to her leg and flicked the switch to talk to the rest of the squad.  
 
    “We’re out in seconds, get strapped in and brace. It’s going to get bumpy real fast.” 
 
    The Paku still spun in the remaining crew’s attempt to keep the bulk of the ship in one piece. 
 
    “Decompression underway,” the intercom announced in Zuul. Any moment, once the docking door opened, they’d get the signal from the captain to disengage and make a run for it. The Paku would launch some ECM; hopefully that would cover the small ships dropping away. They’d have to run through the remaining missiles, ongoing laser fire, existing debris, and any additional mess that had been added to the fight in the time it had taken them to evacuate.  
 
    “This is avoidance, not engagement,” the pilot said, though Ripley didn’t know which of them he felt the need to remind. Given how the Paku had fared, their dropship had no business doing anything other than running as quickly as possible.  
 
    As the dropship finished firing up, a tiny Tri-V came alive before her. The Phoenix was decades out of date. The Tri-V was small because it was a major cost point, imported parts in an otherwise mostly Earth-made craft. The newer Wasp-class had a Tri-V immersive cockpit and the ability to be piloted by pinplants alone. On the display was Paku at the center, with tiny red darts to represent incoming missiles, intermittent flashes of blue lines for anti-missile CID file, and a couple friendly missiles.  
 
    “We’re in the dunny, aren’t we?” she hissed.  
 
    “Pretty much,” he said, and the Phoenix began to vibrate as her engines came online.  
 
    Ripley’s eyes picked up larger markers, all red. Ominous indications of the warships trying to kill them. But in the near distance was an arc of white. 
 
    “Planet?” she asked, touching the indicator for the white marker.  
 
    “Dwarf planet, that’s our target.” 
 
    “Roger that, we aim for the dwarf planet.” Her hands danced across the controls, entering the data into the nav-computer. “All set.”  
 
    “You program in anything new or pressing once we get moving, and I’ll keep us dodging what’s right in front of us. Hope we don’t need the explody things.”  
 
    “I look long, you look close.” 
 
    “Not a rookie anymore, merc,” he said and tossed a thumbs up over his shoulder. “Any second…” 
 
    “All shuttles, launch, launch, launch!”  
 
    “Let’s get ou—” Flop never finished the sentence. Something struck Paku a titanic blow, slamming them both against the side of the cockpit. Flop cried out in pain. Ripley was oriented differently, so she took most of the blow on the back; he’d taken it to the side. She could see a slight crack in the cockpit from his helmet impact.  
 
    “You okay?” she asked as the Gs built precipitously. She tried looking at Paku’s data feed, but it was dead. Bloody hell. “I think something happened to the ship,” she said, realizing how stupid that sounded.  
 
    “You think?” he asked, panting. “Releasing,” he said, and she could see his hand reach up ponderously, fighting the growing G forces.  
 
    “Flop, what’s wrong?” It was her father from the squad bay. He and the other nine members of their squad were in their CASPers and strapped in. The other squad and their service personnel would be aboard the two Zuul craft they called assault shuttles.  
 
    She keyed the channel to the passenger area, but the comms light stayed red. Something was broken—she could only hear her father, not talk back to him. Entropy.  
 
    As she watched Flop struggle, she shook her head. Ripley had always been a little amused at the Humans’ lower resistance to high gravity. Zuul could easily tolerate 3Gs for extended periods of time, while the same was dangerous to the relatively weaker Humans.  
 
    Flop’s gloved hand hit the switch, which went from yellow, to green, then red. On Earth, red was bad. He pushed it again. Red to green, then red again, where it flashed and refused to respond to further prodding. His hand fell down with an audible thump.  
 
    “Grapple is toast,” he groaned. They were passing five Gs. His head looked up and found a control. The shuttle’s electromagnetic grapple was designed such that if there was a malfunction, it hung on, and didn’t release. A dropship banging around inside a bay was far worse than one that refused to launch. Usually. With a groan of effort, Flop got his hand halfway up before it fell back. “I…can’t…” 
 
    “Where is it?” Ripley asked, breathing hard to fight the weight. 
 
    “<huff>…<huff>” 
 
    “Where’s the breaker?” she asked again. No response. “Lieutenant!” she roared, and his head jerked. “Where’s the bloody breaker?”  
 
    “Pan…panel seve…seve…seven…” His head fell over, and he was nonresponsive at 6Gs.  
 
    Her father was groaning and calling out over the PA. Ripley ignored his call and closed her eyes, concentrating. She’d read the Phoenix manual mere months ago. She recalled the maintenance section on magnetic hull grapples. Since the Phoenix hadn’t been designed to dock with Paku, they’d simply grappled her to the deck. Either the grapples were fucked up, or the impact had caused an overload. Whatever the reason, the dropship was refusing to let go of its temporary home.  
 
    She found panel seven in her memory. It was just to her right, about shoulder high, unlike the pilot’s position, where it was overhead. At seven Gs, she had to strain hard. Still, it was doable. She caught the flip-catch, snapped it open, and disengaged the breaker. The Phoenix was flung out into space like a rock from a sling. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Captain Tucker gritted his teeth and tried not to think about their situation. A split second after Paku had ordered them to launch, they’d cut loose, and the ship had been hit by something big. The impact had slammed them against the bigger ship’s hull on the way out.  
 
    The shuttle was stuffed with all the troopers and a bunch of Zuul, and the aliens growled and barked in their language. His translator caught some of it, a mixture of random exclamations and curses. You didn’t have to speak fluent Zuul or be used to a drop in their craft to know it was going sideways.  
 
    The Zuul dropship—or assault shuttle, as they called it—spun wildly for a few seconds. He felt and heard the craft’s RCS, reaction control system, working hard to bring them under control. After a few seconds, it succeeded. The pilot kicked in the main drive and began an evasive pattern to make them a harder target.  
 
    “This is the tough part!” he yelled to his troopers.  
 
    “Piece of piss!” Corporal Salerson replied, getting a series of cheers in response.  
 
    Tucker nodded. You might as well relax and enjoy the ride on this sort of launch. However, on his pinplants, he hadn’t acquired telemetry on the Phoenix dropship with his commanding officer and the other half of the unit. Sensor data was showing Paku dropping away, besieged and fighting for its life. The other Zuul shuttle was in formation with his own, and they were both heading toward the only thing not a warship—a dwarf planet a light minute away.  
 
    Luckily for all of them, the Zuul assault shuttle was both fast and stealthy. The pair rocketed out of Paku’s engagement zone. There was still no sign of the commander’s vessel amidst all the interference and nuclear detonations. Tucker shook his head and sighed. This wasn’t how he’d wanted to become commander of Silent Night. He hadn’t wanted it at all, ever.  
 
    He’d have to trust that some measure of luck would kick in for both squads. With so much interference from explosions and attacks, surely something as small as an assault shuttle or dropship could slip through the noise and get to a docking. Silent Night didn’t specialize in space combat, but they did specialize in surviving to fight another day. He’d have to trust in that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “It’s the Gheshu,” A’kef announced as a ship swooped in on them as they fled. Veska snapped her jaw in both surprise and relief. They’d been on the hunt for their lost light cruiser for so long, she’d despaired of seeing battle under a profitable contract again. She should have suspected the clever old captain of their clan’s fiercest ship had found an enormous conflict to be a part of.  
 
    “Is it still ours?” Makori asked, leaning around one of the Humans to show his attentive posture.  
 
    Veska scoffed in the back of her throat, no matter how carefully the enormous male pricked his ears forward. A’kef would tell them what A’kef chose to tell them. Makori had no business pushing for more from their Rei’shin, not in front of the handful of Humans they’d crammed into the dropship. 
 
    Though Humans were forever asking questions, and the Zuul they’d raised certainly wouldn’t have taught them better. Instead, the Human-raised Zuul asked nearly as many questions as the Humans, whether it was a proper time for learning or not. Likely these Humans would have no idea Makori was speaking out of turn, if their translators could even keep up with the multiple conversations. If she were truthful to herself, though she couldn’t imagine a galaxy in which the captain of the Gheshu had lost control of her vessel, Veska very much wanted the answer to Makori’s question, regardless of how it had been delivered.  
 
    “Transmission codes indicate yes, but the sheer mass of missiles make it hard to tell who’s firing at who, and we don’t know why they were firing at us.” 
 
    “So we’re making a run for the Gheshu,” Veska said, her left ear twisting back thoughtfully.  
 
    “That’s the best angle we have, given how we fell from the Paku and the pattern of the battle.” 
 
    “The Gheshu? That’s the ship you came out looking for, right?” One of the younger Humans leaned forward as well, making aggressively direct eye contact with A’kef.  
 
    A’kef flicked his ears, but inclined his head calmly. He’d spent as much time with the Human mercenary commander who’d raised Rex and his littermates as Veska had managed to spend with Rex. As her lifetime of fighting had shown, one could get used to nearly anything with enough exposure and the proper motivation. Even Human behavior.  
 
    “We have been in search of the Gheshu as you have been for your Starbright. I hope both our searches find success in this system.” A’kef gestured the sincerity of his words, though the twist of his wrist as he lifted a hand showed his doubt.  
 
    After all, something had thrown them out of hyperspace directly into a battle raging through the exact corner of the system they’d been dragged into. Coincidences were not impossible, but to find battle, and the Gheshu, after such an unheard-of occurrence? The gods would laugh to make such a thing only coincidence. They were here because they were meant to be here. The gods spoke where impossibilities piled on top of each other. A wise Zuul listened, even if they were Fi, and not Sei.  
 
    “Your lips to god’s ears,” the young Human responded, and Veska snapped her head back to regard him. This was the one who always managed to put himself in the presence of Sonya. Hewers? Had Sonya told him of the gods? 
 
    No, she reminded herself, flattening the bristling fur around her face. Rex and his littermates had been with Humans since before their eyes had opened. They were part of the gods, but had no way to know of them. Rex had mentioned the time they’d spent with Isgono, a Sei of Cho’Hosh, and the gods were not yet a part of those conversations.  
 
    Though Shadow…she thought Shadow might know more than some small part of the gods, though that path had never been hers. She forced her gaze away from Hewers, shaking her head roughly to clear it.  
 
    “Indeed.” A’kef touched the tips of his own ears, though he must know the Human didn’t speak of proper gods. He lifted a hand and clenched his fist to quiet the chatter in the assault shuttle. “We are going to run this assault shuttle to its limits. Everyone, save your breath.” 
 
    The Humans took a moment for their translators to do their job, then the one in charge, Tucker, gave an order. Veska didn’t envy what lay ahead for them—the shuttle at its limits would put the Humans far past their own. Even nanites couldn’t make that enjoyable.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Veska let her breath go in a wave of relief when their assault shuttle connected with the Gheshu’s deck. Perhaps strangers would wait outside with their guns, but at the very least, she could die howling with a weapon in her hand, not harnessed to the ship like a pup on moving day.  
 
    Indeed, as the doors opened, there were strangers with guns outside their ship, but the scent of them was familiar. Home, clan, family. Insho’Ze. 
 
    A’kef unbuckled and floated free first, and the Humans, still woozy from the punishing journey, had the sense to hold still.  
 
    “Rei’Shin,” one of the outside mercenaries said, slamming his fist to his chest and tilting his head to expose his neck.  
 
    “Bring me to the captain,” A’kef said. He paused at the entrance, and Veska knew he saw the sudden rapid twitching of the two guards’ noses.  
 
    “Are those—do you have Humans on board?” 
 
    “We do. They are allies—” 
 
    “Rei’Shin, with all respect and honor to you, Humans are not allies on this contract, and these are under arrest at once.” 
 
    Veska’s lip curled, and the heat of brewing violence climbed her limbs. Clan should not speak to her Rei’Shin this way. Only the captain herself, on her own ship, in the midst of battle, could countermand… 
 
    “The captain could not have known we had Humans on board, and therefore could not have extended such an order.” A’kef’s words carried a warning growl that flattened the guards’ ears. “They are allies and traveled with us for their safety under I’kik’s invitation.” 
 
    “Rei’Shin.” The smaller guard bared his neck again, tilting his head further back to demonstrate how little he wanted to push the matter. “There are standing orders from our captain that any Human is to be killed or captured on sight. They have been a most deadly enemy in this contract. For your honor, we will arrest rather than shoot.” He wrinkled his muzzle, likely scenting both the number of Humans he’d need to take in and the mood of the Zuul who’d come screaming through a missile field with them. “Confiscate their powered armor immediately, before they can don them!” 
 
    Neither A’kef nor I’kik, were she here, could force the captain of the Gheshu to choose another path that might endanger her ship while they were under attack. Veska felt the unfairness of it, for the Humans, but the way of things was irrevocable. Only the Kal’Shin, or a Hosh, could make any difference before A’kef spoke to the captain.  
 
    She took a moment to be grateful Rex wasn’t here. He didn’t yet know enough of their ways to know when to bow to authority. Rather exciting, in certain moments, though potentially disastrous in a situation like this.  
 
    “Makori, attend the Humans.” A’kef turned back and bared his neck slightly to the Humans. Would they recognize the honor and the apology embedded within? “I can’t stop you from being arrested, but you will be treated as honored enemies, and no harm will come to you.” 
 
    Tucker, the senior officer of the squad, floated closer, his face red in Human anger. “Is this Zuul honor?” he spat.  
 
    “You will live, so yes,” Veska replied. She could see he was considering, looking back into the assault shuttle where his men had all manner of weapons within easy reach. “Please, accept the situation until I can understand what is happening,” she asked. Something in her manner got through to him. Maybe all the time he’d spent with the young raised in their midst? She wasn’t sure, but he nodded slowly.  
 
    Veska pricked her ears forward, glaring at the guards outside the assault shuttle to ensure they were internalizing those words. She would not have to explain to Rex why something had befallen his human clan when Captain I’kik had promised them safety.  
 
    “Makori will stay with you until I have spoken with the captain.” A’kef stood at attention, though he offered no apology—such would be inaccurate in this moment, as A’kef had done them no wrong, and would right the issue as soon as he could.  
 
    “Rei’Shin,” Veska said, unbuckling her harness, and understanding swept through the Humans’ translators. “May I join you in speaking to the captain?” 
 
    A’kef regarded her for a long moment, then nodded. That she shared blood with the captain meant little in a clan, but the captain had trained her when she’d been a loose-limbed pup, and that counted for something.  
 
    She flattened her ears to any protest the Humans could make—they would do no one any good—and breathed herself to calmness as she fell into step behind A’kef. She also flicked her tail at Makori, emphasizing that she moved to command while he herded Humans—she’d never claimed to be perfect.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The Humans remain in lockup until the contract is paid.” The captain spoke without turning around. “They have been impressive enemies, and I take no chances.” She stood tall, watching the controlled chaos of her crew, the graying of her white fur catching the light in threads of unexpected brightness. 
 
    “The Humans who came with us are not part of the contract and no enemy of ours.” 
 
    “Do you know Humans so well, A’kef? How did you come to have them infesting your ship? I don’t remember I’kik being fond of picking up strays.” She twisted an ear back as though they were in casual conversation, and not in the midst of a fight that had already disabled the Paku. 
 
    “They lost a ship, as we had lost you—” 
 
    “I am hardly lost,” she interjected dryly, gesturing to the display in front of them. 
 
    “And as you seemed to have gone missing in similar parts of the galaxy—” 
 
    Now she turned, jaw dropped and tongue lolling in evidence of humor, but ears flattened and eyes sharp. “You bring Humans onto my ship and claim them as allies, when they are the same mercenary group I have been engaged against all this time? And you assure me they are no enemy of mine?” 
 
    A’kef snapped his mouth closed, and Veska tucked her muzzle down, twisting to reveal her neck before she could catch herself.  
 
    “Captain Nillab, Ja-Insho’Ze, they are part of no contract. I swear on my honor. They and the other Humans have no stake in being our enemies. They sought only to find their clan.” 
 
    “Humans are not Zuul, youngling. Their mercenary groups are held together by credits, not bonds.” 
 
    “I have not seen that to be true with these, honored Captain.” 
 
    “She is correct. Their leader is father to several of his squad, and many of the mercenaries who have come looking have family missing, or family on the Humans’ assault shuttle.” A’kef had regained his balance and stepped forward to bring himself in line with her.  
 
    “No contract, but family ties.” The captain snapped her jaw, not quite mocking them. “It gets better with every word from your face, Rei’Shin.” 
 
    “They’ve made such ties with Zuul,” Veska said, and was rewarded by the captain pivoting to face her.  
 
    “What, in the small time they have traveled with you on the Paku?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Veska twitched her ears in rejection of the idea. “The leader the Rei’Shin mentioned, he has raised five Zuul.” 
 
    “He did what?” The scoffing noise the captain made lifted the fur on the back of Veska’s neck.  
 
    “It was a contract before I was born.” Veska looked at A’kef, but he only nodded for her to continue. The captain was listening to her far more closely than she had to A’kef. “An accident of some kind, and the Zuul on contract left the pups with the Human mercenaries while they completed the contract. He raised them.” 
 
    “A litter of Human-ish Zuul are your surety of these Humans’ good behavior.” The captain stepped closer to her, one ear turned back to monitor her crew’s smartly ordered actions.  
 
    “The clan they’ve made between them is. Sei Isgono believes in it.” 
 
    “Of Cho’Hosh?” The captain’s voice sharpened so abruptly, Veska nearly bared her throat again.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What clan do these pups smell of?” 
 
    “They…” Veska again looked to A’kef, who only waited. “None that I know, honored Captain.” Intoxicating, on Rex.  
 
    “Describe it to me.” Her dark brown eyes bored into Veska’s own.  
 
    “They smell of Ja, and they are Joat, Jaf, Jal.” With every word Veska spoke, the captain leaned closer. Her gaze made Veska long to howl, though she couldn’t have said why. “I do not know their clan.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” The captain raised her scarred muzzle as though scenting for the Earth-Zuul herself. “No one has in too long.” She turned on A’kef. “They are Krif’Hosh?” 
 
    “That’s what their Human father said, but he didn’t know the weight of what he spoke.” 
 
    “It’s not something to cast into the wind until you are sure.” The captain nodded in understanding, and lightning shot through Veska at the import of the words.  
 
    A Hosh had been lost, unheard of in all of Zuul history.  
 
    But…had a Hosh been found? From Earth, of all places? 
 
    Slowly, the captain’s lip curled back in a triumphant snarl. Her metal-coated canines glinted in the warm light of the Gheshu, and she seemed larger than Makori.  
 
    “Krif’Hosh has been restored to us.” 
 
    “By Humans,” A’kef said, flicking his ears.  
 
    “That does complicate matters.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Silent Night Phoenix Dropship, E’cop’k System  
 
    “Ripley, Ripley, you okay?”  
 
    She slowly opened her eyes and let a low growl escape her muzzle. Bloody carnival ride, she thought. The dropship was spinning on all three axes. “Yeah,” she said.  
 
    “About time,” Flop replied. “Half my board is dead. How’s your engineering panel?”  
 
    “Huh?” she asked. There were more than a few globs of blood floating around in the cockpit. By the feel of her head, at least some was hers.  
 
    “Wake up, Private!”  
 
    The barking order in both command voice and Zuul snapped her fully back to awareness. “Yeah, yeah, I’m here.” She blinked hard and focused on the panels. “My panels look good, except tertiary hydraulics.” 
 
    “Good to have you back,” he said. “Find the resets for RCS, panel #2.” 
 
    “On it,” she said and found the panel. “All of them?” 
 
    “Yeah, throw the master reset.”  
 
    She’d noticed most of the normally colorful display boards were out, as well as all three of the glass cockpit displays, and the pathetic Tri-V. Focus was returning, so she reset the requested panel. A slew of displays came back alive, then everything went dark again. “Breakers popped,” she said.  
 
    “I noticed,” Flop said. She could see over his shoulder as he took the slate on his thigh board and flipped pages back and forth.  
 
    “You’re not using your pinplants?”  
 
    “Pinlink fried,” he said. “Either feedback or a nuke too close.” 
 
    “Nuke?” she said with alarm, looking for the cockpit dosimeter. The computer tracked radiation exposure, but it was out. Ships usually had a couple of old-school dosimeters in various places, just in case. She found it, and the little physical needle was still in the green, though elevated.  
 
    “We’re fine on rads,” he said, “I checked when I came around.” He glanced out the cockpit and shook his head. “Like being inside a cement mixer.”  
 
    Ripley looked up as well and gasped. They were in a constellation of debris, spinning wildly along with all the junk. Most of it was smaller than them. “What’s all this?”  
 
    “Parts of Paku, mostly,” he said.  
 
    “Was it destroyed?”  
 
    “Don’t know, but I don’t think so. I do think we took part of the hull with us in our non-conventional departure. Found a power routing,” he said. “Okay, follow this series of resets.”  
 
    She listened and repeated back each instruction before flipping the requested switch. Nothing happened until she was done and then reset the master switch again. Like before, everything lit up, but this time they stayed alive. “Excellent!” she said.  
 
    “Piece of piss,” Flop replied. “Stabilizing.” A series of thumps announced the return to life of the RCS thrusters. In just a few seconds, the dropship was no longer spinning and was facing a tiny, greyish dot in the distance. That had to be the dwarf planet; it wasn’t moving.  
 
    The awkwardly-placed cockpit hatch, which was behind and below Ripley, creaked open. When she looked down, her father’s head was there. “You two up here playing funny buggers?”  
 
    “Does it look like we’re wanking off?” Ripley said, but her tongue lolled out and floated in happiness at seeing her father.  
 
    “We got it in wraps,” Flop said.  
 
    “Why are you out of your CASPer?” she asked him. 
 
    “No room to move around,” he said. “Small air leak back there; we wrangled it into place. How’s the ship?” 
 
    “A little more fucked up,” Flop said, “but amazingly, everything works.” 
 
    Alan nodded and held out a data chip. “Got this from Captain I’kik before we went woop woop.” He released it, and it floated up to Ripley, who caught it. “Navigational data and such, everything the captain could give us on the system in a nutshell.”  
 
    “Dardy!” Ripley said and slipped the chip into her own thigh board slate. The computer hadn’t been one of the systems to return. It wasn’t bad—the Phoenix was fly-by-wire—but those computers were separate and tough as nails. If they went down, you usually didn’t have enough ship left to fly.  
 
    Flop had been finishing his systems checks while Ripley talked to Alan. Every so often there would be a bump, or something would move. He finished and said, “Starboard rear engine pod will only translate to 82 degrees. Gonna make landing vertical a right proper cockup. Hopefully there’s some flat ground so I can go STOL. Better strap in, Skipper. Good chance if there’s any bad folks about, they’ll notice a big chunka debris stopped spinning.” 
 
    “What about the Zuul shuttles?”  
 
    “I’m keeping radio silence for now. Don’t want to run up a flag. We can hear you in the rear, but we can’t transmit back.” 
 
    “Figured it was something like that. Get us to that dwarf planet; likely anyone in charge will be there.” 
 
    “Right you are, Skipper.” Alan left and dogged the hatch. “Your pop is a good leader, doesn’t try to micromanage.”  
 
    Ripley nodded. She’d sipped some water from her gear and popped a couple analgesic tabs. Luckily the stuff that worked on Humans also worked on Zuul, or they’d have had a tough childhood. She’d also been using her thigh board slate to go through checklists to get some more sensors online. All they had now was close approach radar and a rear-mounted thermal camera. Not much to fly a spaceship with.  
 
    “Any luck on the sensors?” Flop asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” she said distractedly.  
 
    “Well, we’re gonna need them.” 
 
    She looked up, and he was pointing to the side. Three tiny little sparkles were moving against the junk and stars. “What are those?”  
 
    “Drive plumes. The speed they’re moving, must be drones. Hope they’re strapped back in, because here we go.” He brought the engines back online and applied thrust. “Better get ready for a scrum, kid.”  
 
    “Bloody hell,” Ripley said as she grabbed the tactical headset. Then something occurred to her. “Hey, Flop.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How come I never knew you spoke Zuul?”  
 
    Flop chuckled while Ripley cursed as she struggled with the tactical headset. It was, of course, made for a Human’s round head, not her more elongated one. Her nose and mouth were many centimeters further away from her eyes than her Human friends and family. Luckily, she’d quickly learned ways to adapt it to her use way back when she’d first sat in a Phoenix seat. Probably a good thing it wasn’t a Wasp; their tactical headgear was custom made for each pilot.  
 
    She tore the Velcro strapping open with a ripping sound, removed the strap that held the headset at the bottom of a Human’s head, and relocated it under her jaw. She pulled the eyepiece as far to the side as it would go, and the microphone as far forward as it would reach. It still wasn’t close to the end of her muzzle, forcing her to talk out the side of her mouth, but it was better than roughly the base of her jaw, where a Human might wear it.  
 
    “Any day now, little doggo,” Flop said, doing a couple of practice rolls. “Performance is all fucked to hell. Must have lost a couple thrusters, too.”  
 
    “Tactical coming up,” she said and flipped a safety before stabbing the “All On” button, bringing the Phoenix tactical board to life. She adjusted the eyepiece and the laser projector aligned, painting a gunsight picture on her cornea. Another good thing, Human and Zuul eyes were nearly identical, with the exception of her better near-IR vision.  
 
    The Phoenix was armed with a chin-mounted 30-mm five-barrel chain gun, two enclosed ordnance bays, and a pair of external hard points, which could mount just about everything from stores to bombs. In this case, one held a pod of five multi-role programmable missiles, and the other a variable laser pod. The latter was from their Wasp stores, and not really intended for the Phoenix. She’d have to fire it manually, where on the Wasp it would be mostly automated.  
 
    The tactical radar was also independent of the Phoenix’s own radar, but was intended to take data to aid in targeting. She’d be forced to hold it by the hand. She found the joystick and rolled her engagement area to starboard, where the incoming bandits were. The gun and radar followed suit, immediately marking the targets.  
 
    “Mark three bandits at zero-eight-nine,” she said. “Range 544 kilometers and closing.”  
 
    “They’re practically on top of us,” Flop said. “Must have been skulking in the debris field and went active when I powered up.”  
 
    “Engaging,” she said, and targeted with the laser.  
 
    “Tough shot at this range,” Flop said. “Sure you don’t want to use the interceptor missiles?”  
 
    “Drones are crazy maneuverable,” she explained. “Even at 500 kilometers, the missiles will take half a minute to reach target. They’ll be evading by then.” She painted all three drones and selected target priority, flipped the safety cover off the joystick’s firing button, and stabbed fire.  
 
    The laser pod, capable of several uses, ramped up to full power and loosed a stuttering 5-megawatt beam of coherent light. It took 1.8 milliseconds for the laser to reach its target, slicing the first drone neatly in two. It had also taken the engagement radar 3.6 milliseconds to get a clear return on target, and another 1.5 milliseconds for the computer to energize the laser and send it down range. So the total elapsed time from her pressing the fire button to impact was just about 7 milliseconds.  
 
    The drones also picked up the radar, identified it as a threat, and began to respond. They weren’t as nimble as a collimated laser, but they did have powerful, though short-lived fusion engines. The logical response was to pour on the coal. The targeted laser knew this as well and compensated. The first drone was, in the terms of a weapons system, an easy kill.  
 
    The second stream of laser pulses followed the predicted path of escape for the second designated target drone. It was off by half a meter. The second drone wasn’t cut in half, but one of its carefully balanced spinbooms was sliced off. Under 600 Gs of thrust, and completely unbalanced, the drone ate itself almost instantly.  
 
    The third drone was engaged, but now it was off by five meters. The stream of laser pulses passed through empty space. Ripley cursed. She’d known the interceptor missiles could have gotten all three, but it was very unlikely. Most drones were good at evading missiles. That was part of why drones were so expensive. If the drones had known the dropship was there, the Phoenix would never have seen them coming. They would have come in from a light second out, closing at 50 kilometers a second, and killed them in one pass. As close as they were, the advantage was with the dropship. So she’d gone for a couple clean kills where the odds were best.  
 
    “Nice,” Flop said. “I would have gone with the missiles.”  
 
    “It was a tough call,” she lied. Uncertain of the drone’s ROE, she programmed one of the missiles to intercept. The dropship gave a little shudder as it raced away. The drone poured on the power and did a skew turn away, and the missile was unable to catch up. She shook her head. If the missiles had nuclear warheads, maybe. Oh, well.  
 
    “Got the main radar back,” Flop said. “Maneuvering must have shaken something lose.”  
 
    Her threat board lit up with two targets. Ripley barked in surprise and spun her view. The headset let her move her weapons and defense targeting without having to turn her head. By the time the gunsight was targeting they’d gone from red to green, tagged as two Wasp class dropships. “We found Starbright!” she cheered. The radio crackled.  
 
    “Phoenix 001, this is Wasp 004, check your six, I repeat, check your six!”  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Flop said.  
 
    Ripley spun her tactical view as fast as it would move. As soon as it came to the rear, she saw three more drones racing in, roughly paralleling their course. She desperately flipped the controls, changing the laser pod from attack to CID, released the danger-close safety, and stabbed the fire button. At the same instant, needle-fine laser beams raked down the side of the Phoenix as the three enemy drones passed.  
 
    Ripley had a second’s elation as one of the drones blossomed visible just a kilometer or so to their port, before an ice-cold sensation lanced through her chest. She blinked in confusion as the cockpit’s pressure alarm blared. She tried to reach for an oxygen mask, but a jolt of agony tore through her chest. She coughed, more agony and blood. “Dad?” she whimpered and fell into darkness.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The cockpit hatch shuddered with the force of his impact, his CASPer making it a tight fit. Rex paid that zero mind—he’d smelled his sister’s blood, and a hatch taking damage meant absolutely nothing in the face of that.  
 
    “Careful, son!” Alan called from behind him. “We’re dead stick, don’t know where they are!” 
 
    “Right, Father,” Rex replied, then called through his suit’s loud speaker. “Flop, you breathing?” 
 
    There was no answer. The blood in the air wasn’t all Ripley’s, and Rex’s nose could process faster than his thoughts—one scent alive, one scent already colored with death. With another mechanically driven punch, the hatch crumpled, and he forced his way through. 
 
    Rex redirected his momentum toward the form of his sister. She wasn’t moving, blood floated from her muzzle, and her eyes were closed. No, he willed silently. He pressed his hands to either side of his sister, anchoring himself to the ragged edge of her chair. Why hadn’t she been wearing her CASPer? 
 
    He knew why, knew she couldn’t pilot the ship or be tactical or whatever she’d been doing in the suit, but her CASPer could have protected her from…this.  
 
    “DYFFID!” he bellowed, loud enough his chest burned, willing the medic to appear immediately, already, twenty seconds ago, before the smell of Ripley’s blood had hit like the impacts on the Paku. He didn’t question how he’d smelled it, didn’t hesitate, didn’t remember unhooking his harness and flying through zero G, despite the fact they’d clearly taken fire and likely had more to come.  
 
    Dyffid didn’t care, either, as the medic-trained trooper appeared next to him before his thoughts could circle too far. He was out of his CASPer, a breathing mask over his face. The already unbelievably crowded cockpit was now tight as the womb.  
 
    “She’s fading,” someone said, voice choked. A whine crowded his throat when he realized they were his words, his voice, his certainty as the familiar scent of his sister dipped into something fainter, something sharper, something with a sheen of roadkill on it—death, creeping into the clean smell of her. He wouldn’t have it, wouldn’t allow it— 
 
    “Back off, Rex, I got her, I got her.” The medic’s voice registered finally, and he let her float so he could take her aft—not far, he couldn’t leave her side—out of Dyffid’s way.  
 
    His eyes locked onto the device in Dyffid’s small Human hand. Nanites had never been so beautiful, and he’d use every last one in Silent Night’s possession if it would be enough to save her.  
 
    Easier to fixate on the applicator, the steadiness of their medic, rather than the bright string of blood spiraling from Ripley into the cockpit. It smelled so strongly of her, he could taste it, and his throat closed in protest. He watched silently as Dyffid dialed the applicator and jammed it into his sister’s thigh. She didn’t move in response. He knew the nanites were painful, so her lack of movement was bad. Very bad. 
 
    Let it be enough. The words beat against his skull.  
 
    Let it be enough.  
 
    “Phoenix 001, Wasp 004. We’ll be to you in thirty. Hold for us.” Was that Captain Tesfaye’s voice? Silent Night’s most decorated pilot, on one of the Wasps? Way out here? 
 
    They’d found the Starbright, or whatever was left of it, and that fact could have been rotten meat in his mouth.  
 
    “Prognosis?” their father asked. His CASPer’s cockpit was pivoted open, and he had a breathing mask on, too. Only then did Rex realize the atmospheric pressure inside the stricken Phoenix was well below normal. Dyffid had already fitted a Zuul-shaped mask over Ripley’s muzzle. The air was full of fear smells, from the Humans and his siblings.  
 
    “I’ll get her CASPer,” he said, suddenly aware of the one thing he could do. “We’ll put her in it and—” 
 
    “Smart,” Dyffid cut him off, not turning from Ripley’s floating, fading body.  
 
    “Do it,” Alan said, and Rex heard the empty CASPer being unbolted from its harness. 
 
    Rex knew the rest of the squad was talking to him the moment he pushed through the hatch, but their words bounced off him without registering. He dove through the compartment, then froze, forgetting how to unlock her empty CASPer. He willed something to happen, and then other hands appeared, both Zuul and Human.  
 
    He couldn’t look away from Ripley’s CASPer, the next thing that needed to be done to provide some measure of protection for her, but he knew.  
 
    It was his father and Sonya, there where he needed them, detaching the empty suit. The rumble of Shadow’s voice keeping everyone else out of his way.  
 
    And then there was Drake, helping him maneuver it in zero G, helping him put Ripley’s motionless form into it, helping him listen to Dyffid’s clear, short commands.  
 
    Helping to keep Ripley alive.  
 
    Let it be enough.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    Alan never took his eyes off Ripley, making sure her chest continued to rise and fall. The command function in his CASPer let him monitor the life signs of all other drivers. She’d come as close to dying as you could without actually going through with it.  
 
    The dropship was pretty much toast, so they’d all transferred to one of the two Wasps that had come to their rescue. Everyone in the back was okay, minus a little laser damage. The drones’ weapons hadn’t had enough power left after penetrating the Phoenix’s hull to get through a CASPer’s armor. The cockpit had been another matter. Flop had been hit three times and died within minutes. Ripley took one through the chest. Private Dyffid, Second Squad’s medic, said it had missed her heart by a couple millimeters.  
 
    “Seat back took some of the energy, too,” he said.  
 
    Well, she was luckier than Lieutenant Prendergast. He never had found out why his callsign was Flop. Knowing pilots, it had to have been a good story. “ETA to landing five minutes, Colonel,” Captain Tesfaye said from the cockpit. He’d been Silent Night’s chief dropship pilot for 20 years, a solid Ethiopian man who was fiercely loyal to their company ever since he’d come to live in Australia.  
 
    “Thanks, Yonas.”  
 
    “Is she okay?” Sonya asked quietly.  
 
    “She’s alive,” Dyffid replied. He’d also been monitoring Ripley constantly.  
 
    “I wish I’d been faster,” Rex said from inside his CASPer.  
 
    “She’s alive,” Drake repeated, a growl in the words to emphasize the point. 
 
    “You did what you could. You knew she was in trouble before any of us.” Sonya clapped her hand on his CASPer, the dull sound echoing.  
 
    “I wish—” 
 
    “She’s alive,” Shadow reiterated, and this third repetition seemed to unlock some tension in Rex, as his oldest son’s ears lifted to a more natural position. 
 
    Alan checked with Tesfaye. Still no word from the two Zuul assault shuttles. He’d been particularly quiet about the situation on the ground. “Captain Anderle will explain, sir,” was all he’d said.  
 
    True to his word, they set down on the dwarf planet five minutes later. Alan wasn’t sure he’d call it setting down. He’d reviewed the stats Tesfaye had forwarded. E’cop’k had an ambient gravity of just 0.2 G. Ambient because it was irregular in shape, so it varied as much as 20%, depending on where you were. Escape velocity was only 511 meters per second. A CASPer could reach orbit on jumpjets! Amazingly, it did have an atmosphere. At 522.5 mPa, it was about half sea level on Earth. It was also mostly carbon dioxide, and cold as Hades. You had to wear a mask and a cold suit, but you didn’t need a space suit or CASPer. Alan was no scientist, but the presence of a thick atmosphere on such a small planet was baffling.  
 
    Everyone in the Wasp’s hold was in CASPers or pressure suits, so the doors quickly opened to allow in a blast of local atmosphere. Alan’s sensors warned him it was unsuitable for Human physiology and -11 degrees. Better than vacuum, he thought.  
 
    A dozen men in cold weather gear were waiting at the bottom of the ramp. It was great to see some of his people again; the black logo with a single star over a mountain had never looked so good. He even recognized a few faces behind the breathing masks as they bounded up the ramp in the miniscule gravity, looking like ancient videos of Neil Armstrong on the moon. In particular, he spotted Captain Jill Anderle, Second Company Commander. He’d last seen her almost a year ago when he’d left her in command to finish the contract. She came to attention and saluted.  
 
    “Commander Porter,” she said.  
 
    Alan saluted in his CASPer. “Captain Anderle, I relieve you.” 
 
    “I stand relieved,” she said. “Gratefully.” She offered her hand, which he carefully shook in his powered armor. “Tesfaye was reluctant to give me details. You better fill me in.”  
 
    An armorer and a pair of medics had boarded immediately. The armorer took Ripley’s CASPer under remote and got it moving, while the medics plugged their slates into the suit and began checking her vitals. The armorer gawked for a second at the specially designed Mk 7 CASPer with its reversed knees, knowing who must be inside. The other four similarly designed suits fell in behind. It would do no good to suggest they not follow their sibling so Alan didn’t bother.  
 
    The rest of the squad began exiting the Wasp as Anderle spoke.  
 
    “There was some excitement right at the end of the contract. A light MinSha assault force showed up. Whoever hired them hadn’t told them they were facing CASPers, though. We mauled them pretty badly. They shot up Starbright as they were retreating.” 
 
    “Typical.” Alan snorted.  
 
    “We were on the way back as planned, when we started getting intel on what was happening on Earth. The Mercenary Guild was attacking.” Alan nodded, knowing only too well, having lived under occupation. “Well, Starbright was giving us trouble, so we decided to take an even more backroads route home. Ended up passing through the Klbood system. Didn’t expect it to be full of fucking cats.” 
 
    “Yeah, we followed you through. Saw the wrecked CASPer you traded.” 
 
    “I made sure it wasn’t any use to them.” 
 
    They’d walked down the ramp as the medical team moved Ripley’s CASPer like an automaton. It was easier to just keep her in the suit, since it was undamaged. A heavily armored cocoon. His first look at E’cop’k was a bit of a surprise. They were on an improved landing facility, almost a small starport. In one direction was a line of hangars and service buildings. Several had damage, indicating recent fighting. In the other direction were massive industrial buildings, some warehouses, and a strangely looming mountain. It almost seemed to be leaning toward them. Two mine entrances were clearly visible, and heavy machinery moved on the mountain’s face.  
 
    “We saw, good job.” 
 
    “Well, after that, we got the parts we needed and decided to GTFO while the getting was good. The cats were acting weird, but not as weird as the Sumatozou running the stargate. A Zuul merc cruiser was right behind us, so instead of trying to figure out what was happening, we got out. Then we fell out of hyperspace and ended up here.” 
 
    “How did that happen?” Alan asked. “Same thing happened to us.”  
 
    “That’s how,” she said, and pointed up.  
 
    Alan redirected his camera and saw a stargate. That was a surprise, because Paku’s records had said the system didn’t have one. What was more of a surprise was, the stargate was glowing. The filigree network of solar panels gave off a greenish-blue glow, which seemed to radiate away until fading out. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    “It’s an interdiction field,” Anderle explained.  
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Interdiction. Apparently stargates can be switched to block transit out, even if your ship is equipped with shunts. Not only that, you can set them so any ship passing within a certain distance is drawn to it. Like a weird tractor beam you see in sci-fi, I guess. Nobody knew about it.” 
 
    “Except the Cartography Guild, I’m sure,” Alan said darkly. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So why? What’s going on here? What’s this installation?”  
 
    “It’s owned by the Engineering Guild.” 
 
    “There’s an Engineering Guild?”  
 
    “Apparently,” she said with a chuckle. “This is where they mine Astatine-222.” 
 
    Alan opened his mouth and stopped. He was about to express his mystification again, when the word Astatine struck an old memory. “Wait, isn’t that in the hyperspace nodes?”  
 
    “Bingo,” she said. “I didn’t figure it out until I looked it up in the GalNet. It’s in all the hyperspace systems. Little trace amounts, but it focuses and transmits the energy that lets you transit into hyperspace. Stargates use a bloody fuckton of it.” She gestured at the industrial buildings. “We’ve learned a lot about it since we got here. Apparently this is also the only source of it in the galaxy.” 
 
    Alan nodded and thought. Suddenly some of it made sense. “The fight, it’s with the Cartography Guild, isn’t it?”  
 
    “How did you figure that out?” she wondered.  
 
    “You’ve been stuck here, so you don’t know. The Mercenary Guild isn’t taking any more contracts. There’s an internal squabble for control.” He explained how the war had ended, including the Raknar in Sao Paulo, Peepo’s death, and Nigel Shirazi representing Humanity in the Guild. He also told her briefly about the Terran Federation. 
 
    “Sounds better than that Earth Republic; what a cock up. But Shirazi representing Earth? Sounds like sending a bull as a representative to the china sellers’ convention.” 
 
    Alan laughed, agreeing; it was a good analogy. She shrugged, then continued painting their situation in more detail. 
 
    “The Cartography Guild is trying to take over. The Engineering Guild was caught somewhat flat footed. All they had was a medium-sized garrison of Lumar mercs. They figured nobody knew about this place, but it seems like the elephants knew there was a secret source of Astatine-222. The story the Engineering Guild gave out of a dispersed sourcing didn’t add up. They must have figured it out and come loaded for bear.” 
 
    “What’s the opforce?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Mostly Pushtal.” 
 
    Alan shook his head. “Makes more and more sense; those cats on Klbood are gatekeepers.”  
 
    “It used to be the main depot system for shipments out of here. They took that system, then hit here. The Sumatozou took control of the gate, but the Engineers took it back. They couldn’t hold it, so they put it in this interdiction mode, and dickered up the systems. So we’re stuck here. As ships show up, they’re shot to shit. If they’re mercs, they try to hire them.” 
 
    “Nobody tried to hire us when we showed up,” Alan pointed out. 
 
    “You were in a Zuul ship. The Zuul company who followed you was hired by the Cartography Guild. So when another Zuul ship showed up…” 
 
    “The Engineers opened fire on sight,” Alan said. She nodded. They were approaching the industrial buildings.  
 
    “It’s a mess, overall. The Zuul are good, but outnumbered by the Pushtal, who don’t seem to coordinate well with them. We’ve got the Lumar, but they’re strictly garrison—been here for ages, long enough that they have some of their females with them, and they’re not much interested in getting out into space.” Jill shrugged, gesturing ahead. “We were basically maintaining a stalemate, and our options were getting limited.” 
 
    “Any way to destroy the interdiction field and get out?” 
 
    “You know any Sumatozou?” The breather covered the bulk of Jill’s expression, but Alan could feel the frustration of the woman he’d worked with for years. “Anything we could think of has just as good a chance at taking out the gate, and none of us have a shunt to get us out of here. We might as well be at the ass end of the galaxy, so our best bet has been to find a way to win out.” 
 
    “And is. With the dropship gone, we don’t have any space-worthy assets to add to the mix. We do have an understanding with the Zuul we came in with, though.” 
 
    “That’s a story I want to hear.” 
 
    “You will—were you able to track any other dropships from the Paku? That’s the Zuul ship we came in with. We couldn’t fit everyone on our dropship, so the captain made space in one of their assault shuttles to take the rest of Second Squad.” 
 
    “We track everything we can. I’ll get the data pulled and sent to you.” 
 
    “What about Starbright?” Alan asked, feeling some dread. “Was it destroyed?” 
 
    “Destroyed? No. Shot to shit, yes. She’s grounded over there on the far side of those industrial buildings.” 
 
    “Grounded? She can’t land.”  
 
    “Only 0.2 of a G, remember?” Jill jumped a little and sailed over a meter up before landing. She bowed and spread her arms, making Alan laugh. “We can get her off again, but she’s barely functional. The Pushtal have six missile corvettes, and the Zuul a cruiser. It’s chewed up, like ours, but it’s still in the fight. We wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Impossible for her to see him nod in the CASPer, and he couldn’t open up in this lack of atmosphere. “Pretty fucked up situation,” he said.  
 
    “Alan…” His second’s reluctance was clear in the slow drawing out of his name. “The Zuul here might trump whatever agreement you had with the Zuul you rode in with. You know how loyal they are to their own, and I get a feeling the captain here is somebody big in their circles.” 
 
    “They’re loyal to what’s right.” Alan considered all he’d learned of the Zuul, between raising his children and the time he’d spent with A’kef and I’kik, and so many of their crew. “The captain stayed behind to make room for another member of my crew.” 
 
    “And they’ve seen that you had CASPers made for their kind.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t…” Alan stopped, considering. I’kik and A’kef would take nothing that belonged to his children. There was some sort of importance to them, something that interested the other Zuul. He trusted in that as deeply as he trusted in the quality of his company.  
 
    But these new Zuul, the ones under contract to the Cartography Guild…the ones Jill had been fighting so long. He didn’t know them. They might be nothing like A’kef and I’kik at all. Entropy knew, Humans could break any kind of way, and Zuul were no different. 
 
    Five Zuul CASPers in a fight balanced on a knife edge. Five Zuul CASPers that could give the secrets of the Human weapon to a race that outnumbered them easily.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “So who runs this show, the Engineering Guild?” 
 
    Jill gave a grunting laugh and shook her head. “You aren’t going to believe it.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan followed Jill as she headed toward some nearby buildings, moving in a graceful hop/slide motion that spoke of how long she’d been on the dwarf planet. For himself, he used the CASPer’s computer to recalibrate motion, letting the machine do most of the work. He cast a single glance at the medical team tending to Ripley, four reverse-kneed CASPers following close behind.  
 
    At one point in their walk, they passed a trio of large, turtle-like beings towing equipment sleds. Their heads regarded the Human and CASPer curiously. “What race is that?” he asked her.  
 
    “They’re called the Aku. I suspect our employers bought them as slaves, but I can’t confirm it.”  
 
    “Huh,” he said as they left them behind. Eventually the pair reached a building with a largish sealed room, allowing for removal of cold weather and breathing gear. It was big enough to allow Alan to get out of his CASPer and pull on the uniform tunic and pants he’d stowed in the armor’s leg. Of course, the uniform was as cold as the planet, leaving him shivering. He pulled it right over his haptic suit for some extra insulation.  
 
    “You okay?” Jill asked as he pulled on a duty hat. 
 
    “I’ll survive.” Being from Australia, the jacket he’d packed would be woefully inadequate to the task.  
 
    “Meet our employer.” She opened the door into a command center staffed entirely by Zuparti.  
 
    “Oh, this just keeps getting better.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow stared unblinking at the monitors reporting on his sister’s condition. Easier than studying the medics, trying to determine what this action or that speed said about her prognosis.  
 
    He lost count of how long he stood there, crowded against his siblings in their CASPers, surrounded by the scents of familiar unit members in a most unfamiliar setting. A sharp huff of breath made him blink for the first time in what might have been days.  
 
    “She’s going to be ok,” Sonya said, her ears pointed directly toward the long bed the medics were clustered around.  
 
    “How do you—” 
 
    “Breathe, idiot.” Sonya bumped him, though his CASPer kept him from feeling it.  
 
    Blinking again, he took a deep breath, parsing the smells around him. Sonya, Rex, Drake, normal and steady as ever, the sharp spike of anxious adrenaline fading from their edges. Then, over the smell of the Human members of Silent Night working on her, Ripley’s scent, cleaner, losing that ragged undercoat.  
 
    She had smelled like his vision. The realization would have staggered him if he hadn’t had an enormous metal suit holding him in place. Had it been warning him—that Ripley would—that they could… 
 
    No. He shook his head, eyes still focused on Ripley. She wasn’t dying, not anymore. And Zuul didn’t see the future. He’d extrapolated something, his senses putting together a story his conscious mind hadn’t finished reading yet, and whatever that last one had been was much, much bigger than his siblings, no matter how much each mattered to him.  
 
    Something was still coming. 
 
    “She’s going to be ok,” he echoed Sonya, flattening his ear toward her in acknowledgment. “Will you stay until she wakes up? I have to talk to Dad.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” Rex held up a hand before Shadow could form a protest. “A lot’s happened since you missed muster, but he won’t have forgotten. If you want to get to a point before you have to do laps, or I guess hops, around the whole dwarf planet, you’ll need backup.” 
 
    Shadow had to agree with that, though Drake’s snort of amusement didn’t help.  
 
    “I should tell you all, before we dropped out of hyperspace—” 
 
    Drake shook his head, gesturing toward the door. “Tell us after. Tell Dad, we’ll wait on Ripper, then you can tell us all at once.” 
 
    “Ripper?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t let us nickname her when we were little,” Sonya said, jaw dropping in a grin. “Feels like she’s earned it now.” 
 
    “Ripper,” Rex repeated, drawling it. “Yeah. That’ll do. She’ll be apples.” 
 
    “I don’t want to interrupt,” the chief medic said, “but would you mind losing the CASPers? It’s a little crowded in here.”  
 
    Shadow looked around and realized four CASPers in the medical bay were probably four CASPers too many. “Sorry,” Shadow said, and they shuffled out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    Alan scanned the various Tri-V screens, trying to get a sense of what was going on. There were maybe 30 or so Zuparti sitting and standing next to displays, working on slates, or seemingly waiting to do something. Alan had never seen so many in a room at one time. Every one of them looked up when he came in, jerkily examined him, and went back to whatever they were doing.  
 
    You couldn’t run a merc company in the Tolo arm and not be employed by the Zuparti at one time or another. The Zuparti purchased a massive number of merc contracts and were widely considered shifty and paranoid. Silent Night had worked two contracts for the Zuparti during Alan’s tenure as CO. One was an escort job for offloading some mineral or another. There’d been some risk, but it had gone off without a hitch. The other had been a garrison on a rare earth mine on the most boring planet in the galaxy.  
 
    The biggest threat on the latter contract had been falling asleep on guard duty and having one of the planet’s mildly venomous tiny snakes crawl into your CASPer’s cargo compartment and lay eggs. The Zuparti had been convinced the whole time that they were about to be set upon by hordes of ravenous Tortantula shock troops. The reality was, the mining operation was so borderline profitable, Alan doubted even the Pushtal would have tried to claim jump it. After they’d completed the contract, he’d wondered how the Zuparti could afford so many mercs if their business acumen was as horrible as it seemed.  
 
    However, if they controlled the galaxy’s supply of Astatine-222, that answered a lot of questions. First off, where they got all their credits. The mine probably made millions of credits a day, or more. Second, why they were generally so paranoid. Should anyone find out about the secret stash—well, now they could see what that would mean first hand.  
 
    “Who’s in command?” Alan asked Jill. His second in command gestured to an older Zuparti reading a report on a slate.  
 
    “Her name is Ifka,” Jill said. “She’s called Guildmaster.”  
 
    “Not taking herself too seriously, is she?” Alan asked. Jill gave him a jaundiced look. The one thing he’d learned about the various races in the galaxy was how seriously they took their positions within guilds, regardless of how powerful or even profitable the position was. Jill stepped ahead and addressed the alien.  
 
    “Guildmaster Ifka, this is my commanding officer, Colonel Alan Porter.”  
 
    To most Humans, the Zuparti resembled big, bipedal weasels. Many races in the Galaxy bore some resemblance to terrestrial animals and insects. Some seemed fusions of multiples. Of course, in many cases, it was simply the Human mind looking for the familiar. The Zuparti were a wonderful example of this. Because they had a rather long torso, short legs, and a pointy face, the Human brain immediately said, Weasel! When you really examined the Zuparti, you saw there were more factors to them that weren’t weasel-like than those that were. Their fur had a strange, wool-like quality about it. Their eyes were black on black, with no irises, and a novel feature allowed them to go opaque without an iris. Their ears were hairless. The arms were disproportionately long compared to their legs. They didn’t have whiskers. The disparities went on.  
 
    Ifka looked Alan up and down and gave him a most Human-looking frown before speaking. “I believed Jill Anderle to be the commander.”  
 
    “I explained I was the senior officer in charge,” Jill corrected.  
 
    “You accepted the contract,” was her rebuttal.  
 
    “And you made it clear if I didn’t, we’d be imprisoned for the duration of this conflict. And, well, you offered a lot of credits.” 
 
    “Yes, you Humans love credits.” 
 
    “As do the Zuparti,” Alan said. “Good to meet you, Guildmaster.” Alan finished with a respectful bow.  
 
    Ifka returned the bow, a tiny smile on her face. I can play the game with the best of them, Alan thought.  
 
    “The guildmaster approved our rescue op of your dropship once we picked up its IFF transponder,” Jill explained.  
 
    “May I inquire why you were aboard a Zuul ship?” Ifka asked. “You realize there are Zuul working for the Cartography Guild in their illegal attempt to take over our mine?” 
 
    “Well, the Zuul were with Insho’Ze, which I understand is the unit that opposes you. I also understand this situation was not an existing contract, but happened because of ongoing hostilities here in E’cop’k?” The Zuparti nodded slightly. “We were working with Insho’Ze when we were…” he searched for the words, “brought here by the stargate interdiction.” 
 
    “What were you doing with them?” 
 
    “Looking for both our lost ships, both of which happened to be in the same area at the same time. We came across the Pushtal and their holding at Klbood, which led us to pass near here, and we were snagged.” 
 
    “I understand now,” Ifka said. “The Pushtal, with the assistance of the cursed Vergola, were equipped to take Klbood from us. Afterward, we had no link to the outside world. We’d long had an arrangement with the gatemaster in Klbood. A profitable one. However, once Klbood was taken…” 
 
    “The Vergola made the gatemaster a better deal?” Jill offered.  
 
    “So it would seem,” Ifka said under her breath. 
 
    Alan and Jill exchanged knowing looks before Alan spoke. “I don’t suppose we’ll be allowed to leave?”  
 
    “I think not,” Ifka said, as if she were denying someone an extra slice of pie. “The contract with your Silent Night is extended to all of your allied forces in the system. The Zuul ship was disabled and has slunk off to lick its wounds further outsystem. Two other dropships escaped and have since rendezvoused with enemy forces.” 
 
    “I have people on those ships as well,” Alan said, his brow wrinkling in concern. “Another squad and technical staff.”  
 
    “Then they are either dead at the hands of the Zuul or Pushtal, or prisoners of the Vergola.” 
 
    “I don’t believe the Zuul commander would allow my men to be killed,” Alan said, as much to assuage the look of alarm on Jill’s face as to inform Ifka of his take on the matter.  
 
    “Then they are at least prisoners. You may hope as much. The Pushtal are like Tortantula or Besquith, I fear; they enjoy killing more than profit.”  
 
    “I’m amazed you’ve kept this facility and your guild a secret for so long,” Alan said.  
 
    The Zuparti gave a tiny smile again. “We have been careful. We’ve had to be careful, as we are not a merc race, and despite the vast wealth the Astatine-222 mine provides us, it is small in scale. A massive assault would make us vulnerable.”  
 
    “It would make anyone vulnerable,” Alan mused. Ifka heard him and nodded his pointy head in agreement. “So that’s why the Cartography Guild came with just a bunch of Pushtal? They don’t want anyone else to know?” Ifka gave a half nod, then Alan wondered, I bet the Vergola were thinking about how easy it would be to liquidate the Pushtal after they’d taken the mine. After all, who’d really miss them? Which made him wonder about their status.  
 
    The Lumar were no threat to the Zuparti. Bloody hell, most days the Lumar were more dangerous to themselves than anyone else. The Lumar were over two meters tall, with big, broad chests and four arms. They could be mistaken for a Human on a dark night, except their heads were more rounded, they were all thick and muscular brutes, and their darker skin was more akin to an Australian bushman.  
 
    “Guildmaster,” Alan began, “we want to go home. What can I do to get us there?”  
 
    “And get paid, I’m sure,” Ifka added.  
 
    “Of course, that goes without saying.” Alan was less concerned about the pay than bringing his people home, but there was no need to make his negotiating position weaker.  
 
    “Give me an hour to finish this meeting,” Ifka said, gesturing to the other Zuparti who was holding the slate, looking at the two Humans with eyes narrowed.  
 
    They don’t like us, Alan thought. Well, the feeling is mutual, since you kidnapped us. “No problem,” he said aloud and turned to Jill. “Why don’t you take me to the barracks and fill me in on our force status.” She nodded and gestured to one of the other doors in the command center.  
 
    The big, fancy buildings near the starport, where the Zuparti had their operation, turned out to be the best in the facility. After a series of well-lit corridors leading to different offices, housing, and industrial areas, Jill let him into a tunnel that had been clearly cut with a laser, and only simply finished afterward.  
 
    “We going into the mountain?” he asked Jill.  
 
    “No, we’re just cutting through a hill. Some of this used to be the test mines sunk into the planet, God knows how long ago.” They passed a heavy door with a standard Union green warning sign for danger. “One of the bore shafts is in there. It goes down kilometers into this rock to where they found the stuff.”  
 
    “If Astatine-222 is the key to hyperspace travel, this place must be really old.”  
 
    “Yeah, it seems old. But I don’t know if it’s a hundred thousand years old. Of course, there might be other mines on the planet. I got the impression from Ifka the Zuparti got this mine somehow, and they don’t want to let it go.” 
 
    “I can only guess how valuable it is,” Alan said as Jill led them onward. “How much of that Astatine do they haul out?”  
 
    “Don’t know,” Jill said. “They were under siege by the time we were drawn in. I know there are pallets and pallets of it over in the warehouses, but not how much is in each box. Could be 100 kilograms, could be a few grams.”  
 
    “The whole setup smell like a dunny,” Alan said, shaking his head. “Stinks. So, what’s our force level stand at?” 
 
    “We have three companies and a platoon remaining,” Jill said.  
 
    Alan almost tripped, coming to a shocked stop. His jaw dropped in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, you bring us back up to a battalion. We’ve been bleeding pretty regularly. The Lumar just aren’t up to a stand-up fight. They can hold the rear, and that’s about it.” 
 
    “An entire platoon gone?” Alan asked, unable to bring himself to understand—to fully accept—that 20 of his men were gone. 
 
    “Well, not all dead, no. Sorry, I need to be more specific. We lost 22 CASPers and nine drivers. We have more men than suits.” 
 
    “Nine dead is much better than 20,” Alan said.  
 
    They’d reached a door, a lot like an airlock, separating the rough-hewn tunnel from a new section. It opened automatically as Jill and Alan approached, then cycled quickly once they’d entered. He looked at it curiously.  
 
    “I don’t know either,” Jill said, and shrugged.  
 
    On the other side a pair of Lumar were standing a casual guard duty. They looked up at the pair with dim eyes, then gave the sloppiest salute Alan had ever seen.  
 
    “We hears da Human commander is here,” one said. “More fighting is good!” 
 
    “Yeah, good!” the other agreed.  
 
    “At ease, men,” Alan said. The two nodded and went back to whatever conversation they were having. The corridor here more closely resembled the ones near the command center. There were doors leading in both directions with programmable signs. One read, “Big Strong Fist,” and the other, “Silent Night.”  
 
    “Lumar company names are so creative,” Jill said with a chuckle.  
 
    Alan nodded; he remembered serving on contracts Lumar were involved in several times, and all of those Lumar outfits were Fist this or Strong that. He shrugged. They were loyal and dependable; just don’t ever expect tactical acumen or leadership from them.  
 
    Just as they were heading for the door with his company name on it, the Lumar door opened, and a figure glanced at them. It looked like any other Lumar, but was maybe 2/3 the bulk. The Lumar mercs typically only wore pants and a vest, too, their skin as tough as light armor. This one had a coat of a greenish fur and a hood partially obscuring its face. He caught a brief view of eyes looking at him, then the door closed again.  
 
    “What was that?” Alan asked.  
 
    “One of their females,” Jill said. “They never leave the barracks. I think they’re afraid of us.”  
 
    Alan nodded and followed her through their door. Though something very non-Lumar-like in the way the female had looked at him stuck with him. He decided he’d like a chance to meet one of the females.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Vergola Assault Base—E’cop’k System  
 
    Thrills of excitement raced from the soles of Veska’s booted feet to the top of her skull. The battle had petered out with the removal of the Paku from the fight, and the captain had ordered the Gheshu further outsystem. Then…then she had allowed Veska to join her and A’kef for further discussion of how matters stood in E’cop’k.  
 
    Veska was not invited to speak, not with the captain and Rei’Shin having so much to discuss, but regardless, it was all she could do to keep the tips of her ears from trembling and revealing her delight at being in the room. Makori would howl to hear it, which added a measure of sweetness.  
 
    The actual facts of their situation were not nearly so enjoyable, but Veska had been a mercenary long enough to take joy where she could. That and her trust in her leaders kept her hopeful even when everything the captain said landed with the weight of unfortunate news.  
 
    “Any attack on their position could bring harm to the pups and end Krif’Hosh altogether.” 
 
    “They are not pups anymore,” the captain pointed out, pacing the length of her bare desk. “And they have the Human armor, you said. It makes Humans damned hard to kill. If their Human guardian takes his job as seriously as you say, I cannot conceive of a world where the Zuul version does any less to keep its occupant alive.” 
 
    “If you lead an attack, I would put my faith in that, rather than the luck of Human engineering. It has long been known that what Nillab of Insho’Ze, Fi to the Hosh aims for, she does not miss.” 
 
    “Do not flatter me and expect to end the hunt, Rei’Shin.” The captain flicked an ear dismissively, but A’kef did not move his own in apology, he only stared at her until she continued. “I have a contract.” 
 
    “You have a prior contract with the Hosh.” 
 
    “With Krif’Hosh, and that contract ended before the clan.” Her voice roughened, and she snapped her jaw, turning away from them to stare at the etching on the wall. The three Hosh, the balance of the Zuul, under the spiral symbol of Coshke. The Hosh, bearers of Coshke.  
 
    Veska’s eyes traced the familiar banner. She’d known the legend of the captain since she’d first focused her eyes on anything other than food.  
 
    Nillab of Insho’Ze, littermate to Veska’s own granddam. Nillab of Insho’Ze, who fought so ferociously a Hosh had taken notice and promoted her. Nillab of Insho’Ze, who had saved the Kal’Shin of a Hosh, losing half her jaw and a section of her skull in the process. Nillab of Insho’Ze, who had had her face reconstructed, her new teeth coated in unbreakable metal, and had completed over a hundred contracts for Krif’Hosh before retiring in glory and riches.  
 
    Nillab, who had left retirement and returned to Insho’Ze when Krif’Hosh had disappeared on a contract far across the galaxy.  
 
    Veska had done everything in her power to be worthy to train under the oldest captain in Insho’Ze, and had reveled in every second of the grueling time.  
 
    She had never seen the captain show doubt. 
 
    Until now.  
 
    “Nillab, as Rei’Shin—” 
 
    “I have accepted a contract, Rei’Shin.” The captain did not turn back to look at either of them. Tension held her ears and tail perfectly still. “Shall I dishonor Insho’Ze by breaking it?” 
 
    The silence held so long, Veska vibrated with it, saliva pooling in the back of her mouth.  
 
    “No,” A’kef said as he must, as Veska knew he would.  
 
    She thought of Rex, across the system with the Humans, and swallowed both the snarl and howl that wanted to shake straight through her. They were Zuul. They would do as they must. They would do as honor demanded. Unto the end.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fak’l dismissed the report from his slate with a silent curse. This entire operation was bending like an over-extended limb, threatening to crack at any time. The tactical situation had been solidifying, if slowly. Now a message from the cursed Sumatozou running the gate. Fak’l reached a hand out and plucked a headset from its stand like it was a delicate flower.  
 
    “This is Master Guildsman Fak’l; connect me to the stargate.” A moment later a trumpeting voice replied, translated by his pinplants.  
 
    “Gatemaster Jobortogato here.”  
 
    “What do you mean, I can’t break the lockout?” Fak’l demanded.  
 
    “It means what I said.” The delay was only a couple of seconds. In a system as small as E’cop’k, the Lagrange points were close to the planet.  
 
    “Gatemaster,” Fak’l said, a sneer in his voice. “I put you in charge because you assured me it wouldn’t be a problem. How is it you now say it’s impossible?”  
 
    “The coding is nothing I’ve ever seen before,” Jobortogato said, and now his voice carried a slight simpering edge to it. “It’s strange, reminiscent of some of the ancient coding I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Twenty thousand years ago we allowed you to be the face of the Cartography Guild because you had some skill with computers. You broke the Dusman’s lockouts on the gates and restored commerce. In exchange, we gave the Sumatozou great riches and prestige. It was easier for us to stay back and control from behind. You were in charge in all but name. 
 
    “This is the second time you’ve let us down. You couldn’t take control of the frontier gates once more, and now you can’t do it here.” 
 
    “Master Guildsman, please—”  
 
    “Shut. Up.” The gatemaster blubbered on for as long as it took the transmission to make a round trip, then fell silent. “Let me make this perfectly clear. If you and your race are no longer capable of doing your job, you are of no use to us.” A long finger delicately stabbed the transmitter control, cutting off any reply the other had to offer. “Nothing but simpering excuses,” he said. If it weren’t for the interdiction, he would have long ago sent a communication to the guild’s headquarters. The Pushtal and Zuul didn’t know he was as trapped as they were, and he couldn’t let them know until they had control of the facility.  
 
    “Once I have the weasels under my feet, I can wrench the truth out of them of how they did this.” He cast his eyes through the window. This temporary office on the field base looked up into the planet’s sky. Frost clung to the corners of the windows. The module was nothing more than a portable unit used for operations in combat zones. It was disgustingly spartan, and he dearly missed his office on Capitol with its lush appointments and delicate luxuries.  
 
    He’d torture the secrets of the programming changes from the Zuparti, drinking wine and eating tasty treats while they screamed. Maybe those secrets would be useful in the future. Maybe guildmaster was in his future. If he could use those secrets to advance the guild’s claims against other competitors like the Merchant Guild, who knew what was possible? He needed to speak with the Zuul and Pushtal commanders. This entire operation was taking far too long.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    “Colonel Porter!” The room resounded with the cheers and applause of his men.  
 
    Alan stopped in his tracks, his mouth open in surprise at the cheers. He was surrounded by dozens of faces he’d only days ago feared were dead. People crowded in to slap him on the back, shake his hand, or just say hi.  
 
    “Great to see you all,” he said over and over again.  
 
    “You gonna get us out of here, Colonel?” a private asked.  
 
    “I’m trying,” he replied.  
 
    “It’s a bloody slog,” another trooper called.  
 
    “I know,” he said. “We’ve been trying to find you the whole time.” 
 
    “I said the colonel would find us,” Jill said.  
 
    “She did,” several agreed. It was clear they hadn’t held out much hope.  
 
    “We brought two more squads, but only one of us made it.” Everyone quieted so they could hear him, and a few yelled for silence. “The Zuul ship we were aboard came under fire as soon as we arrived.” 
 
    “Zuul ship?” someone called in shock.  
 
    “Yes,” he replied, knowing this time would come. “A Zuul company, Insho’Ze, came to Earth to talk with me. Their ship disappeared at the same time you did.”  
 
    “Because we’ve been fighting them!” someone yelled, and the room descended into bedlam.  
 
    “Silence!” Alan didn’t know when Sergeant Bana had come in, but the big man’s command voice broke over the room like a tidal wave, bringing all shouts to a sudden stop. “Listen to the colonel. Fuck me dead, I never expected you men to act like a buncha bloody wankers!”  
 
    The men looked cowed, and the silence held, allowing him to continue.  
 
    “We had no idea of the situation here when we agreed to accompany Insho’Ze. For that matter, neither did they. A’kef, their commander, was just trying to find out what happened to his people, same as us.” He paused and looked around. He spotted Corporal Plesh and Private Hyll filtering into the room, which meant the kids weren’t far behind. He needed to get ahead of this and stay ahead of it. Then he saw eyes going wide as they arrived.  
 
    “Why are they here?” a trooper in the rear demanded.  
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Rex growled.  
 
    “We’ve been fighting and dying against Zuul since we got here.” 
 
    This time Alan saw the speaker. Corporal Edgar Pierce. He’d never liked Alan’s kids. Of course he’d made it. Alan leaned over to Jill and quickly spoke. “Where’s Dracula?” Top Sergeant Nathan “Dracula” Whitfield was the heart and soul of the noncoms in Silent Night.  
 
    “Bought it two weeks ago,” she said.  
 
    “Shit,” Alan said under his breath.  
 
    The other three young Zuul came in right behind Rex, their ears up, tails straight, and teeth showing.  
 
    “You know who they are,” Alan said loudly. “They’ve grown up around many of you.” 
 
    “They’re wearing uniforms and ranks,” someone else said.  
 
    “Because we’re part of Silent Night,” Sonya said.  
 
    “The hell you say!”  
 
    Alan felt it slipping away. In moments, the men had gone from greeting Alan like a conquering Caesar to mutinously mumbling about his kids. Then Shadow spoke.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You went missing, and the first thing we did was join up to find you.” Shadow’s voice rumbled low, steadier than he expected it to be. “We did, and Hewers, and most of the half-grown kids you left behind. Because Silent Night is a family. Ours and yours.” 
 
    He wanted to snarl, but every beat of his heart told him he needed the people in this room. They stank of fear and mistrust, and so much anger, but underneath it and twined throughout, he smelled their desperation. The tang of longing for home and for hope.  
 
    “Newt, you tried to teach me how to ride a bike. My knees bend opposite of yours, but we figured it out. Gardner, Drake pulled a swiftie and stole your bloody surfboard. Instead of beating the piss out of him, you taught him how to use it.” 
 
    “And knocked me off it a hundred times,” Drake muttered, with the perfect balance of resentment and humor. Shadow wanted to thump him in thanks.  
 
    “Candy worked with Ripley in the sims, we all know Sonya’s the only one Dailey will tolerate for long in maintenance—to the point half of you would go to her when you needed something from him. How many of you lost to Rex in the races?” 
 
    He kept his ears from flicking, kept his eyes big. Silent Night had never been a large company, and the compound didn’t leave a lot of room for secrets or deep grudges. Mercs got it together or got out. They didn’t all love each other and sing around campfires, but Shadow knew patterns, and the ways Humans interacted were exactly that.  
 
    “We lost you, so we suited up to find you. Maybe you would have done it differently, but I don’t think so. Silent Night fights for Silent Night.” 
 
    “For Humans,” one of them muttered, and Shadow’s nose twitched. Pierce. Always had a sour tint, always chewed a little too hard. Even in Silent Night, they couldn’t all be winners.  
 
    “Some Humans collaborated with the rats.” Rex didn’t do as good a job hiding his snarl, but Shadow never would have expected differently. “You been gone during the war. Maybe you didn’t hear? Peepo and her Veetanho buddies invaded, killed a lot of people. A lot of Humans. Some of the Humans fought for her. You fighting for those collaborators, Pierce? Out here while Earth got stomped?” 
 
    Shadow twitched his tail, and Rex caught the hint. He kept the snarl in place, though.  
 
    “We came for you. With Zuul help, yes. You had the cruiser, and we needed a ride.” 
 
    Someone laughed at that. They bit the chuckle back fast enough, but some of the tension bled out of the room.  
 
    “You’re Zuul,” Candy said, but reluctantly, like he was losing what more he wanted to say. 
 
    “We are. Zuul and Silent Night. We just came from the med bay, Candy. Know why?” Shadow put some heat in his tone now, and he heard the smallest edge of a whimper in Sonya’s soft growl. “Ripley almost died, getting us to you. Drone attack, she was hit in the chest by a laser. Flop died taking fire, and Ripley kept the rest of us alive, bleeding out, until Tesfaye picked us up. Silent Night fights for Silent Night.” 
 
    “The Zuul you came with—” 
 
    “You’ve fought other Human companies on contract before.” Sonya pitched her voice to match Shadow’s tone, and Shadow admired her restraint. “Being a merc can get messy. I think you told me that, Sentinel, when I told you I was thinking about joining up.” 
 
    The big merc in the back shifted, the belligerence in his shoulders ebbing.  
 
    “We came for you, and we almost died for you. This isn’t a Zuul versus Human thing. You want to bitch about it some more, or you want to get our shit together and get the fuck out of this bunghole end of the galaxy?” 
 
    A ragged smattering of cheers met that, and Shadow slammed his hand to his chest.  
 
    “SILENT NIGHT. I’ll ask you again—you here to whine, or you here to win and GO the FUCK back HOME again?”  
 
    Bana stepped forward, putting his sergeant’s voice to full use. “What do you say, shovel heads?” 
 
    A more full-throated wave of sound met that. It wasn’t everyone, and Shadow knew everything wasn’t magically fixed, but it was a step away from the lingering taste of death in the back of his throat. There was still resentment and fear. He didn’t know what to do about that—yet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan knew Shadow wanted some deeper reaction from him, but he couldn’t summon it. With nine dead mercs fresh in his mind, and the fact that they had no clear way out of the system beyond outwitting the Zuparti guildmaster, the fate of the galaxy felt very distant.  
 
    The idea of visions, no matter how deeply his youngest son held them, couldn’t outweigh their pressing needs. With the immediate situation defused, he took Shadow aside.  
 
    “You did good in there, Shadow,” he said, hating the droop in his boy’s shoulders. “And I’m not saying Bana won’t put you on some shit duties, but enough’s happened that muster…” 
 
    “I’m not making excuses for missing muster, Dad. Isgono said—” 
 
    “If you have a vision that helps us get out of this shit show, I’m all ears.” He made an effort to keep any hint of derision out of his voice—he meant it, and he wanted Shadow to know that, but fading stars and exploding ships were less important when he was stranded on a dwarf planet with two self-important guilds slugging it out and getting his people stuck in their mess.  
 
    “Do you know if Isgono went on one of the assault shuttles?” Alan asked. The older Zuul had a position of importance on the Paku, and if he trusted Shadow’s visions, perhaps he could put in a word with the other force of Zuul mercenaries. 
 
    “I don’t know. And if we try to make contact—” 
 
    “Half of Silent Night will forget about bikes and surfing and training you as pups, and assume you’re collaborating.” Alan scrubbed his hands over his close-cut hair and restrained a grunt of frustration. “I’m talking to the ‘guildmaster’ later this evening. The Lumar and…Aku, Jill said, were here long before all of this heated up. See if they’re up for talking to the other side. I need to tell them about you and your brothers and sisters before they find out another way. If they get hostile because you’re Zuul—” 
 
    “I got it.” Shadow held up his hands, ears swiveling in disappointment. “Been doing it my whole life,” he muttered, low enough that he likely thought Alan would miss it. 
 
    His kids always underestimated his and Dana’s ears, and the reminder of it almost made him smile. Instead he clapped Shadow on the shoulder, then pulled him forward to rest their foreheads together. 
 
    “I know you got it, son. I trust you.” 
 
    “I know, Dad.” Shadow made a noise that might have been any number of things and spun away. He watched his son go, considering. He’d always pegged Rex as the natural leader. Maybe Ripley. Both were quick to volunteer and were ready for anything. But he’d never seen them in real life or death situations until now. Rex had acted decisively and saved Ripley, yes. But just now it had been Shadow who’d stepped up and defused a potentially explosive situation. Not only that, he’d done it in a calm, logical manner.  
 
    Time enough for the rest later. For now, he had to get ready for the Zuparti.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Vergola Assault Base—E’cop’k System  
 
    Meesh sent his strike leader Skeesh, third in command, crashing across the command center with a yowl of pain. “Impudent kitten!” he roared in rage as Skeesh tried to staunch the flow of blood from his face. Another few centimeters lower, and Meesh would have opened his jugular. “All you had to do was repel the cursed Lumar’s pathetic attack.” 
 
    “It wasn’t an attack,” Skeesh growled back. Meesh took a menacing step toward him.  
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “I mean it was a diversion to launch a shuttle for recovery of staff off the Zuul ship.”  
 
    “You said two Zuul boats landed here…” Meesh said, confused now.  
 
    “They did, but a third headed for the objective on the other side of the planet.” 
 
    “And?” Meesh asked menacingly.  
 
    “It landed at the Engineering Guild’s facility,” a new voice said.  
 
    Meesh turned his head slowly to look at Nillab, leader of the Zuul.  
 
    “And what good were you in this?” he asked.  
 
    “Our ship was too damaged to be of any use, and we’ve expended all our drones. It was your drones that performed the intercept of Paku—which, I might remind you, is our ship as well.” 
 
    “You know the RoE,” Meesh said dismissively.  
 
    “Yes, it says once intentions are ascertained, appropriate action is to be taken. No intentions were ascertained. In fact, we barely had time to realize it was our ship before the Vergola cruiser was shooting the scat out of it.”  
 
    Meesh’s eyes flickered to another Zuul, this one obviously younger than the graying Nillab. There was also yet another dog, this one somewhere between the two in age. A male who moved with a strange self-assurance about him. “Who are these?” 
 
    “This is A’kef, the Rei’Shin of Insho’Ze. He is what you would call our war leader. And this is Veska, whom I have chosen as a junior adjunct to join us.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Meesh replied. “Who was on the other shuttle?”  
 
    “Humans,” Nillab said without emotion. A’kef glanced at her, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “What? More Humans? Why were they on a Zuul ship?”  
 
    “The Zuul were looking for us and our ship. The Humans were looking for their own vessel, the one that brought the Humans here in the same way we were…recruited. Pure happenstance.” 
 
    “GenSha shit if it was!” The fur on his neck stood up, and he slid his claws in and out, his ears going back. Maddeningly, all Nillab did was narrow her eyes. The younger one, Veska, let her lips curl slightly to show shining white teeth. He was just beginning to consider whether a good fight would solve things when a Vergola entered the room in their disconcerting gliding gait.  
 
    The alien towered over all of them with its ridiculously thin neck and stupidly shaped head. Its brilliant green eyes regarded the assemblage curiously. “I was unaware of a tactical meeting?” One of its wraithlike hands seemed to float out of the robe it wore and gestured around it. “What are we discussing?”  
 
    “Master Guildsman Fak’l,” Meesh said, bowing his head slightly. 
 
    “Master Guildsman,” Nillab echoed, inclining her head even less. 
 
    “We were discussing that the newly arrived Zuul came with more Humans,” Meesh said. “And that the Zuul took no part in the fight that allowed the Humans they brought to join the Engineering Guild.” He spat and angled himself behind several of his crew in case the Vergola decided to lash out.  
 
    “Oh?” The alien’s tone sharpened with far too much interest, but the old Zuul didn’t so much as twitch an ear. 
 
    “I’ll remind you, our ship is all but disabled,” Nillab said evenly. “It is difficult to lead a charge in a space battle with no combat-worthy spaceship. However, it is capable enough to serve as a prison. The Humans are contained on my ship. We will learn if anything else is underlying the matter, but I suspect it is as it seemed. Unfortunately, our firepower is not increased, as the Zuul ship that arrived was summarily incapacitated.” 
 
    “The Humans,” the Vergola spoke, splaying its too long fingers to make a point of some kind. 
 
    “Are securely tucked away on my ship.” The Zuul was large for her kind and had many scars, evidence of her past battles. Her teeth were coated in metal of some kind, but she did not bare them nearly as often as Meesh would, had he gone through such a procedure.  
 
    “And if you learn of anything—” the Vergola said, letting the last hang.  
 
    “I will of course inform you directly, should there be anything that changes our situation. As per our contract.” Nillab emphasized the last words enough that his translator picked up on it.  
 
    Zuul had such strong ideas about the letter of a contract. Ridiculous, as the only important thing about them was the credits they delivered at the end. After all, it had been entropy-cursed contracts that had ended up costing the Pushtal everything. He’d burn the guild down if he had his druthers.  
 
    “The Zuul brought more Humans, some of whom have joined the Engineering Guild, and we’re just going to let that happen?” 
 
    “My brothers and sisters brought a ship with enough firepower that it could have finally tipped the balance in this contract, and you didn’t follow protocol, ruining that opportunity. Are we just letting that happen?” Nillab’s voice was dry even before the translator got a hold of it. The younger Zuul huffed something close enough to a laugh that it took everything in him not to snarl.  
 
    The Vergola didn’t like displays of emotion. It was in his interest to avoid an unhappy Vergola. Nobody knew what a mad Vergola was like. Legends spoke of the results, though. A shadowy race capable of untold violence was the rumor. He’d linked the fate of Valiant Rage, his clan, to the riches and power promised by the Cartography Guild. So if this Vergola must remain pleased, he would do his best to see to it. 
 
    “If there is nothing of tactical importance to be discussed, I suggest we each return to our own quarters. Should something change—for instance, should you come up with the plan I have asked for to end this situation—by all means, we may gather together again.” The Vergola turned fully toward Nillab, leaving its back open to Meesh. He fought the urge to slash. That wouldn’t lead to credits and power either, shove it all into entropy.  
 
    “If the Humans have anything of interest to say, we expect it immediately. Otherwise, we look forward to your plans for taking the dwarf planet now that you have some…reinforcements. This has taken entirely too long.” 
 
    Nillab gestured her understanding and turned on her heel, her tail held low and insultingly still. Meesh pictured himself ripping it from her body and strangling the Zuul with it, which made him feel mildly better for at least a few minutes.  
 
    The Vergola, curse it that he couldn’t read its reactions, regarded him for a moment, then left with a sweep of its robes. Their ad hoc base, 100 kilometers from the Engineering Guild’s facilities, was well beyond the horizon and beyond weapons range. Their positions were relatively safe and static. The little planet provided just enough gravity to make the Vergola even more ethereal in its motions. He snarled in disgust at a being who would waste so much effort to just appear…delicate. The thought made him shudder in disgust.  
 
    “We should kill them all and take this world,” Skeesh hissed low under his breath.  
 
    Meesh glanced at his strike leader, considering. He was the oldest cub from his second mate, and well placed within the nominal overall clan leadership. Who was he kidding? The Pushtal hadn’t had anything resembling a cohesive leadership since the MinSha had stolen their home world. Pirates and thieves, that’s all we are. Maybe I should quietly look aside while Skeesh kills his way through these mewling kittens? Then he realized the strike leader could possibly succeed. That would be good for them, but bad for him.  
 
    The next thing would be for Skeesh to challenge him for leadership of Valiant Rage. Whether Meesh wanted to admit it or not, Skeesh was younger, a bit bigger, and would probably win. A lot of a Pushtal’s claim to leadership revolved around prowess in battle. If Skeesh defeated him in a challenge, he’d have to fight again, probably within hours. Since the MinSha betrayal, all the big clans had fallen to just that sort of inner power squabble. He himself had been with a boarding party of another clan’s cruiser that had not responded to hails. The inside was a charnel house of slaughter. Only feral kits were left, feeding off the rotting remains of the adults.  
 
    No, he didn’t need it to go that way. However, if his timing was right, and he waited patiently until the fighting was over…Once they had won the day, it would be simple to remove the surviving Zuul and the blasted Vergola. He smiled, showing long, yellowed, razor-sharp teeth as he considered Guildmaster Meesh. He liked the thought a lot.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    “Oi, Zuul of Silent Night!” A cheery voice echoed down the hall, too Human and too bright to startle.  
 
    Sonya turned, jaw dropping slightly, and even Drake next to her didn’t snarl.  
 
    “Corporal Chelsey,” Sonya replied, her tail waving behind her before she stilled it.  
 
    “Heard I missed a right proper shitfest when you came in. Was out on patrol with some Lumar luminaries, you know how it is.” Small even for a Human, the corporal bounced on her toes, an old habit that made for a particularly odd effect in the minimal gravity of the planet.  
 
    “Wasn’t the warmest welcome we’ve ever had,” she allowed, her calm answer undercut by Rex’s snort.  
 
    “That’s saying something.” Chelsey was enough older than Sonya and her siblings to have been pressed into babysitting services more than a few times, and they’d found her stronger than she looked and overflowing with love for them. Mercenary training and experience hadn’t changed her too much, though by all reports, she’d stopped trying to adopt every other alien they met off-contract. 
 
    “Too right,” Shadow said with something that approached a laugh. “Did you hear we hired an elSha?” 
 
    “WHAT?” Chelsey’s eyes rounded until they nearly doubled in size. “We’re finally branching out! Who? Where? Are they here?” 
 
    “Freena, and…” Shadow’s ears drooped, and none of them looked at each other. “She was in the guts of the Paku when we evacuated. She didn’t make it to our dropship.” 
 
    “Well, the ship you came in on looks to have survived, if barely.” Chelsey grinned her brightest and shrugged. “Can’t wait to meet her. And I swung by med on my way in; looks like Ripley’s taken to the nanites and should be awake soon.” She stopped bouncing to deliver that, steadying herself on a low handrail, which emphasized her seriousness. Then she was all smiles again. “You all look like you’re off to do something important. Need company?” 
 
    Sonya cocked her head—the corporal had only recently returned from patrol duty, got up to speed on what had happened while she’d been out, and then come directly to find them…trouble still simmered in the Silent Night barracks. She’d really hoped they’d squashed it, but… 
 
    She shook her head, then realized it looked like she was rejecting Chelsey’s offer. “Come with us if you like. Shadow’s thinking we should chat with the Lumar. You have a luminary you want to introduce us to?”  
 
    “Do I?” Chelsey bounded forward, making a point to bump her shoulder into each of them on her way through. Even Drake allowed it without a grumble. “People complain about the Lumar all the time, but they’re sweet, you know? Really good within the scope of their capabilities. It’s all porkies, what they say about them. You don’t ask a shark to hunt on land and then give the arse to him for flopping, do you?” 
 
    “We…do not,” Sonya said, a grin dropping her jaw despite everything else around them.  
 
    “That’s a good point.” Shadow took a few half step/half bounces to come abreast of Sonya and Chelsey, tilting his head to regard the corporal. “Do we need to get our suits?” 
 
    “To see the Lumar?” Chelsey laughed, her pace not as smooth as theirs. “Or to piss off an idiot or two?”  
 
    “Always up for that,” Drake muttered, and Sonya huffed a laugh, despite knowing—or because she knew—how serious he was.  
 
    “Nah. You kept your breathers clipped on? Buildings are old, and I wouldn’t entirely trust all the connections, but we’re all inside, and you can get to the Lumar without hitting the planet’s attempt at atmosphere.” Chelsey swung her arms wide, which gave her walk even more of a fluttery bounce. Rex rolled his eyes so far back they turned entirely white. “Gets chilly enough that some keep suited more often than not, but you got that covered.” She touched both Shadow and Sonya’s arms and gleamed up at them. “Got jealous of you lot every winter, such as we get in Brisbane.” 
 
    “Less so every December, I bet.”  
 
    “I don’t know, you’re a lot more efficient at cycling heat than all our sweating. I could do with less leaking out of me, you know?” Chelsey cracked herself up, still chortling when they reached a break in the corridor.  
 
    “Big Strong Fist?” Rex asked, cocking his head at the programmed sign.  
 
    “I love them.” Chelsey sighed, clapped her hands together, and pointed at the other door, labeled Silent Night. “Barracks are there. When the heat gets a little unsteady, folks congregate in the rec, where you…met up with the bulk of us.” She rolled her eyes, then stepped up to the Big Strong Fist door and pressed a button. 
 
    After a long moment, the door slid open, and a large Lumar leaned out, blinking at each of them. He was only a little taller than Rex, and though his four arms added some heft, he wasn’t quite the overwhelming force some of the mercs had made them out to be.  
 
    “Never get used to all the arms,” Drake whispered to Rex, who grunted in reply.  
 
    But then, from a Human’s perspective…Sonya flicked her ears in amusement, and the Lumar fastened his eyes on her. 
 
    “Fight?” 
 
    The fur along Rex’s back rippled in obvious excitement at a perceived challenge.  
 
    “No, Ulan, no fighting just now.” Of course Chelsey would have taken the time to find out their names. Sonya should have asked how many Lumar were on the planet; that was the sort of thing a good mercenary found out. “Is Iban able to come and talk?” 
 
    “No.” Ulan shook his head, turning back to focus on Chelsey. “Eating. You come?” 
 
    “We can come in?” Shadow asked, sounding more eager than Sonya would have expected. 
 
    Ulan shrugged and turned around, waving an arm on either side of his body for them to follow.  
 
    Sonya fell into the middle of their group, her nose twitching. The Lumar didn’t reek like the Pushtal, but there was a dry, burnt papery edge to these halls that itched along the inside of her nostrils, and she needed time to get control of her responses before someone noticed. She had never heard that Lumar were quick to take offense, but Humans didn’t like the implication that they stank, and better not to take the risk with a team of mercenaries bigger than Rex.  
 
    She clenched her jaw and rubbed her tongue against the roof of her mouth, trying to minimize the bitter edge in the back of her throat. A near-overwhelming urge to spit or sneeze set her eyes to watering, and she lowered her head in the hopes of hiding her expression. 
 
    “What is that stench?” Drake finally asked.  
 
    “Smells like something rotted then caught fire,” Rex agreed. 
 
    Sonya jammed an elbow into Rex’s ribs. Her brother grunted more in surprise than pain, and gave her a little growl. “Don’t be a wanker,” she hissed at him.  
 
    “Ulan, how long have you been on this contract?” Shadow asked from a few paces ahead of Sonya, trying to distract from his brothers’ idiotic behavior.  
 
    “Many.”  
 
    “And how many of you are there in Big Strong Fist?” 
 
    “Many hand counts. Less now. Still many.” 
 
    Hand counts, Sonya wondered. Just how slow are the Lumar? 
 
    “You work for the Zuparti?” she asked. 
 
    “Engineering Guild.” Ulan stopped, which Sonya realized only after she’d crowded up on Shadow, tromping on his heels. She muttered an apology and took the excuse to violently rub her nose and around her muzzle, though it did no good against the scent climbing through her nasal passages.  
 
    “The Zuparti aren’t the whole guild?” 
 
    “Not think so.” Ulan shrugged, his eyes passing over them and taking no special notice of her twitching nose. “Maybe? Contract with Engineering Guild. Watch planet, protect Aku.” He turned back around, started walking, stopped, and looked back at them. “Protect planet, watch Aku.”  
 
    “Are the Aku nearby?” 
 
    “No. Lower.” 
 
    “In the mines?” 
 
    “Yes. Aku mine and fix stuff. Lumar protect and fight. But not fight now.” 
 
    “Right,” Chelsey agreed. “No fighting now.” 
 
    “Fight soon. Zuul. Not these Zuul.” 
 
    “Right.” Chelsey patted the arm closest to her. “These Zuul are Silent Night.” 
 
    “Silent Night and Big Strong Fist same contract.” The translator managed to convey the satisfaction in the Lumar’s words. She watched the Lumar talk. It wasn’t like a slow or mentally challenged Human; the Lumar was operating at their own level. No straining, simply what they could manage. Sonya toyed with her breather, taking short breaths. The further they walked down the hall, the stronger the smell became.  
 
    Sonya craned her neck to distract herself with what was ahead. The hall branched into several more, each lined with doors, and as they moved around the curve, their path emptied into a large room full of Lumar.  
 
    “Iban,” Ulan said, pointing to a Lumar across the room. Iban had food in each hand and alternated eating and shouting with the other Lumar at his table. 
 
    Were they singing, or arguing? Sonya’s translator gave no help at this distance, and she had no idea how to read Lumar body language for cues to their mood.  
 
    Chelsey walked at ease, so Sonya decided no one was going to attack them, at least not yet.  
 
    “Silent Night Zuul, not fighting Zuul,” Ulan said to no one in particular, or perhaps the general crowd, making a spreading gesture with an upper and lower hand on each side. “And Silent Night Human, wanting talking to Iban.” 
 
    Sonya gave up on small breaths and took several deep ones, hoping over-exposure would do what restriction had not. The smell in here registered differently than from the hall—the burnt tinge flattened, though every instinct told her it should have intensified in such a crowd. She flipped her ears attentively forward and moved forward with her siblings, taking in the room with her wide peripheral vision.  
 
    There were more than fifty Lumar, all of similar build—large—and sound—loud. Most were eating at variously sized tables, some clustered around Tri-Vs displaying Lumar in hand-to-hand-to-hand-to-hand combat, and others watching what looked something like, but entirely not, rugby. Iban sat at a long, semi-curved table with five other Lumar, though his ongoing conversation involved his compatriots throughout the room.  
 
    At Ulan’s words, some of the shouting lulled, and Iban chewed meditatively as they approached.  
 
    “Silent Night partners in contract.” Iban gestured to a plate of foodstuff. “Joining for meal?” 
 
    “That’s very nice, Iban, thank you.” Chelsey made a small negative gesture behind her back, which Sonya understood to mean Lumar food would be no good for them. Or Humans, at any rate. “We just want to join you to talk about the contract. Is that all right?” 
 
    “Join. Eating better, contracts fine.” Iban moved his shoulders in what might have equaled a shrug, and a Lumar from across the room, perhaps a hair smaller than the others, jumped up and tossed some stools toward Iban’s table, each of which was caught by someone different and placed around the table.  
 
    “You’ve been on this contract for a long time?” Shadow picked out a spot at the table and sat. Other than having a tail, the general build of the Zuul and Lumar weren’t all that dissimilar. He managed to fold himself into the seat without too much difficulty, and his siblings and Chelsey followed.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Shadow tilted his head and glanced at Sonya. She pointed her nose toward Chelsey, and Shadow gave the barest nod of acknowledgment. 
 
    “Chelsey, you were saying the Lumar have been excellent partners while Silent Night has been here. How long has that been now?” 
 
    “Feels like forever, doesn’t it? But we’ve only been here six months; the Lumar have been here for years, at least. Right, Iban? You’ve done some modifying of the shelter structures to be perfect for your company.” 
 
    Sonya’s ears flickered in surprise. The Lumar had done modifications? She hadn’t heard they were handy with technology. They could handle basic maintenance of their own weapons and gear, but often hired other races as armorers for more detailed work. But then, she hadn’t heard half the things about her own kind that she’d learned since actually meeting some, so GalNet and vids were hardly comprehensive.  
 
    “Modifications done much time ago.” Iban nodded, reaching for more food. “Lumar have been here since mines. Big Strong Fist here since before everyone.” He chewed, giving them all a good view of the mastication process, then slashed out a hand. “Not before Aku. Or Engineering. Everybody else.” 
 
    “Do you work with the Aku?” Shadow reached for the closest platter of meat-resembling food, then caught himself and placed his hand flat on the table instead.  
 
    “No. Not very. You ask Aku questions? Aku know.” 
 
    “Aku know…what?” Sonya asked, her left ear twitching.  
 
    “Know. Aku know. Ask them.” 
 
    “The Aku are meant to be quite smart, if very shy,” Chelsey said. “They handle every bit of the mineral refining on the planet, as far as we can tell. The Zuparti don’t like for them to be interrupted.” Chelsey made a slight movement, leaning her leg against Sonya’s. The corporal had more experience communicating with the Lumar, and was either commiserating, or warning. Either way, Sonya checked her growing impatience.  
 
    “Work important.” Iban tapped an empty hand on the table before refilling it. “Aku do the work. And Aku know.” 
 
    “Can you introduce us to one of them, Iban? Someone it wouldn’t interrupt the work too much to talk to? We don’t want to upset the Zuparti.” 
 
    Iban wriggled each arm in what amounted to a large shrug. “Work for Engineering, not Zuparti. Ulan take you to Niss. Ulan eat?” 
 
    Ulan, who had peeled off from them to join a smaller table heaped with platters of food, leaned back. “Eat.” 
 
    “Yes. Ulan eat, then take you to Niss.” Iban nodded, waggled his fingers, and sprayed them with crumbs. Another hand shoved still more food into his big mouth. 
 
    The four siblings exchanged awkward looks. Sonya wasn’t sure what to do. As usual, it was Shadow who made the move into the unexpected, gesturing at the platter of meat.  
 
    Ulan cast a glance at him and grunted before pushing a plate over. All four of them had been smelling the food, which wasn’t the source of the burnt, rancid smell—thank goodness. Despite Chelsey’s warning, Shadow leaned closer, took a deeper sniff, grunted in satisfaction, and grabbed a piece of the pale flesh before chomping into it. Within seconds, all four of them were tucking in. Chelsey made a small noise of protest, but Sonya had long learned human and Zuul digestive systems had…different bounds of acceptance.  
 
    Sonya thought the meat had a slightly fishy taste, something she was familiar with from growing up in Australia. She’d always been grateful she was in Brisbane instead of, say, the United States, which had largely made meat illegal outside of startowns. Australians had always had a logical view of meat. It tasted good. She even enjoyed Cane Toad Casserole, something their mother had created when she’d found out they were immune to the animal’s poison.  
 
    “Not bad,” Rex growled around a massive mouthful of the meat.  
 
    “Pretty good tucker,” Drake agreed. They all chuckled, since their XO shared a name in common with the slang for food, something Captain Tucker was less than amused by.  
 
    “Better than witchetty grubs,” Shadow agreed.  
 
    Sonya’s jaw dropped down in a laugh. “Thought you liked the bloody bush tucker you bragged about when you were all woop woop.” 
 
    “You can live on it,” Shadow said between bites, effecting a thick, Human-sounding Aussie accent. “But it tastes like shit.”  
 
    “Shut up, Dundee!” the other three all intoned, and the siblings shared a laugh as the Lumar observed them with detached curiosity.  
 
    The laughter tapered off, and all four quietly ate. As usual, it was Shadow who spoke for their consciences. “I miss Ripley.”  
 
    “We all do,” Sonya agreed. Rex, Drake, and Chelsey bobbed their heads somberly.  
 
    “One of you Zuul go beyond?” Ulan asked.  
 
    Sonya didn’t know what he meant, but Shadow seemed to catch on.  
 
    “She’s not dead,” he said. “Got hurt bad on the dropship, shot by a laser. They said she’s going to be okay.”  
 
    “She’ll make it,” Chelsey said, nodding. She’d been watching the siblings have a piss up and grinning. Then her comms unit chirped, and she pulled it off her uniform. “I gotta run, doggos. You guys have fun with the Lumar, I’ll catch up later.”  
 
    In a second she was up and gone, and Sonya hoped they could find their way back to Silent Night’s area.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan had been listening to the Zuparti go on for what seemed like hours. He glanced at his slate sitting on the table and realized he had been sitting there for hours. Bloody hell. He let her drone on for another minute, then couldn’t take it any longer.  
 
    “Guildmaster Ifka, may I say something?”  
 
    The Zuparti stopped and looked at him, so deep in her dissertation she seemed to have forgotten Alan and Jill were even there. “Okay,” she said. A confused weasel was an interesting thing to see.  
 
    “My Second Company Commander, Jill Anderle, whom you already know, gave me a full briefing on the sitrep as soon as we landed. She also made it clear that you impressed upon her the necessity of signing a contract with the Engineering Guild, despite my merc company not being interested in working for you.”  
 
    “Essentially correct,” Ifka replied in her scratchy little voice. A trio of her Zuparti assistants nodded in agreement.  
 
    Toadies, Alan thought. “I fail to see why I should consider my newly-arrived forces part of this contract. I only have two squads, and one is apparently a prisoner of the forces opposing your claims here.”  
 
    “The contract automatically extends to your new forces,” Ifka said.  
 
    “I don’t see it that way.”  
 
    “Then you can leave,” she said. “Your ship should reach the next solar system with a stargate in about 95 years.”  
 
    “Mother fucker,” Alan growled.  
 
    Ifka looked down at her translator, hanging around her furred neck, and cocked her head in confusion. Alan would have laughed if he wasn’t so pissed off. Jill leaned forward and spoke.  
 
    “Maybe if you could offer us a specific departure window?”  
 
    “How am I to provide this with an active assault underway? The Zuul are bad enough, but the Pushtal are much worse! They nearly breached our defenses a week before you arrived.” 
 
    “Five of my newly arrived troopers are Zuul,” Alan said. “Maybe it would give us an opportunity—”  
 
    “What?” Ifka yipped. “You have Zuul with you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alan said evenly. “Five of them. They are my children.”  
 
    Ifka spoke a word which didn’t translate, then she looked even more confused than when he’d cursed. “Children? Zuul? But you are—”  
 
    “Human, yes, obviously. We saved them on a contract. I couldn’t find out who to send them to when we got back to Earth, so my wife and I raised them as our own children. If you have a problem with that or say one bloody word about locking them up, you’re going to have a much bigger problem than a few Pushtal to deal with.”  
 
    He stared at the Zuparti with deadly intent. Jill looked from him to Ifka and swallowed. He could tell she’d been as diplomatic as she could, especially considering the situation she’d found herself in, and he couldn’t argue with her decision. However, he was here now, with most of his family. They might have been born Zuul, but they were his children, and he loved them just the same. One had almost died bringing them to the relative safety of the base. He’d be damned to hell if he’d let anyone touch his kids.  
 
    He considered the possible outcome if the Zuparti challenged him. The first option was, the weasel bastard would sic her Lumar on Silent Night, and it would turn into a great round cockup. The second option was, she’d try to sic the Lumar on Silent Night, and the Lumar would refuse to follow orders. Luckily Ifka took option three.  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Will your pet Zuul fight?”  
 
    Alan suppressed the snarl of outrage he felt coming. Maybe he’d been around the kids too much. “My children are registered mercs with Silent Night Mercenary Company; they’ll follow orders.”  
 
    “Good,” Ifka said, and turned back to the Tri-V. “Since you are informed of the situation, I’ll outline my plan to get the filthy Vergola and their Cartography Guild off my planet.” The Tri-V showed a tactical battle map of the region where the mines were located.  
 
    Alan immediately noticed there were many more icons for mines identical to the one they were located at, except a different color. He asked about them.  
 
    “Those are played out mines,” Ifka said, annoyed at the interruption.  
 
    “So the Astatine-222 plays out quickly?” he persisted.  
 
    Ifka turned to shoot him a sidelong look. “Our mining methods for Astatine are proprietary,” she said.  
 
    “Was it proprietary to those you took this planet from?” Alan asked. He smiled, because he’d quickly caught onto something.  
 
    “We’ve had this holding for longer than your pathetic race has possessed the power of written language.”  
 
    “Perhaps, but someone had it before you. Those corridors weren’t designed for Zuparti.” Jill glanced at him, blinked, then grinned. He shot her a wink, and she suppressed a laugh.  
 
    “Who had it before is of no consequence.”  
 
    “It’s of more consequence than you think,” Alan said. “I’ve only been here hours, but I can tell you’re having trouble with the mine. Lots of it.”  
 
    “What makes you think that?” The question was asked by one of Ifka’s assistants. Elsewhere nearby, a pair of elSha techs had stopped their work and were watching the exchange.  
 
    “This planet is the only source ever found for Astatine-222, you’ve said?” Ifka gave a tiny nod. “Your display shows the dates of those mines,” Alan said, and gestured at the Tri-V. “It looks like you’re sinking a new mine every five to ten years. There’s no way this rate of new mines could exist on this world for even 20,000 years, the time between now and the First Republic. More than 2,000 mines in just that time? If this mine is an average example, the planet would be nothing but holes.”  
 
    “You Humans think you know everything,” Ifka said, almost quivering with rage. “But you know nothing of the efforts others do to provide you, and the rest of the galaxy, with simple luxuries like space travel.”  
 
    “Luxury?” Jill asked incredulously. “I’ve read what happened after the Great War when most space travel ground to a halt. How many trillions died when the luxury of space travel stopped?”  
 
    “We might not know everything,” Alan admitted. “However, I know you need us. My guess is, production has been falling, so the supply of Astatine-222 has decreased. Maybe the Cartography Guild isn’t here so much out of greed as because they think you’re squeezing them.” 
 
    Ifka was clearly conflicted. To Alan, it looked like she was trying to decide whether to scream at him or throw something. He watched an interesting internal battle play out on the alien’s face. The Zuparti had long been known as one of the twitchiest races in the galaxy. Paranoid, but with deep pockets. As the commander of a registered Human mercenary company, he was privy to a lot of yearly data concerning types of contracts, where they took place, and even who employed the mercs. On a rolling average, the Zuparti accounted for 10% of all contracts, with that number reaching as high as 25%, but never less than 5%. For all this prowess and money, as a species, they had a terrible collective poker face.  
 
    One of Ifka’s assistants leaned in and whispered in her ear. She was so focused on Alan that when her assistant spoke, she gave an audible squeak and jumped half a meter in the low gravity. Twitchy.  
 
    She reached out to the Tri-V and yanked a data chip from it hard enough to nearly topple the projector off its table. “Here are the details,” she snarled and threw it at him as hard as she could. Alan plucked it from the air with casual ease. It might have been a devastating throw to another Zuparti, but Humans had been throwing rocks at each other for a million years. Young children naturally took to baseball or other games of catch. Baseball was still a popular sport on Earth. Catching things was second nature to the hairless apes. “Be ready at the required time,” she screeched and left.  
 
    “Ever the diplomat,” Jill said, finally letting the laughter out she’d been suppressing for several minutes.  
 
    Alan wasn’t laughing. The situation was a lot more dangerous than he’d originally feared. If he’d learned anything in his lifetime as a merc, it was that if there was anything more dangerous than a poor race with nothing to lose, it was a rich race with everything to lose. Between the Pushtal and the Zuparti in one system…  
 
    “Get the officers and noncoms together,” he said. “We need to talk.”  
 
      
 
     * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow found the Lumar fascinating. They were more like koala than intelligent beings. Methodical and single-minded, they went at every task with 100% of their attention. When they ate, they ate. When they played, they played. And when they fought, they fought.  
 
    He hadn’t seen actual combat in person, yet. However, he’d watched thousands of hours on Silent Night’s Tri-V archives. Battles going back to the company’s founding. Lumar were there many times. Sometimes they were allies; sometimes they were enemies. In each instance, they fought with the same dogged determination and straightforward attitude. They didn’t give up unless ordered to, and they weren’t brutal in victory, like some.  
 
    He was all too aware how many merc races were, by Human standards, considered monsters. Tortantula would slaughter until there was nothing left, feeding on the enemy dead. Besquith killed for the pure fun of it. Aposa were just bloody nuts. They wouldn’t eat the enemy dead, but they were just as brutal as the Tortantula. The Lumar, on the other hand, were almost Human in the way they treated their defeated adversaries.  
 
    Lumar were usually only used for garrison, reinforcements on major contracts, or security. Shadow wondered if it was their rather gentle nature which explained that. Oh, it wasn’t that a Lumar wouldn’t fight. He’d witnessed two squabbles in the cafeteria before leaving. Those four arms and the aliens’ powerful build was a horrendous combination to witness. Yet the fights were over as quickly as they’d begun. They were a strange and fascinating race, to be sure.  
 
    Once the Lumar had satiated their hunger, and Shadow had as well, Ulan and Iban led them from the cafeteria through the same door as they’d entered. The other Lumar were leaving, too, off to do whatever tasks needed doing. They weren’t self-starters, yet Shadow’s understanding was that they performed regular jobs or anything assigned them well. Still, Shadow wondered who was assigning these jobs. Normally on a contract, an officer of another race would oversee the Lumar to be sure they had been directed properly. There were no other merc races in the base that he’d seen or heard mentioned.  
 
    Shadow was about to ask Ulan about this as they were leaving the cafeteria until he spotted another of the females. She was standing in a doorway leading to another section of the Lumar barracks. She had two slates held in her lower arms, and was using her upper arms to do something with them, both at the same time. A millipede-like Jeha had half its body raised up to be closer to eye level with the female, its antenna waving in the air, apparently listening to instructions. At the group’s sudden appearance, the female’s head turned to regard them.  
 
    Shadow was immediately struck by the female Lumar’s eyes. They were deep blue with very little white to them, like massively dilated Human or Zuul eyes, since both races’ optical organs were nearly identical. She didn’t have eyebrows. The Lumar appeared hairless. However, her eyes narrowed, and she immediately stopped talking. Her mannerisms were that of a thoughtful, intelligent being, and manipulating two slates at the same time was something even Ripley couldn’t do. This is a strange Lumar, he realized.  
 
    Shadow opened his mouth to offer a greeting. The female turned and left without a word, her purple fur jacket flapping behind her as the door closed. The Jeha’s antenna moved around and waved in Shadow’s direction, its tiny nub eyes on short stalks split between the now departed female and Shadow. Razor sharp mandibles clicked and scraped, his translator rendering it into English.  
 
    “I wasn’t done giving my report.” After a second, the Jeha dropped onto its many legs and shot away at high speed, turning a nearby corner by running up the wall, since the gravity was so low. Then it too was gone.  
 
    “Oi, Shadow,” Sonya called. “You coming, idiot?” 
 
    He growled at being called a fool. “You see that exchange?” he asked.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Rex asked. “Come on, we’re going to meet an Aku.”  
 
    “I know where we were going,” Shadow said under his breath. His eyes lingered on the door the female had left through, his desire to follow burning brightly. Later, his inner voice said, so he turned to follow the two male Lumar and his siblings.  
 
    Because his thoughts were taken up trying to understand the earlier encounter, Shadow didn’t take note of many details as they descended until they were traversing the third ramp in a row. “What’s with the ramps?” he asked finally. “Wouldn’t elevators make more sense in a mine?”  
 
    “Dun’ know,” Rex said just ahead. “You can ask the Lumar, but I doubt they’ll have any knowledge to pass along.”  
 
    Shadow nodded, accepting the limits of questioning a Lumar. What he wanted was to talk to a female. Either the female was an exception for their species, or she wasn’t. He had his own suspicion. However, at the bottom of the next ramp, they encountered their first Aku, and ramps made more sense.  
 
    “They look like turtles,” Drake said.  
 
    “Turtle soup is tasty,” Rex said.  
 
    “You just ate,” Sonya muttered, elbowing him. Rex shrugged in answer—it took a lot of food to keep their largest brother running.  
 
    “Just saying. Turtle makes for good soup.” 
 
    There were three of the Aku in a circle, their long, flexible necks all turned and craned, bringing faces toward them. They were more like rocks with eyes and a mouth than turtles, which Shadow knew Chelsey, at least, would immediately consider cute. The eyes were situated forward and seemed to have an external lid, more resembling a mechanical iris than a lid. The eyes themselves were black-on-black and held an unmistakable feeling of intelligence. They were all staring at Rex.  
 
    “I don’t think they’d appreciate being soup, brother,” Sonya said, her voice low and wrapped with a laugh.  
 
    One of the Aku turned his big rocky head and stared at Ulan, then spoke. “Why Zuul here?” Shadow’s translator rendered their speech into clear, if stilted, English.  
 
    “So they’re intelligent?” Drake asked.  
 
    “We are,” the Aku replied.  
 
    Shadow glanced at his translator. The device had a small display to show information. He tapped the display, which told him the Aku were speaking Lumar.  
 
    “Zuul are with Humans,” Ulan explained, looking at Drake. “This Niss, who run Aku.”  
 
    Niss turned its attention back to Drake, its strange, almost mechanical eyes blinking in the gloomy cavern, then spoke. Their language had a gurgling sound that wasn’t translated. Then it spoke again. “Never meet Zuul work with Human.” Shadow’s translator didn’t have to render this, because it was in understandable English.  
 
    “Bloody hell,” Drake said. “They’re laborers?” he asked Ulan. Iban had lost interest in the goings on and was playing with a strange rock on the cluttered floor.  
 
    “They slaves,” Ulan explained.  
 
    “What?” Shadow asked, his ears back and eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Slaves,” Ulan repeated, drawing out the word more carefully, apparently thinking Shadow was too slow to understand.  
 
    “Slavery is illegal in the Union,” Sonya said. Ulan stared at her without responding. “Shadow?”  
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Shadow said. “Union laws are both incredibly limited, and extremely absolute in many areas. Slavery isn’t one of those areas.” He thought about his reading on the subject. “You cannot commit genocide upon an intelligent race. However, if the race isn’t part of the Union, you enter one of those limited areas. I assume the Aku aren’t part of the Union. I don’t know; I’ve never heard of them until now.” 
 
    “Really wish Dad had let us have pinplants,” Sonya said. This was one of those times they all nodded in agreement.  
 
    “How did you get here?” Shadow asked Niss.  
 
    “My clan was captured by KzSha,” Niss explained, his English clearer than before. “Some eaten, others trained, others unknown.”  
 
    “Trained?” Rex asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “KzSha teach us jobs like mining and hazardous waste management.”  
 
    “They work you until you die?” Sonya asked, disbelieving.  
 
    “No, not die.”  
 
    “I don’t get it,” Shadow admitted.  
 
    “Aku not hurt by radiation or chemicals,” Ulan explained.  
 
    “So they’re armored radiation- and chemical-proof super bots?” Drake asked.  
 
    “We are not bots,” Niss said. His voice was neutral, sounding insistent but not offended. One of the alien’s arms came up, revealing short, dexterous appearing digits, which pointed at Shadow. “What this one said about the law is effectively correct. There is little detail about how the anti-genocide laws enforced by Peacemakers are enforced in regard to minor races lacking Union affiliation.”  
 
    Shadow’s jaw fell open in astonishment. He noticed his siblings were all staring as well. Ulan had moved over to examine the same rock Iban was staring at.  
 
    “Niss,” Sonya said, “please don’t take this the wrong way, but we thought you were just laborers.”  
 
    “We are,” Niss replied. “And slaves.”  
 
    “But your speech, your reasoning and knowledge, doesn’t suggest you’re simply laborers. Tell me about your society, please.”  
 
    Without fanfare, Niss told them about his home world. A world darker than most, with an orange star bathing it in high levels of radiation. They burrowed out dwellings through rocky outcroppings next to swamps, which they preferred over solid ground. Their people had existed in small tribes for eons, sharing a rich verbal history, and no real conflict. Part of their methods of communication, to adapt to the low light, involved a universal written language, scratched into rocks or mud. When they encountered the various written languages of the Union, it was easy for them to understand them. 
 
    “They’re natural linguists,” Rex said.  
 
    “Among other things,” Shadow agreed. “Niss, you said you have a verbal history?”  
 
    “That is correct.”  
 
    “How long is this history?”  
 
    “In years on our world, it is 295,000 rotations around our sun. You are Zuul, so it is 320,000 rotations around your sun, but you speak English, from Earth, which would be 304,000 rotations.”  
 
    They all gawked again. “How do you know these figures?” Shadow asked.  
 
    The hand he had gestured with retreated into his huge shell. When it came back out, it held a slate, which had obviously seen better days. “Ifess, my mate, found this in a garbage dump 120 rotations ago on this dwarf world. It is still networked.” He tapped the display, and the logo of the Information Guild came up, showing the GalNet. “There is much information to remember.”  
 
    “How much have you memorized?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Somewhat more than half,” Niss said. “We jump around a lot as information is needed. Humans are far back, so we went ahead and learned about them. We already learned about Zuul, since they fight here.”  
 
    “How much information do you think?” Drake asked Shadow.  
 
    “Half the GalNet?” Shadow shook his head. “There’s so much information in the GalNet, nobody on Earth has saved it all in one place.” He thought for a second. “Probably at least 10 exabytes, but I read a statement by one researcher in Sydney who thinks that if you include secondary references, it exceeds a zettabyte.”  
 
    Shadow looked at the unassuming Aku, who stared back at him with huge black eyes. “Niss, you’ve learned everything about Union law? Including mercenary law?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Aku replied.  
 
    Shadow smiled. “I’d like you to go over a contract.” Niss cocked his big head curiously.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan set the slate on the desk in his new quarters, shared with Captain Anderle, and rubbed his temples. The battle plan provided by Ifka was straightforward. A missile artillery bombardment against the Cartography Guild position 100 kilometers distant. The barrage had no real chance of success or even of doing serious damage. It was a cover to allow two platoons of Lumar to perform end runs toward the enemy. Alan’s CASPers would advance under the barrage, attacking directly five minutes after the Lumar engaged the enemy.  
 
    “Simple and stupid,” Alan said to the empty room. Captain Jill Anderle was off on duty, while he reviewed the mission profile. Under her command, Silent Night had dueled with the opposition Zuul and Pushtal, slowly bleeding each other, but not making any real progress. Now with just one additional squad, Ifka seemed to think victory was all but assured. Alan knew better. “The little weasel is running out of time.” 
 
    All those mines spoke of quickly played out reserves of Astatine-222. Ifka would have to move the mine soon, and she was afraid of trying while under siege. On his slate were details on the mine, which was actually a collection of massive mobile industrial machines. The entire thing could pull up stakes and move to another location. It would probably be vulnerable during a move. Very vulnerable, was his guess.  
 
    “Bastard Zuparti wants to use us for a distraction. I don’t think so.” His problem was how to uphold his orders without violating the letter of the contract. On another slate was the contract in question. Other than his company being forced into it, the contract was as legitimate as any other he’d ever read. A cool 229 pages of details. His personal slate had the sort of low-level AI many merc commanders used. Developed by the Golden Horde, it was a useful tool for scanning contracts and finding problems. It said this one was legitimate, though it had several issues.  
 
    Chief among the issues was a potential forfeiture of assets in the event of non-completion. Such clauses weren’t uncommon, and usually accompanied a contract that involved a high value objective. The mercs would put up a bond, handled by the UCX (Union Credit Exchange), and if the objective was destroyed, the bond was forfeit. He hadn’t put up a bond; Jill had been convinced to put up Starbright. 
 
    “It was either that or be prisoners,” she’d explained shortly before the meeting with Ifka. That fact had contributed to his less than amiable attitude toward the Zuparti guildmaster.  
 
    Looking at the contract one more time, he couldn’t help but think something wasn’t right. He wished Dana was there. He’d married her for a lot of reasons, besides love, of course. One was her knowledge of the merc business. He was certain she’d find what was bothering him. She was a thousand light years away, back on Earth. As far a reach as his odds of surviving his current predicament.  
 
    With a sigh, he prepared the order of battle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Vergola Assault Base—E’cop’k System  
 
    Veska waved her tail broadly behind her, ensuring the sweep of it framed each side of her body repeatedly to draw Makori’s attention. 
 
    “Nillab spared you?” he asked, slitting his eyes and leaning back against the wall as though she’d interrupted a nap.  
 
    “The captain,” Veska said, snapping her jaw to emphasize the title, “is reviewing repairs up on the Gheshu, which I am not needed for.” 
 
    “How indispensable you have become,” he replied, dropping his tail low.  
 
    When he said nothing else and the moment stretched too long, she growled and shook herself, throwing off her pique. She had the better task on this posting, but Makori was no pup to be lured by temporary competition. The coiled energy twisting her gut would have no outlet here, unless she opened her mouth and used her words to explain what she needed, and that… 
 
    That would make it too real.  
 
    “How are the Humans?” Veska leaned to the side as though to peer past him, but the large male’s bulk blocked too much of the room beyond. Moving the Humans and all the Zuul who had evacuated the Paku and made it to the Gheshu down to the assault base had made the urgency of their reality more real—with the Gheshu barely operational, the assault base was the smarter posting…but also far closer to combat with those who had recently been allies.  
 
    “Bored.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They’re Humans, Veska. There’s not a lot of ‘and’—they are what they are. And they are bored.” Makori crossed his arms, making a show of getting more comfortable in his lean, while also blocking the door further.  
 
    “We both know there’s plenty of ‘and’ with them. Are they angry? Resigned? Crawling through the ducts to attempt to take over the assault base?” 
 
    Makori tilted his head to glance behind him at that last, and she didn’t bother to swallow back her huff of laughter. He flattened his ears, but after a breath, his tail waved enough to signal her point.  
 
    “They are calm, for Humans. At first there was shouting, and some noises the translator indicated were nonsense about breeding and defecating, but A’kef came to restate his commitment to them as allies, and they trust in our honor.” 
 
    A pleasant surprise. Had Rex and his siblings shown them the faithfulness of Zuul? Some Sei had questioned if Zuul were born into honor, if they learned it from the clan while walking their path, or some combination of both. Perhaps these Zuul, raised so far from their true home, could answer that once and for all. Though if they were truly Hosh… 
 
    “Makori,” she said, pretenses forgotten. “Did A’kef tell you what clan the Earth pups actually are?” 
 
    He straightened, registering the change in her tone. “He did not.” 
 
    “He and the captain…they believe Rex, Ripley, Drake, Sonya, and Shadow are all that remain of Krif’Hosh.” 
 
    “But Krif’Hosh has been lost for…” Makori’s ears flicked, first one, then the other, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “For the stretch of the Earth pups’ lifetimes. You saw how they took to Eshtoo. I’ve seen true-born Zuul raised on old colonies who couldn’t figure it out. You know that a Sei of Cho’Hosh took an interest in them.” She heard the barest edge of an eager whine in her tone and swallowed, shaking herself again. “Think what it would mean, to have the Hosh complete again. Look at us now.” Her voice rose in urgency. “The Zuul are without a rudder. Krif’Hosh was always our scent leader in the dark of night. That’s where their name comes from.” 
 
    “The legends of dreamers.” Makori snorted, flicking his ears dismissively.  
 
    “Yes, the dreamers,” she said, thumping him on the chest hard enough to make him wince. “The first K’lak was from Krif’Hosh, as was every one before, until now. Why do you think we’ve been so indecisive as a race for the last 20 years? Look around you. The galaxy is about to catch fire.” 
 
    “More rumors.” 
 
    “Rumors? Are Humans driving Raknar rumors? Or images of them fighting Canavar? I heard whispers on a space station only last year of Dusman.” 
 
    This time Makori fixed her with a steely stare. Still, she could see uncertainty creeping through him. Eventually he shook his great head. “I…” Makori snapped his jaw, tail high. “Did you come here to speak of the Hosh, or check on the Humans? The Earth pups are far from us now, and from what I hear, our enemies once more.” 
 
    “They are no such thing.” Veska longed to bite sense into him. “And both, as they are interrelated. The Humans are the chosen clan of a Hosh. Nothing happens by accident. Nothing. They should be treated with all honor.” 
 
    “As they are.” The large male pushed off the wall, gesturing behind him. The cells were all open into one common space, and comforts of furniture and food had been brought to them. It seemed more a favored squad’s barracks than a prison.  
 
    “They are still penned, like pups without sense.” She lifted her lip, staring him down. “Let me in.” 
 
    “Veska—” 
 
    “On this contract, I have the captain’s ears. I am the onnogo, Makori, and this is more important than Eshtoo. Coshke moves in this, and I move with the gods.” She stood tall, her shoulders set, her tail still. Her eyes remained unwavering on his. “If there is punishment to follow, I alone will take it. Let. Me. In.” 
 
    He dropped his gaze first, tilting his chin back to expose the length of his neck. She tamped down the wave of satisfaction—the gods did not reward smugness. The moment he moved aside, she brushed past him into the common room, making him move further out of her way.  
 
    She would not be smug, but she could enjoy her victory a little.  
 
    In the room, she sobered. Eleven Humans sat with such careful stillness, she couldn’t believe Makori hadn’t noticed it. Veska had spent some time with Rex, a smaller amount with his siblings, and even less with their Human compatriots, but even that little had been enough to know they weren’t sitting in here relying on honor, no matter how real that honor was.  
 
    “You are well?” she asked, making a show of examining the room, which gave her the opportunity to see if Makori had leaned in to listen. The humans sat spread out in various poses—two on the table in the middle of the room, some against the walls between cells, others in the low chairs set around the common space. The leader stood when she spoke, and after a moment, her translator began.  
 
    “We’re as well as can be, when our allies take us prisoner.” 
 
    “You have been a member of the mercenary group longer than I have,” Veska said, angling toward the furthest reach of the room and keeping her eyes respectfully on him even as she walked. “You must know as well as I how important it is to adapt when a contract is in place.” 
 
    “A’kef said something very similar.” 
 
    Her shoulders tightened at his casual use of her Rei’shin’s name, but she hadn’t used whatever title the Human claimed in addressing him, either, so she supposed that was fair.  
 
    “Then I will not remind you of lessons the Guild teaches.” Her ears flattened, and she bit back the annoyance. She hadn’t come in here to shame the Humans, nor antagonize them. If only they made sense. Of course she understood why they would be upset, with such a drastic series of changes so quickly, but in the end, one handled the situation one was in, not what one had expected it to be. The Zuul would treat them with respect until the situation changed again. Why wasn’t that good enough? 
 
    But that wasn’t why she was here. She forced her ears upright and smoothed her hands down the fur of her face and neck, putting everything into its place.  
 
    “You are one of the Insho’Ze who have spent time with the Privates Porter,” the Human leader Trucker said, folding his hands behind his back.  
 
    Tension thrummed through her before she could check it. Humans were more often enemies than not, and clever ones, besides. Their powered armor was locked away, but Veska had heard enough stories of their wiliness to not underestimate them. Though likely they thought they knew what she was capable of, given they had fought alongside Zuul…but not Zuul who had been trained as she had, to the fullest capability of her larger, stronger body.  
 
    Coshke would not lead her astray.  
 
    “I am Veska of Insho’Ze,” she replied, knowing the short version of who she was to be more than enough for Humans. “I have enjoyed getting to know the Zuul who traveled with you, yes.” 
 
    “I remember you,” Tucker replied. “And yet you agree to holding us prisoner.” 
 
    “There are contracts,” she said, as gently as she would to a pup on his first mission. “Your other Humans have not reached out since joining the rest of your people on their contract.” She hoped the translator would relay her emphasis. “This is the life of the Mercenary Guild.” 
 
    “Barely a guild anymore, anyway.”  
 
    She shifted to regard the new Human who had spoken, the young one she knew was a friend of Sonya’s. She flicked her ears at him in acknowledgment, though his point made no difference. The moment they’d been pulled into the system, their circumstances had changed.  
 
    “We do not want this to end poorly. I add my request to that of my leaders, that you be patient until this is resolved. Zuul do not kill captured enemies.” 
 
    “The Pushtal do,” someone else said. 
 
    “Yes,” Veska was forced to agree. “However, you are not under their protection. You are under ours.” 
 
    “And if you’re ordered to fight our people?” the younger one asked, and Veska felt the attention of every Human in the room sharpen. Perhaps Makori’s, as well.  
 
    Something coiled and angry writhed through her gut, but she held ears and tail still, showing none of it.  
 
    “I will follow orders. Honor demands it.” Always that had been true, without question or doubt. Now the words, despite their confidence, grated in her ears, leaving a metallic taste in the back of her throat. The captain, her Rei’Shin, and Coshke would make the path clear. “What do you think your people will do if their contract-holders order them to attack?” 
 
    Coshke spoke into the moment, before any Human could bring themselves to form a word of truth or lie.  
 
    The repeating alarm of an incoming attack blared against her ears, and even the Humans around her winced. 
 
    “Coshke wills it so,” she whispered, then stared aggressively into the leader’s eyes. “And so it is answered.” 
 
    The noise she made might have been a growl caught on the ragged edge of a howl, but either way, she shoved it back and stalked out of the room, ignoring Humans and Makori alike.  
 
    She returned to her quarters and looked at the Insho’Ze’s data records again. Ever since the question of the five Human-raised Zuul had suggested they were Hosh, she’d been searching for some connection to the Humans. How had they ended up with them, and why? Without any kind of providence, the captain wouldn’t make a move against the contract, regardless of the evidence. It just wasn’t enough to outweigh honoring their contract.  
 
    She spent the time memorizing every detail about Krif’Hosh she could find from their final years. The time matched up with the age of the five, yet there was no record of their birth, and no last word of how Krif’Hosh had met their end. News of such a momentous calamity had shaken the Zuul to their core. For what were they with only two of the three Hosh? What kind of song could they make as a race? The last entry was their taking a contract on Gephard, an insignificant world in the Crapti region of the Jesc arm. A pitiful garrison contract, so low risk, they’d brought the whole clan. Then, nothing.  
 
    Cho’Hosh and Vo’Hosh had spent years trying to find them. No evidence could be found of them. It was discovered that the garrison contract had not been what it had seemed, and Besquith had been involved. Veska stopped in her reading, blinking and rereading. The contract Krif’Hosh had taken was with the Zuparti! How had she missed this fact? Could it be linked to what was happening here? Was this possible? Jesc was a long way from the Tolo arm, where they were. But since arriving, she’d learned how deeply involved the Zuparti were with galactic politics. They controlled a guild of their own. A tiny one, to be sure, though powerful because of a rare element only found on E’cop’k.  
 
    “There is no such thing as a coincidence,” she said in her empty room. The alarms had changed, and she needed to report to her squad. The rest would reveal itself in time. For now, battle called, and she would answer.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    Rex woke early, as he always did. His father said he had the mercs’ natural clock, awake before the action, grab a nap whenever you can. Within ten minutes of the briefing his father gave to the troopers the previous night, Rex was showered and in a bunk, fast asleep.  
 
    He didn’t dream often. Most nights he just slept and woke up. This time he was haunted by a vague memory. Something about three Zuul standing on a mountain top, enemies all around them. They fought for their lives, a triple moon in the sky above, until one fell—and he awoke.  
 
    “Stupid dream,” he mumbled as he rolled out of his cot and started to pull on a uniform. Then he remembered, stopped, and pulled on his haptic suit. Today, they did battle. That’s all the dream was, nervousness about the fight.  
 
    Drake dropped down in low gravity-induced slow motion from the bunk above, teeth showing in a big grin. “Time to kick some ass, mate,” he said.  
 
    Yeah, against our own, he thought. “Looking forward to it,” Rex replied. He left Drake pulling on his own haptic suit and moved into the squad bay, where the rest of Silent Night was gathering. Some looked at him and nodded or smiled, while others scowled. Shadow’s pep talk hadn’t stuck with all of them. Sonya was already there, talking with their father. Shadow came in at the same time as Drake. Then the door opened, and Ripley entered.  
 
    Almost immediately all conversation ended. She wore a standard Silent Night uniform cut for the Zuul, though bandages were just visible in the neck area. She stopped and looked around the bay. “What, you’ve never seen a Zuul before?” 
 
    Someone began applauding, and it spread around the room quickly. Even those who’d looked less than happy to see the Zuul mercs were visibly clapping and nodding in respect.  
 
    “Daughter, what are you doing out of sickbay?” 
 
    “Doc cleared me,” Ripley replied.  
 
    “After you threatened to bite her?” Sonya quipped, to more than a few chuckles.  
 
    “I’ll talk to doc later,” Alan said. “But for now, report to the artillery section.” 
 
    Ripley had been opening her locker to get a haptic suit and she froze, her head spun around, and eyes wide in surprise. “What? But we’re going to fight!” 
 
    “Yes, we are; you are not. Less than 24 hours ago, you were dead. Doc said you flatlined twice before the nanites did their magic.” 
 
    “I’m fine now,” she said, her voice small.  
 
    Alan walked over next to her and reached a hand out to push her in the ribs. It wasn’t a punch, but a gentle shove. She cringed and yipped, ears back and not making eye contact. “What do you think will happen the first time your CASPer takes a hard hit?” She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “Do as you’re ordered, merc. Report to the artillery section.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. Ears drooping and tail dragging, she turned and walked out.  
 
    “It’s okay, sis,” Sonya said as she went by.  
 
    “Glad you’re on your feet,” Shadow said.  
 
    “We got this,” Drake said. “Piece of piss.”  
 
    “I’ll bring back a Pushtal head for you,” Rex said. He got the barest hint of a flickering grin from Ripley as she walked out. He watched her go, partly annoyed at his father for being a hardass, and partly glad Ripley would sit this one out. She clearly wasn’t healed. Still, he felt for her. Halfway across the galaxy, trained to use the first ever CASPers made for non-Humans, and she was flying a desk for the first battle.  
 
    “At least she won’t have to fight our own kind,” Drake whispered to him.  
 
    Rex nodded in agreement. “Fuck me dead, it sucks.”  
 
    “Alright everyone, time to get our game faces on,” Sergeant Bana yelled at the troopers. “Five minutes to muster in the CASPer bay. Grab a meal bar and move your asses, shovel heads.”  
 
    Five minutes later to the second, Rex was finishing the power-up on his custom modified Mk 7 CASPer. As the computer finished its checklist, he scanned the status board to ensure all the links were in place on his haptic suit. Without those feedback connections, the suit wouldn’t act like a part of his body. The powered armor had been the critical edge Humans had enjoyed for more than half a century. Without them, the hominids were among the weakest and most vulnerable merc races. Tenacious, yes, just not physically up to their own natural ferocity.  
 
    “How’s your board?” Sergeant Bana asked in Rex’s ear via the individual privileged circuit.  
 
    “Look’s good, Sarge,” Rex replied. He knew the sergeant would know this as well. The same circuit allowed all the people above him to see the status boards of every CASPer in their command. He also knew the direct comms had a quality all their own, and served as a way to reinforce comradery within the unit. His own feelings on the matter suggested Zuul didn’t get as much from such small talk. Still, that was how he’d been trained.  
 
    “Excellent.” There was a tiny click, meaning the channels had shifted. “Second Squad, stand by.”  
 
    There was a woosh! as cold air rushed into the bay, and the doors began to roll up into the roof. He’d originally been a private in Second Battalion, A Company, Second Squad. But since First Squad were likely prisoners of the Zuul and Pushtal, the designation hadn’t made sense anymore. Instead, he and his siblings were rolled into First Battalion, A Company, Second Squad, to replace combat losses.  
 
    On E’cop’k, Silent Night had lost more suits than operators. Rex was glad his suit was unsuitable for a Human to operate, because there were highly experienced Humans sitting out the battle for lack of a functioning CASPer.  
 
    “Roll out!” Bana called, and Rex pushed his suit forward.  
 
    Internal systems had been programmed with E’cop’k’s fractional gravity. They would compensate for movements to some degree. As long as he didn’t get crazy, it would let him keep his feet under him. The jumpjets were likewise dialed back. The operators could override them and end up at escape velocity if they screwed up. 
 
    The Tri-V display in front of him and wrapping to both sides of his cockpit made it look like he was standing without a suit. It was the first time he’d done a formation in gravity, and in the open. There wasn’t nearly enough room on Paku for such things. Plus there’d only been 24 CASPers on Paku. Now he was in the midst of an entire battalion of a little over 100!  
 
    It was exciting and terrifying at the same time. Exciting because it made him feel like one of the Four Horsemen, amidst a crowd of powerful machines of war that could take on anything. Terrifying because Captain Anderle had had a battalion at her disposal for months and had been unable to secure victory.  
 
    They waited in the cold atmosphere, Rex listening to his suit’s heaters work against the bone-numbing chill. The CASPer’s hybrid fuel cells registered the load and told him how much long-term power use the heaters were consuming. His suit had a shoulder-mounted MAC—magnetic accelerator cannon—which drew a staggering 2-megawatts at peak charge. Compared to the weapon, his heaters were insignificant. Then his father, their commander, came on the all-hands circuit.  
 
    “The Lumar report they’re advancing on two flanks. All CASPers forward, quick step.” 
 
    Quick step called for a jog, no jumpjets. The enemy had radar, but with the dwarf planet’s tiny horizon, as long as the powered armor stayed more or less on the ground, they wouldn’t be detected until the attack force was almost on them.  
 
    “If we do this right,” his dad had said during the briefing last night, “we can quickly overwhelm their defenses and force a capitulation.”  
 
    Rex and his siblings weren’t so sure. From what they’d learned about their race, Zuul didn’t give up. It was a matter of honor to not surrender. He fell in with the rest of his squad as they advanced across the frozen, rocky landscape.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley fumed as she entered the defense command post deep within the bowels of the Engineering Guild facility. I can’t believe Father did that! She was growling and chuffing all the way there, at one point nearly bowling over a phalanx of elSha who had a huge power distribution panel open. Exposed circuits hummed with megawatts of power as the elSha literally climbed the walls to get out of her way, watching from the ceiling as she passed.  
 
    “Excuse us,” one of the braver lizards snapped. Ripley didn’t look back. She was afraid if she did, she’d have elSha blood on her muzzle, then she’d really be in trouble.  
 
    The control room was manned by three Zuparti sitting at stations. Tri-Vs showed data being relayed from advancing forces, others listed ordnance at their disposal. But instead of preparing the attack, they were arguing over something.  
 
    “The attack begins in minutes, what’s going on here?” she demanded.  
 
    The trio of Zuparti continued yelling at each other for a second, then turned to stare at her in confusion. “Who are you?” one demanded.  
 
    “I am Private Ripley Porter; I’ve been put in charge of the artillery.”  
 
    “Ridiculous,” another Zuparti said and made a dismissive gesture. “This is our facility, and we are trying to decide who has the honor of pushing the fire button.” 
 
     “Push the bloody button? Who programmed the barrage?” 
 
    “The computer,” the third Zuparti said. “We picked one of the preprogrammed attacks.” He shrugged. “What difference does it make?”  
 
    Her tail dropped low and straight behind her, and the fur down her spine rose, bristling. “Get out,” Ripley said. The three gawked at her. It would have been funny, seeing a weasel gawk, if she hadn’t been so incensed. “Get out now!” She clawed her Ctech sidearm from its holster. She had just enough forethought remaining not to point the weapon. As it cleared the holster, the three Zuparti screeched in terror and fled. One jumped over her, one scampered between her legs, and the last slid by, as careful as possible not to touch her. In seconds, she was alone.  
 
    Ripley slowly breathed to master her rage, her chest hurting with every breath, reminding her why she was there and not with her brothers and sister. After a couple seconds, she snorted, then laughed out loud. The look on the three Zuparti’s faces had been absolutely hilarious. Then she remembered she was there to do a job. 
 
    Ripley moved over and began examining the consoles. One was inventory, another was the ordnance management system, and the final was fire control. “Why are there three bloody stations for this?” she wondered aloud. After trying to move between them for a few minutes, she gave up, grabbed a slate, and configured it for networking. In no time, she had all three stations operating from her personal slate.  
 
    “Stupid non-merc races,” she mumbled as she began making sense of it. The management and inventory was simple enough; the fire control made use of a hundred files, all with intricate, complicated, and nonsensical firing patterns. Everything from area denial, to danger close, and rolling assault. Who wrote these scripts? She wondered at the work it took. Why not just design each missile sortie based on the situation instead of forcing the response based on what was written? It wasn’t like the system was that complicated.  
 
    Friendly forces were still an hour from the point they were certain to be identified. The Zuparti were going to launch now, way ahead of schedule. Stupidity. The one thing she had the most difficulty forgiving was stupidity.  
 
    Ripley loaded the enemy position maps, assembled from drone passes and previous attacks, and studied the situation. Despite her dislike of remote warfare, just like on the Phoenix, she was actually pretty good at it. Regardless, her stomach roiled at being stuck ‘in the rear with the gear,’ as Sergeant Bana called it.  
 
    The layout of the enemy base was simple, a mobile assault base set down from orbit so the enemy didn’t have to constantly risk ground fire every time they landed. Shaped somewhat like a star, each point had defensive lasers and the area between those had a rocket launcher on each side of the point. It looked like a grounded space station, which was kind of what it was. She could see why artillery hadn’t succeeded in overcoming it.  
 
    She didn’t have enough launchers at her disposal. The Zuparti installation did have a small manufactory, and a good store of parts. It just couldn’t get enough missiles on target fast enough to beat back the anti-missile fire. Unless you get creative, she thought with a growing grin. She reviewed the missile design, confirming what they could and couldn’t do, and nodded as a plan came together.  
 
    “Why have more than 300 missiles in inventory if you never use them?” She programmed in a launch sequence, writing a script to control the simple weapons. When she was done, she checked her personal chronometer. It was only a few minutes wait until it was the correct time to begin the attack. She pushed the green FIRE button. The Zuparti would be disappointed. There was no sensation from her station of the missiles roaring away. The base was too large, and the launchers were hundreds of meters away.  
 
    Four at a time, the missiles jetted into the sky. Only not on their rockets, they were launched via compressed air cannons. On a planet like Earth, the rockets would quickly have plunged back to the ground. On E’cop’k, due to the pathetic gravity, the jettison charge gave them enough Delta-V to create a parabolic trajectory nearly 30 kilometers long.  
 
    By the time the first four were rushing toward the ground with seconds to impact, she had 188 missiles in the air. “That’s more like it,” she said as she hit the programmed flight command, which sent orders to all 188 missiles, which fired their motors and roared toward the enemy base. “Little present for you, bloody cats,” she said and reclined in the less-than-comfortable chair. It was only then that she remembered the enemy base was defended by Pushtal and Zuul. Grimly she sat up straight and watched the weapons’ trajectories.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan’s command suit radar buzzed a warning.  
 
    [Multiple Air Threats] 
 
    He checked the heads up display and quickly confirmed it was the missile launch from their base. Good job, young lady, he thought. Then the few contacts grew, and grew, and grew to over 150! The computer in his CASPer wasn’t designed to track this many airborne targets. It was only meant to warn him of possible aerial threats. It only said “more than 150” targets.  
 
    “How the hell did Ripley manage that?” he wondered on the command circuit.  
 
    “Never underestimate that sneaky doggo,” Sergeant Bana said. Alan could almost see him shaking his head inside his CASPer. High above him, hundreds of silver darts lanced across the sky.  
 
    His radio crackled with a distant broadcast. “This is Big Strong Fist, we fight on both flanks.” 
 
    “Who have you engaged? What race?” Alan asked.  
 
    “Pushtal. We fight Pushtal.”  
 
    “Acknowledged, preparing to attack.” Alan cut the channel.  
 
    “If the Pushtal are on the flanks, Zuul are in the middle. Do we tell them?” Jill asked from a hundred meters to his left, commanding Company B. 
 
    “Would it change the situation?”  
 
    “Probably not,” she replied.  
 
    “Agreed. All units, advance!” Just over the horizon, lasers crisscrossed the sky and tiny explosions bloomed. Ripley’s barrage had arrived. A second later, Silent Night raced ahead at a run.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Drake tore his eyes from the sky, knowing that despite all the practice, he still needed to keep focus on his pace. Formation was an entirely different beast, and actual combat… 
 
    He hadn’t really bonded with any of the Paku Zuul. Why would he have? He had enough to deal with from his siblings, and more than enough ties to stupid Humans, the last thing he needed was to care about an assload of strangers because they—what? They were shaped like him? 
 
    Keeping perfect pace with the CASPers around him, he snorted and focused his attention forward.  
 
    Where the missiles were aimed, a cluster of reeking, angry, ferocious Pushtal waited.  
 
    Along with who knew how many of his own kind.  
 
    Isgono wouldn’t be there, though, the crazy old teacher wouldn’t have been prioritized with the fighters who’d left the Paku. Or wouldn’t have been thrown out into space in the middle of a battle when there was some dubious safety to be found on board. He was sure one of those things must be true, though entropy knew Isgono had never told them anything helpful, like how an evacuation was handled.  
 
    Like what to do when you had orders to kill the very people who’d been helping you.  
 
    Which had to be better than betraying the people who’d raised you. Your family. Family was more important than species? Wasn’t it? 
 
    Unhelpful. This was combat, not training, and he had a CASPer that was his, and no one was going to drop into his wave. He watched the missiles streak ahead, knew the impact would come moments before they broke into enemy lines.  
 
    Besides, there were a couple of Silent Night’s mercs that could drop out, and he wouldn’t spare a blink of mourning. Long as they did their job first— 
 
    No. He checked the thought, sent a silent thanks to Ripley for giving great air coverage, and considered the damage the Lumar would be doing from either side.  
 
    Those mercs weren’t clever, but Drake knew all about being underestimated when you were big and mostly monosyllabic. No doubting those lads were worth more than their weight in a fight—point them in a direction, and expect that direction clear.  
 
    A throbbing stabbed from his jaw down his neck, and he realized belatedly he’d been clenching the whole run.  
 
    Breathe. Breathe, move, and aim.  
 
    Everything on the other side was only a target.  
 
    He couldn’t afford for them to be anything else.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A kilometer before their objective was a low line of hills. Alan guessed they were there on purpose, that the enemy had chosen this terrain to give them some cover against long range laser engagement. Whatever the reason, they needed to get over them, and as soon as they did, they’d be in sight of their objective.  
 
    “Careful on your jumps,” he cautioned his mercs. “Don’t want to make yourselves easy targets.” He added the last for his kids’ sakes, because his stomach felt like it was full of jack jumpers. Bloody hell, he was scared for them. He still remembered his first fight in a CASPer, some 30 years ago. He’d fought for several minutes before his platoon sergeant had reminded Alan to release his safeties before his weapons would fire.  
 
    As was his tradition and prerogative, Alan was at the front of the left formation. His first platoon was all around him as they broached the hill, riding their jumpjets. He could see on his tactical Tri-V—a feature of the slightly bigger cockpit on his command model Mk 7—the elevations of all the mercs. They came over the rise within seven meters’ altitude of each other. He’d never felt prouder of his lads.  
 
    “Objective in sight,” the scouts called.  
 
    “Game on,” Bana growled.  
 
    Alan liked the man, a lot. Probably the best sergeant he’d ever served with. He hadn’t held it against the man for reminding him to take his safeties off all those years ago.  
 
    “All units, prepare to engage,” he ordered.  
 
    Alan took his eyes off his mercs and began scanning the enemy base. The Cartography Guild had spared no expense. The mobile firebase was, for lack of a better term, impressive. However, it was more armor than firepower. Regardless, he had to breach those defenses in order to get his people home.  
 
    The timing was perfect. Ripley’s wave of missiles were screaming in on target just as he was examining their objective. The firebase’s array of anti-missile lasers flashed in the morning sky, turning missile after missile into blooming balls of fire. He briefly considered ordering Rex to see if he could take the laser out. His son had one of only four heavy MACs in their unit. The range was still five kilometers, outside the ideal envelope for the weapons.  
 
    Craaack! The MAC on Rex’s CASPer spoke even as Alan was considering.  
 
    “Save the rounds, lad,” Bana said immediately. “It’s too bloody far.”  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Rex replied. The tone in Rex’s voice made Alan smile. The kids were too excited to be scared.  
 
    “Can’t wait to use his dardy new MAC,” Sonya said with a laugh.  
 
    “Piss off,” Rex replied, laughing. Others chuckled as well. 
 
    “Cut the chatter,” Alan said softly, and the laughter stopped. His radar had just picked up the telltale heat plumes from small fusion power plants. Vehicles were leaving the sally ports on the enemy firebase. A second later, several of their missiles made it through the enemy fire and blossomed into flame on the side of the base. This time Alan didn’t stop the cheers of his men as they bounded down the hill.  
 
    “There are at least two dozers,” Bana said on their private channel.  
 
    “I saw the fusion heat plumes,” Alan replied. Tanks. The Zuul were known for some badass tanks. Naturally, the Zuparti hadn’t listed that in their reports of possible armament. “Captain Anderle, I didn’t see any tanks in your report.” 
 
    “No, sir, this is the first we’ve seen of them. Of course, we’ve never managed to get this close.”  
 
    Alan’s sensors zoomed in on the monster. His CASPer’s computer automatically took a radar cross section and ran a comparison.  
 
    [JF-9 Fusion Powered Heavy Tank—Main Gun: Particle Accelerator—Zuul Design] 
 
    “Well,” Alan said with a sigh, “isn’t this just ripper?”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Veska had been on enough missions in her career to be considered experienced, even by someone as venerated as the captain. It had been ages since every meal she’d ever eaten had decided to send their ghosts climbing up her throat.  
 
    This battle, though…ancient meat and bile mixed with the pooling saliva in her mouth, and she pointed her nose at the sky to fight back the urge to pant.  
 
    Combat had always been the path meant for her; she hadn’t doubted it even when she’d nearly lost her left leg to a Flatar’s lucky shot, nor when she’d lost half a squad to a MinSha ambush on an allegedly abandoned moon. Life and death were all of a cycle, one walked the path for the cycle they were given, and this was hers.  
 
    But for the first time, it writhed between her nerves, setting her muscles to jumping, her ears flattening against every noise. The incoming air attack she could dismiss, she had run through such before.  
 
    What waited on the other side of it… 
 
    She held the breather close to her face and climbed to the lookout on the wall along with her squad mates. They’d receive the order soon enough to jump down in this inadequate gravity and engage. At least the biting cold of this dwarf planet would take her mind off the building heat in her close-fit suit, though she’d forget all about temperatures once the shooting started.  
 
    Something large ground open below them, and she craned her neck to see. Though she couldn’t smell anything over the breather’s dutiful flood of proper air, her mind supplied the scents of metal and grease that must be there. The smallest of whines pulled itself from her chest, and she cleared her throat to hide it.  
 
    “Are those—” 
 
    “The tanks! Yes!” Arvek, an old friend, had been on this contract from the beginning. His enthusiasm should have pulled her tail side to side, but instead she dropped her head and looked away.  
 
    “I didn’t know we were using them—they weren’t in the captain’s plans.” 
 
    “They’ve only just been repaired—the mechanics were able to strip connections from the Gheshu, now that we know the Paku is here to replace the worst of it. They want the fight done, and this will make progress on that!” A small yip of excitement emphasized his words, and Veska swallowed back the mess collecting in her mouth.  
 
    “We should have discussed this—the captain—” 
 
    “I believe the Rei’Shin was in all the meetings,” Arvek interrupted, bounding up to get a better view. He settled next to her and dropped his jaw in a grin. “When in doubt, go to overwhelming force.” 
 
    Veska gestured above at the streaks of the lasers working overtime to empty a sky full of missiles. “The Humans and Lumar have had the same thought, it seems.” 
 
    “They are worthy enough to meet in battle.” Arvek snapped his jaw, then grunted. “Wish I could be in a tank. Bombers get all the fun.” 
 
    “Not all,” she murmured, though her heart staggered against the words. Her rifle pulled against her arms, though she’d carried it blissfully countless times before. She secured it to her side and leaned forward against the wall, focusing her long sight on the horizon.  
 
    Glints on the horizon slowly resolved into the suggestions of over-sized Human shapes. The Humans had pulled together a full complement of their armored suits, which allowed them longer strides and stronger ammunition. It would make it a more than fair fight against the Zuul, and certainly against the Pushtal. 
 
    “First rank, long shots!” their commander bellowed, and a line of Zuul above them slammed a response. In perfect alignment, a barrage of large caliber shots thrummed through the building. There was little chance of fully disabling hits at this distance, but any damage done out there would help them in their attack.  
 
    She couldn’t fault the other mercenaries’ bloodlust; it was their discipline she was worried about. There was little room for error in combat, and against the powered suits and guns the Humans had, there was even less.  
 
    She worried over the likelihood of the Pushtal following the plan for a handful of seconds, but even that couldn’t distract her eyes, still scanning, which had picked out irregularities in the approaching formation of battle suits. On the right, if she wasn’t mistaken—and the immediate flood of adrenaline said she was not—the glints resolved into four suits. They were slightly larger than the rest, differently proportioned, their different gait…Zuul-like.  
 
    “Kobo Ask’sha, Rex,” she whispered, then threw back her head into a full-throated howl.  
 
    All around her, her compatriots joined their voices to hers. They were too full of battle-readiness to hear the sorrow threading her call, their urge for victory outweighing the weight of her mourning to come. The alarm sounded bare instants before the first missile hit the building, and concussive force launched her over the side. She corrected her fall and landed smoothly on her feet.  
 
    “Let’s go!” she yelled, and advanced into the growing haze of battle.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The Fields of Battle—E’cop’k  
 
    “Watch the left!” Rex yelled and sideslipped. A particle bolt crackled through the air where he’d been only an instant before, vaporizing a huge rock and exploding the ground around it. He brought his MAC in line and triggered a blast. Craaack! The tungsten penetrator, accelerated by a rare-earth sabot, left the gun barrel at multiples of the speed of sound, issuing a meter-long flame as a tiny amount of the barrel was turned to plasma from the speed of passage. The sabot released the penetrator, which travelled between the gun and the tank in a fraction of a second, hitting with the force of a bomb. It splashed on the tank’s shields with a flash of brilliant white and blue light, static crackling in all directions.  
 
    “We can’t crack its shields,” Drake yelled, firing pulse after pulse from his heavy laser.  
 
    “Someone try to get some K-bombs under it!” Bana barked from cover. “It’ll roll right over them and they’ll explode under it, inside its shield.”  
 
    “Yeah, we just have to stand here while it rolls through us,” Sonya said.  
 
    The tanks had been steadily pushing them back. Every time they tried to flank, Zuul mercs on foot had been there to repulse the attack. Their father, Colonel Porter, was a few hundred meters back at the base of the hill, trying to reach Ripley in the hopes of another missile barrage. The tank’s shields could be overwhelmed with enough firepower, just not the kind the CASPers were carrying on this mission.  
 
    “What we need is one of the Raknar,” Shadow said from his own position.  
 
    Rex watched his brother pop up and fire a line of shells from the arm-mounted chain gun, pushing back the Zuul who’d been trying to move in under cover of their tank. Then Shadow had to scuttle back, moving positions. The tank fired its enormously powerful weapon again, annihilating the covering boulder Shadow had used. They had four damaged CASPers so far. It was a miracle none of them were out or dead. But the attack had come to a jarring stop.  
 
    “What about the Lumar?” Drake asked.  
 
    “The Pushtal have them tied down, too,” Corporal Plesh said. “It’s turned into a right great cockup.”  
 
    “Terrence and Peck are down,” Captain Anderle called on the open channel. “Second tank is moving laterally, look out!”  
 
    Rex shifted his view and saw it, only a couple dozen meters away and moving fast. The broken field of boulders made for difficult maneuvering for the massive six-treaded tanks. But they were nimble, with multiple turrets holding not only the particle accelerator cannon, its main weapon, but two smaller ballistic cannons, and several lasers. The behemoth was heading right toward where Shadow and Sonya were hunkered down. They didn’t see it coming.  
 
    “Shadow, Sonya, move!” Rex yelled and fired his jump jets. As he soared up, he fired his MAC as fast as it would cycle at the oncoming tank. Wham, Wham, Wham, the hyper-accelerated penetrators slammed into the tank’s shield. Each time they hit, the splash on the shield got brighter and brighter.  
 
    “I’m getting through!” he yelled. There was a small spot in the shield, a shimmer where he thought it was weakest. He cut his jumpjets and lined up a shot. Wham, with a crimson splash of light and electricity, the MAC round went through the shield and hit the tank’s main turret, shattering the relatively delicate main weapon.  
 
    The mercs cheered as Rex fired his jumpjets to slow his descent. The particle beam from the other tank would have taken him in the chest if he hadn’t fired the jets at that moment. Instead the beam just missed, but the static discharge played across his CASPer, overloading half the jumpjets.  
 
    Rex’s control board flashed a dozen red warnings as the computer struggled for control. Being inexperienced, he fought the automatic system that would have brought him down more or less okay. Instead, he tried to apply more power. The remaining jets flipped him over and into the ground head first. Inside his CASPer, he was slammed into the top of the cockpit and into darkness.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Veska had been leading her squad around, trying to flank the Humans. Their leader, Porter, was an excellent small unit commander. The bulk of his forces were well trained, and in this strange low-G environment, their powered armor was a sizeable advantage. Each wore the equivalent of a small ship or tank, and could maneuver quickly to avoid a thrust, or advance to take advantage of an opening.  
 
    It was damnably frustrating. Enough to make her almost forget she was facing four young Zuul. Not just Zuul, she thought. Hosh! Her mind flashed, trying to find a way to salvage this entropy-cursed situation. So far, no lives had been lost. She had two injured, though minor. The tanks were causing confusion on both sides. The Humans’ armor couldn’t take them out with direct fire, but the tanks were still vulnerable to being overrun. The tanks also kept getting in the way of their own lightly armored troopers.  
 
    She was about to ask the captain to consider withdrawing the tanks. Maybe this Porter would rush ahead, hoping to exploit the withdrawal, and she could encircle them. Then instead, one of the CASPers made its crazy assault. What else could she call it, a single armored trooper against 150 tons of fusion-powered tank? Yet, despite all odds, despite any logical reason, the shots penetrated the shield, and the tank’s particle cannon was destroyed! 
 
    “Impossible!” she heard someone yell.  
 
    Veska shook her head, disbelief fading as she watched. The suit of armor was being operated by a Zuul; that much was clear from its size and shape. The Zuul…was Rex. She didn’t have any logical reason to know, but she was 100% certain of it. He’d led the foolhardy attack against the tank. What bravery. What outrageous courage. He was Hosh, there was no doubt in her heart.  
 
    The particle beam from the other tank swatted Rex from the air. It happened too fast for her to understand what exactly had transpired, she only knew that Rex’s suit suddenly careened into the ground and lay still. It didn’t seem like the beam had scored a direct hit, as the suit remained in one piece. Maybe it didn’t need to hit dead on to disable their CASPer suits. She did not know, and it didn’t matter. Rex was down, and the stricken tank saw its opportunity.  
 
    The tank turned, and its six treads threw up rock in low-G arcs behind it as the behemoth accelerated toward the downed armor, on track to grind it to dust under 150 tons of alloy.  
 
    “No!” Veska screamed. 
 
    There was no thought involved as she left concealment, flipping onto the boulder before her and leaping forward. She had a small device on her belt that identified her as a friendly unit, and the tank’s shield let her pass through with only a tingling sensation. She nimbly caught a handhold and flipped forward as well as any acrobat, accelerating her previous leap.  
 
    The shot passed the smoldering and sparking debris of the tank’s main gun, over the other turret, and out the front of the shield the same way she entered it. Her legs hit the ground, hard, and she did her best to roll. It was more of a cartwheeling crash, but she fetched up against the side of the CASPer, exactly as she’d intended, if not as gracefully.  
 
    Ouch, she thought as an ankle popped. A moment later, her nerves caught up to her mind—now that really hurt. She ignored the pain, forced herself to her feet, faced the tank, and held up both hands. “Stop!” she shouted at the top of her voice, triggering her radio at the same time. “Squad leader Veska speaking, tank respond, you are ordered to stop!”  
 
    “Get out of the way, squad leader!” the tank commander replied, not slowing. It loomed like a metal mountain.  
 
    “This powered armor holds a Zuul, one of Krif’Hosh!” 
 
    The treads threw up more debris, this time toward her. She ducked her head, covering the more vulnerable face shield with her arms. As the dust and debris cleared, she looked to see the tank only a couple of meters away. She could hear over the command channel as the tank commander called the captain, desperately asking for orders.  
 
    “Hold your fire,” was the reply. Nillab’s voice was cool on Veska’s comm, and her ears drooped at the disapproval. “Withdraw, for now.”  
 
    The tank sat for a long moment, then began to back away. The other also retreated, and she saw her own troopers fall back silently on the tactical display strapped to her arm until every one of them dropped out of view.  
 
    Shuddering from the exertion and the throbbing pain shooting up her leg, Veska turned to see three Zuul-shaped powered armor suits come out of cover, all pointing weapons at her. She raised her hands high in the air, the way Humans showed submission. “I surrender.”  
 
    The word should have stuck in her throat—she’d never so much as thought it before. But her eyes drifted away from the guns pointed at her to the unresponsive suit at her feet, and she thought nothing of the consequences at all.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meesh roared into the command center, claws and teeth bared.  
 
    “What under every moon and sea and rusted ships of entropy HAPPENED?” he demanded, tail lashing.  
 
    “I had the same question,” the blighted Vergola said, all calm and floaty. Meesh longed to rip out its throat, and his lips peeled back in readiness. 
 
    The Zuul captain entered from the other side of the room, and Meesh leaned in her direction, burying his claws in the metal table in front of him to keep from launching at her. She’d been on her ship in orbit during the attack, probably because she’d known about it, possibly because she was a part of it, perhaps because everyone here were traitors united in keeping his people from their rightful rewards.  
 
    “I am not sure.” Nillab’s words came as measured as ever, her tone similar to the translator’s mechanical neutrality.  
 
    Meesh could nearly smell the lie. What vaunted commander would be so calm after such a poor showing without knowing why? Meesh would have entrails still dripping from his claws if his forces had staggered to such a halt in the middle of battle. Her ears remained politely pointed, her tail still—did she feel nothing, this entropy-ridden old Zuul? 
 
    “Perhaps you should theorize, Captain Nillab,” the Vergola said, folding both hands into their opposite sleeves.  
 
    “As you know, we were planning to attack later today. The tanks were not part of either of the plans I submitted for attack and defense.” 
 
    “I ordered the tanks into combat.” The Vergola looked as unconcerned as ever, but his form vibrated in what Meesh could only assume was a matching rage. “Why have such weapons and not use them?” 
 
    “Because they got in the way of my light assault troops.” A snap entered the Zuul’s tone now, though she remained otherwise still. “Because my superior soldiers could not properly flank their attackers and take down the armored threat. Because the disabling of one not yet fully ready for combat—which is why they were not in my plans—is likely what halted the battle.” 
 
    “Likely?” Meesh spat, his claws puncturing the surface of the table as he squeezed. Shards stabbed into his hands, which only fed his rage hotter. “You don’t think it was because you are a traitor who halted the battle? Conspiring with Humans, hiding heavy-assault tanks? You don’t think we can tell you have been undercutting this contract all along?” 
 
    Nillab’s tail curved high, and she took a full step forward before taking evident hold of herself. “All the progress—and most of the losses—of this contract to date have been on the Zuul side, rather than the Pushtal, and you say these words to me?” 
 
    In another setting, Meesh might have backed off from the gleam of the Zuul’s metal-coated teeth, but now he snarled back, desperate to put her in her place.  
 
    “Enough!” The Vergola stepped forward, interrupting their line of sight of each other, and raised his hands. “Let us examine video of the battle, then, Captain. Show me the disruption the unexpected tanks caused.” 
 
    “I said I am not sure what happened, Fak’l.” Nillab used the Vergola’s name without title or care. Meesh might have huffed in surprised approval, were he not so close to launching himself across the room. “I already attempted to watch recordings of the video on my way here to report. Strangely, they’ve all been deleted.” She stepped forward again, tilting her muzzle down and to the side, her eyes blazing at Meesh and the Vergola both. “Perhaps someone did something they are ashamed of in the battle. By not following the plan?” 
 
    A yowl of utter rage yanked out of his chest, and Meesh tasted the blood he so dearly wanted to spill. “Are you implying—do you think—the Zuul—you think—” Adrenaline and bloodlust and liquid hot anger sluiced through him, making words impossible.  
 
    “It has, after all, happened many times before. I believe last time you indicated you would not stand for it again, Fak’l?” Nillab turned fully toward the Vergola, polite and attentive.  
 
    Meesh would rip every head in this room off its respective spine and use them for play until they rotted. He would spill their intestines and hang them from the ceiling for kits to play with. He would— 
 
    “It seems we have chosen poorly on this contract,” the Vergola said, looking up at the ceiling. Both Meesh and Nillab stiffened, but Fak’l took no apparent notice of the thickening tension in the room. Did he not know how close he was to death at Meesh’s claws? “I want the attack resumed. You are returned to the planet, Captain. Ensure it is done.” 
 
    “Now?” Nillab cocked her head again, and her tail waved once, definitively, to the side. Meesh, his own tail in constant, twisting motion, knew it for a clear rejection. “Fak’l, it will take hours—three at least—to deal with our wounded and regroup the squads accordingly. Then to stagger appropriately with the Pushtal to best balance the—” 
 
    “You have one hour, Captain. I will not be disappointed again. This ends. Today.” He turned without looking at either of them and swept out of the room.  
 
    Meesh ripped his claws out of the table and glared across the room at Nillab. She returned his gaze until he blinked, then left in the direction from which she’d entered.  
 
    He was going to kill everyone.  
 
    But not yet. With a ragged breath, he composed himself enough to send a message to Skeesh. The Pushtal, at least, would be ready to end this today, indeed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    Rex opened still-bleary eyes into the middle of an argument. He forced himself to blink a few times, then wriggled his ears until the ebb and flow of voices resolved themselves into words.  
 
    “—nothing about that is final; she could change her mind.” 
 
    “The captain understands that circumstances have changed. I’m sure if we give her more information, she’ll be able to—” 
 
    “That hardly changes—” 
 
    Rex flapped his ears again, harder. His father’s voice he expected, after his stunt in the battle. But he couldn’t actually be hearing Veska? 
 
    “She is the most decorated—” 
 
    “That’s hardly—” 
 
    “Rex!” Sonya’s voice cut across the rest the moment he moved his arms to push himself upright. “Pause on that. Brother, you took a ripper of a hit to your head.” She loomed into focus above him, and he blinked again. 
 
    “Sunny. Thought I heard—” 
 
    “Zuul have hard heads. Expected you awake before this.” Another Zuul appeared behind Sonya, and he breathed in more deeply. The expected scents of all of his siblings and his father, a faded hint of Bana, and… 
 
    Female. Insho’Ze. Veska. 
 
    “He did slam it pretty impressively,” Ripley said, and Rex meant to turn his head to look at her, but his eyes were glued to the one Zuul in the room he wasn’t related to.  
 
    “Took out the tank, though,” he managed, ungluing his tongue from the roof of his mouth.  
 
    “Disabled the big gun, at least,” Veska replied, and Sonya shifted out of the way with a drop-jawed grin.  
 
    A moment later Veska’s nose was buried in his neck, and he turned his head and bit her shoulder without thought.  
 
    “Get a room!” Drake announced, and something bounced off Rex’s legs.  
 
    He didn’t bother to look to see what it was. “I believe this is my room,” he said, voice muffled in Veska’s fur.  
 
    “It’s a shared room, idiot!” 
 
    Alan cleared his throat, and that took the two of them apart again. “We were talking with your…friend,” Alan gestured to Veska. “She was telling us about her commander on site.”  
 
    “Captain Nillab,” Veska said. “She is a legend among the Zuul…” Veska glanced at Rex, her tail twitching. “Outside the Hosh, though she once fought for one.”  
 
    “There’s that word again,” Alan said. “Is it related to Krif’Hosh?”  
 
    “You know of the Hosh?” Veska gasped.  
 
    “The ones I got these five from, they used the name Krif’Hosh. Crent was their commander.” Alan looked at the five young Zuul and sighed. “We were performing a mission on Gephard alongside the Zuul unit. It went to shit, and we couldn’t disengage long enough to get away. We weren’t exactly friendly on the contract, just pushed together on the same side.” He shrugged. “I thought we were all buggered. Then Crent came and made me an offer. Take these young Zuul, and they’d cover our retreat off world. They stayed behind and died so you could live.”  
 
    Despite obvious pain, Veska fell to her knees and keened. Rex slid from the bed and touched her.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, afraid she’d been seriously injured. He knew the drive to hide more intense pain rather than admitting to it. 
 
    “Crent,” she sobbed. “And on Gephard. Don’t you know what this means?”  
 
    “We were there,” Shadow said. “But Dad never told us all of it.”  
 
    “Why not?” Sonya asked.  
 
    “I tried to make contact with the Zuul government. I guess the message never made it to the correct people?”  
 
    Veska shook her head over and over, then Rex realized she wasn’t crying or in pain, she was exulting in something. “That’s the final piece,” she said. “The details to remove any doubt. I can prove it now to Captain Nillab without question.” 
 
    “What?” Rex demanded. “Prove what?” 
 
    “You five are Krif’Hosh! Our third son is returned to us!”  
 
    “The Hosh are like legendary warriors, right?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Legendary? No,” Veska said. “More like our soul, the spirit of Zuul, closest to the gods. They speak through you.” She looked at Shadow. “They give you dreams.”  
 
    Shadow shook visibly, taking a step back and half-turning away.  
 
    “You’ve had dreams all your life, haven’t you?” she asked. “I wondered, when Sei Isgono took such interest.” 
 
    Rex stared at Shadow, his eyes wide, and registered that their other three siblings were having nearly identical reactions. They’d known of their youngest brother’s interest in Human visions, spirit woo-woo, and the like, but this…The weight of it became solid between them, what it could mean. Shadow’s fur stood straight down his back, his ears up, tail stiff. He nodded once, licked his lips, and opened his mouth, but didn’t speak.  
 
    “We never knew what happened to Krif’Hosh, only that they disappeared on Gephard. The other two Hosh searched for years to find any sign, any hint of their survival.” She looked at their dad. “Nobody imagined pups had survived, never mind that they had been given to a Human.” 
 
    “It was their only choice,” Alan said, quickly recounting the nearly hopeless situation and his company’s escape with Krif’Hosh’s sacrifice. “I never understood why they stayed and died.” 
 
    “Honor demanded it,” Veska said, her voice quivering with emotions the translator barely conveyed. “Crent knew their lives were over. Zuul never run. However, he found a way to save the Hosh.” She looked at Rex. “To save you.”  
 
    “This is great news,” Alan said. “But it doesn’t change our situation. We’re still stuck in this contract.”  
 
    “Yes you are,” a new, high-pitched voice said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow’s mind was still reeling from the revelations when Ifka’s voice threw cold water in his face. He turned and saw the Zuparti standing there with two assistants and a slate in her hand. That weasel is about to chuck a wobbly, he thought.  
 
    “How dare you abandon the assault!” Ifka screamed and held up the slate. The Tri-V came on and showed force distribution, including the tanks and foot units. It also showed them retreating. “Data from your suits, relayed to the command center. You retreated just as the enemy was falling back after you wrecked one of their tanks. You even have a prisoner. Explain yourself.”  
 
    “They weren’t retreating,” Alan explained, and gestured to Veska, who was still on the floor. “She stopped their attack to save one of my troopers.” He pointed at Rex.  
 
    “One Zuul saving another, so what?”  
 
    “It’s much more complicated than that,” Veska said. She glanced at Alan. “Do you remember who the employer was on Gephard?” 
 
    Alan looked at her, blinking, then his eyes went wide, and he turned to Ifka. “Is one of your guild facilities on Gephard?”  
 
    Ifka looked like she’d been smacked in the face. Shadow had never seen the wind so thoroughly taken out of an alien’s sails. It was rather shocking.  
 
    “What…what do you know…” Ifka seemed to bring herself under control. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “You bloody, sneaky bastards,” Alan snarled. “You guys hire tons of mercs. We Humans have always thought it was because you’re paranoid, but that’s not it. Well, you are paranoid, but what’s really happening is, you’ve been fighting to hold onto your Astatine-222 monopoly as hard as you could. You’ve been fighting for decades, or maybe longer. Shit contracts with long odds, over and again.” The two other Zuparti glanced at their boss, then pretended to look at their own slates. “Tell me I’m wrong; I fuckin’ dare you.”  
 
    “Your baseless accusations are meaningless,” Ifka said. “You will attack again, immediately, or I will hold your contract in violation, seize your assets, and demand the guild cancel your license!”  
 
    Alan looked at the Zuparti for a long time, and Shadow wondered what his father was thinking. Veska slowly got up and fell into a chair, massaging her ankle, which was visibly swollen now that she was out of her armor. Captain Anderle had been on the far side of the meeting room, quietly watching everything. Shadow saw her whisper something into a radio and he caught the word backup. His senses tingled. This was an important moment.  
 
    “No,” Alan said and lowered himself into a chair with a sigh. “Get stuffed.”  
 
    “What?” Ifka said.  
 
    “He said get stuffed,” Rex said. “Piss off, arsehole. We’re done fighting for you.” 
 
    “You’re ruined!” Ifka screamed. Her assistants gawked and shook their heads. As if on cue, the Lumar Ulan and his assistant commander Iban came in next to Anderle. She nodded, and they took up positions by the door. Nobody else seemed to notice. “I will send a message to the guild—” 
 
    “How?” Alan asked.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “How are you going to send a message? You can’t get a ship to the stargate, and even if you could, it’s locked out. The Vergola control it.”  
 
    Ifka snorted and waved a dismissive hand. “Then your downfall just comes later. Nothing has changed.” 
 
    Shadow caught another movement from the door and wondered if more Lumar were arriving. Instead he saw an Aku shuffling in. Shadow smiled. The Aku fixed Shadow with its big black eyes and held up its old battered slate so Shadow could see; it was displaying a clear Mercenary Guild logo.  
 
    Shadow moved away from the confrontation. Ifka was yelling into a communicator, calling for Lumar troopers without realizing two were already in the room by the door. Anger could so blind the unready. When Shadow reached the Aku, he knelt, keeping his voice low in case Ifka suddenly became aware of her surroundings. “Niss?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, I am Niss. You cannot tell?”  
 
    “No, sorry,” Shadow said. “You all smell…remarkably similar. In time, I should be able to tell you apart.”  
 
    “This is fair,” Niss replied.  
 
    “What did you find out about our contract?” Shadow wasn’t sure, but he would swear the big turtle-like being was smiling. He held out the slate, which Shadow took and skimmed while the Aku spoke.  
 
    “The details of my analysis of the contract are based on what you told me,” Niss explained.  
 
    Shadow scanned and found page after page of notations, all in English. The writing was a little hard to read. Niss didn’t have a perfect grasp of the use of English nouns and verbs. It took him several minutes of rapid reading to get the gist of Niss’ conclusion.  
 
    “You’re sure about this?”  
 
    “Positive,” Niss replied.  
 
    Meanwhile Ifka had finally noticed the Lumar. She bounded across the room and stood in front of Ulan, pointing at Shadow’s father.  
 
    “I want him arrested, immediately.”  
 
    “Why arrest Human?”  
 
    “They have violated their contract with us; they refuse to fight.” 
 
    Ulan looked from Ifka to Alan and back to Ifka. “Not want to fight?” 
 
    “We refuse,” Alan said. “We would fight to protect ourselves or even to protect you. But we’re not fighting for this bloody weasel anymore.”  
 
    Ulan listened to his translator grunt and huff the English into Lumar, his head cocking as he tried to make sense of it.  
 
    “You no fight because Zuparti bad?”  
 
    “We won’t fight because they’re sneaking scumbags,” he said.  
 
    “Dad?” Shadow said.  
 
    “Not right now, Shadow. In fact, you five better take Veska and go to the barracks.”  
 
    Shadow knew his father was worried about them. His brothers and sisters were growling low in their chests, hackles rising as they prepared to fight.  
 
    “Dad, you need to see this,” he said, keeping his attention firmly pointed at Alan and away from Ifka as he held up the battered slate.  
 
    “What is it?” Alan asked and took the slate. Being much more familiar with the language of contracts, his expression changed as he instantly recognized a detailed analysis of a merc contract. He read for a bit, then twisted the slate in his hand to examine it. “This isn’t your slate?” he asked, tone too flat to really be a question. Shadow shook his head. “Who did this?” Shadow turned and pointed to Niss. 
 
    Alan walked over to the Aku and pointed at the slate he was holding. “You did this?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “How did you learn about mercenary law?”  
 
    “I read it.”  
 
    “Read what, mercenary law?”  
 
    “All mercenary laws, regulations, and governing messages stored on the GalNet.”  
 
    “That’s gotta be petabytes,” Alan said.  
 
    “He’s actually read a big chunk of the GalNet,” Shadow told his father. “Read it and understood it.”  
 
    “What is this about?” Ifka demanded. “Why is this slave in here instead of the mines? Lumar, return this creature to where it belongs.”  
 
    Alan ignored the question and waved off the command, glancing at the slate. “Hold on, Ulan. This concerns you, too. Ifka, Engineering Guildmaster, I hold our contract as invalid. This erases all commitment between us, and ends any power you think your threats hold.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Ifka said.  
 
    Alan cleared his throat and read, “Mercenary Guild law on contracts, Section 11, Parts 3 and 4, state a unit may not be compelled into a contract.”  
 
    “Section 5 makes an exception if the mercs enter an area of active conflict,” Ifka replied, almost before he’d finished talking.  
 
    “Section 8, extenuating circumstances, lays out what is considered a valid conflict. Mercenaries being trapped by an interdicted stargate are excluded.” He turned to look at Shadow and Niss. “I must have read this bloody contract a dozen times, and didn’t know about the Section 8 exclusions.”  
 
    “The interdiction wasn’t intentional.”  
 
    “Yes it was,” Niss replied.  
 
    “Shut up!” Ifka barked at the Aku.  
 
    “You had me write the code to trigger the interdiction.”  
 
    “Oh, ho,” Captain Anderle said, a grin spreading across her face. “The game is afoot!”  
 
    Alan continued, “Under Section 3, remuneration of false employment of mercenaries from cancelled contracts, we demand payment in full for an invalid contract, and under Section 6, in regards to safe passage and billeting of non-combatant mercenaries, we demand to retain our living spaces, defensive capabilities, and starship until such time as we can leave, when under the same section you will guarantee our departure from the E’cop’k system.” Alan lifted his own slate and showed Ifka he’d been recording the entire exchange.  
 
    Ifka quivered with rage, her tail and facial fur bristling with it. She spun and spoke to her assistants, too low for the translators to pick up, all three of them furiously paging around on their slates.  
 
    “Bravo, Dad,” Shadow said.  
 
    “All I did was read,” Alan replied. “You realized the Aku could help.” 
 
    “Bloody good job,” Rex said and slapped Shadow on the back.  
 
    “Ripper,” Ripley said.  
 
    “Hell, yes,” Sonya said.  
 
    “Good job,” Drake said.  
 
    “Fine,” Ifka said, turning around finally. “I’m certain you are wrong, but this is hardly my most pressing concern.” She looked at Ulan. “They won’t fight, you will.” 
 
    “We fight.”  
 
    “All of your troopers. Gear them out. I want a direct assault. Overwhelm their base.” 
 
    “Many Big Strong Fist die…” 
 
    “That’s your job,” Ifka snapped, but fixed her eyes on Alan as she said it.  
 
    “She can’t do that,” Shadow said, “can she?”  
 
    “I have not seen the Lumar contract,” Niss said, blinking his huge eyes. “I cannot say.”  
 
    “Do it or forfeit your bond.”  
 
    Alan flinched. Any merc threatened with forfeiture of bond tended to have a visceral reaction. The amount wasn’t overwhelming on most contracts, a few thousand to a hundred thousand usually. It wasn’t the credits—it was the black mark on their Mercenary Guild record. Employers didn’t look into the reason; they only saw the stain of a bond forfeiture. More than a few Human companies had ceased to exist because of a bond claim under the shadiest of reasons.  
 
    Ulan slowly nodded. “We fight,” he said, and turned to go. Before he could take a step out of the meeting room, another Lumar entered. Shadow’s eyes went wide as he processed the differences; it was a female. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan liked to think he’d passed the point of being surprised. The arrival of the strange Lumar educated him to the contrary. Unlike Ulan, the new arrival wore a purple fur jacket with a hood. The face underneath had the same qualities, but somehow softer. It was also only 2/3 the size of Ulan. Somehow, he knew this was a female. He’d never seen a Lumar female before. Other mercs joked that there weren’t any, that Lumar were grown in Mercenary Guild vats.  
 
    “I cannot allow this,” the new arrival said.  
 
    “Allow what, Yanow?” Ifka asked. “Allow Ulan to execute the contract?”  
 
    “No, allow you to send my clan to its doom. Minus the combined arms the Humans provided with their CASPer powered armor, the Zuul and Pushtal will kill all the males.” She turned and patted Ulan on his shoulder. “It’s okay, my love, no fight.” 
 
    “It okay, Yanow, we fight.”  
 
    “No. Not this time.”  
 
    “Okay.” Ulan shrugged and turned to leave.  
 
    “I will not allow you to do this,” Ifka insisted. “I’ll take your bond. You’ll never work as a merc again, not even another shitty garrison contract like this.”  
 
    “Garrison contract?” Niss asked. Ifka shot the Aku a withering glare, but Yanow replied immediately, ignoring the Zuparti.  
 
    “Yes, this is a garrison contract. Big Strong Fist exclusively does garrison.”  
 
    “You cannot compel a garrison contract to do a frontal assault. It is specifically forbidden under Section 2 of the guild codes for legitimate use of a mercenary force in the face of opposition.” Niss turned his head toward Yanow. “Unless there is a rider?”  
 
    “No riders,” she replied immediately. “I never authorize riders on our contracts.”  
 
    “Then you lack standing for such an order to Big Strong Fist,” Niss said to Ifka, waving his head in what seemed very much like Ulan’s shrug.  
 
    “Looks like you have a problem,” Alan said to Ifka. “The Zuul and Pushtal will eventually realize you don’t have the forces for another assault, and they’ll be coming.”  
 
    Ifka suddenly had a more familiar expression on a Zuparti face—fear. She looked back and forth, beady eyes flickering around as she appeared to be trying to think of a way out.  
 
    “But there is a solution.”  
 
    “What?” Ifka asked suspiciously. “You want more money?”  
 
    “No,” Alan said. “I’ve had it with working for you. You’ve cost Silent Night enough already. No, I was thinking of a solution without fighting.”  
 
    Alan explained his idea, his attention on Anderle, the female Lumar, the Aku, and his children. In a manner of minutes, Ifka, hovering around the edges, went from suspicion, to outrage, to denial, and eventually to resignation as she realized how limited her options were. By the end, Alan was grinning.  
 
    Score one for the logical apes from Earth.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Veska composed the message as carefully as she’d ever done anything, up to and including placing the most finicky of hair-trigger bombs. She couldn’t speak plainly and risk having the Vergola or Pushtal overhear, in case they moved to intercept before her people were ready. Nor could she assume the captain would simply trust her. Calling the assault back in the middle of battle was more than she could have hoped for, and— 
 
    “It’s sent?” Rex asked, hovering close behind her. He couldn’t read Zuul, nor did he know her clan’s codes, but the nearness of such a male kept a mostly-pleasant tension between her shoulders regardless.  
 
    “I want to be sure it says as much as I can say,” she replied, her nose twitching as she breathed in his scent. “Enough that at least she will agree to talk to us.” 
 
    “Their contract is invalid as well.” Rex growled in frustration and resumed pacing in the small cube of an office Anderle had given them. The group had discussed what information Veska would convey, but it didn’t require eight of them to oversee. Nor could she be unattended, as she was still, technically, an enemy combatant.  
 
    So, with a great deal of elbowing and snorting from his siblings, Rex was detached to ‘oversee’ her. As she considered her words once more before sending, she flicked an ear back, swiveling it to follow Rex. She wondered if his approach to sex had been colored by Human mores, which then made her wonder what Human mores were, for the first time in her life.  
 
    “I believe the captain will appreciate that, as well as confirmation of who you are. The combination should overcome any worry she has, in terms of where her debt of honor is owed.” 
 
    “Is honor what drives Zuul?” He stopped pacing abruptly, and she felt the mood tilt.  
 
    Knowing she couldn’t make the message any better or clearer, she sent it, then turned on the Human stool to regard him.  
 
    “Many things drive Zuul, as I believe many things drive Humans. Honor, the gods, loyalty to clan.” Her tail waved softly behind her. “What drives you, Rex?” She cocked her head, letting her tongue loll as she steered them away from getting too serious. It was not for her to teach a Hosh the ways of the Zuul.  
 
    But unlike what A’kef had told her back on the Paku, he was not so far out of her reach as a Hosh would be. No, she thought with delight, inspecting him again, all the other Zuul, anyone who might object, were far away. But Rex…Rex was entirely near at hand.  
 
    “Drives me?” He barked something like a laugh, eyes locking on hers. “I wouldn’t have said honor before all this. But seeing how the Zuparti operate…” He shook his great head, dismissing them with a flick of an ear as he caught on to the signals she was sending.  
 
    Raised by Humans or no, he couldn’t miss the rising pull of her interest threaded through her scent. Zuul didn’t bother to hide such things—a simple acknowledgement or rejection directed the next actions appropriately—but after his confusion on the ship, when they’d been interrupted, she’d resolved to go a bit more slowly.  
 
    “The Zuparti often pay well, but have no honor.” She stretched on the stool and gestured behind her. “The message is sent. We have nothing to do but wait. If you wouldn’t have said honor before this, what would you have said?” 
 
    He blinked before answering, and she dropped her jaw in a grin. He was such a well-made Zuul. Larger than she was, well-proportioned, fierce when he needed to be, creative in a fight, strong and clever at Eshtoo…Her tail swung behind her again, but she held to her seat.  
 
    “Protecting my family. Competition. I used to play Hóngsè Niu as often as I could.” She gave a quizzical look, and he told her about the suborbital drop game. “So, being the best at that was…” 
 
    “But you were looking for something more.” She reached out a hand, and he took it with an answering grin.  
 
    “Was I looking for you?” he asked, the teasing thrum in his voice wrapping her spine in delicious heat.  
 
    “Mates are not forever,” she said, flicking an ear dismissively. “But we are grateful when our path brings us to an impressive one.” 
 
    “Am I so impressive?” He stepped closer to her, his legs touching hers.  
 
    “Foolish pup,” she said, dropping her voice and tilting her head back in invitation. “I was speaking of myself.” 
 
    He laughed and pulled her from her seat, wrapping his arms around her. “Is that what this is, Veska?” The rough growl under his words caught her breath. “I’m impressed by you?” 
 
    “If you have any sense.” She nuzzled under his jaw, then nipped him for good measure. “I may not have single-handedly taken down a tank, but I did break your arm and end a battle for you.” 
 
    “Hey!” His protest carried no weight, undercut by another chuckle. “That was my first time playing.” Before she could pull away, he settled her more firmly against him. “I’d have to judge you if you hadn’t kicked my ass.” 
 
    “And now?” She hooked her leg behind his and gave a warning tug. “If I kicked your ass now?” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me with a good time, Veska.” He leaned in and opened his jaws around her shoulder, the faintest touch of teeth on her fur.  
 
    She shivered under the promise of it and pressed her nose into his neck again, breathing his scent deeply into her, reveling in the levels of it. “But I am so very, very good at following through with my threats, Rex,” she said, and knocked him off his feet.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow had meant to go to the rec room after the successful meeting with Ifka. He replayed his conversations with Niss as he walked, amazed at how much the Aku as a whole, and Niss in particular, knew. For them to have so much knowledge, and still be essentially slaves… 
 
    Something was fundamentally wrong in the galaxy for a race as potentially limitless as the Aku to be so deeply undervalued, and… 
 
    His steps slowed, and he blinked repeatedly. He had been walking to the rec room. He’d meant to go to the rec room. Hadn’t he? Each blink made his eyelids heavier, which made no sense at all.  
 
    Where had he turned wrong? What steps had led him to this unfamiliar corridor? 
 
    The walls around him looked more like the Aku’s burrows in the mines than the Zuparti’s base, but he hadn’t been walking that long. Had he? Or in that direction, not at all.  
 
    A tingling weight spiraled from the crown of his head toward the ground, dragging at him more than the dwarf planet’s gravity ever managed. He probably should have rested after his first proper battle, adrenaline crash was no joke, and… 
 
    He blinked again, but the lights around him dimmed, and he had a single moment to tell himself he should pull out his slate and report the electrical issue before his eyes sealed closed entirely, and he fell… 
 
    A tide of rancid meat ebbed and flowed against a slice of deep black beach. The strips of purple-red sinew dragged furrows in the smooth sand as each wave pulled back to the sea of rotten wrongness. 
 
    A moon rode high in an otherwise blank sky, its light a sickly yellow.  
 
    Shadow tried to turn away, but it was only the sea in all directions. He knew if he took a step, the sand would collapse, and he’d plummet into the unending blood and rot and gore. 
 
    Panic fluttered in his throat, but when he tried to swallow it, he realized he couldn’t smell anything. 
 
    All that discolored decay, he should have been drowning in the stench…but there was nothing. The air was as empty as the sky around the moon.  
 
    No stars, no smells… 
 
    He crouched to touch the sand, and everything crumbled. First the beach collapsed, sand pouring away, then the unspeakable sea followed, and then the moon, breaking into dust like it had been dead for centuries and no one had noticed.  
 
    Nothingness.  
 
    Nothingness and him. He was a part of the nothing. He was the nothing. He was nothing.  
 
    He was…he was Shadow. He heard Isgono’s voice, softly, though it spoke no words he recognized. A vision.  
 
    What was he trying to tell himself? 
 
    He needed something.  
 
    The stars. A bridge. He knew it with all the certainty that existed in the universe. If he made a bridge, he could build the stars. 
 
    But he was nothingness, he was gone, and now the air changed, smell and taste surrounding him and unified in its message: decay, rot, ruin, dust. 
 
    Death had found him.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He shuddered and opened his eyes. The taste of death crowded the back of his throat even as the vision receded, but Shadow rubbed his face, feeling his fur and muscle and skull, real under his hands. He had to figure out where he was and… 
 
    But he wasn’t lost in the corridors of the base at all. He was in his own bunk. He remembered coming back to take a nap after leaving Rex and Veska behind.  
 
    Equally clearly he remembered heading for the rec room and finding himself lost.  
 
    Only one could be true, but even with the bunk firm and present beneath him, he couldn’t be sure which.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Neutral Ground—E’cop’k System  
 
    Their neutral location was a glorified tent in equal air-strike distance, and Drake didn’t like it one bit. They hadn’t been allowed to wear their CASPers, and their light armor was nowhere near the quality of what the Zuul had.  
 
    Nor did it allow him to hide his expression upon smelling the Pushtal again. He affected his best bored-ignoring-everything-around-him expression—long perfected on beaches with too many Humans on them back home—and debated whether the Vergola smelled more like desert-dried roadkill or seaweed left exposed a dozen low tides ago.  
 
    He really wished they had pinplants so he could get Rex’s input, but then again, Rex was probably too busy smelling the Veska-scent all over him to even notice the Pushtal’s reek.  
 
    Shadow shot a sidelong look at him, and Drake only flicked an ear in return. Veska had said Krif’Hosh could dream, not read thoughts.  
 
    And yet I scent it on the wind, Isgono had said. The words echoed in Drake’s thoughts more often than not. He missed the rhythm of the ocean, or even the obstacle halls on the Paku. Ride enough waves or throw yourself through enough corridors, and your mind cleared. No echoing words from old teachers half-telling you things about what might have been your history, no overbearing alien being smells, no having to hold still without your CASPer and pretend you didn’t want to shoot someone in the face. 
 
    Shadow was still staring at him, and Drake realized his expression was slipping as his lip curled back. He flattened his ears and straightened them in brief acknowledgement, controlling his face again.  
 
    The temporary structure was about the size of their mess back home, thick enough to keep them breathing, but collapsible enough that the cold seeped in. The floor was uneven, though Drake had come out with a few of the Aku to find the most level planting ground for it when the Zuul had agreed to set up a conversation. The low whine of the machinery keeping them breathing was balanced by the thrum of the equipment keeping them from freezing, and, all in all, Drake thought this might have been done better over comms. Or while he and his siblings were in their CASPers.  
 
    The last of the attendees moved through the temporary airlocks on either side of the large room, and Drake cocked his head. Three Lumar on their side—the same three who had been in the room for the showdown with Ifka, including the enigmatic, intelligent female—and another Zuul on the other. This last one was female, nearly as tall as A’kef, whom she moved to stand next to, and impressively scarred. The captain Veska thought so highly of, then. Drake looked closer, but the older Zuul didn’t open her mouth, so he couldn’t catch a glimpse of her metal-coated teeth. Apparently she’d done that after the injury that had given her the branching scar across her face, but he wondered if it would be worth doing even if he had all his teeth. Be nice to work biting back into his repertoire, even against aliens thicker-skinned than Humans.  
 
    He could almost feel Shadow radiating disappointment at him and reminded himself again that his youngest brother couldn’t read his mind.  
 
    The captain lifted her muzzle slightly, scenting, and Drake unconsciously echoed her. How she could smell anything over the two Pushtal, he couldn’t imagine.  
 
    “Very well.” Ifka twitched the entirety of her body and pulled up a Tri-V display from the slate in her hand. “Our offer is this—we immediately cease hostilities in this sector. The Engineering Guild will lift the interdiction holding everyone once we are agreed. The Engineering Guild retains majority ownership of the Astatine-222, with the following updates: the Vergola become the distributors of Astatine-222, with a portion of the stake to now be owned by the Cartography Guild. That should more than cover all gate travel for the Engineering Guild in perpetuity.” 
 
    “What percentages are you offering for such generous recompense?” the Vergola asked, with no visible reaction Drake could decipher. The being was one of the strangest he’d ever seen, from its abnormally long limbs of pale skin, to its oblong head. It wore robes as if they were part of its body, and seemed unaffected by the chill, despite not wearing a protective suit. 
 
    “You can see it all in this chart. We would need official Engineering and Cartography signatures here. As you can imagine, this is quite the departure for my Guild, and we would not enjoy having to shut down other gates, should we be wrongly charged for passage because you did not have appropriate clearance.” 
 
    Drake didn’t snort, though he couldn’t keep his ears entirely still. Ifka spoke as though she had any control over the code the Aku had developed that had shut down the E’cop’k system’s gate. She was lucky they had a vested interest in maintaining her strong bargaining position. It mattered more to get out of this entropy-ridden corner of the galaxy than to put her in her place.  
 
    “To assign you privileged and free gate passage in perpetuity, it should be at least five percent.” 
 
    “Two percent.” 
 
    The Vergola said nothing, and the silence stretched. Finally, the female Lumar crossed her arms, making only the barest of sounds, and Ifka snapped, “Three percent, but if you don’t like that offer, we can go back to blowing each other up, and no one gets credits.” 
 
    Drake’s nose twitched, and his eyes roamed the room, not sure what he was looking or smelling for. His senses had snagged on something, but he couldn’t bring it to conscious thought. The Lumar looked bored, his father and Anderle had long perfected their flat expressions, and his siblings seemed equally calm. Veska had eyes only for Rex and the Zuul captain across the room.  
 
    A’kef and the captain were the Zuul mirror images of his father and Anderle. The Zuparti and Vergola were just staring at each other and rambling about decimal points of profit that would ultimately equal more money than Earth saw in a decade, and the two Pushtal stood very still to the side.  
 
    No one reached for a weapon, no one tensed to leap across the room and rip out throats. But something had burrowed into his gut and tugged, and he wasn’t sure what to do about it.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Based on the profits your guild can expect, this seems to be a satisfactory end to our engagement in the E’cop’k system,” Nillab said as the Vergola rode back to their base in a flyer.  
 
    “It is not as much as we could have had, had your forces won outright, but it is no loss,” Fak’l agreed grudgingly.  
 
    “Considering the contract you have with us is null-and-void,” Nillab replied, “I see your decision as a simple one. I will only allow this illusion of proper employment to last as long as it is clear a resolution is forthcoming. That and you agree to pay us the contract rate in full. As for fighting, we’re done.” 
 
    Fak’l glanced at the Zuul again, then returned to watching the frozen terrain race by under the flyer. Fak’l considered the Zuul mercenary leader critically. He had to admit, he’d underestimated her. The complaints against the forced contract were completely valid, and he’d known about them from the beginning. Who knew the Zuul could read in such detail? Their species wasn’t exactly known for their scholarly achievements.  
 
    He turned enough to look at Meesh and Skeesh riding in silence. Since the announced ceasefire, the Pushtal had been uncharacteristically quiet. Fak’l had been certain the felines would go berserk, so much so that he’d had a squad of assistants armed and ready. Many other races underestimated Vergola because they seemed frail. That would be a mistake. Had the Pushtal attacked him, it would have ended with Meesh and his filthy pirate scum followers as frozen corpses dumped on this miserable world.  
 
    The Pushtal didn’t look back at him; neither did it snarl and threaten. He’d already told the Pushtal its clan would share in the bounty of an agreement. Yes, it would be less, but considering the miserable disgraced felines had started with nothing, this would be a massive improvement for them.  
 
    They arrived back at the base a minute later, the flyer sliding into the bay amid a swirl of ice and nitrogen snow. Fak’l had spent the final part of the drive calculating the Cartography Guild’s profits from this venture and wondering if it would give him enough capital to make a move toward becoming guildmaster. Sure, his odds were reduced somewhat. However, with the Pushtal coming under better control, he could bring them to the table, as well. Some pet Pushtal to provide muscle with plausible deniability would help. If they proved an eventual liability, well, that would of course necessitate their disposal. 
 
    “Gather your troops,” Fak’l told Nillab. “We’ll announce the cessation of hostilities.” 
 
    “Then you have decided?” Nillab asked.  
 
    “Yes, it is an equitable deal. I have already ordered my executive assistant to transmit the agreement to the Engineering Guild.” The Pushtal made the barest of noises. Fak’l turned and glanced at him. “You disagree?”  
 
    “No,” Meesh said. “You must do what you must do. It will be all for the best in the end.” 
 
    “Very wise,” Fak’l said. He saw the facial muscles twitch on Skeesh, yet the commanding Pushtal’s assistant remained silent.  
 
    Nillab merely stared at the Pushtal, who glared back before he spoke to Fak’l once more, “Since the fighting is done, and the stargate reactivated, we will prepare to depart.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to wait for your payment?”  
 
    “I trust you’ll follow through,” Meesh said. “You wouldn’t dare double cross us.” 
 
    “I would never think of it,” Fak’l replied. The two stared at each other for a second, then Meesh left, with his assistant close behind.  
 
    “Aren’t you concerned they’ll cause trouble?” Nillab asked after the Pushtal were gone.  
 
    “Oh, they will certainly be a problem later,” he agreed. “But credits will mollify the hurt of not being part of a glorious conquest, for now. I’m more concerned about you.”  
 
    Nillab flicked an ear dismissively. “The credits help, but more than that is knowing the Cartography Guild owes Insho’Ze a debt for not bringing up this issue with the Mercenary Guild. I’ve filed my reports to my ship and forwarded it to the Paku, but certain pieces go no further without need.” 
 
    “You are as shrewd as the Pushtal are gullible.”  
 
    Nillab gave a little bow of her head as she left. Fak’l turned to his assistant, who’d entered as soon as the flyer landed.  
 
    “Your orders?”  
 
    “Have my security detail watch the Zuul closely,” he commanded.  
 
    “And the Pushtal?”  
 
    “Assign someone to be sure they are preparing to leave, but I think we’ve pulled their claws.” He nodded to himself as the assistant left. “It is an acceptable outcome.” 
 
    Two hours later, Fak’l entered the large vehicle bay to find the Zuul mercenaries standing in formation. Captain Nillab put a hand to her chest in their race’s salute as he entered. He nodded in reply. 
 
    Though Fak’l had sent an inquiry to the one sent to verify the Pushtal were preparing to leave before coming here, there had been no reply. Doubtless his assistant didn’t want to make it too obvious that the Pushtal were being monitored.  
 
    Fak’l glided over to Nillab and held out a data chip. “Enclosed are the endorsed details of our separation, including credit authorization to cover your costs, as agreed.” 
 
    Nillab nodded and handed it to her XO. “Very well. We’re ready to go up to our ships. How long before the Engineers unlock the stargate?”  
 
    “Shouldn’t be more than a few hours,” Fak’l said. “They’ve acknowledged the terms. You can wait down here if you wish.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Nillab replied tersely. “Our business is complete.”  
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    The Zuul had half turned away when the bay door opened, and Meesh strode in. He was wearing his combat armor, which the feline always seemed to be wearing, but this time it had various decorations.  
 
    “It would seem the Pushtal wishes to participate in our ritual,” Fak’l said, a hint of a smile on his features.  
 
    “They were mercenaries once,” Nillab said. “It might be best to indulge them.”  
 
    “It can only cost time,” Fak’l said, resigned. As the feline approached, he noted Meesh was carrying a large equipment bag over his shoulder. Probably his gear, packed and ready to go. But if he was in such a hurry to leave, why bother coming to the bay? He hadn’t transmitted an intent to participate in the formal ending of a contract he wasn’t legally party to.  
 
    “What can I do for you?” Fak’l asked as Meesh came to a stop.  
 
    “I’ve reconsidered the deal,” Meesh said with a straight face. 
 
    “Oh?” Fak’l asked. “What makes you think I was interested in negotiating with the hired help?”  
 
    “Who said anything about negotiating?” Meesh reached into the bag, pulled out Fak’l’s assistant’s severed head, and dropped it at the Vergola’s feet.  
 
    Fak’l followed the slow motion descent of the head, dripping with pinkish blood, in stunned horror. He looked up to demand what the Pushtal meant by this, only to see the streaking blur of Meesh’s arm come across. For a second, Fak’l thought the Pushtal had missed.  
 
    “Our business is at an end,” Meesh said, and Fak’l’s head fell off in the same slow drop as his assistant’s head.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nillab began to bark an order. Before she could finish, Meesh’s other hand came up with a laser pistol and shot her in the chest. The Zuul jerked and fell with satisfying finality. “Entropy take you, filthy dog,” Meesh said and spat on the still falling body.  
 
    The assembled Zuul roared in rage and betrayal, many beginning to rush toward their fallen leader, others working to unlimber shoulder-slung weapons.  
 
    Meesh laughed, then roared, “Now!” 
 
    From the still-open bay door, dozens of Pushtal flooded in, weapons blazing, while others leaped in the low gravity to savage surprised Zuul. Pandemonium descended as Zuul were cut down like kits let loose in a koopo breeding den. It was a slaughter. Meesh tossed the bloody bag aside, holstered the weapon, and screeched a war cry as he leaped at the nearest Zuul, who’d just managed to kill a Pushtal gunner. He sank his teeth into the Zuul’s neck and ripped, sending bright red blood fountaining.  
 
    Now this is more like it, he thought as the hot blood flooded his mouth. The pistol was so anticlimactic compared to the satisfying feeling of beheading the Vergola scum. He hadn’t had the pleasure of killing all the others, either. He’d had to use a team of his best troopers to kill the other Vergola quickly and quietly. Shooting Nillab had been an act of expediency. He hadn’t wanted to risk giving the old Zuul warrior a chance to prove her legendary prowess in battle.  
 
    Pity, Meesh thought as he released the dead Zuul and looked for another victim. He was curious how those metallic teeth would serve in a real battle.  
 
    There were few targets left—the surprise attack had done its job—and his prized fighters were cleaning up the last of the Zuul.  
 
    “Skeesh, ensure the Humans are dead!” He stomped on the nearest body, wishing his lower claws were free rather than booted to make it more satisfying.  
 
    Skeesh’s answer started as an assent and ended as a ragged death cry.  
 
    Meesh whirled toward his offspring, only to see Skeesh drop, his throat a ragged ruin. How?  
 
    Behind his dying third, Nillab straightened. Her white fur was streaked with Zuul blood, and her face…her face was drenched in Pushtal blood. It dripped from her jaws, and Nillab spat a long strip of sinewy flesh at him.  
 
    Before he could so much as blink, she launched herself at him. Her weight staggered him backward, and a gleaming flash of metal just missed his muzzle as he shoved back. He squirmed and struggled to lift his arms, to get his curving claws between them, but she rolled them and snapped again.  
 
    He screamed as her teeth caught the edge of his eye and ripped, a pop of pressure signaling a worse injury than his nerves were ready to communicate.  
 
    Adrenaline and shock surged, and he freed an arm, digging claws deeply into her gut. He yanked upward, aiming for the chest wound he’d already given her, and she shoved back, both of her hands lifting the arm she still held.  
 
    “Burn,” she said, then clamped her metal teeth down on his arm. They were so sharp, he didn’t feel it, focused instead on digging his claws through her grievously injured body. Again his nervous system was delayed, until she reared back, his arm in her mouth, and slammed him in the face. With his own arm. Which was no longer attached to his body.  
 
    “DIE, YOU CURR,” he screamed, his own blood streaming into his mouth from his gouged eye socket.  
 
    “Come with,” she said, spitting out his arm. Her eyes were dulling, but she wouldn’t actually die, and he contorted desperately to get out from under her. She weighed more than she had any right to—was her entire body laced with metal? He dragged her intestines after him, and, as he scrambled away, four more shots lanced through her body, knocking her back to the bloody floor.  
 
    They lay there, separated by less than a meter. Her head moved to look at him and, by terrible entropy foul, she smiled. “Despair,” she said, almost a whisper. “Despair pitiful kitten…because…because…” 
 
    “Because what, filthy bitch?” 
 
    “Because Night Song has…re…turned…” The last was a sigh as her life left her, and still she smiled, red-stained metallic teeth gleaming in the harsh light of the bay. 
 
    Meesh growled and cursed at the dead Zuul. “Crazy old wretch,” he managed.  
 
    Finally his own people had noticed, and he was going to kill them all for taking so long. His breath shuddered through his chest, and the first burning streaks stabbed from the stump below his shoulder.  
 
    “Get me a medic.” His voice wavered, and he clenched his remaining hand, long ropes of corded organs oozing between his fingers. “Tell them to bring nanites. Someone call the entropy-cursed Engineering Guild; we need to talk about the agreement.” He saw his troopers moving to follow his orders and gritted his teeth, pain continuing to grow.  
 
    He swallowed back vomit, kicked Nillab to make sure she was dead, and bared his teeth. He would neither pass out nor vomit. He would win. Night Song? Was that some stupid Zuul battle strategy? Whatever. Burn, had Nillab said? Very well. He’d burn them all.  
 
    “Oh, and kill everything in this base. Leave no witnesses.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tucker picked up a couple of cards and checked his hand. There was nothing to do in the improvised prison except play cards or watch the same couple dozen videos the troopers had stored in pinplants or chips. Luckily something that hadn’t changed over centuries of combat was soldiers carrying means of simple entertainment. Among the 11 of them, they had six decks of cards, three sets of dice, and a miniature Scrabble game. The latter was from his squad sergeant, Bates, who’d always wanted to be a writer.  
 
    “You going to play or stare at the walls, Captain?” Private Hewers asked.  
 
    “They’re bloody fascinating walls, kid,” Tucker said.  
 
    “Nothing but exciting,” another man called from further back in the room.  
 
    The 11 men had made the best of their spaces in the days they’d occupied it, despite how boring it was. In fact, Hewers had been joking about painting a mural of cats fucking on one of the walls the other day.  
 
    Tucker made a play, his opponents moaned, and he smiled. A second later, the door suddenly opened, and everyone looked up. It was a pair of Vergola, and they looked…unsettled.  
 
    Tucker hadn’t spent any time around Vergola before getting stuck there. In fact, he’d only seen one, and that one from a distance. The one thing constant about them was their composure. Like aloof artists, or religious leaders, Vergola always moved about gracefully and seemed somehow immune from atmospheric effects or other things that bothered other races.  
 
    “You must assist us,” the first to enter the room said.  
 
    “What?” Tucker asked. “You have to be kidding me; we’re prisoners.”  
 
    “The Pushtal have gone insane; they’re killing everyone.”  
 
    “Well, that’s a surprise,” Sergeant Bates said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    “Yes, it was a complete surprise,” the second Vergola said. “We completed an agreement with the Engineers so the fighting was over.” 
 
    “Over?” Tucker asked. They’d been locked in the room with no outside communications, thus everything that had transpired was a surprise to them.  
 
    “Yes, there was a battle that ended without a decisive outcome. Then the Zuul figured out a loophole in their contract, so they were going to leave. We had no choice but to cut a deal. After the meeting, the Zuul were preparing to leave, and the Pushtal went berserk.” 
 
    “You weren’t watching them?” Tucker demanded.  
 
    “They weren’t complaining. In fact, they were quiet,” one of the Vergola explained.  
 
    “We were concerned about the Zuul because they believe they’ve been treated poorly,” the other said.  
 
    “A quiet Pushtal is planning murder,” Corporal Salerson mumbled.  
 
    Tucker nodded at the corporal’s observation. Indeed, when a Pushtal stopped blustering or threatening, it usually meant action was imminent. Somewhere outside, a booming shot echoed.  
 
    “Help us,” one of the Vergola said. Of course, it still sounded like an order.  
 
    “You have all our gear locked up,” Tucker reminded them. “What are we supposed to do, attack them with harsh language?” The Vergola stared back at him, confused, so he pointed at the heavy door at the other end of the room. “Unlock the bloody fucking door!”  
 
    The two Vergola blinked for another second, obviously unable to make up their minds. A muted, Zuul scream followed by a Pushtal roar made up at least one of their minds. A Vergola skittered, not glided, over to the door in question and slid in a data chip. It beeped and opened.  
 
    Tucker body-checked the alien out of his way and made sure the door couldn’t close again. “Move. Quickly,” he urged the squad, and his troopers poured through the door as quickly as possible. There was a bang at the prison door, making both Vergola spin in alarm.  
 
    “What do we do?” they asked Tucker.  
 
    “Try catnip,” Tucker said and slammed the door in their faces. Another trooper came up behind him with a metallic wedge they’d found somewhere and jammed it under the door, effectively blocking it, short of an explosive charge. “Get those CASPers up and running, fast!” 
 
    Out in the other room, a crashing sound announced the arrival of the Pushtal. Tucker pressed his ear against the door and listened.  
 
    “Where are the Humans?” a feline voice demanded.  
 
    “We are going to kill them!” another said excitedly.  
 
    “We already killed them,” one of the Vergola said.  
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    “We were afraid they were going to rebel as well.”  
 
    Tucker glanced over his shoulder to confirm his men were following instructions, which they were, but he also confirmed their progress was too slow. However, he spotted a locker nearby, and opened it to find their small arms. “Grab guns,” he said to the two closest men as he found his own Ctech machine pistol and checked that the magazine was still loaded and the chamber full.  
 
    By the time he got back to the door, whatever conversation the Vergola and Pushtal had engaged in was over, as evident by the pink Vergola blood pooling under the door. Something crashed against the door, and Tucker uttered a quiet curse as he backed a meter away and leveled the gun at the door. The pounding continued. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The Cartography Guild wants to talk again.” Ifka sat up from the console that served as her command center.  
 
    Alan grunted. “Didn’t they already agree to the terms?” 
 
    “They did.” Ifka twitched, wrinkling her muzzle. “They’re sending the Pushtal to discuss further compensation for the forces that were…” her voice reeked with enough disapproval even the translator conveyed it, but she swallowed and continued, “so poorly used through the pretenses of our disagreement.” She lashed her tail and muttered, “As though we haven’t paid enough for this nonsense.” 
 
     “It’s still your base, Ifka.” Alan shrugged and paged through the repairs they still needed to make to the Starbright before they could leave. “Any word from the Vergola on our people?” They still hadn’t established a time for their release, as the aliens were nervous concerning the handoff. 
 
    “No, they didn’t mention it.”  
 
    Alan grunted again. He’d have to bring it up during negotiations. In the intervening time since the conflict had ended, he’d gotten in contact with his ship and the Zuul vessels Paku and Gheshu to see what they could spare before they left. If they could do enough to limp to another system, they could make further repairs before the jumps home. The credits from Ifka wouldn’t make them rich, but it was enough to make them whole, and with some to spare. He thought A’kef and I’kik would be willing to help now that the contracts were voided. At worst, he could strip their assault base for parts—as a matter of fact, he should send a message to Tucker to keep an eye out as the squad got ready to return.  
 
    Veska had volunteered to stay with Silent Night until the rest of the Humans were returned, and while Alan was more than smart enough to know that offer had as much to do with the sidelong looks she and Rex were exchanging, he still appreciated the offer. His fatherly instincts told him their brief time together had involved some sort of romantic encounter. Not knowing how that would work with Zuul, he decided to leave it for another time. 
 
    Realizing he’d been left uninterrupted long enough for his thoughts to wonder, he blinked and looked up to find Ifka staring at him.  
 
    “Do you still need something?” he asked. 
 
    “I understand you do not work for us,” she said, each word dragged out of her, “but will you and your company provide a guard for the meeting?” She twisted her tail behind her, then continued, “The Pushtal have been known to be…vehement in their requests, and I imagine you want to hear what the Vergola are trying to get for them and the Zuul anyway.” 
 
    Alan tilted his head back to examine the ceiling for a long moment, then stood and closed the documents on his slate. “Fine. We’ll charge per the hour, standard Mercenary Guild snap-contract rate. Cash. Our bill is non-negotiable.” That should provide even more incentive for the Zuparti to keep it short.  
 
    “Very well,” Ifka spat, typing furiously on her slate.  
 
    “Are you bringing them in here?” 
 
    “Pushtal, in here?” Ifka waved a hand and narrowed her eyes. “Hardly. I do not want to clean for the next week. We’ll use the bay your Silent Night has been preparing for your departure in. It is close enough to the entrance and has seats enough. This shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    “We’ll have an honor guard posted in the room, and meet you at the entrance with two mercenaries to make it look good. The rest of a squad will be armed up, just in case. Send me a message when you’re ready.” Alan stood, gave a half-bow, mostly to entertain himself, then turned sharply on his heels and marched out.  
 
    He sent a message to Bana as he walked to what had passed for a rec room for his company. It wouldn’t take much to ensure it was set up for the impending meeting, and he knew most of his people would be in there already.  
 
    His people and his children, it turned out, were so caught up in end-of-contract storytelling, no one noticed his entrance.  
 
    “—skull half blown off, and she still managed to drag him back to cover. That’s how she was contracted to the Hosh.” Veska clasped a fist to her heart, grinning. “No one will doubt her word about who you are.” 
 
    “She has you a little starstruck, eh, Veska?” Ripley asked, teasing the other female. “I guess I can see why.” 
 
    Veska tilted her head, weighing the translated phrase, then huffed a laugh. “She is ferocious and honorable. No one could not admire her. When I told her I would stay here until your Humans were returned, she said she would include your return in her report.” 
 
    “As soon as the gate’s unlocked, messages can start to move,” Shadow said, drumming his fingers against his leg. “It won’t be too long before the Zuul know, then.” 
 
    “Did you…want it another way?” Veska looked up at Rex, who laid his head against hers and said something too softly for Alan’s Human ears to pick up.  
 
    Something caught under his heart at the scene—more Zuul knowing about his kids, without him being able to warn Dana first that Krif’Hosh was apparently a big deal in Zuul circles. Would they want to come home, with something like that glory ahead of them? Would Rex want to bring Veska home to meet his mom? If it continued, did Zuul marry?  
 
    He cleared his throat to interrupt both them and his thoughts—the contract was over, but they shouldn’t let their guard down before they were out of this godforsaken system. 
 
    “Rex, Drake, get your light armor and weapons. The Pushtal are coming to call about more concessions, and the Zuparti want us looking sharp on their behalf. Chelsey,” he added, catching sight of the corporal just behind Shadow. “Bana’s going to set up in here, but I want you on lookout, too. We’re all agreed on the truce, so nothing too hot sauce, just enough to help them mind their manners. Shadow, you’re with Chelsey and Bana. Sonya, Ripley, I want you with Anderle, getting logistics ready for move-out. We don’t need the Pushtal desire for concessions to slow us down.” 
 
    “Dad.” Drake stood, shooting a commiserating look at Sonya’s gagging noise. “Let us wear our CASPers this time. The Pushtal really, really…stink.” 
 
    Alan bit back his smile and mock-glared at his son. “Keep it together, boyo. Last time we have to see them, and you have to smell them, before we get out of here.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Sonya muttered, rubbing her nose dramatically until Ripley elbowed her.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow held his posture at full attention as Ifka stomped into the room. Amazing that the Zuparti could manage a stomp in the light gravity, but that long body effected the emphatic step and long bounce with clear evidence of pique.  
 
    Five Pushtal followed, one ahead and four behind, in slightly puffy protective gear. The suits were bulky, but Shadow supposed they couldn’t afford anything too state of the art. He’d grown up around enough second-hand and rebuilt equipment to recognize the shape, though something was off in the leader’s suit. One of his arms was larger than the other, and didn’t move at all as he walked—maybe the suit had also malfunctioned? No wonder they were angling for more concessions.  
 
    Though why had they sent five transports for five Pushtal? Shadow had done some research on the race after their encounter in space. Anyone who had a Raknar automatically rose in Shadow’s interest. Clans often fought as fiercely with each other as they did with other races. Perhaps the Vergola had made deals with multiple Pushtal clans, and even in this phase of negotiations, the leaders couldn’t share space. Or maybe each had to travel with an honor guard of their own? 
 
    These didn’t seem particularly tense with each other, walking with easy strides through the room to settle at the long table set up for the meeting. As they entered and the doors closed, the heaters came on, and the Pushtal removed their helmets. The leader sat first, rubbing long claws through his yellow, orange, and black cheek fur. He tapped his eye patch, readjusting it, which Shadow found especially amusing from a member of a race that had basically become space pirates. He made a note to ask Rex if Space Pirates considered eye patches the height of fashion like the old Earth legends. 
 
    As Ifka gestured for the rest to sit, Shadow watched how the large beings moved and considered their past as a merc race. No wonder they were angling for more money, especially if they represented multiple clans. Without the backing of the Guild—no matter how precarious the Guild currently was—they wouldn’t have had the same strength of contract or weight of bigger consequences to back them up after this mess of a situation in E’cop’k. 
 
    “After our conversations with the Vergola,” Eye Patch said, diving in without introductions or waiting for Ifka to speak. The Zuparti shivered all over in rage, and Shadow had to hide his amusement.  
 
    Then his legs staggered beneath him, and all amusement fled. The building groaned, and an alarm sounded from some distance away. After a moment, the faint sound strengthened as more alarms picked up throughout their base. 
 
    “Bana,” his father said, calm as ever, “take a squad and investigate.” 
 
    “Aye. Drake, Hill, Dyffid, Sauger, with me. Chelsey, you take over in here.” Bana didn’t pause to ensure his orders were followed, he pulled his gun and moved out of the room.  
 
    Shadow, still finding his balance, took a half-step after the sergeant before collecting himself. Had something exploded? A problem in the mines? He hoped Niss and the Aku were all right, but he hadn’t been selected to go see what the issue was, so hope was all he had at the moment.  
 
    The Pushtal looked around, seemingly unconcerned with the building moving around them. “Does this happen often on your base?” Eye Patch asked, one ear twitching.  
 
    “No,” Ifka snapped, her face bristling. “You were say—” 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Shadow crouched automatically, ears twisting to locate the source of the sound. That had definitely been an explosion, and much closer than the first. Surely the Zuul hadn’t decided to attack after all this? What honor could there be in breaking an alliance, no matter how new it was? 
 
    “Speaking of concessions,” the Pushtal said, calmly unfastening his suit. “Where were we?”  
 
    Shadow blinked at him. How was the Pushtal not on edge from the explosion?  
 
    A dull alarm pulled at the back of his thoughts, a stale taste climbing the back of his throat, a creeping realization that the Pushtal weren’t on edge because they weren’t surprised.  
 
    The door opened again. Bana, back already? A flash of orange, yellow, and black in the doorway, and Shadow threw himself to the side and rolled before his conscious mind caught on. Gunfire from the door.  
 
    More Pushtal in the doorway.  
 
    They were under attack.  
 
    “To entropy with your concessions. We’re taking everything!” Eye Patch screeched, knocking over the table and pulling something long out of his suit. Mercs scrambled in every direction. Metal crashed as Silent Night soldiers knocked over shelves and folded tables that had been pushed to the walls to prepare for this meeting. There was precious little cover in the rec room—it had never been meant for combat.  
 
    Though this was less combat and more an attempt to shoot fish in a damn barrel.  
 
    Shadow tried to clear his mind, one hand reaching for his sidearm, one braced against something soft. Gunshots continued, and there were suddenly far more bodies in the room. The soft thing he’d fetched up against groaned under his hand. 
 
    Wet coated his fur, and he forced himself to look. Pierce. 
 
    “The…fuck…” the man muttered, his eyes unfocused and rolling.  
 
    “Shit,” Shadow said, his mind staggering for a long breath. He pressed his other hand against Pierce’s chest, but the merc was pumping blood too fast. Shadow’s ears swiveled, searching for sense in the sudden chaos.  
 
    Rex roared and dove for the Pushtal crowding in through the door, shooting with a pistol in each hand. Three of the original Pushtal were dead in the middle of the room, and Eye Patch had an enormous gun in his hand. Eye Patch bounded toward Alan, while Rex and several other Human mercs clashed with the four other felines that had burst into the room.  
 
    The last of the Pushtal stood at the flipped over table in the center of the room, Ifka’s neck clenched in one hand, and he shook her so hard, Shadow was sure her neck had snapped.  
 
    “Shit,” Shadow said again as Pierce’s blood stopped pumping, and his unfocused eyes stopped moving. The man had deserved better, despite what an ass he’d always been, and Shadow crouched over his body, doing absolutely nothing in the midst of an ambush…  
 
    Alan had his handgun out, kneeling and firing methodically. Shadow had half a second to admire the man who’d raised him. He was, first and foremost, a seasoned warrior. Surrounded by mayhem and death, he was working the problem, dropping aggressors in a meticulous manner. There was no sign of Eye Patch now.  
 
    Following his example, Shadow howled and pushed off from the wall so hard, he nearly flew in the low-G. He collided with the Pushtal clutching Ifka, and despite the feline being likely twice his mass, the impact sent them tumbling.  
 
    “Shadow, get out of the way!” Gardner’s voice called. More of Silent Night were joining the fight, shooting back to drop more Pushtal. No bloody way was he allowing the one he’d hit to continue rampaging through the room—he already had his own sidearm in hand. 
 
    His hand and weapon were slick with blood, Pierce’s blood, and Ifka was between him and the Pushtal. They were all sprawled on the floor, and Shadow reminded himself that Ifka was already dead. He shot through her, stroking the trigger, the Pushtal shuddering from the impact. The Pushtal reared off the floor and swung a massive paw at him, claws gleaming. A howl tore from Shadow’s throat as he rolled clear, fetching up on his elbow and shooting it three more times before it stopped moving.  
 
    Everything was chaotic with Human, Zuparti, and Pushtal bodies seemingly everywhere, but the gunshots had lessened. Rex and his father must have cleared the door of the incoming Pushtal, but now were nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Where’s Dad?” he shouted to the other mercs. 
 
    “I think he ran outside after Rex,” someone said. “Chasing a bloody huge Pushtal with an eyepatch?”  
 
    Without waiting or acknowledging, Shadow was already running out the door after his father, brother, and Eye Patch.  
 
    He didn’t look to see if anyone was following him, but he didn’t need to. They were Silent Night. Of course they fell in after him.  
 
    Another Pushtal sprawled across the hall, the overwhelming smell of blood and burnt fur and Pushtal making it impossible to tell how many had been here. Shadow lifted his nose and strained his ears, then ran to the left. 
 
    “Gardner,” he said, turning his head just enough to catch sight of the older merc in his peripheral vision, “they brought five ships in—we have no way of knowing how many there are. Take as many men as you can and get to the entrance. If those explosions were them breaching it…shut it down, in case more are coming.” His pace didn’t slacken, but Gardner grunted his assent and peeled off at the next turn. “Newt, raise the barracks. Get the Lumar if you can. They want a bloody ambush, we’ll make it bloody.” 
 
    “But what about our CASPers?” Gardner asked.  
 
    “No time; if they get inside in any numbers, we’re fucked. We can’t get in a scrum with Pushtal! Once we have them held, we can think about retaliating.”  
 
    He was a private, he had no business giving orders. But he was also a Porter, so he did anyway, and the mercs responded instantly and without complaint. He ran onward, searching for his father.  
 
    Shadow nearly skidded around the corner before his training kicked in, and he stopped just in time, crouching and peering down the crossway. The huge vehicle bay was before him, a pair of flyers parked on the far side. Silent Night didn’t use it for anything except formations. That was where the assault had started. 
 
    Alan and Rex stood back to back, fending off Pushtal from every direction. Three Humans were down nearby. Shadow couldn’t tell who, or if they were alive. The Pushtal were getting in each other’s way as they crowded in on Human and Zuul, and no one was shooting. Shadow readied his gun before realizing why—by luck or planning, Alan and Rex were making their stand near the bays’ oxygen lines. Blow those this close to the exterior of the base, and no one was getting out that corridor alive.  
 
    Shadow took a deep breath and counted. Nine more Pushtal—eight, as Rex slammed the butt of his gun so hard, the Pushtal’s skull collapsed around it like pudding. He could take out some from this angle. He wasn’t the best shot, but he could— 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alan fought furiously, the time since the betrayal a blur in his mind now. He should have known better than to trust Pushtal. His son Drake had requested to meet them in CASPers, and he hadn’t listened to him. Now they were overrun with screaming, spitting, enraged cats. Killing his men! 
 
    The initial exchange after the cat with the eye patch had started the fight hadn’t gone as badly as it could have. Men went down in the rec room, but so did almost all the cats. He paused a second to be sure Shadow and Rex had the situation in hand, then went after the leader, who had seemingly fled. Again, he was an idiot.  
 
    Three troopers fell in with him, right into an ambush. A bullet creased his thigh and took the top off one of his men’s heads. Alan dove over the fallen man, firing at the enemy. Then more Pushtal were coming in. Clearly the explosion had breached the wall somewhere. He was about to be overrun.  
 
    “Got your back, Dad!” Rex yelled, and suddenly he was back to back with his son.  
 
    There wasn’t time to tell the boy how much he loved him, or his other children. There wasn’t enough time to fight them all. His gun was empty, and he clubbed a cat across the face. They were struggling to get at him, like Pushtal often did. They wanted to use their claws and teeth. Well, Humans didn’t have claws and teeth, they had weapons.  
 
    His big knife was out, and he stabbed one through the neck, twisting and tearing it away.  
 
    “We got this, Dad!” Rex yelled. 
 
    “I think we’re going to—” He didn’t finish the sentence.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow watched in slow motion as the clawed hand swept in and savaged his father. The man who’d raised them all, held them with their mother when they were sick, and helped teach them to walk staggered and dropped to his knees.  
 
    “DAD!” It was more a visceral howl of pain and loss than a word, and Rex whipped around at the sound. Alan sank out of sight, the Pushtal crowded in, and Shadow started shooting. He wouldn’t hit the oxygen lines. He wouldn’t. And he wouldn’t watch his father die, nor his brother, he wouldn’t, he couldn’t. 
 
    Everything blurred around him, his vision becoming a tunnel focused on only the next striped back attacking his family. He got a sight picture and squeezed the trigger. Bang, bang, bang, three well-placed shots. Blood blossomed on stripes, and it spun away, howling in pain.  
 
    They saw him now, and some turned, running toward him, and he closed with them. Sight picture, stroke the trigger. Pushtal falling. Another sight picture, another shot. One after another, he serviced the targets. Then the gun ran empty. The weapon fell away as he bared his teeth and lunged. The feline screamed, its voice suddenly turning into a gurgle as Shadow’s teeth ripped. The enemy fell away, and he leaped, blowing through three more.  
 
    Fur and claws and teeth everywhere, he had his teeth in a throat and yanked, but someone else fell on top of him, claws raised and gleaming, and then as quickly as it hit him, the weight was gone, lifted away.  
 
    Rex stood there, offering a hand. “Come on, Brother, let’s finish this.” 
 
    Shadow growled in exultation and reached to take the hand— 
 
    Blood splattered his face, hitting his eyes, his mouth, blood everywhere, a sea of it. He shook his head to clear the blood from his eyes and saw Rex’s face above him, still proud to find his brother fighting, mouth open as though he were about to ask a question.  
 
    His expression still hadn’t changed when Rex fell to his knees, his chest a ruin, and Shadow shoved himself forward to catch his larger brother. It wouldn’t end this way. Not like this.  
 
    Rex’s eyes lost focus like Pierce’s, like their father’s.  
 
    The noise that left Shadow’s chest wasn’t a howl, a snarl, or even a whimper. It tore something in him, like an explosion in the stars, like a star dying, like death.  
 
    He never entirely remembered the next few minutes with any clarity, but when his eyes cleared, he was surrounded by the dead.  
 
    Pushtal, far too many. And his father. And his brother.  
 
    So much blood. He checked for vitals. There were none. First Dad, now his brother, the strongest among them. His heart staggered in his chest, shards stabbing with each breath.  
 
    Shadow threw back his head and howled until his throat was raw.  
 
    Then he stood once more. There were more Pushtal, there had to be. Eye Patch wasn’t in this pile of dead, and even space pirates couldn’t be stupid enough to think they’d take a base full of Human and Lumar mercs with dozens of soldiers.  
 
    He took a breath, reloaded his gun, then bent to retrieve his father’s long knife. He went in search of the rest of his people and more Pushtal to kill.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Drake raced to keep up with Bana. Entropy, how can an old Human move so fast in this gravity? Three more troopers accompanied them, though they’d only had time to throw on a bullet resistant vest, helmet, and cold weather jacket, along with weapons.  
 
    “We need bloody CASPers,” Drake said.  
 
    “No fucking time, doggo,” Bana snapped back. “We’re under attack.” 
 
    I know that much, Drake grumbled to himself.  
 
    The team reached the area of the explosion in little time, as the area of the base they occupied wasn’t large. Bana slid to a stop just before the last door and put an ear to it.  
 
    “What’s up?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Cats,” Bana said, and gestured at the door with a thumb. “Lock and load, boys.” Everyone readied weapons quickly. “Whatever is on the other side, don’t mess around thinking about it. Hit hard, hit fast. Surprise is on our side; they aren’t expected armed resistance.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, including Drake.  
 
    “Right, Drake, pull the door open.”  
 
    Drake did as he was told, only realizing afterwards that the sergeant had chosen him so he’d be out of the line of fire.  
 
    The door moved, and all five of the others moved forward, the front two kneeling so the rear three could fire over them.  
 
    “That’s a fuckton of pussies,” Bana muttered as he leveled his Heckler & Glock battle rifle and opened fire.  
 
    Drake was glad he habitually wore electronic hearing protection. Zuul ears were considerably more sensitive than Human, so gunfire could cause real pain. The noise-dampening devices responded to decibel spikes within a millisecond, far faster than his ears could perceive them. Drake heard one of the men say, “Get some,” before the ear protection cut off the cacophony of gunfire.  
 
    A second later he leaned around with his own rifle to see dozens of twitching, bloody Pushtal bodies before a massive rend in the wall. Obviously they’d used explosives and had been busy gathering forces inside prior to attacking.  
 
    “Snooze you lose, cats!” He laughed and gunned another one down. Like snagging crabs in the surf. An instant later a wave of Pushtal fairly flew in through the breach, weapons blazing. A grunt and thud made Drake looked down to see one of the four other men fall away, his face a bloody mess.  
 
    “Get back, ya doby!” Bana barked and pushed Drake away from the door as the others scrambled out of the way. “Hill, grenade!”  
 
    “Too right!” A second later, the man flung the grenade around the door frame and into the room. Everyone around Drake got their bodies as far away as possible. A cat cried in surprise an instant before the grenade went off. Kaboom! 
 
    Bana peaked around the corner and grunted. “Cleared them out, let’s go!” The five of them moved as quickly as they could into the room. What had once been a machinery space of some sort was now a slaughterhouse, awash in blood and cat guts. Drake gave a savage grin as he moved through it. One of the Pushtal still had enough life to reach for him, and he shot it in the face.  
 
    “Later, shark biscuit,” he said as he moved by.  
 
    However, the problem now was the cold. They only had jackets, not full cold suits. The Humans pulled down their face shields with built-in breathers and slid on gloves while Drake flipped on the light armor’s atmo processor. He also had heaters in his armor, though they wouldn’t operate long without a recharge.  
 
    The group reached the breach in the wall and took advantage of the cover provided by broken wall sections and other debris to look outside.  
 
    “Fuck me dead,” Bana cursed. There were five flyers parked within view, and they were simply teaming with cats pouring out. He took out a grenade and looked at the range, frowned, then glanced at Drake.  
 
    “Here you go, lad,” he said and handed him the grenade. “Try and hit the middle vehicle, it looks like it has other equipment aboard.”  
 
    Drake smiled hugely, taking the grenade and nodding. “Piece of piss,” he said and glanced outside, a quick peek. The Pushtal were gathering in large numbers, no doubt planning to rush the breach again. They seemed quite confident, though perhaps a little reluctant after the explosion inside. All the better, Drake thought.  
 
    Growing up in Brisbane, Drake had always been the most athletic of the pups. Surfing was his passion, but he’d found baseball at a young age, including playing on the company softball team at a mere nine years old. 
 
    The grenade held 250 grams of K2, an explosive brought to Earth by the Galactic Union in the early days of first contact. Containing more than four times the explosive force of C4, the binary explosive was incredibly stable, and pretty much the perfect explosive for grenades. With timer, detonator, and casing, the grenade weighed a manageable 400 grams.  
 
    Using the quickly assembled mental map, Drake snapped the safety retainer, yanked the primer pin, and pitched the weapon around the corner of the shattered wall with a hard flicking motion. The grenade could be set for either timed detonation (from 5 to 50 seconds) or impact. He’d set it for 10 seconds, so it could roll. The throw felt perfect, so he turned to Bana and grinned.  
 
    “Cheeky blighter, aren’t you?” Bana asked. A few rounds were bouncing off the side of the wall, but despite the risk, everyone craned for a peek as the grenade bounced off the frozen ground twice and rolled under the middle vehicle to come to rest. Ka-BOOM! 
 
    The vehicle went up, then whatever it was carrying exploded, too. KARUMP! It was a high order detonation, which sent fire, debris, other flyers, and Pushtal flying in all directions.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe a little,” Drake admitted as he cleared the hole, and debris fell and pocked against the wall. A second later, the sporadic fire became a continuous fusillade.  
 
    “Reckon you pissed ‘em off, mate,” Dyffid said.  
 
    “Sergeant Bana to any available troopers, grab anything you’ve got and come to Section 9, Room 212. We’re in the dunny here!” 
 
    All five of them found as much cover as they could and began returning fire.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley followed her sister Sonya as she moved through the base, searching for the location of the second explosion. Comms were spazzy, but Anderle took one look at their light armor and tossed them guns and quick orders. Reports were coming in of fighting in the rec hall and main vehicle bay. She knew that was where their father was along with Rex, Drake, and Shadow. She didn’t have time to worry about it. The whole picture was hard to put together, but clearly they were under heavy attack by the Pushtal.  
 
    They passed a door and saw Yanow, the female Lumar who was, she supposed, the company executive for Big Strong Fist. Nobody quite understood how it worked, only that it seemed the females were as smart as the males were dumb. It was either an incredibly well-kept secret, or something no one had known until recently.  
 
    “What is happening?” she asked. “Ifka does not answer comms.” 
 
    “The Pushtal are attacking,” Ripley said.  
 
    Yanow looked at her for a second, then nodded and disappeared back the way she’d come.  
 
    “Well, that was interesting. Think they’ll help with the fighting?” Sonya asked.  
 
    “No clue,” Ripley said.  
 
    “So much for a bloody truce,” Sonya grunted, her ears twitching.  
 
    “I think it’s just the cats.” Ripley shoved her sister lightly.  
 
    “What makes you think that?”  
 
    “The Vergola wanted this over as badly as anyone else. They had to have been bleeding credits for months. Otherwise why agree to the ceasefire? Besides, our Zuul kin wouldn’t play that game. Veska was too confident her captain was satisfied with who we are, and I believe her.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe we’re some kinda rockstars to the Zuul.” Sonya’s focus remained ahead as they trotted, but she swiveled an ear back toward Ripley. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ripley agreed, glad to break the tension. “You ain’t nearly pretty enough.”  
 
    Zuul hands were not quite built the same as Human. Despite this, Sonya managed a believable middle finger. She pushed the control on a door, which slid aside to reveal a trio of Pushtal, who appeared just as surprised.  
 
    “Bloody shit!” Ripley barked and backpedaled, promptly tripping over her own feet.  
 
    Sonya was a little more on the ball, and she clawed at her sidearm. As Ripley fell backward in slow motion, her pilot’s mind played out what would happen next in painful clarity.  
 
    The Pushtal’s weapon rose and lined up with Sonya’s face. Ripley knew she was about to watch her sister die. Sonya did the only thing she could do, continuing to draw her weapon even as the Pushtal gun barrel loomed large, a tunnel about to change their lives. Ripley screamed inside her head—why hadn’t they been moving with weapons ready?  
 
    “Raahhhhr!” The scream projected from behind them, and in a split second a blur of dark skin and arms shot past and hit the nearest Pushtal like a missile.  
 
    Sonya got her gun out and up, but there was only one of the three Pushtal left. She shot it while it gaped at her, keeping her gun at the ready. Ripley hit the ground and reached for own, but there was no need. A Lumar—Ulan, she realized—had hit two of the Pushtal like a rugby player. Go All Black! she thought.  
 
    Even though the Lumar had four arms, two hissing and spitting Pushtal couldn’t be fully restrained, and neither Zuul had a shot. Good thing for Ulan he had help. Two more Lumar jumped over the sisters to join the fray. Good for the Lumar, but bad for the Pushtal. Despite how much she hated the cats, Ripley had to look away as the three Lumar used their multiple powerful arms to dismember the Pushtal. Don’t need a clear shot when you can literally tear your enemy apart. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Ripley gasped and wished she could block her ears from the rending sound. It might not have been so bad if the Lumar weren’t laughing as they tore the Pushtal limb from limb. 
 
    “Zuul young.”  
 
    They both turned to find Yanow watching them.  
 
    “Zuul young, go find your others.” 
 
    “What about the cats getting in this way?”  
 
    “We have this,” Yanow said as dozens and dozens more Lumar poured through behind her. In moments they ran and leaped down the hall, through the door, and over the mutilated dead Pushtal. “Your kind are in need of you.”  
 
    Sonya straightened, made a fist with her right hand, and brought it to her chest in the salute the Zuul used. Ripley followed suit. Yanow nodded her acknowledgment, and the two wasted no time rushing back toward the armory. Wherever their people were, they’d all need weapons.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “There’s just too damn many of them,” Bana said, shaking his head. He rammed another magazine into his battle rifle. Drake could see the heat rising in shimmers from the barrel. All their weapons were so hot they were getting difficult to handle. Even in a sub-zero atmosphere. If that weren’t enough, ammo was running low.  
 
    “If we could just get to our CASPers,” Drake growled, not for the first time.  
 
    Ripley and Sonya came sliding into the piles of debris and bodies, looking around in horror. Drake knew what it must look like. While a dozen bodies were Pushtal, many were Human as well. A few were being tended to by Dyffid, but they couldn’t disengage. Every time they tried, the Pushtal tried to rush.  
 
    “Hope you brought presents,” Drake said, checking his web gear to see how many magazines were left.  
 
    “Of course,” Ripley replied and pulled a strap over her head, dropping a bag next to them. It was full of rifle magazines, pistol magazines, grenades, and various batteries.  
 
    Several of the troopers cheered and began helping themselves as did Drake and Bana.  
 
    “What’s the situation?” Sonya asked as she popped up and sent a burst downrange. She and her sister provided sufficient cover to give everyone else time to reload and replace breather batteries.  
 
    “Holding,” Bana said. “More importantly, what the bloody hell are you doing here? Did you find out what caused the other explosions?”  
 
    “Pushtal breached over by the Zuparti living area,” Ripley explained.  
 
    “Why aren’t you there, then?” Drake growled.  
 
    “Because the Lumar are there, ripping bloody Pushtal apart like gingerbread men.”  
 
    “Oh,” Drake said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sonya agreed and let fly another burst. “Anderle has a squad securing the rest of the perimeter.” 
 
    “We’re bloody lucky the cats don’t like grenades,” Bana said.  
 
    “Yeah, they want to get in here and use their teeth,” Ripley said. Sonya shuddered, then bared her own teeth in challenge. 
 
    Another Zuul figure peered into the room—Veska. She dodged a burst of Pushtal fire, then dove in quickly to get under cover. “Sorry it took me so long to get here,” she said. “You had my armor and weapon locked up.” She patted the gear and hoisted her Zuul-designed rifle. “But your locks aren’t for shit.”  
 
    “Good thing,” Bana said. “We need you.”  
 
    “Glad I can help. No sign of Zuul?” Drake could tell her voice held hope and fear at the same time.  
 
    “No,” Drake said, shaking his head. Veska gave a little sigh of relief.  
 
    “What the fuck happened to the ceasefire?” Bana demanded.  
 
    Another Zuul slid in behind cover. It took Drake a full breath to realize it was Shadow. His littlest brother was covered in blood, wild-eyed, and looked half insane. Even his scent was different. “The Pushtal did this by themselves,” he said. “Their leader said they wanted everything.”  
 
    “Where’s Rex? And Dad?” Drake asked, popping back up to shoot with his newly-reloaded weapon.  
 
    “Dead.” Shadow’s eyes were coals, and his face iron. His ears didn’t so much as twitch, but his lip peeled back from blood-tinged teeth. “They’re both dead. The Pushtal killed them.” 
 
    Drake, Ripley, and Sonya just stared, uncomprehending. The words didn’t make any sense. Drake was still trying to figure out how Shadow had gotten so drenched in blood. Shadow, of all of them, wouldn’t hurt anyone… 
 
    “Well that tears it,” Bana said after a too-long silence, punctuated only by gunfire. “Anyone watching the rear?” There was a thickness to his voice Drake couldn’t understand. Dead?  
 
    “Nobody left,” Shadow said. “I sent Newt to get the Lumar and Gardner to check out the second explosion, but I haven’t heard…” He shook his head sharply and reached into the bag for a reload. “It looks like they want in here.” He popped up a half second and scanned the enemy outside, taking three shots with almost clinical precision. Drake stared, unblinking. “I want the one with the eyepatch,” Shadow added. “He’s the leader. He did this.” 
 
    “He killed Dad?” Drake asked. The words were foreign, but tugged at something deep inside him. Like the first time he’d heard Zuul, but infinitely worse. “He’s ours, then. We’ll all help tear him to pieces.” 
 
    “Dead?” Ripley’s voice strangled in her throat. “Rex? But…I mean…how?”  
 
    Sonya coughed through a sob, tears leaking out from her breathing mask and freezing on the cold suit. She shook her head over and over. “Dad…” It was hardly a word, so choked in grief it felt more like a despairing howl.  
 
    “Hey!” Veska grabbed one after the other and shook them, hard. While her ears swiveled as though looking for another answer, her eyes burned with focus. “Come out of it,” she said in their native language. “You are Zuul. More importantly, you are Krif’Hosh! You are bigger than any one of you, any one of us.” 
 
    “What are we really?” Shadow asked, his face still blank, his tail still.  
 
    “You are the light in the dark. In our language, Krif’Hosh translates as Night Song. The meaning is almost literal. It is the song, the howls in the night, that which leads all the clans to safety and survival.” She stared at them, the ferocity of her blocking out the ongoing battle around them, and they stared back. “We’ve been lost without you. Yes, you are young. Yes, the man who raised you is dead. Yes, the one who seemed strongest is now dead, too.” Her voice stuttered for a moment, but she growled and continued. “But as long as you live, Zuul lives on. The Hosh are whole again! We will all howl the story of Rex’s life and death.” 
 
    She slammed the butt of her rifle into the ground and snarled at them. “You don’t think this is tearing my soul apart? I felt the barest glimmer of love with him. I grieve for more than what was lost, but for what was possible!”  
 
    Shots tore across the space, searching for hot flesh to pierce. The surviving Humans watched the drama, eyes wide in fear or narrow in anger as they’d lost their leader. Drake wanted to block them all out, but everything crowded close. The remaining Humans of Silent Night. His siblings. Their loss. Veska, demanding more from them. Drake, not sure he had anything left to give, with Rex… 
 
    “Do not despair, for we are far from done.” Veska lifted a brace of grenades and dropped her jaw. “The galaxy has yet to hear our final song! If this is our end, we will make it such an end that all of Zuul will sing our tale until the end of time!” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes and focused on the breather tight against his face. For his father. For Rex. For those who survived around them. When he opened his eyes, the rock certainty of their next move came clear.  
 
    “I’ll take those,” he said, fingers curling around the weight of the belt Veska dropped in his hands. “Well?” 
 
    Shadow’s ears pricked forward, and Drake saw shock bleed into determination so strong, it put iron in his own spine. “Bana, we’re going to charge. Drake?” 
 
    “Covering fire.” He detached one of the grenades, aware his grin was utterly unhinged. “For Dad, and for Rex. Unto the end.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya’s hands were disconnected from her body, but she stared at them until they moved. She didn’t need to do anything but think beyond the next step.  
 
    Pick up gun.  
 
    Load additional ammunition.  
 
    Pick up second gun. 
 
    Breathe.  
 
    Listen for Shadow’s signal. He was the dreamer; he would know the time. A dozen arms swung, sending a volley of grenades flying into the cold. 
 
    Wait for the first explosion. 
 
    Go. 
 
    Sonya’s legs were disconnected, too, but they ran all the same. She dodged the dead, barely remembering to stay low. Everything in her told her to leap, to push against this planet and its low gravity, and shoot from on high.  
 
    But Drake was throwing grenades above them, and leaping would only make her a target. 
 
    She clenched her jaw hard, belatedly realizing she’d bit her tongue, when all she could taste was blood.  
 
    Her aim wasn’t as effective while she ran, but she shot every time a tufted ear appeared. The series of explosions ahead sent more Pushtal fleeing, and then it didn’t matter so much how well she aimed in such a target rich environment.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Drake howled his war cry as the first grenade exploded, gripped his rifle, and vaulted over the debris, bounding into the cold. Bullets whizzed by his head close enough to hear the shockwave. He fired his weapon from the hip, dumping the magazine in a long, ragged burst. Dropping the mag, he slammed another one home. “Rahhhhhhhr!” he screamed and loped forward. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ripley eschewed the battle rifle for a single pistol, her preferred handheld weapon, as suited her pilot’s nature. Bounding step, fire. Bounding step, fire. Each leap, she waited until apogee to fire, giving herself a stable sight picture, and resulting in a hit each time. She didn’t yell or scream, but a smile grew as she exacted her revenge.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shadow was filled with resolve as they jumped out of relative safety into the open. His sharp eyes scanned the field of battle. Dozens of Pushtal bodies were scattered everywhere, but many more were piling out of the three transports left intact. Two transports were wrecked, with one blown completely apart. He had his gun in hand, but waited. His siblings and Silent Night were making progress; he searched for one target.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Veska committed to the charge the moment Shadow gave the signal. She focused on the battle at hand—there would be time enough to mourn her dead after the job was done. If she was fated to join them, what point was there in losing time to sadness? There was killing to be done.  
 
    The Pushtal had abandoned honor, and that left wrongs in need of righting. Blood would answer the debt, and she would fight alongside Hosh to pay it. Should she fall in that duty, she would walk before the gods with pride.  
 
    Like Sonya, she ran low, pushing hard against the earth on every point of contact. Her strength and the low gravity meant she crossed the killing fields in moments, launching herself into the thick of disembarking Pushtal from the far transport and using the Human repeating gun with great effect.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Prepare to rush them!” Meesh yelled at his troops. The detonation of the transport holding their heavy weapons and explosives had been an unwelcome surprise. So had the repulsing of the platoon he’d sent around the far side of the installation. He was sure he’d killed the Human leader, and ripping the life from a cluster of Zuparti after Ifka had been shaken to death had been satisfying. Now he had but to taste the blood of the Lumar leader for it to be complete. With no leadership, they’d fall to chaos.  
 
    Meesh opened his mouth to call for a charge when a dozen grenades flew from the hole in the Zuparti’s base and arced lazily toward them. Well, that’s unfortunate. Without appearing too obvious, Meesh took a step sideways and knelt behind one of the transports as the volley of grenades exploded around them. His arm still burned like fire from the hasty nanite reattachment, and he was still short an eye. It wasn’t cowardice, it was a practical decision.  
 
    He waited until he was certain no more grenades were forthcoming before standing again. When he did, he realized his troops were staring in surprise as a swarm of Humans raced up the low rise toward them. “What are you idiots staring at?” he demanded.  
 
    “But they’re attacking?” one of his lieutenants said.  
 
    “We have them outnumbered, they should be retreating!” a young trooper said incredulously.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Meesh roared, raising his massive handgun and firing. “Shoot, shoot, shoot!” The addled troopers paused another crucial second before getting control of themselves. By then, the Humans were almost upon them. There was a disturbance at the further transport, but he needed to pay attention to the closer issue—he knew the Humans didn’t have enough survivors left to mount a double assault. Mixed among the smaller simians approaching were four Zuul, likely the ones Nillab had shown such interest in, ones who had been raised on Earth. One was dead; he’d enjoy killing the rest. He aimed at one and fired.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Something made Shadow delay his next leap. A tingle in the back of his mind. He landed and let his booted feet skid along the ground, and a bullet whizzed through where he would have been. Only then did he jump. Another few meters closer, still searching.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A bullet hit Ripley’s shoulder, not penetrating the armor, but altering her flight. She hit the ground hard, her chest exploding in pain from the previous injury. Worse, she almost lost her breathing mask. When she rolled over, a Pushtal was rushing at her, claws out. She shot him in the face, shattering his mask and blowing off the top of his head. “Bad kitty, no snacks,” she groaned and got back to her feet in time to fire at another.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Drake’s rifle ran empty a second time just as he was coming down. A Pushtal screeched and reached for him, arms wide and claws sparkling in the cold sun. Drake reversed the gun, grabbing the still hot barrel in his gloved hands, and brought it down like he was chopping wood. The Pushtal’s head gave a sickening crack! Blood flew, freezing almost instantly in the cold. Even so, when he hit the cat, he felt claws dig into his side. They didn’t die easy. 
 
    He let the pain flow through him, driving his rage. The gun barrel had bent. No matter, he ripped his sidearm free from the holster and shot the closest enemy.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sonya was a little behind her brothers and sister as they advanced. She used her rifle like a scalpel, firing a burst here, a shot there, aiming to take out any Pushtal who looked to have it together a little more than the others. Despite their unexpected attack, the damned cats were rallying. Nobody doubted their ferocity, only their personal hygiene.  
 
    As she angled to get a better shot, her right leg exploded in agony. An enemy grabbed it from below, pulling and tearing the flesh. That altered the arc of her jump, slamming her mercilessly into the ground. She blacked out for a second, and when her vision cleared, the Pushtal was moving in for the kill, confident it had her. She raised the rifle with numb hands and somehow managed to pull the trigger, stitching the cat from foot to head.  
 
    “You okay sis?” Ripley yelled over the gunfire.  
 
    “Piece of piss,” she replied and struggled up. Good news, she told herself, the blood is freezing on the suit, so it should stop the bleeding. Opposite of cauterizing. Definitely a thing.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The same strange sensation made Shadow look to the side. Sonya half-stood behind and to the side of him, one leg stained red with quickly freezing blood. She was barely holding off a group of Pushtal sensing an easy kill. The drive for revenge battled with duty, and duty won.  
 
    He spun in his next leap and fired, dropping two of the Pushtal advancing on Sonya. “Drake, get to Sonya!” In that instant, everything changed, solidifying into laser sharp focus. “Bana, move everyone over to the wreckage of this transport. Andrews, grenades on the right flank!” He barked out order after order as he fought, dodged, fired, moved.  
 
    He forgot his knife as he used his sidearm and voice to command. He didn’t know where the commands came from, some deep part of himself, yet they were all right, and the men followed them without hesitation. Somewhere his father’s voice echoed an old lesson. If you ever have to command, do it with complete confidence. 
 
    Dad…what if I’m wrong? 
 
    You won’t be, Shadow. You’re my son. Do what needs doing.  
 
    The battle swirled around them in chaos, but awareness of his siblings burned into his brain. Drake took a bloody but non-lethal wound to his left arm. A bullet cracked Ripley’s face shield, cutting her face and nearly taking out an eye. Several of the Human members of Silent Night fell to the marauding Pushtal, who largely kept trying to get at them with claw and tooth.  
 
    “If they ever give up on hand to hand, we’re bloody fucked,” Bana said.  
 
    “The rate we’re going down, we’re fucked anyway,” Corporal Plesh replied. “Look out, they’re rushing again!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Come on!” Meesh screamed at his troops. “There aren’t even fifty of them remaining. We outnumber them three to one, easy.” His troopers were beginning to lose their resolve. Many were fingering weapons and glancing to the side, considering gunning the lightly armed Humans down or maybe just running away. But that isn’t what Meesh wanted, entropy curse them. The Zuul had cost him an eye and his offspring. He wanted their blood in his mouth.  
 
    “Follow me, cowards!” he snarled and charged.  
 
    That did the trick, as all 150 or so of his surviving clan moved in a rippling wave of fury toward the Humans and Zuul. Now we end it! He leaped over a pair of Humans toward the nearest Zuul.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Drake!” Shadow yelled as a Pushtal suddenly jumped over the ragged line. He had a half glimpse of an eyepatch. “There he is!” 
 
    Drake ducked and pivoted as Eye Patch went directly over him. Drake ripped his oxygen mask clear and bit the passing leg. Even 10 meters away, Shadow heard bone crunch, and the cat howled in pain. Even badly injured, it landed and kicked out, sending Drake sprawling. A nearby corporal had the presence of mind to rush over and replace the oxygen mask on Drake while he lay stunned on the bitterly cold ground.  
 
    Ripley was a hand’s reach away from the Pushtal’s landing spot. In a flash, she drew her own knife and plunged it into the Pushtal’s thigh, only to be backhanded a dozen meters. She cartwheeled through the frozen air to crash into a group of Silent Night fighting for their lives.  
 
    Shadow pulled his father’s long knife from between the crossed belts on his armor, advancing. Sonya made an amazing one-legged leap from behind, mounting the massive feline and, like her brother, removing her mask to sink her long canines into the bastard’s neck. Eye Patch jerked sideways at the last second, so Sonya’s teeth sank into his shoulder instead. Blood flowed, and Eye Patch roared in pain and rage, shaking Sonya like a leaf. But she clung on.  
 
    Eye Patch reached up with his left arm, trying to claw Sonya. He couldn’t reach her, and for some reason didn’t use his right. The arm appeared injured. Still, he slowly stretched toward where Sonya jerked back and forth, working her fangs in deeper.  
 
    Shadow lowered his head and leaped, driving the blade forward in both hands and dragging it upward. “For Father!” he screamed as the blade slammed into the Pushtal’s abdomen. Propelled by his velocity, Shadow felt bone crunch and organs split as he impaled the pirate scum on his deceased father’s blade.  
 
    The Pushtal’s eyes went wide, and he let out a gurgling scream. Sonya jumped clear, and Shadow saw bright streaks of blood on her chest where he’d clawed her after all. But the look on her face was savage glee, ears high and teeth bared. The momentum of Shadow’s strike knocked Eye Patch backward, and he hit the ground in an overly slow low-G impact and slid. He kicked twice and finally died.  
 
    Shadow allowed satisfaction to flow through him for half a second. A Pushtal nearly cut his head off with a swipe of his massive paw. He managed to lean back at the last minute, enough so that only a single claw tore at the facemask, gouging a line right above Shadow’s eye. The pain barely registered.  
 
    “Pull back into a circle,” Bana yelled. Only one of his arms was working; the other was crusted over with frozen blood.  
 
    Everyone moved closer, some dragging useless limbs, others dragging wounded comrades. The dead were everywhere. Lots of Pushtal, and lots of Humans.  
 
    “We’re not going to win this, are we?” Drake asked woozily after getting kicked in the head. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Sonya said. She was holding her left hand against her chest, staunching the blood, her right holding a pistol. She had to sit because her right leg wasn’t working anymore.  
 
    “Almost out of ammo,” Ripley said. She visibly gasped with each breath and held her elbows against her side. Shadow guessed she’d undone some of her healing.  
 
    “No,” Shadow said. “We will not fall here.” 
 
    “You sure, bro?” Drake asked.  
 
    Shadow closed his eyes for a second and nodded. “Yes.”  
 
    A dozen hulking Pushtal rushed the siblings, who all raised weapons, despite the odds. But then all the enemy cats were torn apart as if god’s own chainsaw had ripped into them.  
 
    “We gotcha!” a voice blared on a loudspeaker, and the whoosh of jumpjets sounded. A Mk 7 CASPer braked to a landing.  
 
    “Captain Tucker!” Drake shouted, and a cheer went up from the beleaguered defenders. In a split second, 10 more CASPers were in the mix.  
 
    No longer facing soft targets, the Pushtal switched to their guns. It was completely ineffective. The armored CASPers tore into them with a vengeance. No doubt seeing many of their own down at the hands of the enemy, more than a few of the newly arrived troopers resorted solely to their integral arm blades. Swung with the force of electromechanical muscles, the carbon fiber overlay blades tore Pushtal completely in half.  
 
    An explosion rocked from the far right, and another of the transports collapsed in fire and shrapnel. 
 
    The rout began, with nearly 100 Pushtal rushing toward the base, the best cover left in the field of broken transports and wrecked bodies. It was an illusion of defense—before they could reach it, they came face to face with the Lumar pouring out. With CASPers on one side and Lumar on the other, the Pushtal surrendered in a ragged wave. The battle was over.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Classified Engineering Guild Holding—E’cop’k System  
 
    Shadow looked over at his siblings, sitting on the bench of the freshly cleared rec room as the medics tended to their wounds. Sonya was the worst, with crushed bones in her leg. Drake’s bullet-wounded arm was already tended to, as was Ripley’s aggravated chest wound. For himself, the enemy had missed taking out his right eye by a millimeter. It would be a spectacular scar. For now, he refused medical attention while the men were tended to.  
 
    Veska’s fur was singed badly enough that she’d been slathered in anti-burn cream, but she’d dismissed the need for further treatment, and instead had kept to Shadow’s side as he paced, a few steps behind him with her head on a swivel. 
 
    Shadow resolved to ask her how she’d taken down the last active transport, but first he had to share with Tucker all that had happened…including the death of his father.  
 
    “It’s a miracle any of us survived,” Tucker said after delivering a healthy string of curses.  
 
    “How did you get out of there alive?” Drake asked. “Figure the cats would have had you for shark biscuits right off to get this ambush started.”  
 
    “Well, they almost did,” Tucker said. “But the Vergola half convinced the couple who came to kill us that they’d already done us in. The cats didn’t buy it completely and were trying to get to us when their boss chucked a wobbly. Seems the Zuul boss dog fucked up the cat boss right proper before she died.” 
 
    “So Captain Nillab is dead?” Veska’s step hitched, but she didn’t sound surprised.  
 
    “Aye, lass. All the Zuul there are dead that we could see, and the Vergola too.” 
 
    “I expected that when they didn’t join the battle.” Her ears drooped, and she panted through a wave of pain. “My whole company.”  
 
    Drake stood and put his uninjured arm over her. She gave him a small smile, though her ears remained low.  
 
    “What happens now?” Sergeant Bana asked, looking at Captain Tucker.  
 
    A part of Shadow wanted to hand everything over to Tucker or Anderle and call it a day. He could shower off three species’ worth of blood and sleep for a week, and someone else could clean up everything.  
 
    Count the dead, make a plan, treat the wounded…the list unwound in his head, and he didn’t want to do any of it.  
 
    Unbidden, a ghost image of his visions rose in his thoughts. The rotten sea, the exploding ships, the stars. The bridge only he could make of alien strands. He’d lifted his head to speak when Tucker answered.  
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Tucker said, “talk to them.” He pointed at the four Zuul siblings.  
 
    “Us?” Sonya asked, incredulous. She looked back at Shadow, and he closed his mouth. He knew what happened next.  
 
    “You. Alan planned to leave Silent Night to you. Only stipulation is, you take care of your mom.” Tucker reached into an inner pocket and pulled out a data chip. “Merc commanders don’t leave succession to chance.” 
 
    His siblings, and Bana, stared at the chip in Tucker’s hand in shock, but Shadow nodded sharply. There would be more than enough time for mourning, but for now… 
 
    “Sonya,” he said, his voice roughened but clear, “ask Yanow to meet us here. Drake, find Niss and do the same. Tucker, you’re sure no one’s left on the Vergola base?” 
 
    “From what we saw…no chance. The Zuul gave as good as they could, but it was a bloody sucker-punch ambush.” The older merc shook his head and opened his mouth to say more. Then he shrugged and gestured for Shadow to continue.  
 
    “Veska…” His ears drooped at the pain that still held her rigid, but she nodded immediately in response. They had work to do, and she was ready. “Get a message to the Paku. We’ll need the Zuul. Bana, Ulan’s got the surviving Pushtal in the barracks—bring him and whoever they consider their leader, with Eye Patch dead. Ripley, find Anderle.” 
 
    “What are we meeting about?” Drake asked. From his lowered ears, he was asking more from curiosity than challenge, but either way, it was a fair question. 
 
    “Ifka is dead, and probably all the Zuparti. I don’t much care for the Engineering Guild. It’s up to us to figure out what comes next.” 
 
    “And we’re sitting on a billion credits worth of hyperspace juice,” Sonya added, eyes widening through her exhaustion. 
 
    “We’re going to figure out what comes next,” Shadow said again, certainty coating his voice, “and we’re going to do it together.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took less time than Shadow had expected to gather everyone together. Anderle and her squad had fallen back to the entrance of the mines, protecting the Aku and ensuring the explosion-happy Pushtal didn’t get under the base and blow them all sky-high. It was a good move that saved lives in those hectic minutes of battle. Yanow responded to Sonya’s call immediately and had been with Ulan and the Pushtal prisoners.  
 
    I’kik had brought the Paku closer in-system after she received Nillab’s message, but then the Gheshu had never moved. It would be hours yet before they were close enough to land anyone, but their open channel had only seconds of delay. 
 
    They’d pulled together what furniture remained somewhat stable after the ambush, making for a large, if unsteady and bullet-pocked conference table.  
 
    Everything smelled of bleach and exhaustion.  
 
    And they had more to do.  
 
    Introductions ran quickly, though Bana and Drake didn’t take their eyes off the two manacled Pushtal, and Tucker regarded the Aku curiously. Veska refused a seat, keeping watch at his right shoulder, Ulan stood between the two Pushtal, and everyone else took a seat or squatted at the table as their physiology dictated.  
 
    “We’re at a decision point,” Shadow said, resting his hands flat on the scorched table in front of him. “We’ve found no living Zuparti or Vergola, and we don’t expect that to change. That effectively ends the conflict in the system, but also, with the gate still interdicted and no messages sent, voids the agreement, as well.” 
 
    “So no one gets paid?” Tucker asked, frowning. 
 
    “That’s one piece. Niss, anything in the GalNet that helps clarify matters here?” 
 
    “Well…” The Aku lifted his head further from his shell and tapped the table. “There are no claim holders on this world, nor in this system. The Zuparti kept E’cop’k out of the official records to minimize exposure. They hoped to avoid what just happened here with the Cartography Guild. Thus, without an official claim of any kind, Galactic Union law states whoever sits on it owns it.”  
 
    “Finders keepers?” Ripley said, and everyone from Earth nodded.  
 
    “I would suppose that is a way of putting it. I have read all the data I could find on the Zuparti’s guild contracts and licenses. The guild is intrinsically linked to the production of Astatine-222. This is the only place Astatine-222 is successfully mined. Thus…” 
 
    “If we control the planet, we control the guild?” Sonya asked, incredulous.  
 
    “Precisely,” Niss agreed.  
 
    “It can’t be that simple,” Drake said.  
 
    “Yet it is,” Niss persisted.  
 
    “Oof da,” Sergeant Bana said.  
 
    “Fuck me dead,” Drake agreed.  
 
    “Right.” Shadow turned his gaze first on Yanow, then to the slate displaying I’kik’s neutral expression from space. “Then I have a proposal. Silent Night is decimated. Big Strong Fist is a garrison, and has no way off the planet. The Aku are noncombatants, and the Paku is barely limping along. We can all scream for help the moment the gate’s open and fight till everyone’s dead—if someone else doesn’t come in with fresh guns blazing—or…” 
 
    “I might consider ‘or,’” Yanow said, folding a set of her arms.  
 
    “Or, we form a new company.” 
 
    “What, all of us?” Anderle’s eyes widened—not in rejection, Shadow realized, but in sudden interest.  
 
    “The Mercenary Guild is in shreds,” Bana pointed out. “It’ll take a while to get a new company approved and registered.” 
 
    “What if there’s an old one we can bring back?” Shadow said. It was hard to keep the smile off his face.  
 
    “Silent Night?” Tucker asked. 
 
    “Older.” 
 
    “Insho’Ze offers itself to Night Song,” I’kik said, so well-timed she must have spoken it without hesitation the moment Shadow made his proposal. She put a fist to her chest and tilted her head back to expose her neck. “I freely bind our fates to Krif’Hosh, now and forever. Direct us as you choose, Kal’Shin.” 
 
    Veska grunted in satisfaction, and Shadow’s ear turned toward her as she clasped her fist to her chest as well.  
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” Warmth radiated through him at their confidence, though he didn’t know if claiming that title—especially without talking to his siblings—was entirely appropriate. “Krif’Hosh, Night Song, is an ancient clan of the Zuul, and we,” he gestured at himself and the siblings sitting to either side of him, “are all that remains of it. I’d like it to grow.” 
 
    “It must grow,” Veska said, thumping the table with a fist. “The Zuul need you.”  
 
    “Then we all have equal stake in E’cop’k?” Yanow asked, holding very still. “And in the Astatine-222?” 
 
    “Yes. We would become…the Engineering Guild, I guess. Equal stakes, and we can contract out to others as we need to.” 
 
    “We would need to be clear of decision-making, profits, and contracts,” Yanow warned. “This isn’t about bossing the Lumar around and sending us to die.” She shook her head solemnly. “We are tired of being the Mercenary Guild’s laser fodder. We are an ancient and proud race, despite how we’ve been laid low. I would like,” she paused, looked at Ulan, then continued, “rather, we would like this to change.”  
 
    “You care about your clan,” Shadow said, leaning forward. “I want you to be my clan, and I want us to be yours.” 
 
    “I have a question first,” Drake said, his head cocked and his eyes as intent as Yanow’s. “What’s the deal?” 
 
    “The…deal?” 
 
    “Is Ulan pretending? Are all Lumar pretending? Why are you so smart, and…” He waved a hand at her, then at Ulan off to the side. “Why are they…” 
 
    “Stupid?” she asked, and Drake blanched. “It is okay, our new friends.” She looked at Ulan, and despite their race’s differences, her care for the male was obvious. “They do not pretend.” Yanow sat back, tapping three hands’ worth of fingers as she considered. “Our males are exactly how they seem. The story of how we ended up as we are is ancient. They are, we are, as we sit here…simply as a matter of revenge. That is all I can say.” 
 
    Shadow had a million follow up questions, but he forced them away for the moment. “If it’s something we can help with, we would commit to that, too.” 
 
    “Song of the Night,” Yanow said, thoughtful. She glanced at Ulan, who grunted. 
 
    “Night Fist better.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Night Fist, the Lumar portion of Night Song?” 
 
    Yanow held Shadow’s eyes for a long moment and nodded.  
 
    “Niss?” 
 
    “We are happy to work for—” 
 
    “No, Niss. No more working for someone. You’re slaves no more. The Aku are more than worthy of being an equal part of our clan. Someone needs to unlock and run the gate. You know the most about the mines, the guild, and the Astatine-222. We need you to administer the mines and handle the business of the guild.” 
 
    “There are at least five more effective ways to harvest it,” Niss said, leaning his shell against the Aku next to him. “We have no use for credits.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure out something,” Sonya murmured, dropping her jaw slightly when Ripley elbowed her.  
 
    “You have listened every time we have shared our knowledge, Shadow, which is something new to us. We like Humans and you. Yes, we agree to this plan. As for the stargate, as some of you may know, we were the ones who locked it at the Zuparti’s direction. We are happy to unlock it and operate the facility.” His great rocky head moved upward as if focused on the stargate. “We are most eager to go there and see more of its workings after all we have learned. Fascinating.” 
 
    Shadow nodded and hoped the Aku would at least fix the thing before they got too curious and took it apart. “That’s settled then,” he said. “Tucker? Bana? Anderle?” 
 
    “Some of the mercs might have rolled off when we got home,” Bana said, shrugging, “but they would have to be triple idiots to do it now. I’m too old to go to another company, and I like the idea of being rich. In.” 
 
    Anderle and Tucker nodded, smiling.  
 
    “I care less about being rich,” Tucker said. “I followed your dad. I watched you kids grow up and knew something special was happening. I thought it would be Rex one day…” 
 
    “We all did.” Shadow lowered his head for a moment and swallowed back a soft sound of grief.  
 
    “But the more I hear about your leadership during a desperate fight, the more I realize I missed it. I hadn’t realized Alan was taking more time with you, not to try to push you along, but to grow the seeds of a commander. Rex was a natural warrior. You, lad, are a natural leader.” 
 
    “He told me as much,” Bana admitted. “He planned to make you a corporal after the contract. Despite your being late for muster.” Bana managed a glower, but there was no heat to it.  
 
    Shadow looked between his siblings, each of whom nodded with clear affection.  
 
    “Silent Night is yours,” Tucker said. “I’ll continue to follow its leader.”  
 
    “Good.” Shadow stood and faced the two Pushtal guarded by Ulan. They had followed the conversation closely, with nary a hiss or spit to reveal their reactions. Shadow took a steadying breath and committed to the riskiest part of his plan. “Why did you attack us?” 
 
    The slightly larger one blinked, not expecting the question. “We were ordered to.” 
 
    He waited, silence blanketing the room, until the second one twitched and lashed his tail.  
 
    “Meesh said we were being cheated, that we would be paid nothing at all. Our clan is barely holding together—this agreement with the Vergola was our last and best hope.” 
 
    “We didn’t know about the agreement between Vergola and Zuparti.” The first Pushtal’s ears flattened to the side, and he snarled. “We should have supported Skeesh when he said he wanted to overthrow Meesh months ago.” 
 
    “Meesh was awful,” the second agreed, speaking so low Shadow wasn’t sure he was meant to hear it.  
 
    “How do you determine a new clan leader?” he asked, pricking his ears forward politely.  
 
    “Fight,” the first one answered promptly. 
 
    “To the death,” the second added helpfully.  
 
    “My siblings and I each took part in killing the one we thought was the leader. He had an eyepatch. That was Meesh, right?” 
 
    They both nodded, neither seeming remotely upset by the news. Shadow rather hoped they’d seen it.  
 
    “What were the Vergola paying you?” 
 
    “Meesh never gave all the details,” the first one to speak said. “We know the Vergola paid our bill with the Merchants Guild for equipment, about 200,000 credits. We think the contract was for that much again.” The other shrugged.  
 
    The number of credits was so small compared to what they were sitting on top of, Shadow had to fight back a sudden upswell of amusement. No need to get smug, and no need to do anything that would bring another wave of Pushtal clamoring for their part.  
 
    “The station at Klbood is yours as well, right?” More nods. “This is what I propose. We killed your clan leader, and as such we are in charge.” 
 
    “That’s not—” the first to speak started.  
 
    “Silence. Hear me out,” Shadow snapped, and they fell silent. “We are in charge; however, we will assign leadership to you two. Guild minimum is 500,000 credits for a garrison contract, with at least 100 troopers. Say we pay you…triple, and add a rider providing for contract of future work, with potential for bonuses.” 
 
    “We aren’t a merc race anymore,” the second said, glaring fiercely. 
 
    “We can still execute a contract.” Shadow twitched an ear. “We’ll need you to repair and staff your station in Klbood better, but we’ll provide equipment for this as well, as long as it’s in writing that the Engineering Guild has access in perpetuity. What would you say?” 
 
    “Triple?” they said together, an unmistakable gleam coming to their eyes.  
 
    “We could discuss increases over time as we evaluate your loyalty and efficacy. You’re fierce fighters and have been poorly treated. We could do worse.” They were both glancing at each other, eyes narrowed as they considered. “I’ve heard the Pushtal want their merc status back. This is a step in the right direction. We won’t mention your involvement here in the mess between the Vergola and Zuparti.” 
 
    These Pushtal knew the secret of Astatine-222 and E’cop’k. Shadow’s alliance was far too new and under-armed to let them go. Nor could he execute them—the Zuul wouldn’t see the honor in it, and the rest of the Pushtal clan, a single hyperspace jump away, would likely come looking before Shadow had any backup in place. This option was cheaper, and better for his conscience, besides.  
 
    “The contract is good, though we aren’t mercenaries?” 
 
    “We’re a guild now, too, don’t forget.” Something electric passed through the room at that. “And an ancient clan of the Zuul. Our contract will hold without anyone else’s approval. That, and our word is our bond.” 
 
    “Triple,” the first said, hope threading his tone. “With potential for more. And we guard?” 
 
    “One more thing,” Shadow said, and now his jaw dropped into a grin. 
 
    Both drooped, waiting for the shoe to drop. 
 
    “I want that Raknar.” 
 
    They jumped over each other to agree.  
 
    Behind him, Drake howled in triumph.  
 
    The Pushtal were taken out to talk with the rest of their kind, and Drake slapped Shadow on the back. “Brother, you’re brilliant!”  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure this will work,” Sonya said, scratching her bandages.  
 
    “Neither am I,” admitted Shadow. “But by setting up two of them as clan leaders, it’ll cause enough confusion that maybe, just maybe, they’ll work it out. Their stupid ‘fight for control’ is likely what caused their downfall. The strongest is seldom the smartest.” 
 
    “Even then, the strongest can never trust subordinates,” Veska agreed.  
 
    “The Mercenary Guild won’t like this,” Anderle pointed out. “The cats are persona non grata, as far as I understand.”  
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Shadow assured her. An Aku came in, and Niss gestured him to Shadow. He scanned the report and let out a low noise between his teeth. “They have the inventory,” he said.  
 
    “What do we have?” Drake asked.  
 
    “Just under a thousand tons of Astatine-222.” 
 
    “What’s that worth?” Bana wondered.  
 
    “We aren’t sure,” Captain I’kik said from space. “But we can estimate, based on how much is in each hyperspace buffer and cableway. About a million credits.” 
 
    “Per ton?” Shadow asked.  
 
    “Per kilogram,” I’kik said, teeth shinning.  
 
    “Oof dah,” Bana said, echoing himself. 
 
    “Fuck me dead,” Drake replied with even more enthusiasm. 
 
    “The Zuparti aren’t going to just walk away from a trillion credits,” Ripley warned.  
 
    “Oh, it’s more than that.” Shadow stopped her. “Aku—you have ideas for more efficiency. What would you say that increases production to?” 
 
    “Oh.” Niss rocked slightly to the side. “We can increase by 200% at least, with minor changes. The Zuparti moved mines long before they were tapped because they were wasteful.” 
 
    “This one dwarf planet has been supplying all the Astatine-222 for the entire galaxy, forever.” Shadow wished his mouth could whistle, but he restrained himself to a shrug instead. “So yeah, they aren’t going to let us just...keep it.”  
 
    Tension returned to the room. All the money in the galaxy wouldn’t help if they couldn’t defend it. Shadow shook his head and smiled. 
 
    “We’re going to need backup.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The Paku had been gone a month, departing only hours after Niss ordered the stargate to cease interdicting the system. Shadow had sent it, along with Teef and Uufek, both of whom had ridden out the conflict on Paku. With A’kef dead, and Nillab’s report to share, Teef had gone along as a witness and to make formal the joining of Insho’Ze and Krif’Hosh, Uufek to speak for them to the K’lak, and hopefully, the Hosh. If the Hosh or the K’lak believed they were Krif’Hosh, the Zuul would be their best bet for understanding and support. 
 
    Since their first stop was Klbood, Paku also took the new leaders of Valiant Rage clan and a group of their troopers. He wasn’t sure how it would all turn out. He did know they were now in good enough shape that should the Pushtal overthrow their new leadership and come to E’cop’k with a plan to take it, they wouldn’t succeed easily.  
 
    Gheshu still needed repairs, but it should be more than functional enough to stand off the kind of crap ships the Pushtal had on their ragged station.  
 
    Shadow had built a set of routines over the month that almost kept him patient. Every day he sent a message to the gate to see if they had any new activity. Every day he listened calmly as the Aku in charge told him no. Jobortogato, the former Sumatozou gatemaster, had been retained as a helper for the Aku. He wasn’t happy with his new arrangement, but Niss had found multiple records detailing Jobortogato’s criminal behavior, which helped keep him in his place.  
 
    Every day he met with Niss and learned something new about Astatine-222 and its production, and he met with Yanow and learned something new about the Lumar. Every day he understood a little more about how rich they all would be if they pulled this off. The credits that would flow to the Zuul, and the credits that could flow to Earth. He believed if he could link this all with the fledgling Terran Federation, something bigger than all of them was possible. If. So many ifs.  
 
    Every day he waited for something to go wrong. Every day they rebuilt the base a little more, and things remained quiet.  
 
    Until the day Sonya’s voice came urgently across the comm, and he ran to the command center, Niss and Yanow in tow after their daily meeting.  
 
    “They just started appearing at the emergence point,” Ripley said and pointed to the Tri-V. 
 
    A dizzying array of ships appeared on the radar, each one varying in size, but all alike in one fundamental way—their firepower would overwhelm the new alliance Shadow and his siblings had built.  
 
    The waves of images on the radar threatened to overwhelm him. There were at least 100 ships between them and the gate. For a single moment, Shadow allowed himself to pretend the Winged Hussars had arrived. One of the Four Horsemen would be able to come to an agreement with a partially Earth-based mercenary company that had welcomed other races—that was practically their own story. 
 
    He gave himself only that moment, and then met Sonya’s eyes and jerked his chin. She nodded in reply and scanned for activity on the communication bands. Their odds might be slim, but they had plenty to bargain with, and barring that, they’d fight to the last shred of hide any Zuul, Human, Pushtal, or Aku had.  
 
    “I have comms in the clear,” Sonya said after a moment, her ears pricked sharply forward.  
 
    “Let’s hear it,” he replied, bracing himself for threats and demands.  
 
    “This is Hrkef, Kal’Shin of Vo’Hosh. I am joined by Calrik, Kal’Shin of Cho’Hosh. Shadow, Kal’Shin of Krif’Hosh, we have heard your call, and the other Hosh answer. Welcome back. We are whole again.” 
 
    Night Song called, and the other Songs answered. The words erased all anxiety, and Shadow felt joy wash through every part of his body. The comms carried the sounds of Zuul howling their welcome from the distant ships, and the four siblings joined their voices.  
 
    The Songs were reunited.  
 
    The galaxy would sing.  
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 Glossary 
 
      
 
    Characters:  
 
      
 
    Silent Night—light assault Human Mercenary Company 
 
      
 
    Anderle, Jill – Captain, Second Company Commander 
 
    Bana, Jose – Sergeant, Second Squad 
 
    Bates, John – Sergeant, First Squad 
 
    Candy, Forrest – Second Company 
 
    Chelsey, Sara – Corporal, Second Company 
 
    Dailey, Connor – Mechanic 
 
    Dyffid, Len – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Gardner, Eric – Second Company 
 
    Gibbs, Tony – Private, First Squad 
 
    Hewers, Jack – Private, First Squad 
 
    Hyll, Roger – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Newt, Edison – Second Company 
 
    Paulson, Kai – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Pierce, Andy – Second Company 
 
    Plesh, Tanya – Corporal, Second Squad 
 
    Porter, Alan – Colonel, Commanding Officer and owner 
 
    Porter, Dana – Captain, Logistics Officer 
 
    Porter, Drake – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Porter, Rex – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Porter, Ripley – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Porter, Shadow – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Porter, Sonya – Private, Second Squad 
 
    Prendergast, Dick “Flop” – Phoenix pilot 
 
    Salerson, Drew – Corporal, First Squad 
 
    Sauger, Tenny – Second Company 
 
    Tanner, Jody – Chief Physician 
 
    Tesafaye, Yonas – Captain, Wasp dropship Pilot, 2nd company 
 
    Tucker, Ethan – Captain, XO, commander first squad 
 
      
 
    ZMS Paku—Eshtoo class Zuul mercenary cruiser 
 
    A’kef – Rei’shin, clan Insho’Ze  
 
    I’kik – Captain, clan Insho’Ze 
 
    Isgono – Sei, Cho’Hosh   
 
    Kuru – mercenary, clan Insho’Ze 
 
    Makori – mercenary, clan Insho’Ze 
 
    Teef – Business representative, clan Insho’Ze 
 
    Uufek – Attaché from the K’lak 
 
    Veska, mercenary, clan Insho’Ze  
 
      
 
      
 
    Zuul Terminology: 
 
    Afu – clan. Clans are linked to worlds. If a clan relocates to a new planet, their clan name will change accordingly. Members of the same clan share a scent 
 
    Chi – Uncaste, no particular path or career 
 
    Es’Ufu – higher caste  
 
    Fi – soldier caste, usually a mercenary 
 
    Introductions – Because Zuul have been part of the Galactic Union so long, and have spread widely across the galaxy, they have a detailed way to place each other. Zuul are often described to each other by caste, sex, planet of origin, clan name, and then each of their scent markers. They historically do not bother to share this information with aliens, who tend to get at most a clan name. 
 
    Ja – original home world of the Zuul 
 
    Kal’Shin – the clan leader 
 
    K’lak – mercenary governing body of the Zuul 
 
    Kobo Ask’sha – formal greeting from Zuul to Zuul, usually after a long absence or in a more formal setting 
 
    Rei’Shin –the tactical/mercenary leader of a clan; non-mercenary clans will have a Rei’Shin focused on strategy and tactics for the clan, not mercenary contracts 
 
    Scent markers – the scent of every Zuul is definable and important across many of their cultures. They will verbally share their base and defining scents when distance makes a more traditional greeting improbable. Defining scent markers are the Pek, and there are three levels, each with its own descriptor based on the smell itself: 
 
    
    	 A’at – first scent: Joat, Hoat, K’hoat, P’koat, Woat, Zoat 
 
    	 Mi’f – second scent: Jaf, Haf, K’af, P’kaf, Waf, Zaf 
 
    	 Sha’l – third scent: Jal, Hal, K’al, P’kal, Wal, Zal 
 
   
 
    Every Zuul has another scent as well, but there is no name for it—they are unique to individuals, like Human fingerprints. They can be identified by Zuul noses, but are not written about. 
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Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the MAC round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blond hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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