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 Vorrhurna Prime, Vorrhurna System, 82 Years Before Alpha Contracts 
 
    It took luminescent spheres falling from the sky to pull the Fangmaster’s attention away from the battle. The fiery orbs etched themselves into his mind and stayed with him until the moment he died. 
 
    Glowing bright against the black of the night sky, the orbs descended on the city of Merarch. Not a single member of his extended family knew what they were, but a troubling sense of doom rippled throughout those gathered. The darkness began to give way to light as the battle drew closer to home.  
 
    “Gather the cubs and women,” he instructed those who were standing nearby. It was apparent now, in the final hours of the MinSha invasion of the homeworld, that they’d lost the war. The grizzled warrior tore his gaze from the glowing orbs to look at his youngest offspring. He saw his cub’s bright eyes upon him. One black-tipped ear twitched in recognition before the Fangmaster continued, “The last of the ships are ready for the evacuation. The MinSha should not fire upon craft carrying females and cubs, only ones filled with warriors. Some of their commanders are still with honor. Therefore, warriors will remain behind to fight. We make our final stand here.” 
 
    A different male, one of the many young warriors who’d been held back in the reserves during the initial invasion, dipped his head before speaking, “Honored Master, should another leader not go with the refugees to ensure the clans do not fracture too greatly during our exodus?” 
 
    “No,” came the quick reply. “The fracture must occur. The MinSha are merely a weapon, not the hidden claw wielding it. Whoever benefits from our fall is the one truly behind this. If we seem unified, our hidden enemy will work to wipe us all out. No, we must appear completely defeated. Then, when their guard is down, their throats are exposed, and they lie sleeping in their dens at night, comforted that the shadows aren’t dangerous, the Great Hunt shall begin.” 
 
    “A First, then,” the warrior persisted. “At least someone who can claim the mantle when the time comes. To keep with the traditions?” 
 
    The Fangmaster paused. The brave young warrior before him could be the First of Clan Arwoon, but he was also a legitimate military target, according to the MinSha and the unusual code of warfare they seemed to be following. Hawrown would not suffice. This brave young male would have to stay and fight, then die in battle like the others. No, the Fangmaster decided as he turned and took his youngest cub, barely seven months old, into his powerful arms. It will have to be you, young Arawn. 
 
    Young, innocent eyes met his. The battle-hardened leader of the Pushtal Empire stared at the cub, whose fangs had yet to begin their adult growth. A soft purr emanated from the young cub’s chest, which caused the master to smile. The cub stared up at his father. Their eyes locked, and the Fangmaster felt a kaleidoscope of emotions, ranging from love to rage, fill his heart. He watched as the cub’s tiny yet sharp claws extended against his will as the weight of the clan fell upon his fur. His future, his people’s future, was a burden the Fangmaster knew the cub wasn’t ready for, but Aarduriel recognized there was no other choice. 
 
    “This cub, named Arawn, is named First Claw of his clan,” the Fangmaster declared as he handed him back to his mother, one of the master’s three surviving lifemates. He jerked his head toward a small freighter idling across the street in an open square. It would be a tight liftoff window, but since he’d seen the insane pilot of the craft land there not twenty minutes before, he knew it was possible. “By decree of Fangmaster Aarduriel, Speaker of the Pushtal Empire. Now, go.” 
 
    As one, his three remaining lifemates turned and fled toward the small freighter parked in the middle of the boulevard. Though smoke and dust obscured most of the view, the Tri-V heads-up display mounted on his helmet was able to filter much of the interference out of the picture. He saw more females and their cubs board the freighter behind his. Wishing them well, he waved a massive paw at the Pendal, who helped the civilians on board. The alien waved one of its four arms in reply as it pulled the last one on board. Hatch sealed, the freighter rocked slightly in the breeze and rose unsteadily into the air. After a few moments, it reoriented itself and shot into the atmosphere. 
 
    While Aarduriel wasn’t the trusting sort, he knew the Pendal would hold up their end of the contract. The evacuation of future generations had to be guaranteed, and there were no better pilots to ensure this than the strange Pendal race. The Fangmaster knew the credits he’d spent on the fifteen freighters to assist with the evacuation had been worth it, though he was still more than a little surprised the Pendal had taken the contract in the first place. 
 
    Credits are still credits, he decided after a moment of silent contemplation. Even if we are defeated, we will still pay our debts. Somehow. 
 
    The Fangmaster watched as his only surviving cub blasted off into space. He knew the forgetting would be difficult for some, if not all. Pushtal were prideful, holding themselves on a pedestal, arrogantly looking down on “lesser” races. Their pride had led to their downfall; the Fangmaster had seen it coming and warned his people, to no avail. 
 
    I shall atone for my sins. I hope one day, my successors will find a way out of what I’ve done to my people, he thought. Aarduriel checked his sleek carbine’s ammunition count: six rounds left. Then, he would be forced to engage the MinSha in close combat. His eyes looked across the field of battle. Smoky carnage greeted him. Dead Pushtal littered the dusty streets of the city, their black and white stripes a subtle contrast to the gray stones upon which their bodies lay. Every so often, he spotted a MinSha corpse, but they were few and far between. The mechanical ears on his helmet twitched suddenly as the telltale sounds of MinSha footsteps drew closer. The tactical device built into the armor identified the likely direction as his pinplants timed the approach. 
 
    We must not forget who we are. An insect-like MinSha skidded around the corner into view, and he fired a three-round burst into the invader’s cranium. The alien’s head exploded in a mess before it even had time to register the appearance of the Pushtal. Four more MinSha appeared from the ruins to his left and began to return fire. Pivoting, the Fangmaster shot off the last of his ammunition and quickly moved behind hard cover. None of his shots struck true, but the MinSha now regarded him as a genuine threat. 
 
    Forget for now. Remember your bloodline. Live up to your destiny, my cub. 
 
    He was out of ammunition. His warriors were out of time. The Fangmaster tossed his carbine aside and removed his helmet. The tactical layout of the city disappeared from his miniature Tri-V display. The added protection of the armored helmet was gone, exposing him to the elements of war. Ears free, he could finally hear the cries of his wounded brethren. He breathed in deeply and tasted the air with his tongue. It was dusty, tinged with blood, and oppressively hot. It stank of life and of death. It was still familiar—it was his home. At least as long as he remained alive. 
 
    He stood upright and turned to face the MinSha, who had stopped a respectable distance away. Showing them fang and claw, he roared a challenge. The MinSha dipped their insectile heads in reply. Their antennae swung back and forth as they chittered to one another in their alien language, almost imperceptibly to most races. Pushtal could hear them, however. The mighty felinoid race could hear better than nearly anyone else in the known galaxy. The Fangmaster didn’t know what they were saying precisely, but their meaning was clear: they would accept his honor challenge. 
 
    “Single combat?” the leader of the four MinSha asked through its voice box, antennae twitching almost in anticipation. Aarduriel jerked his head upward and roared at the departing spacecraft, the bass-filled battle cry echoing throughout the streets. More MinSha appeared, as though the individual challenge drew them on a subconscious level to gather round in the impromptu gladiatorial arena. The Fangmaster looked to his left, then right, but saw no other living Pushtal. They’re out there somewhere, he knew at a certain level. Now, they hide.  
 
    Waiting.  
 
    Watching their Fangmaster determine his people’s fate. 
 
    “As I fight, I bring honor to my people,” Aarduriel called out to the lead MinSha. “As I die, it is with fang and fury.” There was a moment of brief hesitation before the MinSha dipped its head once more. The massive gun the MinSha carried was set aside for a long, ceremonial spear. The blade glinted in the dim light of the orbs, which hovered overhead. The Fangmaster didn’t know why the spheres were there, but he was thankful for the light they emitted. Pushtal historically had excellent night vision, but a millennium of cultural stagnation had caused them to rely more on technology and less on their instincts. One of the many jobs of the Fangmaster was to ensure that the old ways weren’t forgotten. He’d taught his people to remember the mighty Pushtal Empire, the legacy they’d left before they climbed out into the stars. 
 
    To speak was to obey the rule of the claw. To listen was to know the power of the fang. 
 
    Aarduriel wasted no time with preliminaries. He leaped toward the MinSha who’d accepted the challenge. He extended his claws and bared his fangs. The MinSha reacted to his charge by countering, skittering to the left to cause the Fangmaster to lose momentum. Aarduriel, however, wasn’t fooled in the least. He’d always been a wily fighter, relying more on his wits than brawn, and he’d expected such a feint. 
 
    He shifted his tail slightly to change his weight distribution, and his rear claws left faint scratches in the soft pavement as Aarduriel ducked beneath the MinSha’s swinging spear. Twisting his upper torso to bring his powerful upper body into play, he dragged his foreclaws across the armored belly of the MinSha. His claws glanced harmlessly off the shiny armor, though the alien chittered in surprise at the Pushtal’s speed. The MinSha had underestimated him. 
 
    Aarduriel knew he wouldn’t penetrate the chitin armor of the MinSha by claw alone. He searched for a chink in the plates, a soft spot he could exploit. However, as expected, there was no obvious weak spot there. An inexperienced warrior would have missed it, but the Fangmaster had seen how awkwardly the MinSha had moved when Aarduriel had ducked beneath the spear. The great warrior saw the weakness of the MinSha and knew the alien’s death was nigh. 
 
    Kicking out with his powerful hind legs, Aarduriel grabbed the MinSha’s abdomen with his foreclaws and pulled himself back upright. He kicked his right dewclaw out and connected solidly with one of the enemy’s thin, delicate legs. The blow snapped the leg like a twig, and the MinSha stumbled slightly. The MinSha’s spear hummed past the Fangmaster’s exposed ear, missing by mere millimeters. Aarduriel wasn’t concerned. He’d anticipated the move and was already working on attacking the joint of a different leg. 
 
    Instead of using his claws, Aarduriel attacked with the strongest muscle a Pushtal had—his mouth. Six-centimeter fangs struck the soft tissue of the joint, and the Pushtal bit for all he was worth. His jaws were powerful crushing weapons; he put 400 pounds of pressure on the delicate joint, and the MinSha squealed in sudden pain as its entire leg was torn violently from its body. Blood spurted into Aarduriel’s mouth, hot and foul, completely alien. 
 
    Aarduriel spat as he drove a claw deeply into the alien’s gaping wound. The MinSha struck him repeatedly with the spear, driving the sharpened point into his side and flank. Though painful, they weren’t fatal to the old warrior. The Pushtal body armor was more than sturdy enough to deflect most of the energy from the handheld weapon, and what did make it through lacked the power to do serious harm. 
 
    Feeling something decidedly squishy inside the MinSha, Aarduriel grasped it with his sharp claws and pulled. The MinSha’s cry of pain was a direct assault on the Pushtal’s sensitive ears. He continued to tear at the weakness until the MinSha fell to the ground, hard. Aarduriel spotted the spear on the ground and moved in for the kill. With the MinSha on the ground, Aarduriel clambered onto the alien’s back and positioned himself directly behind the head. 
 
    Aarduriel roared into the night sky before biting the armored neck of the wounded MinSha. His fangs, yellowed by age but still sharp and powerful, broke through the thin armor. Crunching noises filled the Fangmaster’s ears as he worked his powerful jaws slowly, chewing through the MinSha’s neck. He didn’t let go of the MinSha until he’d severed the head from the body. 
 
    He rolled off and lay on the ground for a moment, his chest heaving. Age hadn’t caused him to slow down so much as it made the recovery time longer. Even though he was still spry for his age, Aarduriel was far closer to two hundred years old than he was to one hundred. Advanced age or not, he was a warrior still. He crawled back to his feet and stood upright. He bared his blood-covered fangs at the gathered MinSha, who were eyeing him warily now. He could feel the viscous liquid dripping down his chin and onto his armored breastplate. Their fear was good. He must have killed someone important. 
 
    “Who’s next?” 
 
    A lone gunshot from a pulse gun was the reply. 
 
    Aarduriel blinked, surprised, as pain blossomed in his chest. He’d been shot in combat before, so the blood wasn’t a surprise. The face of the shooter was. The Fangmaster had expected to see the insectoid face of a MinSha holding the gun, but it wasn’t—it was unexpectedly furry and mole-like.  
 
    He recognized the alien almost immediately. Every member race of the Mercenary Guild knew them on sight. Now, though, he wished he’d attended some of the mercenary council meetings. Perhaps he should’ve heeded the warnings from his Claws? 
 
    The Veetanho are not to be trusted. 
 
    It was too late for him to heed the warnings or question their motives. He slumped to the ground as he felt his lifeblood flowing out from the gaping wound, managing to stay on his knees instead of lying down on the ground like a drowned cub. Aarduriel was unfamiliar with most caseless chemical-powered projectiles, since the Pushtal had stopped using them hundreds of years before, but he recognized its lethality. One had killed him, after all, and though he wasn’t dead yet, he soon would be. 
 
    “The contract was exact in its wording,” the small, furry face of the alien spoke to the gathered MinSha. She motioned at the dismembered MinSha, who lay dead near Aarduriel. “This is a waste of time. Pacify the remaining populace; kill all who resist. The window for this contract is narrow, and we’re already treading upon dangerous grounds. Finish this, or the contract will be null and void. The majority of the planet’s population must remain here.” 
 
    “What of those who have already escaped?” one of the MinSha asked. 
 
    “Not enough ships have cleared atmo to make it matter,” the Veetanho replied. 
 
    Aarduriel looked down at his chest as he felt hot, sticky blood running through the webbing of his claws. He retracted them and allowed his naked paws to cover the wound. No amount of pressure would staunch the flow of the bleeding, he realized. It had been a perfectly placed shot, just nicking his aortal arch. Not an artery, which meant less pressure from the blood flow. He would bleed out and remain awake the entire time. It was a slow and painful way to go. It was dishonorable. 
 
    Nobody will claim my pelt, he thought, as darkness flitted at the edge of his vision. They’ve stolen my honor; I will not be allowed into Vorcha! My spirit will remain trapped here, in this realm, forever! 
 
    The Fangmaster looked back up and found himself staring down the long barrel of the alien’s weapon. The gun held steady, and the muscles of the armored rodent didn’t even twitch as the rat pressed the pistol to Aarduriel’s forehead. He snarled and showed his fangs in defiance. Death without honor was a disgrace, and Aarduriel was a warrior to the end. He was the Fangmaster, ruler of the Pushtal Empire. Even lacking in honor, they would remember his death. 
 
    “My death has meaning, raw kinder,” Aarduriel snarled, using the ancient Pushtal slang word for “tiny snack.” It was the most offensive insult in the Pushtal language and typically resulted in a duel to the death. “Your empty, deceitful husk lacks honor. Our fangs will be at your throat one day. In the last moments of your pathetic, worthless life, you will finally know and fear the Great Hunt.” 
 
    “I’ll never fully understand Pushtal,” the Veetanho grumbled as she pulled the trigger a second time. The back of Aarduriel’s head exploded as the high-velocity slug tore through it. The Veetanho, satisfied that the leader of the Pushtal Empire was dead at long last, looked at the MinSha. She lowered the weapon to show that she was of no immediate threat to the gathered insectoids. “And I don’t think I care to. Finish this stage of the contract before the orb’s batteries fail, or you’ll be in breach of contract.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Peacemaker Academy, Ocono System, Four Years after Alpha Contracts 
 
    The wall next to the doorway shook as Peacemaker Candidate Hr’ent Golramm slammed his body against it. He palmed a new magazine for his Marauder JC-32, dropped the old mag, and slid the new one in place. The partial mag went into a dump pouch hanging off his harness, and he took a deep, calming breath. Red was starting to close in around the edges of his vision; now was not a good time to lose control. 
 
    He took two controlled steps sideways, keeping the barrel of the pistol behind the door frame. There was a wall on the right and no threats directly ahead, so the targets would be to his left. He heard more gunfire close by, and it was time to move. Two more paces forward, and he was into the room, clearing the fatal funnel of the doorway.  
 
    Targets—one in the blind corner, low, weapon up.  
 
    Three shots on the move, one to the upper torso, two to the head—the target was wearing armor. Target down.  
 
    With the highest threat zone clear and no one in reach, he pivoted clockwise, still moving, and put two more rounds into another target behind a couch. As that one collapsed, he caught a flash of legs as someone behind target two ran out a doorway and turned left. 
 
    He wouldn’t, couldn’t let them escape. With a roar, Hr’ent raced forward, vaulted the desk the first target had been hiding behind, and drove a shoulder into the wall. He smashed through the wall panel and heard a plaintive cry when he sandwiched the third target against the far bulkhead. 
 
    “END EX!” the speaker boomed. 
 
    The red that had been creeping in despite his best efforts to control it receded. He holstered his weapon, took several more calming breaths, and looked down at the Besquith he’d laid out with the wall paneling. He’d pinned the brown-and-black-furred alien beneath the panel, and Hr’ent threw it aside and offered a hand. 
 
    “Sorry, Wragi, I got carried away. Here.” 
 
    Wragi reached up but yelped in pain when Hr’ent pulled. He let go of Hr’ent’s massive paw, planted his good arm, and got up without assistance. 
 
    “Entropy, you play rough, big guy. I think it’s dislocated.” 
 
    Behind him, the ‘targets’ muzzily got to their feet as well. Their helmets bore bright yellow ‘impact’ splashes from where the training lasers had marked both as dead-right-there. Sergeant Kirindi, a Maki, entered the room and snarled. 
 
    “Entropy damn you Hr’ent, that’s the third wall this month! I’m tempted to back them with titanium plate just to watch you bounce. Wragi, get to the infirmary and get that shoulder looked at.” 
 
    “Sergeant.” The young Besquith dipped his head in acknowledgment and left the kill-house by the same door Hr’ent had come in through. 
 
    “Well?” Sergeant Kirindi crossed her arms and stared him down. “Explain your actions, and tell me why you intervened in the manner you did.” 
 
    “The mission brief indicated that there were no active merc contracts, but I heard gunfire and screaming, indicating someone was under attack. I entered the building, searching for the source of the gunfire. Hostiles opened fire and hit me once in the shoulder, forcing me to transition to my sidearm. I shot both, but I could still hear chaos and gunfire. I located three more targets, two of whom I engaged with lethal force. The third target fled, and I took him alive by knocking him prone.” 
 
    “With a wall,” Sergeant Kirindi hissed. 
 
    “If it’s stupid, but it works…?” Hr’ent replied. Sergeant Kirindi had been a Peacemaker for twenty-three years, and despite the stark difference in size, had tied him up in knots during Combatives class, over and over. He’d managed to hit her exactly twice in three years, but both times she’d bounced back up and made him suffer for it. He didn’t like being cowed by beings smaller than him (and there were very few beings larger than him), but Sergeant Kirindi was a force of nature. 
 
    “Then you’re being stupid, but pragmatic. You’re about to be a Peacemaker, Hr’ent. Brute force and ignorance aren’t always the best solution.” 
 
    “It’s what I understand best,” Hr’ent glumly complained. “And most people get the point when you knock ‘em around some.” 
 
    Kirindi threw her hands up in frustration. “Dog off for the afternoon and be ready at the crack of dawn tomorrow. It’s going to take me at least that long to get the walls reinforced. Then you run it again. And again, and again, until I am satisfied you can contain your rage, not act like a thick-headed savage, and remain in control. Once I am satisfied you won’t dishonor the guild and embarrass us all, Kalene will send you on your commissioning mission. But not until you get approval from me. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” The massive Oogar bowed his head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Merchant Guild Freighter Ship Clairvoyance, Evertine System 
 
    “Welcome to your crime scene, Candidate Hr’ent.” Peacemaker Kalene gestured to their small craft’s forward display screen. It had just reverted to normal space’s black starfield after enduring a week of the dull, featureless white that was hyperspace. Kalene was a Zuul with gold-and-bronze pattern fur and dark eyes; they tended to gravitate toward this kind of work. “We’ll arrive in another four or five hours. Make sure you’ve reviewed your forensics primer; I’m going to let you take point on this one. We’re going to meet one of the company pursers—his name is Grun—aboard the ship. He’s the company’s chief loss prevention officer, and he’s pretty exercised about this.” 
 
    “I’d guess so,” Hr’ent muttered to himself. “Maybe he should hire better mercs.” 
 
    “Say again?” Kalene asked. “What was that?” 
 
    “I suggested, if he wants to prevent losses, he should hire better mercs, Peacemaker,” Hr’ent replied louder. “Generally, that’s how one protects one’s investment.” 
 
    “Don’t go victim-blaming, Candidate.” Kalene frowned. “I expect you to be courteous and respectful, do you understand me, Oogar? Grun has just had a dozen innocent crewmen murdered, and your job is to figure out who, how, why, and what you’re going to do about it.” 
 
    “Understood, Peacemaker.” 
 
    He’d been briefed on the op before they’d left Ocono, so he’d known a forensic analysis was going to be job one. How did Kalene think he’d spent the last week? 
 
    He did as instructed, and with half an hour to go, he swam back to the airlock with his field kitbag. In this case, he’d shouldered an external-frame ruck with magstripped attachments for all the extra forensic pouches. He tucked a foot under a rung and waited for their puddle-jumper shuttle to connect with the foredecks of the enormous freighter. The nose of the ship held the bridge and captain’s quarters. A long spine containing structural reinforcements, conduit, and an elevator ran down toward the rest of the crew’s quarters and engines. Modular shipping containers were bolted onto all six faces of the spine at designated attachment points.  
 
    Kalene met him at the airlock two minutes before they were scheduled to dock. “I’ll supervise, but I won’t otherwise interfere. If I observe you making a serious error, I’ll speak up, but at this stage of your training, you should be capable of running this entire matter yourself. Do you have any questions, Candidate?” 
 
    “No questions, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The umbilical tube connecting the two spaceships latched into place with a clang. Gears clacked and rotated, and gasses hissed until the tube pressurized. Once the airlock indicator light came on, Hr’ent took the time to confirm the secondary manual indicators, which earned him a faint nod. He locked his helmet on and opened the airlock’s outer door. The tube was a standard intra-ship umbilicus with triple-redundant self-healing layers that kept the air in, and the hostile space radiation out, and rungs to permit easy microgravity swimming. 
 
    The hatch at the other end of the tube was open, and Hr’ent grasped the coaming edge on his way in, so he could orient himself properly. Their contact, Grun, floated on the other side of the hatch and greeted Hr’ent with tired eyes. 
 
    “I’d say welcome, Peacemaker, but the circumstances are…” 
 
    “Awful,” Hr’ent supplied. “I do understand that, and I give you my assurances I’ll do everything in my power to—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Grun waved his hand dismissively. “Platitudes, Peacemaker. Talk is cheap, and the longer my ship remains here, stationary, the longer it’ll take to recoup the loss. I’ve hired a new crew; they’re expected to arrive over the next several days, en route here from a multitude of systems. Do you think you can have your scene processed in, say, three standard days?” 
 
    Hr’ent had never processed a complex crime scene such as this, but he understood all the principles. He had chem-sniffers, a field sample analysis station, laser-measuring pylons, and a series of backsplash analysis imaging lasers that would help source where weapons fire had originated. The deceased were already cleaned up, of course, but their positions had been imaged, logged, and their bodies stored for autopsy. The cause of death was obvious, but Hr’ent couldn’t afford to make assumptions. He would begin with the autopsies and confirm where each crew member died. They’d have to take elimination samples, so their sniffers and DNA scanners could filter out results from their known subjects. Everything else could be fed into his analytical software to piece it all together. 
 
    “Unless something particularly bizarre occurred here, I don’t see any reason why not,” Hr’ent allowed. “All we have is our initial report to go on at this point, but ‘murderous pirate raid,’ one each, should be straightforward.” 
 
    “Good,” Grun replied. “I’ll have my own ship’s sensor technician download the relevant sensor logs and deliver them to you soonest.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll get to it then.” Hr’ent grabbed an overhead run and flipped to swim toward the front of the ship. The pirate assault pod was a one-shot disposable, and they’d left it embedded in the hull. Their shuttle could analyze the exterior of the vessel for signs of damage, and the sensor logs would tell the rest of that battle, so it was best to begin right where the shipboard combat began. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly.” Once Hr’ent was out of sight down the passageway, Grun gave Kalene the Zuul equivalent of a familial hug. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    “It has,” Kalene agreed. “Work at the Academy keeps me busy with little time to travel. These pups, cubs, and other recruits are all so naïve. Was I ever that innocent, brother?” 
 
    “As I recall, you were the most cunning of us all. I seem to remember a day you had Rylak and Prosst fighting each other over some perceived slight. Both thanked you afterward for your intervention, and neither had the least clue you’d arranged the fight in the first place.” 
 
    Kalene laughed. “I’m sure I don’t know anything about any such event. Get your minion to download that data so I can get back to my ship and begin the analysis. If we’re going to deal with your pirates for free, when you really ought to be hiring a naval escort or marines, I expect you to be prompt with your assistance.” 
 
    “We’ll be prompt, sister, although you really should be investigating those entropy-cursed mercenaries and the rates they charge; it’s highway robbery!” 
 
    “No, this was highway robbery,” Kalene disagreed, scratching at a scorch mark on the hull, and Grun scowled. “Space-lane piracy, if you want to be pedantic. If not for my…‘service bonus,’ I suspect our mission would conclude once we’ve identified the culprits. For anyone else, they’d be your problem to deal with.” 
 
    “It’s nice to have an in with the Peacemaker Guild,” Grun agreed. “And of course you’re right. I’ll get you those sensor logs immediately. ‘Til then, Kalene.” 
 
    “‘Til then, Grun.” 
 
    Hr’ent’s furry head appeared around the corner. The massive Oogar had a quizzical expression on his face. Grun and Kalene turned and looked as the Peacemaker candidate coughed slightly to get their attention. 
 
    “Peacemaker,” Hr’ent began, his eyes shifting between the two Zuul, “if I may, I believe I can break down precisely what happened from an initial glance.” 
 
    “That quickly?” Grun sounded surprised. Hr’ent nodded. 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker,” Hr’ent began, his eyes staring off into the distance as he did some mental calculations. “They knew the guild’s ship would be here and timed it just so. They used an assault pod launched from another ship, probably a disguised light freighter…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Assault Pod 3, Pushtal Freighter Arwoon One, Evertine System, One Week Prior 
 
     Piracy didn’t come naturally to most Pushtal, but that didn’t mean they weren’t good at it. With their powerful frames and excellent sense of balance, they were frightening in combat on the ground. Their camouflage skills were second to none, and once upon a time, every single species in the known galaxy had whispered in awe of the mystical Great Hunt of the Pushtal. 
 
    Times changed. Empires rose and fell. History was written by the victors, and the Pushtal became the dregs of galactic society. Thieves and cutthroats. Addicts.  
 
    Scum. 
 
    All this went through the young Pushtal’s mind as he watched the Tri-V display before him. He’d plotted each track the Clairvoyance might take once it entered the system, with least-likely routes shown as broken lines. His eyes locked onto the screen as a proximity warning began to chirp. The pilots looked at the alarm before confirming silently amongst themselves that it was indeed the Merchant Guild ship they’d been hired to hit.  
 
    The freighter emerged at the expected time and began to follow one of the tracks tagged as “most likely.” Meerawn, First Claw of the Arwoon Clan, opened his mouth and wrinkled his nose in amusement. The assault pod’s pilots caught a glimpse of his bared six-centimeter fangs, but they were used to their claw leader’s odd displays of humor and paid him no mind. Meerawn spun on his heel and paced quickly to the hold, where his combat armor waited on a rack. 
 
    Three Pushtal followed him into the hold. They were his favorite hunters, the best. Meerawn had handpicked each of them for this assault. They weren’t necessarily the strongest, nor the toughest, but they possessed the skills and traits which pleased the young Pushtal. This operation wouldn’t require brute force. Instead, a more elegant touch was needed. 
 
    Meerawn pulled out his small tin of flick and gave himself and all the other males in his hunter pack a taste. Their eyes widened, and happy buzzing sounds came from within their chests. Meerawn felt the familiar tingle of the euphoric drug take hold, and all his emotions and memories disappeared as the bliss flooded his system. He focused in on the here and now as his senses snapped into hyper clarity, the past forgotten. He could ill afford any distractions. 
 
    “Kortnee, you’ll lead this hunt,” Meerawn told the largest hunter of the group. He turned his attention on the youngest pup. “Kleve, watch his back. Cravich, form up on me.” 
 
    “I obey.” The smaller Pushtal nodded as Kortnee’s eyes narrowed in pleasure. 
 
    “I will not fail you, First.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Meerawn ordered, and the four Pushtal maneuvered through zero-gravity toward the makeshift docking tube. Timing would be crucial at this junction, and Meerawn couldn’t afford any missteps. There was too much at stake here. 
 
    The assault pod shook as it passed through a small cloud of dust—the minuscule granules impacting upon the strong outer hull. In the long-term, the dust could damage the armor to the point of uselessness, but Meerawn wasn’t concerned. The assault pod was a one-off anyway, and a necessary cost for this raid. The actual value of the pod was the Pushtal within, not the vehicle itself. 
 
    Meerawn watched the display count backward as the distance closed between the pod and the target freighter. With ten seconds to go, he grabbed the crash handle, anticipating a rough impact, but the pilots surprised him with their skill. The joining between the freighter and the assault pod was negligible at best. Meerawn nodded his approval and made a note to commend the pilots once the mission was complete. 
 
    A small light on the console above the hatch changed from three dots to two as the tube pressurized. Meerawn waited patiently for access. A few heartbeats later, the two dots change to one. Kortnee checked the hatch, designed to be impossible to open to vacuum. It was ready to go. 
 
    “Ready?” Kortnee asked the rest of the pack. Meerawn carefully hid his fangs, amused. Kortnee was nervous, something he hadn’t believed the young hunter could ever be. The others chorused their readiness, Meerawn included. He’d given the honor of this hunt to Kortnee. Far be it for him to undermine the promising young Pushtal on his first command op. 
 
    Without gravity to hinder them, the Pushtal quickly swam through the small corridor between the outer hull of the assault pod and the freighter. Security measures designed to stop them from doing what they were doing kicked in, securing the access point against intrusion. Under other circumstances, their mission would have already failed. A Pushtal hunt master without a plan was a dead Pushtal, the old saying went. Cravich, a slight male who’d been selected by Meerawn for this precise moment, slipped past the two larger hunters and pressed a small claw against the outer console. He stared off into space as he activated the highly illegal security hack app on his pinplants. It took but a moment for the Merchant Guild freighter's internal security measures to accept the sequence Cravich uploaded. Within a few moments of docking, Meerawn had complete control of the security measures. 
 
    “Done,” Cravich announced. Meerawn smiled and patted the young male on his shoulder. 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    “Go,” Kortnee ordered, and Kleve moved. The smallest of the pack, Kleve was a master in zero gravity, something that still shocked Meerawn. The diminutive Pushtal was also the best close combat fighter in zero-g, which had earned him the honor of taking point during the hull breach. Armed with a stubby laser carbine easily wielded in one claw, and a fitted blade extending out from his wrist with the other, Kleve was the epitome of a Pushtal warrior coming into his own. Meerawn marveled at the lithe hunter’s abilities and knew in a few short seasons, Kleve could more than likely take him in a fight. 
 
    Meerawn’s target intelligence profile suggested the crew of the Clairvoyance were primarily Bugitar, a non-merc race. Experience suggested, while they might not be fighters in the purest form of the word, every single creature when backed into a corner would fight. Otherwise, Meerawn would have taken over with harsh language and bad breath. Or better still, let young Kleve take the lead—he had a nasty streak when it came to insults. 
 
    “Ready?” Kortnee asked, interrupting Meerawn’s private musings. 
 
    “On your call,” Meerawn replied as his left claw grasped one of the overhead rungs within the breaching tunnel. His legs tensed and coiled as he prepared to fly through the entry as soon as Kleve secured it. His right claw held his stubby carbine. Strapped to his hip was a long blade inside a sheath. There were also his natural claws and, if desperate, his fangs as well. 
 
    “Breaching,” Kleve called out, and the doors slid open slowly. The Pushtal flattened himself against the bulkhead for a brief moment in case of an ambush. He then pulled out a single stun grenade and tossed it into the corridor of the target ship. The boarding team covered their ears and turned their faces away from the hatch. 
 
    The concussion hit them, even in the assault pod, but before the residual glare had faded, Kleve was already swimming through the hatch, his carbine up and ready. As soon as Meerawn saw the young cub flick his ear, he launched himself across the hold and through the door. Meerawn used his core muscles to rotate his body mid-flight, positioning his legs to absorb the impact as he reached the corridor wall. His carbine snapped up as he scanned the hall. The freighter’s profile said it was minimally staffed, and the corridors were empty. 
 
    Good information is always worth its weight in F11, Meerawn thought, pleased. He’d spent a good chunk of credits obtaining the ship’s information, crew size and complement, and cargo manifest from his informant. 
 
    “Clear the forward, then double back here,” Kortnee instructed. There was only the barest hint of nervousness in his tone as he gave the order. Meerawn grunted as Kleve vaulted forward down the dark corridor. Ahead of them were only the ship’s cockpit and navigation station. A heavy freighter ship like this maximized storage and minimized comforts. The crew berthing areas would be near the aft cargo hold, away from the cockpit, should any of the hired crew feel the urge to mutiny. There were usually redundant locks on all hatchways, but Cravich had easily defeated those. 
 
    Two Bugitar were in the cockpit, the insect-like aliens nervously clutching their safety tethers as Meerawn glided into the small room. His eyes took in every detail in the span of a heartbeat before he shot the pilot directly in the thorax. As the recoil pushed him backward and out of the line of fire, Kleve shot and killed the second. 
 
    “Clear,” Meerawn announced as Kleve shouldered his carbine and pulled a small scanner from his belt. Using Meerawn for leverage, Kleve managed to make it to the command console without touching either of the bodies. He quickly began to download the ship’s routing information, as well as its stargate coordinates, in case there was some info in the data banks they didn’t have. It took less than a minute before Kleve unhooked the device and looked over his shoulder at Meerawn. 
 
    “We’re good,” Kleve announced. “Back?” 
 
    “Scene sterile?” Meerawn asked as he checked his fur for any signs of what passed for Bugitar blood. Not spotting any, he shot a glance at Kleve. The younger Pushtal was doing likewise. 
 
    “Clean,” Kleve responded after a cursory inspection. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Meerawn said, and the two pushed themselves out of the cockpit with their powerful hind legs. Moving quickly down the corridor, Meerawn used his claws to slow his approach as they reached the entry point, joining Cravich and Kortnee. They had their carbines up and were looking down toward the aft holds of the ship. 
 
    “The ship’s captain?” 
 
    “Dead,” Meerawn responded. “As is the XO. We still have to account for seven more crew members.” 
 
    “Uh…” Kortnee paused, thinking. Meerawn allowed the younger hunter a moment to gather his thoughts. It was his first time leading an action party, after all. It would damage Kortnee’s confidence and potential future operations if he offered advice too soon. The hunter needed to figure it out on his own, or he’d never see his true leadership potential. 
 
    “Kort?” Kleve prodded in a quiet, questioning tone. 
 
    “Right.” The hunt leader grunted. “Check the aft holds. Make sure you grab any life support equipment first, then trade goods.” Meerawn wanted to remind his young hunter about clearing the galley but was beaten to the punch by Cravich, whose impatient nature was fully on display. 
 
    “And the galley?” the hunter asked Kortnee. 
 
    “Entropy,” Kortnee softly cursed as he rested a paw on his slighter friend’s shoulder. Cravich didn’t flinch under the touch and looked rather pleased with himself as Kortnee continued, “Thank you, Cravich. Meerawn and I will clear the galley first, how did I forget? Take Kleve with you and secure the aft hold, then wait for us.” 
 
    “I forgot many things when leading my first hunt,” Meerawn admitted as Kleve and Cravich drifted down the long corridor, carefully checking every dark corner for signs of stray crew. With the captain and his executive officer dead, the element of surprise was gone. Brute force alone would be the course of action now, which suited Meerawn just fine. He didn’t expect much resistance, given the Bugitar’s cowardly nature. 
 
    Alone with his usual second, Meerawn had no problem admitting past failures to his closest friend. Reaching up with a claw, he touched the mangled tip of his right ear. Memories flooded his drug-addled mind as he fought to control the inherent duality of what the flick did to all Pushtal. After a brief pause to gather his thoughts, he continued, “This is from not clearing a hold properly. My hunt master was furious at me and almost took my other ear completely as a reminder.” 
 
    “Arawn is a master hunter,” Kortnee said, his tone respectful. “He’s doing many great things and trained you well.” 
 
    “That my uncle is,” Meerawn acknowledged the familial bonds of his clan. “He’s also a right bastard.” 
 
    “Not arguing that point, either.” 
 
    “Let’s find what we came here to get,” Meerawn said with a soft shake of his head. “Time to refocus.” 
 
    “Care to clear the galley with me, First?” Kortnee asked. Meerawn nodded. 
 
    “Lead on, hunter.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The shipbuilders had designed the freighter to carry a maximum payload within while maintaining a smaller profile. Meerawn wasn’t certain who the original designer was, but the Pendal had refined it to the point of near perfection. Nimble enough for smugglers, the ship also featured the capability to disengage from the cargo holds should a disaster arise. The captain of the ship would be safe should an emergency occur in the engines, as well, since his stateroom was near the cockpit. The rest of the crew lived near the stern hold. Meerawn had a plan to deal with any who might be in their berthing area, though he doubted anyone was still asleep after the ship had dropped out of hyperspace at the system’s emergence point. 
 
    The galley was just forward of the cargo holds, but across from where the assault pod had clamped on. It meant doubling back and then crossing one of the empty holds near midships. However, the supposedly empty hold was packed full of small, metallic crates tethered to the floor. 
 
    “That’s…unexpected,” Meerawn growled as he took in the scene. He could make neither heads nor tails of the cargo, which wasn’t supposed to be there. His source had given them a detailed cargo manifest. Was the ship participating in a little smuggling on the side? It was within the realm of possibility, given the Merchant Guild’s frequent, shady side deals. They were one of the organizations he’d long-suspected of bankrolling the unofficial Pushtal Government-in-Exile movement, though he didn’t understand why. The only thing he could even begin to think of was, they’d done so to poke someone very important in the eye without actually doing anything. 
 
    “Do we take this, too?” Kortnee asked, perturbed. Meerawn thought for a moment before shaking his head. 
 
    “Hold up,” he decided as he reached out to grab a box. Momentum arrested, he inspected the outer casing for any sign of anti-tampering devices. Finding none, he undogged one of the grounding tethers and let the cable drift away. Using his powerful claws, he pried open the top of the container to peer inside. His mouth opened wide as he recognized the contents immediately. “Well, I’ll be…huh. This looks valuable.” 
 
    “What is it—oh…” Kortnee took a deep breath as he recognized the contents of the container as well. They gleamed like stars against the blackest night of space. “Yes, First, this could be very valuable indeed.” 
 
    “How to move it, though?” Meerawn asked as he glanced at his friend. “Our usual buyer might not be able to take something like this. Plus, the value of this on the market could finance an entire nation for years.” 
 
    “Wait…so are we stealing this, or not?” 
 
    “Definitely. But I don’t know what to do with it. This could buy entire solar systems. Plural.” 
 
    “So we sit on it after stealing it?” Kortnee looked aghast. “I don’t know anyone who could move all this within our lifetimes.” 
 
    “Yes,” Meerawn agreed as the vast potential wealth flooded his eyes. Dreams, impossible ones, began to dance at the edge of his mind. “Nobody needs this much wealth, right?” 
 
    “No, they don’t. And it’s a shame something so valuable came up missing…” 
 
    “That’s life,” Meerawn reminded him. He re-secured the lid and looked around. There were dozens of boxes, designed for easy movement, not very large, about the size of a small Pushtal cub, stacked five high. “Yes. We’re taking all of this. Think of the favor we’re doing the shipping company! If they were caught with all this? Entropy, we should bill them for the assist.” 
 
    “You’re a wicked cub, Meerawn!” Kortnee chuffed with laughter. “What would your family say?” 
 
    “Probably something very derogatory about how the black-striped cub of the family was causing problems again,” Meerawn acknowledged with a wry grin. 
 
    Meerawn reoriented himself and continued to the galley. As they gently landed on the wall just outside the galley, he thought he heard a noise within. He held up a fist, but Kortnee wasn’t angled to stop outside the door in flight. Meerawn desperately reached out, but missed, only managing to bump his shoulder. Kortnee began to tumble in the zero gravity and flew straight through the open doorway and into the galley. 
 
    “Entropy,” Meerawn hissed as he grabbed the edge of the entry and pulled himself into the galley— 
 
    —and ran head-long into Kortnee, fighting for his life against a knife-wielding HecSha. 
 
    “Help!” Kortnee cried out. Meerawn’s compact carbine snapped up, but he didn’t shoot, as Kortnee crossed his line of fire. The HecSha slipped beneath a wild swing, and the knife in its off hand left a hot, sticky splatter of blood flying through the air as it impacted Kortnee’s thigh. The injured Pushtal yowled painfully and tried to draw back. The HecSha wasn’t having any of it and hooked onto Kortnee’s belt holster with a dewclaw on his hindfoot. The HecSha slashed across Kortnee’s ribs twice more, then lifted the knife over its head to drive it into the mighty Pushtal warrior’s heart. 
 
    Kortnee managed to bring his carbine up to block the lightening-quick knife strike. Sparks flew as the smooth edge of the blade glanced off the metal casing of the carbine’s magazine. The sharp tip nicked Kortnee’s claw, and the hunter cried out as the blade skewered it. Twisting away, the HecSha landed a solid kick to Kortnee’s jaw, stunning the hunter. 
 
    Unfortunately for the HecSha, this maneuver gave Meerawn enough room for a clear shot. Meerawn didn’t hesitate at the opportunity he’d been given and fired, the suppressed carbine spitting out two subsonic rounds in rapid succession. The first missed high and to the left, nearly taking Kortnee in the arm, but impacted harmlessly against the far bulkhead of the ship’s interior. The second found its mark, burrowing a clean hole through the HecSha’s elongated thigh muscle, causing blood to spill everywhere. 
 
    The HecSha squealed in unadulterated fury and heaved the kitchen cutlery at Meerawn. He had a bare moment to dodge it—a filet knife, he idly noted in the back of his mind as it flew just past his whiskers—before the HecSha found another sharp blade, wielding it in an experienced manner. 
 
    A cook, he realized as the HecSha dragged itself low behind a steel cabinet for cover. The crew manifest was incomplete. The HecSha must have joined the crew after the manifest was delivered to me. Sloppy of him, but then, Meerawn should have known better. He’d pirated dozens of ships in recent years, and the first rule of piracy was to assume the ship’s occupants will fight back, given a chance. Meerawn, in his arrogance, had inadvertently given the HecSha a fighting chance and had caused great harm to his close friend. 
 
    Meerawn grabbed Kortnee and pulled his fellow hunter to safety, away from the HecSha. A cursory glance at Kortnee’s wound told him the cut was bad, and the hunter would bleed out in short order if it wasn’t addressed. However, there was still a very dangerous HecSha to deal with first. He shoved Kortnee behind cover, which caused his own momentum to angle up and away from the younger hunter. His armored shoulder impacted the ceiling of the galley, sending him into a slight spin. 
 
    Feet finding purchase, Meerawn pushed off the ceiling and found himself back next to the bleeding form of Kortnee, as he’d planned. Fighting in zero gravity was a combination of planning, training, and never panicking. Meerawn knew what to do, having fought in space since he was large enough to handle a carbine. He let his carbine float on its sling, anchored himself with one hand, and hauled Kortnee behind a steel cabinet with the other. 
 
    “Stay alive,” he ordered the other hunter. Kortnee grumbled something, but Meerawn ignored him, focusing instead on finding a way to kill the HecSha. 
 
    Instead of going directly at the HecSha and potentially allowing the alien to gut him like a fish, Meerawn moved left, keeping a firm hold on the steel cabinet. He stayed low to the deck while maintaining his cover. In his other hand, he kept the carbine tucked in nice and tight against his chest. This technique would allow him to keep better control over the weapon should the HecSha try to grab it. Too many inexperienced hunters had lost their weapons, and subsequently their lives, due to careless weapon handling. 
 
    A soft noise ahead alerted him to the possible location of the HecSha. He dismissed the idea of negotiating with the alien as rapidly as it had come to him.  
 
    Meerawn growled quietly. Time was of the essence now, and this fight with the HecSha was wasting precious moments. It was time to escalate. 
 
    “Stay down,” he called out in an unnecessarily loud voice as his claw found one of the small, spherical objects strapped to his chest harness. He checked that it was the right device, pulled the pin, and flipped the spoon before banking it off the ceiling at the HecSha’s hide. 
 
    The grenade flew true and caromed off the ceiling before striking the far wall. Momentum and a lack of gravity caused it to angle off the wall and fall behind another large steel barrier. 
 
    He heard the HecSha cry out in horror. Pushing off the deck slightly, Meerawn drifted up and out into the open, dangerously exposing himself in the off chance the HecSha violated one of the major rules of fighting in zero gravity—never panic. 
 
    The HecSha obliged and launched itself up and away from the grenade. Meerawn floated in the open, ready. He took his time to line up his shot before squeezing off four rounds. The HecSha died with a look of surprise on its face; blood filled the room and splashed messily against the walls. 
 
    The grenade popped off and began filling the compartment with smoke. Meerawn had deduced the HecSha wasn’t a mercenary hired to protect the goods, despite being dangerous with a blade. Any experienced merc would have recognized the smoke grenade for what it was immediately. Plus, only someone with a death wish used grenades in ship-board combat while in the absolute vacuum of space. 
 
    After a few moments, the grenade stopped spewing smoke. The smoke came with an unpleasant odor that filled the galley, and Meerawn knew the ship’s oxygen scrubbers would handle the smell eventually, though not before he and his fellow hunters were off the ship. 
 
    The momentum Meerawn had picked up from firing the carbine finally carried him to the far ceiling corner, opposite his original starting position. He glanced down and saw Kortnee bleeding profusely from the cut on his upper right leg. The slashes to his chest appeared to be superficial; not an immediate threat. Once more, the Pushtal-designed combat armor had saved a life. 
 
    Meerawn pulled Kortnee’s first aid pack off his belt kit. The younger Pushtal had clamped a hand over the wound, but it wasn’t enough. His fur was matted, sticky, and dark. Meerawn pulled the tourniquet free first and strapped it around his teammate’s upper thigh. 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Meerawn warned and began tightening the strap down. Once the strap was as tight as he could get it with his hands, he wound the windlass twice, and Kortnee gasped through gritted fangs. 
 
    “You’re going to want to loosen it,” Meerawn cautioned. “Don’t. I know it hurts. Howl, yowl, scream—I don’t care—but if you let it off, you could bleed out without us even realizing. Don’t loosen it.” 
 
    Kortnee grunted and nodded, but the thin vertical slits of his eyes told Meerawn he was hurting. “And if you thought that hurt…” Meerawn said and plunged his fingers into the wound to find the artery. Tourniquets were a vital first step, but they weren’t enough by themselves. It was excruciating, and Kortnee hissed sharply with wide, near-feral eyes, but otherwise didn’t resist. Meerawn hated to hurt his subordinate, but they lacked the expensive nanite boosters and implants wealthier aliens might have for wounds like this one. 
 
    “Got it,” Meerawn announced. He jammed his fingers against the blood vessel to plug the leak. Meerawn used his good hand to open the rest of the kit. Between the two of them, they pulled out an aerosol clotting agent and wound-packing gauze.  
 
    “Hold that,” Meerawn ordered, and Kortnee kept a tight grip on the gauze packet as Meerawn pressed the injector against the wound and sprayed the contents into it. The clotting agent bound with and united the platelets already in the bloodstream and quickly began turning the slippery, matted, bloody wound into something more like jelly. Meerawn cleared the void of the goop and sprayed again. Kortnee ripped open the sterile packet, and Meerawn began packing the coagulant-infused gauze into the wound. Like the aerosol, it absorbed and swelled against the cavity, exerting pressure against the damaged artery. Satisfied that the wound was well-packed, Meerawn pulled out the last part from the kit, a drȍkverbund adapted from the Oogar.  
 
    It was perhaps the greatest invention the Oogar had ever offered to the Galactics as a whole. The drȍkverbund wrapped around Kortnee’s leg several times, wrapping over and through an inverted polymer cup, keeping the pressure on, and promoting rapid regeneration for the wound. It was ugly, messy, and painful. Kortnee would need to see a surgeon to repair his artery, but at least he would live to see the surgeon at all. 
 
    “Get back to the ship,” Meerawn ordered, and Kortnee nodded. “Send the pilots to help prep the cargo.” Kortnee’s face looked grim as he maneuvered through the door and back out into the hold. Meerawn considered disposing of the HecSha’s body, but there was too much blood splattered across the galley. It would take a full-scale decontamination team to clean this mess up, and they had neither the time nor the resources for one. 
 
    Well, it’s not as if anyone’s going to investigate. Meerawn attempted to console himself as he followed Kortnee out of the small hold where they’d found the contraband. Instead of heading straight out to the assault pod, however, he turned the other way and followed the corridor down to the aft holds, where he soon found Kleve and Cravich. Both Pushtal appeared to be uninjured and had collected numerous dead Bugitar. They’d left a few alive, however. 
 
    “Where’s Kortnee?” Cravich asked without preamble. Meerawn motioned back toward the assault pod with a free claw. 
 
    “Injured, but okay,” he replied. “Is this all the crew?” 
 
    “Nobody’s in their berthing area or the engine room,” Cravich confirmed. “Kleve and I checked twice.” 
 
    Meerawn nodded approvingly. “Prepare the goods for loading. I’ll deal with the survivors.” 
 
    “Is this all of it?” Kleve asked, surprised. “I thought there was more.” 
 
    “There is, but we can’t take all of it. Everything marked for delivery to Chitaa is ours to take,” Meerawn reminded him as they began to unhitch the secured cargo from the floor. He glanced over to Kleve, who was floating in the air, waiting for instructions. “The box with the two-headed serpent on it is for…someone else. Ignorance is bliss, Kleve. Do not open that box.” 
 
    Kleve’s ears stood straight up at that comment, and the young cub swallowed nervously before nodding. Meerawn turned his attention back to the injured Bugitar floating near his knees. 
 
    “Don’t,” Meerawn warned the alien Bugitar as one of the creature’s many antennae twitched nervously. He leveled his small carbine at the thorax region of the bug-like alien. Despite the exhaustion he felt from the earlier gunfight, he had no problem keeping the barrel of the weapon pointed directly at the alien. “Just don’t.” 
 
    The Bugitar froze and waited as Cravich finished moving the cargo out of the hold. When the Arwoon arrived, it would be loaded onto the Pushtal freighter with ease via the normal docking port. Underway transportation maneuvers in space were tricky until the ships were synced and locked together. After, though, it became cub’s play. 
 
    The enraged Bugitar chittered angrily at Meerawn. The warrior felt a wave of strange and unusual anger build up within his chest. The fur on the back of his neck stood up, and his tail straightened. Meerawn’s eyes narrowed dangerously as another unexpected wave of emotions roiled through his heart. Have you been using too much flick? a small voice in the back of his mind asked. Shoving it away, he bared his fangs reflexively. 
 
    “What did you say?” he growled in a low, quiet voice. The Bugitar suddenly realized the danger it was in and quit trying to communicate without the voice box. Meerawn hissed and repeated the question. The alien didn’t reply, instead looking submissively down and away. 
 
    The scent of burned fur and flesh teased at the corner of Meerawn’s memory. For the first time in as long as he could remember, the hunter felt loss. There was a deeper meaning to his survival, and it sat there, plaguing the edges of his soul with a haunting familiarity. He shook his head and pulled out the tin. Just a quick taste, he promised as his tongue lapped the familiar gritty substance. To stay focused on the mission.  
 
    Clarity snapped everything back into place. The sense of déjà vu was gone. Meerawn glanced down at the pathetic alien, wondering what it knew. Probably not much, he figured as his claw brushed the trigger guard of his carbine. The alien chittered, afraid, but didn’t attempt to move. Meerawn was pleased—his senses were fairly buzzing now, courtesy of the extra flick, and the Bugitar’s fear was palpable. 
 
    Fear us, pathetic bug. Be glad it’s not your neck my fangs seek. 
 
    “I found the box we were looking for, Meer,” Kleve softly mewled as he reappeared with a single medium-sized container in hand. He held it out for Meerawn, who gingerly accepted the box with a free paw. It was bulkier than expected, but he handed it easily enough. Satisfied that the seal on the latch was in place, he turned it back over to Kleve. The Bugitar wildly chittered as it realized what they were truly after, and the pendant began to translate. 
 
    “That’s the Merchant Guild’s property!” it squealed. “If you take that, there’ll be no corner in the galaxy they won’t search! You’ll never be able to rest! You’ll always be looking over your shoulder!” 
 
    “I already do,” Meerawn growled, interrupting the groveling alien with a not-so-subtle flash of his fangs. The Bugitar was silenced, but not necessarily cowed. It would have to suffice. “Shut it, alien scum. Kleve, pack the box up and report back when you’ve secured it on the Arwoon. And check on Kortnee while you’re there.” 
 
    “I obey.” 
 
    “Now, to deal with you…” Meerawn looked away from the alien. He shook his head slowly. The feelings of anger and rage were still there, boiling like a festering wound beneath the surface of his usually calm veneer. There was just something about the insect-like alien that damaged his calm. While he was certain he’d never dealt with a Bugitar before, there had to be some reason he hated them so much. 
 
    They remind you of MinSha, don’t they? the same tiny voice asked. He gave himself a shake. It was the flick talking! The powerful stimulant caused whisperings in the back of the mind. It was a terrific drug to focus on the present and forget the past, but it seemed there was some truth to the rumor that regular users often heard voices. That was why each Pushtal clan’s Keeper of Secrets was considered both visionary and psychotic. 
 
    The impulse to maim and kill the insectoid alien was strong. Meerawn forced the feelings away and tried to focus on the mission. The mission is to terrorize those who harm the Pushtal race, the voice whispered. Kill the alien! Take their property! Be a scourge to those who would enslave you! 
 
    “Shut up,” he softly muttered as he sought control, his grip tightening on his carbine. Heart hammering in his ear, the bloodlust began to rise. The barrel of the carbine pointed at the head of the Bugitar of its own accord, but Meerawn wrested control back. He angled it lower. Wound, don’t kill. The rising heat from the hunt sang to him. There’s no need to frighten my fellow hunters. The Bugitar, however? 
 
    He pulled the trigger. 
 
    The subsonic round entered the Bugitar’s thorax. The alien screeched horrifically as the impact of the round knocked it to the cargo hold’s floor. The black ichor splashed all over the hard ceramic material. A rich scent filled his senses as his nose confirmed what his eyes had seen. The alien’s eyestalks looked down at the splattered mess, then back at the angry Pushtal. It tried to crawl away, but its lower legs hung limply, and it couldn’t move. 
 
    I must have struck something important, Meerawn thought with complete disconnect as he drifted down next to the wounded alien. He shifted the carbine from right paw to left and unsheathed the claws on his now-free paw. He dipped his claws into the ichor pooling beneath the Bugitar, who watched him closely. Whether it was fear, hatred, or some odd combination of the two, Meerawn couldn’t say. None of it mattered, though. A message needed to be left. 
 
    His paw soaked in ichor, Meerawn sailed across the hold until he came to a stop at the nearest wall. The floor and bulkheads were made of the same strange ceramics.  
 
    This is wealth, the annoying voice taunted. This is power.  
 
    Meerawn placed his paw against the wall and slowly, purposefully dragged his sharp claws downward. Deep grooves appeared on the wall as his claws cut into the material, the black ichor filling in quickly behind. Meerawn retracted his claws and stepped back to admire his work. It truly was something to behold. 
 
    That will do, he thought with grim satisfaction. The black paw on the bulkhead reached almost nine feet high. There was only one Pushtal who dared leave his mark as high as this. All would know who it was the moment they spotted it. Meerawn turned his head slightly, and his yellow eyes locked onto the rest of the freighter’s crew, huddled in the corner. Cravich and Kleve swam back into the room just as Meerawn was finishing his mark. 
 
    “Kill the others, but leave that one alone,” he ordered to the gathered males. “Let him spread the tale of how a terrible Pushtal reaped a bloody harvest this day.” 
 
    “But why, Meerawn?” Cravich asked. The young hunter looked confused. “Why risk detection? Our standard operating procedure is to leave a sterile scene.” 
 
    The question caught Meerawn off guard. Why does it matter? He didn’t know for certain. Deep beneath the influence of the flick, there lingered some semblance of familiarity, a deep and unabated memory he couldn’t bring fully to the fore of his mind. There had to be a reason he wanted all insectoid alien races to feel his pain, though he couldn’t remember. The flick didn’t allow him to remember. 
 
    Necessity, he decided at long last. It’s a necessity. 
 
    “Because I said so,” he answered the male, who mewled his disapproval. Meerawn’s head snapped around to stare hard at the impudent cub. “Are you challenging my decision? Are you challenging me?” 
 
    “No, Packmaster,” Cravich replied meekly, his ears forward and up, and his eyes averted and to the left as he used the ancient honorific. His shoulders slumped submissively, and his tail dropped out of the air. “I don’t challenge your decision. You’re the leader of this hunt.” 
 
    “Then do as I say,” Meerawn ordered as he shoved his unanswered questions aside. He pulled out the small tin of flick and gave himself another small taste. Euphoric feelings of bliss washed over him, and all thoughts of remembering anything beyond the next payday were gone. He looked at the males who were quickly dispatching the remaining uninjured Bugitar. Saliva formed in the back of his throat, which he spat out onto the floor. Under the influence of the flick, an idea so devious and vile came to mind that he almost disavowed his honor. No, it needs to be like this. They must all fear and tremble at the mere mention of my mark, Meerawn thought as his eyes narrowed. He glanced at the hunters in his midst. The scratches on the bulkhead are more than enough. Nobody needs to say anything. They’ll know who I am and who we are. Besides, the blood in the galley will confirm everything. We aren’t a forgotten species. “On second thought, kill all the crew.” 
 
    “Even the one you wished to leave alive?” 
 
    “All. The. Crew.” 
 
    “I obey, Packmaster.” 
 
    The young hunter went to work, ignoring the blood-curdling screams of the aliens the entire time.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Merchant Guild Freighter Ship Clairvoyance, Evertine System 
 
    Hr’ent was pleased because Grun was pleased. The assessment of what had happened aboard the ship had only taken two of his three days. There was no mystery to solve with the wounds the crew had suffered; it was simply a matter of measuring angles of impact. Five of the dead crew had been “dead right there”—they’d suffered a single hit somewhere vital and collapsed in place. Blood smears indicated one was wounded and had crawled three meters before suffering a coup-de-grace, a single bolt to the back of the head. Three more surrendered, but the pirates executed them. Two in engineering had hidden from the pirates and were killed by the pirates anyway. Placing them at the scene was easy, too—Grun’s people had taken copious images before hauling the deceased away. Each part of the analysis became part of Hr’ent’s reconstruction. 
 
    The one scene that caught Hr’ent’s attention had been the one hiding in the galley. The dead crewman, the only HecSha on board, had laid a counter-ambush and waded into the assaulting pirates with the galley’s ceramic chef knives. He found and bagged a smoke grenade canister, spoon, and pin with bloody paw prints on it. That the cook had fought back wasn’t surprising, considering the HecSha was the only crewmember from a merc race. The blood was where he got his first real breakthrough: the DNA from the blood splatter identified the culprits. 
 
     “The pirates were Pushtal,” he announced with confidence. “Your logs indicate they made off with several cargotainers laden with electronics, life support equipment, and some…foodstuff product? Sweet boiled tree sap? Apparently, it’s from that new merc race’s home planet, you know, the one where almost everyone died on their first contracts?” 
 
    “Yes,” Grun replied. “Some races have developed a bit of a taste for it; they pour it on their breakfast carbohydrates as a flavorful sweetener. I don’t care for it at all, but there’s a good market for the stuff, and the ‘Humans’ have virtually no trade with the union otherwise. A ninety-six percent failure rate in their first mercenary contracts bodes ill for them, and they’ll be desperate to sell whatever they can. Thus, we get it at rock bottom prices and sell it at a huge markup.” 
 
    “Aliens are so weird,” Hr’ent muttered. “Regardless, your crewman K’Viin put up quite a fight, and DNA analysis shows he stabbed at least one of them seriously.” 
 
    “Pushtal,” Grun repeated. “Those bastards have been a thorn in everyone’s sides since they lost Vorrhurna to the MinSha. I know of a dozen other ships pirated in this sector, and the bastards have been responsible for at least eight of them.” 
 
     “Indeed,” Hr’ent rumbled. “Desperate times call for desperate measures and all that.” 
 
    Grun narrowed his eyes at the Peacemaker candidate. “Don’t tell me you sympathize with the damn Rawllf, Peacemaker?” The merchant’s curse word didn’t cleanly translate, but his meaning was plain nonetheless—scum. 
 
     “Not at all,” Hr’ent replied. “Piracy is piracy, and murder is murder. They had every opportunity to handle matters with the MinSha, and it’s no one’s fault but their own that their—” he searched for the Pushtal leader’s honorific “—Fangmaster offered control of the planet as collateral. But you’re absolutely right; losing their home planet has driven piracy attacks up seventy percent in this sector alone.” 
 
     “That’s more like it,” Grun replied. “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
     “He’s going to put a stop to these pirates,” Kalene smoothly interjected. Hr’ent’s eyes widened, and he looked to his field coach. “You didn’t travel all this way to conduct a single analysis and wish the good merchant here well in dealing with his pirate problem, Hr’ent. If the Pushtal are to blame, you’ll need to identify the pirates responsible and their leadership, and put a stop to their activities once and for all.” 
 
    “How—” 
 
    “You’ll begin by traveling to Vorrhurna,” Kalene stated, and it wasn’t a suggestion. “Their home planet remains the single largest gathering of Pushtal in any one place, despite the MinSha assuming control and administration of the planet. Of course, any inquiries into piracy by a Peacemaker will be met with a wall of silence. You won’t get anywhere by charging in and waving that badge of yours around, and I’m too well known to accompany you—my presence will surely undermine your mission completely. But I have a team of deputized bounty hunters on retainer who can assist you without compromising your mission. They’ll know your status, but you’ll direct them. Your cover story will be that you’re their new muscle.” 
 
    “So I’ll go in undercover?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kalene replied. “An Oogar Peacemaker will draw attention like a Besquith with his tail caught in a door. But no one will question one more Oogar merc in a band of ne’er-do-wells.” 
 
    “I understand, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Good. Grun, you have my comm code; please forward any further incidents or information to my office immediately, and I can route it through to Peacemaker Hr’ent. If there’s nothing further, we’ll meet again if, when, Hr’ent has some success.” 
 
    “Very good, Kalene, and thank you,” Grun replied. “My replacement crew will arrive tomorrow, and we’ll be on our way. The Merchant Guild thanks you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe, Striagda System 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Hr’ent,” the Cochkala said with a wide grin. He offered his hand in greeting, which was a bit incongruous, given that Hr’ent towered over the black-and-white-furred alien. 
 
    “Just happy to be here,” Hr’ent replied. “You must be the pilot of this fine vessel? Meekos, is it?” 
 
    “I am, and I am,” he agreed. “Was it the stripes that gave it away?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Hr’ent nodded and grinned, baring his enormous fangs. Meekos stared down the ferocious smile without wavering, turned, and led Hr’ent aboard the heavily modified corvette, pointing out the rest of the crew as they went. The crew Kalene had assigned him was a motley sort, but they were an arms-length team that aided the Peacemaker Guild without being Peacemakers themselves. “That’s Eegan, our primary gunner.” The Selroth waved from behind his SCABA tank. Hr’ent had trouble imagining having to wear a self-contained aboveground breathing apparatus everywhere he went, but he supposed the aquatic Selroth got used to it in time. “Kreezasch, our token Jeha, is back in engineering; I doubt you’ll ever meet him. If you ever have cause to go to engineering, entropy has truly taken hold. And here,” Meekos gestured, “is the bridge. Drake? Our newest new guy is here.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard, Hr’ent,” the Besquith said, echoing his pilot’s words. The grizzled alien’s fur was nearly pure white, although scars and battle damage was evident on his face and one arm. The other arm was an obvious cybernetic prosthetic from just below the shoulder. Drake was the alpha for this crew and technically held the title of Bounty Hunter, although his heavily redacted personnel jacket suggested he spent more time running with undercover Peacemakers than he did actually bounty hunting on his own. 
 
    “What exactly did Peacemaker Kalene tell you?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “We’re going privateering,” the last member of the bridge crew replied with a predatory smile of his own. The Zuul spun his chair away from the workstation he’d been facing to greet Hr’ent as well. “I’m Rylak. Intel.” 
 
    “Something like that, yes,” Hr’ent agreed. “Piracy is at an all-time high, and the Pushtal are responsible for much of it. My task is to determine which Pushtal, where they’re operating out of, where they’re getting their ships from, how they’re funding their operations, and who their leadership is, and then shut them down. What do I need to know about the Dannyn Blythe?” 
 
    “Small crew, you’ve met everyone except Kreezasch. Brig in the back doubles as a medical bay. We’re bounty hunters, and our prisoners occasionally need medical care to survive the trip back to wherever they’re wanted,” Drake said with a knowing smile. “Standard offensive/defensive laser suite for ship-to-ship fights, but we generally avoid those, because we’re not mercs and not a proper warship. To minimize our signature, we have both passive and active stealth systems. We’ve got an interface shuttle that uses ducted fans for atmospheric travel and can use lift lasers to get you up from the planet’s surface. It has a dual-chin MAC turret and wingtip rocket pods for when we need air cover on the ground.” 
 
    “Is that common in your line of work?” Hr’ent asked in disbelief. That was a lot of firepower for a bounty hunter’s ship. 
 
    “Only because we’re Kalene’s favorites.” Meekos smiled. “The Blythe is a great ship for snooping and scooting. We won’t win any grand space navy battles with her, but she’s a great date to have by your side for informal engagements.” 
 
    “Where does the name come from?” Hr’ent asked, curious. 
 
    “A red-furred bounty hunter lady friend.” Drake grinned. “She hates it.” 
 
    “I’d like to begin by traveling to Vorrhurna, kicking some rocks over, and seeing what scurries out. Start at the source, as they say,” Hr’ent said. “Have you ever been there?” 
 
    “Once or twice,” Rylak said. “Pushtal do tend to wind up with bounties on the regular. But not for long.” 
 
    “And I know a couple retired MinSha mercs on Vorrhurna,” Drake said. “One was a pilot and now works space lane control. They get a cut of my bounties if they dig up good intel for me. We can check with them first.” 
 
    “Then let’s be on our way. Next stop, Vorrhurna.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Khûrkh’s Merc Pit, Oblivion, Jhyrool System 
 
    Meerawn leaned back against the padded cushion and kept his eyes on the lookout for his buyer. 
 
    Khûrkh’s Mercenary Pit and Casino wasn’t a typical merc pit. Instead of the usual Tri-V displays full of open contracts and whatnot, half of them were covering various fighting pits from different cities around the globe. From Oogar baiting to Zuul Pit Fighting, Khûrkh’s had a little bit of everything for everyone. Many of Meerawn’s fellow Pushtal had lost a good chunk of their fortunes in this place and thus learned to avoid it. The lack of other Pushtal was precisely why Meerawn had chosen the location for the initial meet and, later, the exchange. 
 
    The atmosphere in the merc pit was calm, which was a bit of a surprise, given the number of pit fights currently streaming over the Tri-V displays scattered throughout. There was a table full of Zuul who were laughing and placing wagers on the pit fight involving a Jivool and some species Meerawn wasn’t familiar with, but other than the KzSha in the corner and the two Zuparti giving him ugly looks from a nearby table, Khûrkh’s was fairly empty. The hour was early yet, and Meerawn knew from experience Khûrkh’s would fill up soon enough. He just needed to make the exchange, get his payment, and get out. It would be a milk run, even with the naïve young hunter to his left. 
 
    Kleve was watching the action within the merc pit with inexperienced eyes. His mouth opened slightly as he struggled to take in all the sights. Meerawn couldn’t blame him, not really. He, too, had been a young hunter once, and his initial reactions to the various races within the typical merc pit had been far worse. Smiling wryly, Meerawn remembered just how hard his Packmaster had laughed at him when he’d seen an Aposo and had thought it was nothing but a fat Veetanho. 
 
    Once the dust had settled from the brawl, his Packmaster had taken him aside, cuffed him, and proceeded to laugh at the poor young hunter’s mistake. 
 
    Good times. Meerawn smiled at the memory and shifted his gaze back to the table full of Zuul. They were still watching the Tri-V with a surprising amount of interest, especially given the fact there was no pit fighting currently on the screen. Meerawn felt his hackles rise slightly, and he nudged Kleve under the table. 
 
    “Watch those Zuul when our buyer gets here,” Meerawn warned him in a quiet tone, his expression carefully neutral. Kleve was young, but not stupid. Instead of looking over at the Zuul, the young hunter glanced at the Tri-V display closest to their table before nodding his head. 
 
    “Ten credits on the Jivool?” Kleve asked in a pitched voice, which carried just enough to cause one of the Zuul’s ears to twitch. It was obvious the Zuul party was interested in more than pit fighting. “You got it, boss.” 
 
    This kid is going to be something else, Meerawn thought with a suppressed grin. He watched the Zuul out of the corner of his eye, though, just in case one of them decided the two Pushtal were easy marks. It dawned on him that leaving Cravich behind on the ship to keep an eye on Kortnee might not have been the wisest decision. Every merc knows in a bar brawl, numbers and allies were everything. 
 
    Meerawn checked on the box located between him and Kleve. The stylized, decorative box was the only reason he would come to this merc pit in the first place, given how far away from Delacron it was. His buyers were secretive, but then, so was Meerawn. That might have been why they’d hired him and his crew in the first place. 
 
    Idle curiosity caused him to wonder what was in the box, but prudence reminded him to quash all symptoms of inquisitiveness. Frequently in his line of work, as he’d told Kleve over a week before, ignorance was bliss. A soft noise near the main entrance grabbed his attention. 
 
    A stocky, dark-skinned thing walked through the door of the merc pit and looked around. Meerawn couldn’t help it as his ears twitched forward, and his eyes widened. Whatever the bipedal alien was, it was hideous to behold. Other than a small patch of fur on its face, it was fairly hairless. On its hip was a small-caliber weapon of a design he’d never seen before. The shirt it wore on the upper torso appeared to be body armor of a design he was unfamiliar with, though the pants and boots, while stained and worn, were strikingly familiar. Meerawn would almost bet credits they were of Pushtal design from before the fall of Vorrhurna. 
 
    The alien looked around for a moment before saying something in an unusual language to someone outside. Two more figures walked through the entrance. These two wore cloaks over their heads, though there was no mistaking the reptilian claws on their hands and the strong, musky odor. Meerawn felt his nose crinkle, and his mouth opened wider as he tasted the air. He recognized them immediately, and their mere presence sent chills down his spine. Even the Zuul, whom Meerawn had labeled as potential threats, no longer seemed important when compared to the newcomers. 
 
    Draaki, he realized with growing dread. Thrice-cursed Draaki, here? Now? Not good. So not good! 
 
    “Packmaster?” Kleve asked, his voice barely a whisper. The young hunter was suffering from sensory overload. Meerawn could hardly blame the younger Pushtal. Running into one Draaki was bad enough. Two in the same location? It took everything in his willpower to remain seated, though he could do nothing for his tail. It twitched beneath the table of its own accord, showing both Meerawn’s stress and agitation. Kleve continued, “I thought they were extinct?” 
 
    “Calmly now,” Meerawn muttered back as best he could manage. Beings of rumors and myth, the Draaki were notorious for two things: they were lethally skilled fighters in all forms of combat who utterly refused to be involved with the Mercenary Guild, but served as Peacemakers. They were an old race, though unusual in their stance against the Mercenary Guild. Meerawn struggled to remember all he knew about them, but the only thing he could recall was their reasoning for not being a merc race: there was no honor in it. 
 
    Mentally shifting gears, he tried to think of any other reason two Draaki would find their way to this particular merc pit. The odds of them being there to arrest Meerawn and his crew for piracy were minuscule, though not impossible. After all, it was too soon after the Clairvoyance job. It probably hadn’t even been discovered yet. In theory, at least. No, more than likely, the two Draaki were there for something else. What that was, Meerawn couldn’t guess. Perhaps they’ll leave soon enough and not be a bother to anyone? 
 
    Meerawn hoped this would be the case until his eyes caught a flash of metal on one of the cloaked Draaki’s belts. All hope of walking out of this alive fled as soon as he recognized the highly stylized badge of a Peacemaker. 
 
    “Entropy!” he hissed. His claws came out, and he accidentally scratched the hard surface of the tabletop. Draaki were bad enough. Peacemakers were something much more terrifying. Though often derided by the ignorant as nothing more than highly skilled bounty hunters, they were a different breed entirely. More apt to kill than arrest, bounty hunters were highly augmented killing machines with a literal license to kill, maim, and do whatever else was required of them to bring their target to their guild. The Peacemakers, though, were the Galactic Union’s law enforcement. They could requisition an entire system’s government and resources to bring in a target. Meerawn’s mouth went dry as he saw their gaze shift and meet his. The smaller alien with them turned and asked the Draaki a question in its strange tongue. The duo tilted their heads slightly toward one another before nodding in reply. As if on cue, the trio made their way over to Meerawn’s table. 
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the merc pit had mysteriously emptied, save for the KzSha in the corner. Meerawn didn’t blame them one bit. He wished he could disappear as well. 
 
    They stopped a respectful distance from the table and removed their hoods. Meerawn looked up and felt his eyes widen as he found the dual-pupiled, black eyes of the lead Draaki staring straight into his soul. His paw drifted down to his hip as he stroked the undersized handgun holstered there. If things went sour in a hurry, there was always the slim chance he could wound one before they ripped his throat out with their bared fangs and claws. 
 
    “The weather is nice, but storms are on the horizon,” the Draaki announced unexpectedly as he bowed his head toward the Pushtal. 
 
    Shocked, he couldn’t help himself. “You’re my buyers?” he blurted out. 
 
    “Of course,” the Draaki said as his throat expanded slightly. Wickedly sharp points appeared for a brief moment before the skin collapsed back. Dark yellow scales covered the reptilian features of the Draaki, and sharp, pointed teeth seemed to smile at him. Meerawn shivered. “I have no reason otherwise to deal with one of the Fallen.” 
 
    Meerawn wasn’t sure whether to be offended or pleased the Draaki wasn’t there to kill him or, worse still, arrest them both. He tried to remain polite without sounding too terrified of the massive alien. 
 
    “Please, sit.” Meerawn motioned to the chairs across from him. The Draaki shared a look before sitting down, their claws folded within their cloaks as they stared hard at the two Pushtal across from them. The second Draaki, Meerawn noticed, was lighter in skin color, though not by much. He briefly wondered if they were related before casting the thought aside. He was here to do business, even if it was with a race most feared. “As you might have surmised, I was successful in retrieving your lost item.” 
 
    “It remains unopened, correct?” the lead Draaki asked as he leaned forward, putting his weight on the table. The frame creaked and groaned in protest, but held for the time being. There was a dangerous look in the multi-pupiled eye. “Is the seal still intact? A seal broken would mean a life taken.” 
 
    “Y-yes,” Meerawn stammered slightly and mentally cursed himself for showing how nervous he was to the two Draaki. Steady, you young pup, he told himself. “Kleve here found it stashed away in the captain’s quarters.” 
 
    “Good,” the second Draaki hissed softly. Those strange eyes slid over to Kleve. Meerawn could see the young hunter wanted to slide to the floor and melt away to escape the gaze of the Draaki. It was unsettling, and unlike anything Kleve had experienced in his life. 
 
    “Are…are you going to kill us?” Kleve asked, noticing how bulky the two Draaki were. It took him a few tries to form a complete sentence. 
 
    “We are Peacemakers,” the lead Draaki corrected, not unkindly. “And no names, Fallen. I’d rather not have to lie if anyone asks the identity of our seller, should things not work out for us. Things would be…unpleasant for all those involved.” 
 
    “Right, sure,” Meerawn quickly agreed. He wasn’t about to point out to the Draaki that Pushtal weren’t a fallen race, merely occupied and no longer permitted to work as mercenaries. He decided it was best to let the Draaki believe whatever he wanted, since Meerawn had a strong desire to keep living. “As I was telling you, my young hunter here found the box.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “Uh, hunter?” Meerawn nudged Kleve with an elbow. Swallowing nervously, Kleve reached onto the bench next to him and pulled the box out of the secure bag. Sliding it across the table to the Draaki, both Pushtal watched as the reptoids broke the seal immediately and opened the box. The lead Draaki pulled out a small piece of parchment and began to read. After a minute, he shredded the parchment and set it in the middle of the table. A small burner appeared in his hand, and the parchment went up in smoke. 
 
    “That’s it?” Meerawn asked, staring suspiciously at the pile of ash on the table.  
 
    The Draaki nodded. “We have the information we came for,” he replied. He motioned at the strange alien accompanying them and gave him instructions in his weird tongue. The alien nodded and pulled out a slate. Seconds later, Meerawn’s slate chimed, telling him the funds had been transferred. The two Draaki stood up, and Meerawn, not knowing what else to do, followed suit. The lead Draaki held out a claw. “You may do with the box as you please. I would recommend not getting caught with the item, though. It was a pleasure doing business with you, Fallen.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Meerawn said, lying through his fangs. He never wanted to deal with these creatures again, and this had not been a pleasurable experience at all. He shot the strange alien who accompanied the Draaki a curious look. “If you don’t mind, what…is that?” 
 
    “It’s a new merc race.” The second Draaki chuckled. “They’re called ‘Humans.’ Decent enough fighters, from what I hear, though they seem to die easily.” 
 
    “They need better armor,” the lead Draaki added with a toothy grin. “Like those Xlatan weaklings. Though perhaps it might make them too dangerous and uncontrollable. One can hope, as they like to say.” 
 
    The trio turned and walked toward the merc pit’s exit. Meerawn heaved a sigh of relief. Draaki were utterly terrifying to be around, and to have two staring at him like he was their lunch would give him nightmares for months to come. Like the Pushtal, they were obligate carnivores, but they had little if any qualms about devouring intelligent life in search of a quick snack. His tail still twitching, Meerawn turned to speak to Kleve, but was interrupted by the Draaki. 
 
    “Oh, and Fallen?” the lead Draaki called out. He pulled his hooded cloak back over his head to hide his features once more. Only the eyes remained bright under the cowl. In the dim light of the pit, the Peacemaker badge flashed on his belt. Next to it was the CL32 Peacemaker pistol. It was a not-so-subtle message for the Pushtal or anyone else who might not want to run across a Peacemaker. The Draaki grunted, and the badge disappeared from view. “Remain on the side of light. I don’t wish our paths to cross again.” 
 
    Meerawn swallowed and watched the trio disappear out the door and into the hot afternoon sun. The noise in Khûrkh’s was all but gone. Even the Tri-V entertainment displays had become strangely mute. The only unaffected party seemed to be the lone KzSha, who was still passed out in its corner, either drunk or, quite possibly, dead. It was a good five minutes before Meerawn could speak again. When he did, his throat was raw, and his mouth dry. 
 
    “Back to the ship, hunter. I want to get off this rock and out of this damn system. Now.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Spacelane Control Office, MinSha Administrative HQ Station, Vorrhurna System 
 
    “Another new guy, huh, Drake?” the MinSha chittered. Hr’ent had taken close to thirty hours of instruction in Galactic Languages, but he was still no closer to understanding the MinSha’s hisses, clicks, and chirps. There were some languages Oogar were just not meant to speak, so he was grateful for the translation devices everyone wore. Drake had led the way to Tzztch’s office in the station above Vorrhurna that served as the MinSha HQ for the system. The MinSha system headquarters was a giant rotating disc in high geosynchronous orbit above what had, until recently, been the Pushtal capital city of Merarch. The centripetal force provided the longer-term occupants with gravity, and docking rings provided space for a multitude of ships. 
 
    “You sure do tend to break a lot of your new crew members.” 
 
    “I play rough,” Drake replied. “Don’t frighten him, wouldja?” 
 
    “Me? Frighten an Oogar? That’ll be the day,” Tzztch replied. “To what do I owe the visit?” 
 
    “The usual,” Drake replied, bored. Tzztch was a top manager for the station’s space traffic control. She held up one carapaced claw and turned away to respond to something flashing on her workstation. Once she turned back, Drake tossed his head at Hr’ent. “Show her.” 
 
    Hr’ent silently stepped forward and passed the MinSha a slate with several wanted criminals posted on it. It killed him to pretend to be the new minion rather than the one in charge, but sometimes that’s what it took to work a source. Tzztch took the slate without looking at him and swiped through the list one at a time. 
 
    “No, no, never heard of him, oh, she’s dead, no…hmm…” 
 
    “Who’s dead?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Corgu. That hyper little Zuul bitch and her entire crew ate an anti-ship missile a few weeks back, trying to slam a gate out in Indrakshona. You didn’t hear?” 
 
    “Seems I’m always the last to know. What’s the last thing there that caught your attention?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen a Wanted notice like this one before. Normally you guys pay for bodies, warm or cold, not intel. Wanted: any information leading to the capture of Pushtal engaging in piracy subsequent to their expulsion from the Merc Guild. That’s pretty broad, Bounty Hunter.” 
 
    “The times are a-changin’. Piracy’s up, way up, and the Merchant Guild is pissed. It could be lucrative for someone in your position. You know something else I don’t?” 
 
    “I know we’ve had a lot of unauthorized, unchecked traffic on and off-planet,” Tzztch replied. “The Pushtal haven’t adapted to us being in charge so well, go figure, and we’re far too thin on the ground to intercept every little ship that comes and goes. Queen Iranayl, to be blunt, has relatively few resources to improve the infrastructure, and the planet doesn’t produce much. It’ll be years before we’ve got proper orbital coverage established—the natives scuttled everything they had when we took control. They lift faster than we can get fast movers, and we can’t just sit an entire merc navy in orbit to shoot down everything we see. Even the Maki mercs we’ve retained as gate highguard are…iffy.” 
 
    “Where are these ships going?” 
 
    “You going to cut me in?” 
 
    “Of course. I said it would be lucrative, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I want thirty percent this time.” 
 
    “You’ll get your standard fifteen percent and be happy I don’t bring you along next time I’m getting shot at.” 
 
    “Twenty-five percent, and I get you full sensor logs and databases.” 
 
    “Twelve percent, and I don’t get the logs and databases from one of your subordinates, make you look like an idiot, and get her promoted over your head.” 
 
    “Twelve? Twelve? That’s not how you’re supposed to bargain! We’re supposed to meet in the middle!” 
 
    “I’m asking for generalized, vague information in exchange for free money, and the information isn’t remotely exclusive to you. I could have gone to anyone; I chose to come to my old buddy Tzztch. But now all I hear is something to the effect of, I don’t want no more free money.” 
 
    “No! No,” Tzztch grumped. “I’m fine with fifteen percent.” 
 
    “Good. Send Rylak the intel; you’ll get paid when we get paid.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” Tzztch protested, “you won’t pay me anything until you get something useful? What kind of—” 
 
    Hr’ent had had enough of Tzztch’s whining, and that red haze was floating at the edge of his vision again. He stormed past Drake, caught the insectoid alien by the throat, and threw her roughly against the wall. He then lifted the administrator clear off the ground. 
 
    “He said, you’ll get paid when we get paid. What part of that was unclear?” He enunciated every syllable, driving his point home. 
 
    “Clear! All clear!” the MinSha choked out. Hr’ent let her down and leaned in close. 
 
    “Listen up and listen good. I’m the Oogar who doesn’t care, not even a little. I don’t care about where we get our information from, and I don’t care if you’re not happy with the payment arrangements. I’m the Oogar who breaks shit and kills people. So when he makes you an offer,” he pointed a massive, purple claw at Drake, “you say, ‘Yes, Drake, thank you, Drake,’ and you thank whatever god you pray to that your head is still attached to your shoulders, do you got that?” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” Tzztch whimpered. Hr’ent was so close he could see dozens of tiny reflections of himself in the MinSha’s bulbous, compound eye. 
 
    “Drake here has made you a very reasonable offer with no risk to you whatsoever. We’re looking for people who are going to shoot at us. And we’re going to kill them. After we’re done killing them, we’re going to come back here. We kill aliens; you get paid. You’ve got to be some kind of brain-damaged grrgrawl to piss off a Besquith/Oogar bounty hunter team. Now, what do you say to Drake’s very reasonable offer?” 
 
    “Yes, Drake, thank you, Drake?” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Drake replied. Hr’ent stepped back, and Tzztch shot an incredulous look at Drake, who stared back at her, unperturbed. Hr’ent stomped out of the room, back into the hallway, and out the door. 
 
    “Really? Drake?”  
 
    The big Besquith shrugged. “New guy. Hard bargainer.” And then he left, too. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re the Oogar who kills people and breaks shit, huh?” Rylak chuckled as they got back aboard ship. “I suppose no one will suspect you’re a Peacemaker now.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “Aren’t you guys all supposed to be diplomatic and stuff? Play all nicey-nice unless someone is actively trying to kill you?” 
 
    Hr’ent shrugged. “One, I’m not a Peacemaker yet; I’m still a candidate. Two, I’m an Oogar, and three, he pissed me off. You get the data?” 
 
    Rylak leaned back from his workstation and pointed to the directory he had open. “Sensor logs and intel, what they have, for the last local year.” 
 
    “Good.” Hr’ent pondered, for just a moment, how best to analyze the data. “You’re intel, you said? For each of the unauthorized ships, plot each of their liftoff points, their tracks, and mark them in chronological order. Cross-reference those times and locations with known satellite patterns, and the presence of any MinSha or other merc ships in orbit.” 
 
    Rylak got to work, parsing data and plotting the ship tracks, given what they had. The ships appeared to coast in almost unpowered, because they were already inside high orbit by the time they appeared on the MinSha’s spotty orbital sensor net. That took skill, to pick a point in space, aim at it, and trust not just that the planet would be there by the time they arrived, but that they’d arrive on the unguarded part of the planet away from the MinSha queen’s sensor net. It required exquisite timing and near-perfect aim—whoever was piloting these Pushtal ships were supremely talented. The thermal bloom of them breaching atmosphere made them light up on sensors, but the moment they’d decelerated to atmospheric speeds and entered their final glide pattern, they vanished again. On any civilized planet, the managers might have scattered skywatch posts all over to expand their sensor net and figure out where the ships were going, but Vorrhurna was only “pacified” under the loosest of terms. Any skywatch post they built was sabotaged or destroyed, usually only a few days before it came online, maximizing the cost to the MinSha queen. She hired mercenaries to defend the positions, but the mercs hadn’t proved up to the task. When every meal could be tainted, parts and shipments sabotaged, and any merc who went into town on liberty tended to disappear, it didn’t take long before the skywatch posts were just throwing good credits after bad. 
 
    As Rylak began plotting the lift-offs, the patterns became clearer. There were four lift points on the planet. The energies necessary to reach orbit were much higher than those for an atmospheric craft to glide down and were, therefore, much more obvious. 
 
    “Do you see the pattern here?” Hr’ent asked. Rylak and Drake scratched their heads a moment, and Rylak slowly nodded. 
 
    “Orbital coverage has gaps. They only launch when coverage is thinnest in their sector, and that changes on an hour-to-hour basis. Even that last launch, they waited until the Maki frigate was past and couldn’t reverse course fast enough.” 
 
    Hr’ent highlighted each of the tracks, in turn, all of which flew along a similar track, and vanished through the stargate at Vorrhurna’s L4 Lagrange point. 
 
    “Interesting that the Maki highguard isn’t stopping the outbound Pushtal either,” he thought aloud. “Why aren’t they moving to intercept?” 
 
    Hr’ent logged into the Peacemaker’s encrypted net and sent a series of queries through to the GalNet to review the contract between the Maki fleet and the MinSha queen. Like most merc contracts, it was a lengthy and convoluted document, but he ignored the standard boilerplate text and found the truly relevant section. 
 
    “Those fools,” Hr’ent muttered. “The MinSha hired them for a multi-year contract to get the lowest price possible. The Maki were offered cut-rate combat bonuses, so they’re not too keen to display any initiative. But here’s the kicker.” He tapped the display screen. “They’re only to engage armed, hostile warships attempting to flee the system; unarmed transport ships are free to leave.” 
 
    “So…as long as the pirate ships aren’t causing mischief here—” Meekos began. 
 
    “—the highguard isn’t going to burn precious F11 to stop anyone leaving,” Hr’ent confirmed. 
 
    “This particular MinSha queen is spectacularly cheap, meaning the Pushtal can almost come and go as they please, so long as they’re not armed,” Drake reasoned. “She doesn’t seem to be capitalizing on their new planetary ownership very well.” 
 
    Meekos guffawed a laugh, and the outburst caused everyone on the bridge turned to look at him. 
 
    “Oh, just a thought; more foolishness from those Humans from Earth. For a long time, their planetary equivalent of the GalNet was primarily used for three things—commerce, distributing images and video of Human pseudo-reproductive activity, and ‘cat pics.’” 
 
    “Aliens are so weird,” Hr’ent said. “What are ‘cat pics?’” 
 
    “Humans have a native species called ‘cats’ that superficially resemble several known races, like the Sirra’Kan, the Xlatan, and the Pushtal. For some bizarre cultural reason, one of the primary uses for their planetary net is the distribution of images of these cats.” 
 
    “Are they…worshipping them?” Rylak asked, with a look of disgust on his muzzle. The thought of worshipping the Xlatan of all beings rankled his Zuul soul to his very bones. 
 
    “No! Well, maybe? Several historical, mythological beliefs feature cats prominently, and users frequently reference those beliefs, too, but in a joking manner. The whole thing seems like one big in-joke. But the point is, eighty-three percent of these cat pics reinforce the theme that cats are headstrong, stubborn to the point of being spiteful, and nearly impossible to control. They do whatever the hell they want and are virtually impossible to train for any useful purpose. You can divide Humanity into two categories—people who adore these ‘cats,’ and those who hate them. Remind you of anyone?” 
 
    Hr’ent thought for a moment and chuckled as well. “The Pushtal have been accused of being intractable in the extreme and have been resisting the MinSha’s governance for nearly eighty years now. No wonder production has slowed to a crawl. Yes, I believe I get the joke.” 
 
    “The queen lacks resources and has utterly failed to capitalize on the planet’s wealth. The Pushtal’s spiteful drive to sabotage any ground-based security facilities means they rely on space-based facilities, which are still expensive and of limited utility for intercepting rogue flights.” Drake thought. “This is a disaster for the MinSha. How long do you figure before her highness finds herself out of a job?” 
 
    “The Maki contract is set to last one-point-three standard years,” Hr’ent answered. “I’d guess that’s the do-or-die date.” 
 
    “How are the Pushtal flights slipping through the orbital coverage, though?” Meekos asked. “If they don’t have radar?” 
 
    “How did we learn about the gaps in the coverage?” Hr’ent asked in response, with a knowing glint in his eye. 
 
    “You beat up a spacelane controller and made him take your money,” the Zuul replied, “which has got to be the most fucked up way to bribe someone I’ve seen in a long time, by the way.” Then he blinked. “Oh. Oh! We could ambush them before they launch. We can’t be everywhere, and once they’re in space, there’s an entire solar system for them to disappear in. Solar systems are big, Candidate. Can we hammer one of these sites on the ground before they lift?” 
 
    “No. The maps don’t show much of anything at these sites, and I’m very curious why they keep coming to and going from the planet’s surface. Take the southern continent, for instance. Map says that’s Clan Grotha’s territory. The plains are their—well, not a ‘breadbasket,’ because they’re obligate carnivores, but there’s some intensive farming going on. It takes a lot of meat to feed an entire planet full of Pushtal. So if we went there to ‘hammer them on the ground,’ we'd have nowhere to hide, no way to ambush them, and we’d stand around in a field scratching our…noses, while they launched from someplace else instead.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do, then?” Meekos asked. 
 
    Hr’ent stroked the fur on his chin. He found it centering, and it helped calm his frustrations. He didn’t like having to rely on a crew he’d only known for a week and a half, but Kalene had said to trust them, so that’s what he had to do. He was an Oogar, and Oogar didn’t sneak, slink, skulk, or snoop. They bashed down walls, ripped doors off hinges, made a lot of noise, and generally asserted themselves with vigor. For that matter, so did Besquith, so tasking Drake with this would be a no-go. There was absolutely no way they could infiltrate radar control and slip a glitch into their system. 
 
    But a Cochkala could. 
 
    “What am I going to do? I’m going to be a right bastard.” Hr’ent smiled down at the Cochkala, a wide, toothy, fang-filled smile. “I’m going to delegate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Access Duct 11B-423, MinSha Administrative HQ Station, Vorrhurna System 
 
    Like any space station, nearly a third of its volume was given over to engineering and life support. The access corridors and vertical shafts necessary to service these were spread throughout the entire system like blood vessels, which, in a sense, they were. They brought oxygen, scrubbed CO2, carried electricity, and pressurized the plumbing systems, which had added levels of complexity as gravity increased or decreased as you moved out or in from the core. And, as any professional thief could tell you, a station’s facilities’ access was only as secure as their least conscientious janitor. One such janitor had left a storage cube unlocked, and Meekos had liberated and modified a suit of station coveralls to be more or less his size. Armed with a terribly official-looking clipboard, he’d given a visiting pair of Buma what were probably the wrong directions, waved at a MinSha who was likely his supervisor, and abruptly turned the other way until he finally found an unlocked access he could slip into unnoticed.  
 
    “Nobody said nothin’ about me having to infiltrate an entropy-cursed command hub!” Meekos muttered under his breath as he climbed. “I’m the pilot. The Zuul is the sneaky spooky spy type. Why can’t Rylak be doing this? ‘Oh, Rylak looks too suspicious; they don’t work in engineering.’ Stupid Peacemaker candidate—stupid Peacemaker crap. ‘Go see the galaxy,’ they said, ‘it’ll be fun,’ they said. And here I am, crawling around in access ducts…” 
 
    “Meekos?” Drake’s voice in his pinplants surprised the Cochkala, and he almost missed a rung on the ladder. 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “You’re broadcasting in the clear.” 
 
    “Oh. Shit.” 
 
    “Hr’ent says, and I quote, ‘Stop being such a Sirra’Kan, and get on with it.’” 
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    He resumed his climb. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eww, gross. Meekos reactivated his pinplant comm system. 
 
    “I want hazard pay,” he complained. “You remember that horror vid? Tortantulas From Karma Six? The duct I need to go down to get to space control looks just like that ambush spot where all the baby Torts skeletonized that guy.” 
 
    “Focus, Meekos,” Drake answered. 
 
    “Seriously. It’s near pitch black in there, not that the lighting in the shaft is any better. I can just see them now, dozens and dozens of tens of beady little eyes, glowing in their dusty camouflage fortifications. I’m leaving my channel open on purpose this time, so when I get eaten alive, you can hear my every scream.” 
 
    “Focus, Meekos,” Drake repeated. 
 
    “I am focused, like a laser, on my imminent doom, you heartless Besquith. Do Tortantulas really eat people alive? I swear I read somewhere they do. Is it like, in one big chomp? Do they have some kind of paralytic venom that’ll leave me immobile while my insides slowly liquefy into a Cochkala protein shake? I hope you feel bad about this, for like, ever.” 
 
    Behind him, he heard a hatch slam open. 
 
    “Entropy!” he whispered at the top of his lungs. “Someone’s behind me!” 
 
    “Move!” Drake shouted through his pinplants. 
 
    The pilot slipped off the rungs of the ladder, crawled into the dust-covered duct, buried his nose and mouth in the sleeve of his coveralls, and scrunched his eyes shut. He edged forward into the vent and willed his heart to slow down. 
 
    “WHO’S THERE?” a deep voice boomed; the echoes reverberated up and down the shaft like a bell, tolling his doom. 
 
    “Shit!” Meekos squeaked. “Ohshitohshitohshit…” 
 
    “Keep moving!” Drake urged. Meekos did as he was told and moved further down the duct. “You’re almost there!” 
 
    “Ohhhhh—GAH!” he squeaked and burst out the far end of the atmo ducting. He wrapped his paws around the ladder adjacent to the hatch and screwed his eyes shut. His fingers clutched the rungs so tightly they ached. Seconds ticked by—and nothing bad happened. He leaned out, just the slightest bit, and looked into pure darkness. A shadow had completely occluded the far end of the tunnel, so even the weak strip lighting of the shaft was gone. 
 
    “Meekos?” Hr’ent’s voice came over his pinplants now. 
 
    “Peacemaker?” he whimpered. 
 
    “Well done.” Hr’ent hadn’t sent that over his pinplant—it echoed down the duct, and Meekos looked again to see Hr’ent’s ferocious purple smile lit from below with a hand light. “Very well done. Courage is being afraid and doing what needs doing anyhow. Go plant that chip, and we can get you back in your pilot’s chair and off this station.” 
 
    Meekos’ heart was still hammering in his chest; blood roared in his ears. He tried to formulate some kind of snark, some kind of witty comeback, but words failed. 
 
    “Yes, Peacemaker,” he whispered and climbed one deck higher to his target—space traffic control. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Someone care to explain to me why scaring me half to death was essential for the mission?” Meekos griped. After a blissful six minutes of radio silence—Drake had counted—the Cochkala opened his channel again and launched into another one of his self-narrating diatribes. 
 
    “I mean, I get it, I’m smaller than everyone else, but I don’t get paid enough to be crawling around in Tortantula-infested HVAC systems risking my hide. I don’t even have a gun. What kind of spy doesn’t have a gun? This whole op is such amateur hour it offends my sense of professionalism to the very core. Alright. I’m at the venting access to the server…” 
 
    The Cochkala continued narrating, but dug a powered multitool from the pocket of his stolen coveralls and removed the covering for the vent. Hr’ent had provided some very basic tools, and once the grill was off, he threaded a poly-tie through one corner and looped the tie around the ladder. It would stay there until he slipped out the way he came in; he couldn’t afford to leave a trace he’d tampered with their system. 
 
    “Good! Ready to go. Hey, Hr’ent, have you ever watched any of those spy shows from Earth? Humans love them. There are dozens of them. There was like, thirteen of them in one series, and you’d think the main character would run out of luck eventually, but he was super-hardcore and like, never made mistakes, and the actor even did most of his own stunts. Then he fell off the wing of some atmospheric fighter jet in the middle of filming and almost died.” He slipped off the ladder, through the vent, leaned the cover back against the wall where it locked, and pressed his back up against one of the server towers, humming the movie’s theme song to himself all the way. “DA da duhhh…Da duh duhhh…DAH DA!” 
 
    In the far corner of the server room, he spied the terminal he needed to access. Slipping from tower to tower, accompanied by the punctuations from the Human spy theme song, he reached the terminal and slipped the chip into the universal slot on the side of the terminal. The light on the chip lit up and began blinking. He interrupted his musical interlude. “It’s blinking, boss.” 
 
    “Good. It’ll need a minute or two for the programs to do their thing. Be patient,” Hr’ent replied. 
 
    “Roger,” Meekos replied. “That’s what Humans are always saying on the radio in these vids. ‘Roger that, Delta Dawg, this here’s the Rubber Duck, ah copies you five by five, over!’” 
 
    “What…what does any of that mean?” Hr’ent asked in disbelief. 
 
    “I have no idea!” Meekos replied giddily. “But that’s what they say, right before everything goes to—entropy!” 
 
    Meekos heard someone swipe their access card on the server room door’s access, and slipped around the corner of one of the server towers, out of sight from the door. He held his breath, but just as before, his heart was pounding in his ears, and he slowly exhaled, trying to calm his jacked-up nervous system. 
 
    “Hr’ent? That’s not you again, right?” he silently sent over his pinplant. 
 
    “No. If I’d had access to the server room door, we’d have used it.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He hid behind the tower and knelt low, peering through the gaps in the cases. He spotted a pair of legs in coveralls, much like the ones he’d stolen, and—a mop bucket? 
 
    “It’s the custodian!” he sent again. The legs belonged to a being who swished a mop back and forth over the floor. Meekos kept an eye on the custodian as they worked around the server stacks, carefully shifting out of the custodian’s field of view. For what seemed like ages, Meekos quietly, slowly, played the slowest-moving game of hide-and-seek ever.  
 
    How long can mopping one floor take? Meekos wondered, and with a deep sigh of relief he watched the legs finally move the mop bucket out the door and shut it behind them. He slipped the cyber-intrusion chip from its slot and disappeared back down the vent, humming the Mission Impossible theme the whole way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Commune Farm Eight, Grotha’Gar District, Vorrhurna Prime 
 
    Arawn, First Claw of Clan Arwoon, was not in a good mood. 
 
    What was supposed to be a simple launch with the last civilians needed to establish the legal government-in-exile was turning into a huge fiasco. More and more people were showing up to see the eldest surviving grandson of the great Aarduriel, last Fangmaster of the once-proud Pushtal Empire. Some were there to pay their respects. Others, not so much. 
 
    Arawn wasn’t too surprised. There were many reasons he and the other clan leaders had chosen to live off-world, away from the MinSha and those Pushtal who’d been left behind during the war. Living amongst the destitution of their people might have shown they were concerned about the plight of the many but, as all clan leaders of the Pushtal tended to be, Arawn was only concerned about those of Clan Arwoon. However, neither Arawn nor the others were stupid enough to acknowledge this unspoken conviction. 
 
    Unlike the others, Arawn had done an excellent job of evacuating almost all of Clan Arwoon from the planet’s surface. Once this shuttle was off and into space, the entirety of the clan would be safe amongst the ruling council at their hidden location on Draxis. From there, Arawn could finally unite the clans and call for a vote for a new Fangmaster. The process of freeing the Pushtal from the yoke of their MinSha masters was finally coming to fruition. It had taken a very long time for this to occur, but Arawn, unlike many other First Claws of the respective Pushtal clans, was patient. 
 
    Patience only took one so far. It was time to fly, but the crowds wouldn’t clear the launch site. 
 
    “Please, I need everyone to clear out,” Arawn fairly begged as the throngs of ill-clothed and starving Pushtal crowded near the smuggler’s shuttle he’d arrived in hours before. His ancient features were drawn back and filled with sorrow. Pitching his voice to be heard by all, Arawn attempted to placate the suffering, helpless souls trying to push forward. “I cannot save you all, not yet. Please, we’ll be bringing in more supplies within the next lunar cycle. More meat, I promise. But if this is to happen, we must leave now. Time grows short, and our window of opportunity is closing fast.” 
 
    The throng of refugees pushed harder still. A steady tension slowly began to build as the few hunters tasked with the First’s protective detail felt the vibe of the crowd begin to turn ugly. Every one of them could see the faces in the crowd. 
 
    Someone was shoved in the front, hard. This Pushtal fell forward and accidentally collided with the First Claw. One of the hunters protecting him stomped on the fallen individual immediately, and she cried out in pain as the blow landed solidly upon her back. The high-pitched cry told Arawn the downed Pushtal was a young female. He spotted her and saw malnourishment and years of abuse had taken its toll. She was barely larger than a young adolescent. 
 
    Is this what we are to become? Are we so destitute we can’t even feed our lowest? 
 
    Showing a surprising amount of restraint, the guard pushed the diminutive female back into the crowd. Another hunter clubbed a grizzled old male who grabbed at the First Claw. Anger was etched across his war-torn and half-starved face as he reached for Arawn. The attacker dropped to the ground, hard. Arawn swallowed as he saw the ancient male unmoving. He took a step forward but was quickly pulled back by his protective detail, who were beginning to aim their stubby carbines at the crowd. Their grim looks bespoke their deadly intent. 
 
    “No!” Arawn shouted at his detail. “No shooting! Don’t harm them!” 
 
    The guards hesitated. A small element of the crowd surged. Virkat, the senior-most hunter of his protective detail, lashed out with a powerful kick and flattened a female who’d tried to push through to get to Arawn. Her high-pitched cry of pain and surprise seemed to shake the crowd. They stepped back warily as a whole, each face showing the same set of emotions: fear, shock, and, most important of all, betrayal. 
 
    Arawn, ever the diplomat, still sought a peaceful resolution to the brewing storm. He raised an open paw toward the crowd, his pads exposed for them to see. The noise died down, though the nasty mood that had swept through the crowd had yet to diminish. Arawn, a master of sensing how a gathered group of Pushtal would react, could already tell his next words would fall on deaf ears. Still, he had to try, even if those gathered were not of his clan. 
 
    “Please, please, my fellow Pushtal,” he called out placatingly. “Do not debase yourselves like this. We are all one people!” 
 
    A rock sailed out of the crowd and struck him across the face. Arawn cried out, more in surprise than anything else, and covered the impact site. He felt something warm and sticky on his pad. Blood. His blood, to be precise. He looked up in a daze as something else flew out of the seething mass of people. The projectile was on fire, and just before it impacted on the ground in front of him, he identified it as a bottle filled with flammable liquids. 
 
    The bottle broke upon impact, and a large fireball expanded rapidly into the air. Arawn flinched and bared his fangs reflexively. A primal scream erupted from the throats of those in the front of the crowd, most of whom had been singed by the small explosion. More rocks flew, and Arawn knew it was time to leave. There would be no placating this crowd, not today, nor any day in the immediate future. Whatever hopes he’d had of getting Clan Grotha behind his ascension to Fangmaster had just gone up in the flames of the makeshift incendiary. The lost and the forgotten of the Pushtal would never accept him, nor would any of the current clan leaders as long as the yoke of MinSha oppression lay upon their necks. 
 
    “Back to the ship!” Arawn ordered his protective detail. The hunters, showing quite a bit of restraint, formed a tight circle around him, and together the group moved away from the protestors. It wasn’t quite a full-scale riot, as quite a few of those who’d gathered merely stared. The mood was still foul, but Arawn could feel the underlying shock at the brazen attack upon a clan leader, rival or otherwise. Clan Grotha had no ill-will toward Clan Arwoon, merely a competitiveness derived from years of being the two most dominant clans in the Pushtal hierarchy. A brazen attack on the First Claw of the Arwoon was tantamount to a declaration of war on one’s neighboring ally. 
 
    Arawn ducked inside the shuttle doors, and his protective detail followed close behind, their carbines pointed down instead of directly at the crowd. He felt a huge wave of relief crash over him as it became apparent nobody would die this day. A powerful grip pulled him further into the ship. Turning his head, he recognized the smug face of the ship’s captain, Darak. Arawn sighed and flicked an ear at him. 
 
    “You were right,” Arawn admitted. Darak, fortunately, didn’t rub the salt into the wound too much. 
 
    “They’re so used to the broken promises of their clan leaders that they believe you’ll do as the others have in the past,” Darak explained. He shrugged his slender shoulders. “It’s not your fault, First, but that of the clan leaders of Grotha.” 
 
    “Entropy!” Arawn spat the curse. His hackles were up from sheer frustration. “They need to do something about Farnon. He’s older than I am and in worse shape!” 
 
    “Farnon is still First Claw of Grotha until one of their younger males claims his pelt,” Darak needlessly reminded the clan leader. “None are quite brave enough yet, and with the way things are going for them, none ever will. His hold over his clan—it makes me wonder.” 
 
    “Well, someone should do something for those poor souls,” Arawn growled softly, and the engines of the shuttle began to thrum as they powered up. He shook his head and looked at the ship’s captain. “Have we missed our launch window?” 
 
    “No, First,” Darak replied in a respectful voice. “It’ll be close, but we’re still in the clear. Having a lazy MinSha queen is a great boon to our efforts here.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t get too complacent, though,” Arawn informed him. “The last thing we need to be is as sloppy as our enslavers. Is my family situated, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, First. They’re in the stern hold now.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s get out of here, then. We have a schedule to keep. First aid supplies back there?” Arawn motioned at the cut on his cheek. 
 
    “Already clotting, from the looks of things,” Darak informed him after a cursory inspection. “Shouldn’t need anything other than an antiseptic ointment.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, Captain.” 
 
    “With your leave, First?” 
 
    Arawn acknowledged the captain’s request with a nod. The younger male turned and hurried to the command center of the ship to assist his copilot with takeoff. The elderly Pushtal turned back and headed toward the smuggler’s hold near the stern of the ship. He stopped along the way to grab the antiseptic ointment and applied a small amount to his cheek. Removing the blood from his fur would be a different matter entirely, but it could wait. From there, it was a short journey to the rear of the ship. Arawn barely had time to think about the repercussions of Clan Grotha’s actions before he was slipping through a small supply closet, which cleverly hid one of the ship’s two smuggler’s holds. 
 
    After re-securing the false wall, Arawn turned, and his young cub embraced him immediately. Arawn growled in delight as the young male climbed up his leg and grasped his chest in a tight hug. The heir to Clan Arwoon looked Arawn directly in the eye. It was clear to the elder Pushtal the child was pleased. The cub burrowed his face in Arawn’s fur and buzzed softly. 
 
    “Is it time to leave at last?” Duriel asked. Named after Arawn’s grandfather and the last Fangmaster of the Pushtal, the cub represented the hopes and dreams Aarduriel had died for on the field of battle long before. Arawn luxuriated in the closeness with his cub. He hadn’t seen Duriel in almost five lunar rotations, and it still shocked him to see just how quickly the cub had grown. In no time at all, Duriel would be joining his clan on the Great Hunt. The thought both pleased and terrified Arawn. 
 
    “Yes, child,” Arawn said. Carrying young Duriel through the crowded hold to where he could secure them both for liftoff, he glanced around at the others crammed into the hold of the ship. Filled with blood ties and honor siblings of Clan Arwoon, the ship was going to help reshape the future of all Pushtal. The souls on board gave them a large enough population to establish a government-in-exile, as recognized by Galactic Law. From there, Arawn and his clan would be able to claim it was they who had saved the Pushtal from the MinSha, carefully avoiding the fact that it had been Arawn’s grandfather who’d put them in their current situation in the first place. Unification would come, and then finally they could renege on their deceased Fangmaster’s contract with the aliens. 
 
    There were many steps yet to come, and other events must also occur. For Arawn, all this would come later. Now, he enjoyed the moment with his child as the ship’s engines reverberated through the hull as the power to them increased. The shaking intensified as the engines roared outside the hull. All things considered, it was relatively calm inside. 
 
    Three hours until the gate, then another hundred-seventy, and we’re back at the House of Claws. Finally, the future of the Pushtal looks bright, Arawn silently thought. Arawn felt mildly euphoric as the prospect of becoming a respectable race again filled his heart. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe, Vorrhurna System 
 
    “Oh, man, these Humans are so weird!” Meekos giggled. Lying in wait between Vorrhurna and the stargate at Lagrange-Four required patience. Meekos, who drove the ship but rarely took part on ground ops, had developed a vid addiction. For six months, he’d passed his time waiting on the ship watching old vids from pre-contact Earth. This time, it was something wholly animated by a computer, although Human actors had dubbed their voices over it. 
 
    “See, this one’s about this…black and white Jivool-looking guy. His name’s Po, and he wants to be some mystical warrior thing. I’ll have to look up what Kung Fu is later. You know, he looks a little bit like you, Hr’ent, but shorter, and chubbier, and ninety-eight percent less terrifying—” 
 
    “The ears are all wrong,” Hr’ent replied deadpan. “Mine are pointy. His look like dot torture targets on the range.” 
 
    “—And this one’s like a squishy little MinSha. They call him Mantis, but that’s also what they call that kind of insect.” 
 
    “Meekos,” Drake warned. 
 
    “But this one, her name is Tigress. She’s a tiger. And she looks like a Pushtal! Remember what I said about those ‘cats?’ Tigers are an entire subspecies of cat—” 
 
    “Meekos!” Rylak interrupted, but Meekos kept blathering. 
 
    “—But, like, big. Some Humans keep cats as pets, but they’re little, even smaller than a Zuparti. But tigers get as big as you guys!” 
 
    Meekos took the earbuds out of his ears, and looked around the bridge to realize everyone was glaring at him. “I’m just saying…” 
 
    “We know what you’re saying,” Hr’ent said. “Humans are weird, and they’ve got native critters that look like us. Did you know there are small, furry, black and white striped mammals on Uuwato, too?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. They make incessant, high pitched noises and are considered pests. Many Oogar make a good living trapping them and turning their fur into hats.” 
 
    Meekos’ eyes bulged, then he narrowed them. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Hr’ent smiled, a ferocious, tooth-filled smile, and Meekos shrank back into his seat. A warning began blinking on the Tri-V plot, and Rylak grinned. 
 
    “Nicely done, Peacemaker,” he said. “Sensors are showing a launch on the close-side of the planet. They’re burning hard for the gate, with all known ship traffic out of position to intercept, except us. Profile suggests it’s a medium-class freighter.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Hr’ent nodded. It had been a long, quiet stalk to get the ship into position, but this launch confirmed there was someone on the planet feeding the Pushtal intel, and the pirates didn’t have access to ground and space-based radar of their own.  
 
    The glitch Meekos had installed in the MinSha system wasn’t a hack, exactly. There were all manner of logic-circuits built into spacelane control to filter what did and didn’t display on their screens. After all, their system couldn’t show every single piece of space dust, crew doing EVA, and the like; it would be utterly overwhelming. The glitch just surreptitiously acknowledged the Blythe’s IFF signal and removed it as “irrelevant” from spacelane control’s displays—rendering them invisible to anyone who might be feeding intel to the Pushtal, unless they were looking at unfiltered data.  
 
    “Maintain a passive watch on their acceleration profile. They’ve got to be close to maximum burn to escape system patrol, so we should get a good idea what they’re capable of. They’re going to have to start their deceleration burn for the gate—” he highlighted a point on their plot “—here. If we start our acceleration burn shortly before they reach that point, they’ll have three options: fight, heave to before we get to the stargate, or blow past it. Their options for fighting will be relatively few, given their momentum, but let’s not discount it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Freighter Kismet 
 
    Arawn felt the ship shudder and looked up, mildly alarmed. The clan members in the smuggler’s hold with him took notice. Almost none of the others in the hidden compartment had even been to space before and were suffering from the effects of zero gravity. Even the smallest of the cubs, who were naturally resilient, were simultaneously playing and looking sick. Their parents weren’t faring much better. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Arawn told Duriel and let the cub float away from him. Momentum carried Duriel to another female, who scooped the young Pushtal up into her arms. Arawn cast one final look at the duo before pulling himself back to the compartment’s entrance. Sliding the false wall aside, he slipped into the supply closet and secured the door behind him. Twisting his body, he quickly made his way up to the command deck, where Darak and his copilot, a Pushtal named Jarell, were watching their instrument panels in obvious confusion. Waiting a moment for the captain to explain, he got nothing, and the deafening silence told him far more than he wanted. 
 
    “Status?” Arawn asked. 
 
    “That ship isn’t supposed to be there,” Darak stated as he partially twisted in his chair, the restraints keeping him in place as he looked at the First Claw. “I was about to start our second burn to decelerate for the gate, but then we picked up this ship’s engine flare. The size of the engine signature suggests it’s a cutter or corvette of some kind. Patrol ship, I’d guess, though I wouldn’t discount a small warship.” 
 
    “What? What do we do?” Arawn asked, shocked. The Pushtal clan leaders paid good credits to ensure their smuggling operations went undetected, thanks to the information they received from the various guilds. The income paid out was supposed to prevent situations such as this from even occurring. 
 
    A second light on the console lit up. The ship’s copilot flipped one of the levers to his left, which turned on the cabin’s speakers. “Unidentified Pushtal vessel, this is the bounty hunter ship Dannyn Blythe,” a somber voice informed them over their communications relay. “Heave to and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    Arawn stared at the console, shocked. How had they been discovered? Arawn began to whisper under his breath, “No, not now. Not today. How did this happen?” 
 
    “We have three options on the table, and I don’t like any of them,” Darak muttered. He shot a look over to his clan leader. “We fight, we heave to, or we keep the engines hot and burn past the gate. Someone planned this little ambush well.” 
 
    “Entropy!” Arawn snarled. Blood roared in his ears as he struggled for self-control. “We’re done for.” Darak raised a furry paw, signaling for patience. 
 
    “Hold on, First,” the captain said as he gave the leader of their clan a small, dangerous smile. “There’s a reason I listed ‘fight’ as a first option.” 
 
    “This is a smuggling vessel.” Arawn looked at the captain suspiciously, his anger ebbing for the time being. “Right?” 
 
    Darak’s smile was feral. “Of course, First. Nothing more than a simple, defenseless, helpless smuggling ship.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    “That’s an odd profile for a smuggling ship,” Eegan commented as the Pushtal ship began to decelerate, either ignoring them or still ignorant. The engines were burning, though at low power, which suggested they were still trying for the gate. The gunner didn’t talk much, given the difficulty imposed by his SCABA tanks. Hr’ent tended to forget he was even there, but the Selroth was utterly professional, always watching his displays and readouts. 
 
    “How so?” Hr’ent asked. He stared at the digital readouts but could only understand a few of the displays. 
 
    “Tonnage is wrong,” Eegan explained. “It’s a freighter, and I automatically assume freighter equals smuggler until proven otherwise. The outer hull seems too bulky. Painfully obvious to anyone with half a brain that this ‘Kismet’ is used for more than just smuggling.” 
 
    “I hear a ‘but’ coming,” Hr’ent grumbled. 
 
    “But the forecastle is all wrong,” Drake replied, studying the other ship’s schematics. One of the alarm indicators turned from green to red, and a klaxon began to scream. “Oh…well, that explains that.” 
 
    “Explains what?” Hr’ent looked around in confusion. “What in the thrice-damned hells is going on?” 
 
    “Spore mines!” Eegan called out as bright flashes lit the immediate area around the Pushtal vessel momentarily.  
 
    “Take evasive maneuvers?” Meekos asked, hands tight at the controls. 
 
    “That’s a stupid question! Of course!” Hr’ent roared. 
 
    “Belay that, steady as she goes,” Drake countered in a calm voice. The Oogar turned and stared at the Besquith with an incredulous expression on his face. 
 
    “Those are…what did he call them? Spore mines?” Hr’ent bared his maw and roared into his face. If killing Drake meant saving their ship, so be it. “You’re going to fly right into it! Are you insane?” 
 
    Drake calmly looked the angry Peacemaker square in the eye before responding. “Do you know how a spore mine works?” Caught off-guard, Hr’ent shook his head. “I didn’t think so. It’s a two-stage delivery system. The first series of detonations were tiny warheads carrying shaped charges, blasting away from the ship in all directions. They zip along until their sensors detect a vessel inside their threat basket. The mine aligns itself with the target, and the second stage rocket fires. If the shaped charge hits the target, it burrows into the hull and explodes. They’re magnificent area-denial devices.” 
 
    “That’s sneaky,” Hr’ent grumbled, looking at Drake in a new light. He shook his head. “It still doesn’t explain why we’re not flying around the minefield.” 
 
    “It gets better,” Drake pressed on, his voice still eerily calm. “Most ship captains panic and alter course once Pushtal spore mines are detected. Much as we would have if Meekos had listened to you. But they’re thinking one step ahead. Changing course pushes the ship into the actual path of the mines, since the Pushtal captain over there is gambling on us panicking. Most captains do. Or they turn and give up on the pursuit. But if we follow their path and stay the course, we’ll miss most, if not all, of the minefield.” 
 
    “That’s risky,” Hr’ent pointed out. Drake merely shrugged. “What if they assume you’ll call their bluff and lay them out on our current course?” 
 
    “They didn’t tell you Peacemaking was dangerous? Zip your suits, and helmets on, everyone.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Freighter Kismet 
 
    “Well, that seems to be going almost as planned,” Darak groused as they watched the approaching vessel maintain their current course. “They’re ballsy, I’ll give them that…whoever they are.” 
 
    “Stay on target,” Jarrell hissed, his eyes locked onto the console. “Stay on target…” 
 
    “Now what?” Arawn asked. 
 
    “We continue on our current path and activate the second part of our dastardly plan.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Something…far more unpleasant is in store for our unwelcome guests. Jarrell, warm up the turrets in case the spore mines don’t work.” 
 
    The ship’s copilot clucked his tongue as his claws flew across the control board. “Oh, I almost pity the bastards over there right now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    The hull of the Blythe clanged like a bell, and Hr’ent glared at Drake, who looked perturbed, but not angry. 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    “Strange?” Hr’ent choked out. 
 
    “Yes. On one hand, we shouldn’t have encountered the mines; they should be rocketing off in all directions except this way. And on the second hand, if that was a spore mine warhead, it’d be blasting divots out of our hull until it found a weak point. There’s always more than meets the eye when dealing with the Pushtal,” Drake told the Peacemaker. “They’re almost as bad as the Veetanho.” 
 
    “Did you know the Pushtal once made a play for a leadership role on the Mercenary Guild Council?” Meekos asked Hr’ent. The big Oogar shook his head. Meekos chittered softly, amused, and the distortion from inside his helmet’s mic made his voice sound robotic. “I heard a rumor they were pushing for a spot, which pissed off the Veetanho. Next thing everyone knows, the Pushtal are enslaved by the MinSha, and they lose their status as a mercenary race outright. Weird, right?” 
 
    “We should focus on the mission at hand,” Hr’ent suggested. “I don’t care about politics. At least out here, we can tell when we’re in a minefield.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Hr’ent, but Peacemakers are politics.” Meekos moved his body in what passed as a shrug for his kind. “Who and how and where they enforce the laws reshape whole systems.” 
 
    “Less Poli-Sci, more warfighting,” Drake interrupted. “How soon do we clear the debris field?” 
 
    “Should be clear in a few—holy crap!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Freighter Kismet 
 
    The trio of Pushtal watched from the command deck of the Kismet as the spore mines went active. Instead of burrowing into the hull and destroying the vessel, these mines were a new development designed by Pushtal raiders to disable a ship without compromising the integrity of the hull through a series of electrical impulses. Once they clamped onto the hull, they’d overload the capacitors onboard standard merchant vessels, knocking their primary systems offline while leaving the emergency ones—such as life support—active. They were, in essence, the primary reason why Pushtal pirates were so good at their jobs. 
 
    The spore mines came in two flavors—area denial, the kind Drake was familiar with, and close protection, which he most definitely was not. The close protection mines had hidden, inert, just this side of the debris field, and as the Blythe exited the debris, a dozen of the tiny little mines clamped themselves to the other vessel. Little blue arcs of light raced up and down the hull as the spore mines attempted to disable and override the capacitors of the ship. All three Pushtal held their breath and waited for some sign their plan had worked. They didn’t have to wait long. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    On the bridge of the Blythe, several things happened at once. 
 
    The ship’s artificial lighting went dark, replaced by red emergency lighting. The holotank, viewscreen, and crew stations went black at the same time, and Hr’ent felt the blood rush to his head as the engine thrust, providing gravitational forces, abruptly failed. 
 
    “Emergency restart!” Drake bellowed, but the internal comms system was down, too. “Hr’ent, get back there and help Kreezasch with whatever he needs; we’re dead in space until he does something!” 
 
    Hr’ent threw off his restraint harness and pushed off in zero-gravity for the hatch. Too excited, he glided across the bridge out of control and grimaced as the bulkhead raced up to meet him. He bounced hard enough to bruise, but caught hold of a zero-g rail and heaved himself through the door. 
 
    Bouncing crazily down the red-lit corridor, past the galley, staterooms, armory, brig, and maintenance hatches, he anchored himself next to the engineering hatch and wrenched it open. The Jeha was running multiple manual workstations at once. 
 
    “Kreezasch, why don’t you update to an electronic system?” the multi-legged alien complained bitterly to himself. “Kreezasch, this is old tech, it’s lame, why doesn’t Kreezasch get the new hotness?” 
 
    “Because manual tech will work when the power’s out?” Hr’ent replied, catching the engineer’s attention. 
 
    “Yes!” he shouted, with the horrifying Jeha equivalent of a smile, mandibles spreading wide and clicking shut tight again. “It can be taught!” 
 
    “Teach later!” Hr’ent replied. “Tell me now. We’re space dust if we can’t get this beast started again.” 
 
    “Good!” Kreezasch pointed with one of his many arms. “I’m going to need you to get to that engine control panel and tell me which circuit breakers are tripped. When you’re done there, there are five more like it.” 
 
    Hr’ent carefully glided across the engineer’s compartment, slid the access panel aside, and stared blankly at the wiring. 
 
    “What have you got?” the Jeha called. 
 
    “A bank of switches and blinking lights,” Hr’ent answered, utterly bewildered. “This one looks… damaged.” He held up a smoldering bit of charred, blackened plastic. 
 
    “Well…you’re not wrong,” Kreezasch replied. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Freighter Kismet 
 
    “Yes!” Darak pumped his arm in the air, triumphant. “It ought to take them at least an hour to unscramble the circuits and do a cold restart of their engines. By the time they’re up and running, we’ll be safely through the gate and in transit to Waypoint Six, just in case the bastards try to follow us through.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that require assistance from the gate master?” Arawn asked as Darak brought up the ship’s Tri-V display for the first time. It allowed them to see the actual ship up close and personal. “To track us through the gate, I mean.” 
 
    “Do you trust the Cartography Guild, though?” Darak asked as he eased back off of the power to the engines. The Kismet’s momentum continued to carry it forward for three minutes before the copilot triggered a few bursts to slow their approach. Arawn, confused, didn’t answer. “Those are bounty hunters over there. Gate masters are…a strange bunch. Plus, with all due respect, almost anyone can be bought. Secondly—” 
 
    “Even you?” Arawn interrupted, suspicious. “You can be bought?” 
 
    “Even you, First,” Darak countered in a quiet voice. Arawn opened his mouth to protest but shut it quickly as he recalled how his father had ended up being named heir apparent and successor of the Arwoon clan. There was a pregnant pause before Darak added the question Arawn had been expecting. “What would you give to be Fangmaster?” 
 
    Everything, Arawn didn’t say. Instead, his face twisted up into a combination of disgust and impertinence. “I dislike implications that suggest I would do anything to harm my clan.” 
 
    “Of course not, First,” Darak replied. “It was merely a hypothetical question.” 
 
    “How long until the gate?” Arawn asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Eighteen minutes.” 
 
    “And the bounty hunter ship?” 
 
    “Dead in the water.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Darak added. “They’re not going anywhere anytime soon.” 
 
    “What was the second thing?” Arawn wondered aloud, breaking the somber mood. “What you said earlier?” 
 
    “Oh,” Darak grunted, his tone amused. “Second? Never trust a bureaucrat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    “How long until they hit the gate?” Drake demanded. After being disabled in a similar manner once before, he’d lost a seven-digit bounty. Since then, the Blythe had been fitted with heavy-duty circuit breakers Kreezasch could reset in seconds. Explaining all that to the new guy mid-pursuit would have been a bit much, so he’d sent the candidate aft to “help.” A mere two minutes after the Blythe had gone down, they were fully functional again.  
 
    Rylak verified the data on his plot and barked, “Seventeen minutes.” 
 
    “Very good. Punch it. We have a hostile q-ship armed with known pirate weaponry that launched an unprovoked attack on us. Bring us in for a disabling shot.” 
 
    As the Blythe’s thrusters re-engaged at maximum burn, gravity returned and forced everyone into their seats, hard. Hr’ent climbed back into the bridge and carefully made his way back to his station under what felt like five or six standard gravities, thanking Sergeant Kirindi for all the calisthenics at the Academy. He lowered himself into the seat and buckled the restraint harness back on. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Freighter Kismet 
 
    “Entropy!” Darak barked as the other ship suddenly came back online and rocketed after them. With the Kismet slowing still, and the Blythe not having lost any momentum in the time they were offline, it was readily apparent to the skilled captain they were going to be caught by the bounty hunters before reaching the gate. 
 
    “I thought you said—” Arawn was cut off by the copilot before he could even finish the question. 
 
    “Hardened circuitry, more than likely,” the young Pushtal explained. “And upgraded engines. Or really old ones. Hard to tell.” 
 
    “Jarrell, target them with our turrets,” Darak ordered. He was furious at the turn of events and trying to keep control of the situation, but he was rapidly failing. He readied the communication relay before looking over at his copilot. “Automated, give me two five-second bursts across their bow, on my command. Let’s warn them off.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Jarrell confirmed. “Just tell me when.” 
 
    “Dannyn Blythe, this is the Kismet,” Darak announced over the comms. “Back off, or there will be consequences. This is your only warning.” He turned off the comms and gave the console a quick once-over before nodding. 
 
    “What now?” Arawn asked. 
 
    “Make them piss themselves a little bit,” Darak replied. “Jarrell?” 
 
    “With pleasure, Captain.” 
 
    The ship gave a slight shiver as massive metal sheets were blasted away from the hull, exposing two large rotating turrets used primarily as anti-missile defenses. With a firing rate of almost three thousand rounds per minute, they were the second-best anti-missile point defense weapon money could buy on the black market. Due to the rather large caliber of the rounds within, however, they also worked perfectly well against lightly armored ships in a pinch.  
 
    The turrets opened fire, spewing molten-hot rounds through the vacuum of space to cross the bow of the Blythe at their seven o’clock. A warning shot, nothing more. Something to caution the approaching ship to discontinue their pursuit. 
 
    At least, that was the intent. 
 
    Guns purchased on the black market were notoriously unreliable, even from the best procurers of stolen and/or missing goods. The Pushtal had learned this lesson often while out on their raiding parties, which was one of the reasons the packs out pirating commercial lanes were so effective no matter what weaponry they used. It was almost commonplace for weaponry to fail, be faulty, or even explode spectacularly during the worst possible time. Packmasters taught their hunters to adapt and overcome. 
 
    Pushtal smuggling ships, on the other hand, were designed to be unseen. Guile over strength was a common theme for all smugglers. Given the precious cargo the Kismet was carrying, it was important for the ship to stay off everyone’s radar until it was safely away from Vorrhurna. 
 
    Which meant neither the Kismet nor her crew had had a chance to properly calibrate the targeting computer with their recently acquired weaponry before the guns fired. Not to mention, in the vacuum of space and lacking a natural gravity well, the high rate-of-fire chaingun wasn’t the most accurate of all guns. That was why they fired so many rounds. If they couldn’t get a direct kill on an incoming missile, they could at least get a glancing blow, which would normally be good enough to derail the missile in time and save the vessel. 
 
    One hundred rounds per second from the two guns combined at a velocity where accuracy shifted from “centimeters” to “meters” the further out they went. A shot across the bow of the bounty hunter turned into over three hundred rounds directly impacting the Blythe, cutting a swath of carnage and mayhem down the starboard side of the hull. Oxygen and debris flew from the ship. All three Pushtal watched in silence, aware of the consequences now at hand. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Jarrell muttered in a quiet voice. The bounty hunter’s ship was leaking atmo and venting into the depths of space. Debris flew away from the impact points. 
 
    “Are…are they dead?” Arawn whispered, horrified. 
 
    “We better hope so,” Darak responded. “Otherwise, there’ll be hell to pay.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    “Entropy take them! Where did those guns come from?” Drake shouted. The sudden depressurization of the cabin as heavy-caliber rounds cratered the Blythe’s flanks whipped him around in his command chair. The concussion and sound alone set his eardrums ringing, but only for a moment, as their atmosphere evacuated through a hole in their hull. “Return fire!” 
 
    Eegan didn’t respond. The gunner’s station was behind his command chair on the starboard bulkhead. Drake felt the familiar tightening of his suit, and lost precious seconds waiting for the atmosphere to vent fully. Once the ship was fully evacuated, he released a buckle on his restraint and rotated in his chair. Slightly above and behind the gunner’s station, he could see starlight through the bulkhead. Sheared off bolts protruded from the deck, and Eegan’s grav-couch was gone.  
 
    So was the Selroth gunner. 
 
    That the hole was barely the size of his head made his guts tighten with icy horror—there was only one way Eegan could have disappeared, and he just hoped the end had been quick. Swallowing hard, he bared his teeth in a ferocious snarl. “Hr’ent! Get on those guns! Go for their drives! Move now!” 
 
    Hr’ent, sitting opposite where Eegan had been, threw his restraints free and crawled to the gunner’s station. The Blythe was still accelerating hard, and the way the ship was shuddering, he didn’t trust his legs to keep him upright. Once at the station, he got up to his knees and found Eegan had been targeting the ship’s engines before the Pushtal had opened fire. With the Blythe’s gimballed lasers already deployed, all he had to do was press that button there. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Freighter Kismet 
 
    Arawn felt the solid whoomp! of impact through the bones of the entire ship. Darak and Jarrell felt it as well. Disabling shots, designed to take out a ship’s engine compartment while minimizing damage to the rest of the ship. Not a normal cause for concern, really, other than the impending arrival of assault troops in powered armor and assault carbines ready to dispense whatever justice the bounty hunters demanded. 
 
    “No,” Darak whispered, horrified. 
 
    First, Arawn realized the engine compartment had been targeted. 
 
    Second, he realized why the ship’s captain looked like death, and his face matched the captain’s.  
 
    The design team who’d converted the Kismet to a people-hauling smuggler ship had hid a converted room behind a small false wall in the engine compartment. The design had forced the engines themselves dangerously close to the fuel storage tanks for the F11. The interior walls of the engine room were built extra thick to prevent accidents. The exterior, while more than sufficient to prevent accidents, couldn’t handle military-grade weaponry. 
 
    Arawn’s understanding was brief, and his revelation—that everyone in the smuggler’s hold was dead—didn’t matter; not really. The second laser beam slashed through the thin plating and cut a fuel line. Unstable gas flooded the secondary compartment adjacent to the engines. Sparks created an instantaneous fireball, and the aft end of the ship, lacking proper fire suppressant or damage control systems—again, due to its extensive internal remodeling—was instantly consumed by a rapidly expanding fireball. 
 
    Oxygen from the forward compartments fueled the flames, and a secondary explosion ripped throughout the ship. Paint blistered, and metal became twisted from the intense heat. Everything flammable caught fire, and the three Pushtal on the command deck were flash boiled by the expanding wall of heat. The fuel tank was breached by the immense wave of pressure and heat, and a third explosion ripped through the entire vessel, killing everyone on board who might still be alive. 
 
    None were. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    The enemy ship’s engine section exploded in a fiery cataclysm of light and heat. The hull of the q-ship bulged and shattered, sending debris scything through the blackness of space. Meekos eased the throttle back and allowed gravity to return to normal. Hr’ent rose out of the gunner’s seat and moved up beside Rylak. 
 
    “Bring us in as close as you can manage, Meekos. Once we’re in position, scan the debris,” he ordered. The bulbous helmet he wore distorted his voice, and although the quartermasters at Ocono had sworn his issued suit would be proof against the icy cold of space, he shivered in the sudden cold. “Now to learn what they’ve been smuggling off-planet.” 
 
    Rylak tapped his scanners and visibly recoiled from his workstation. 
 
    “I…uh…I don’t think they were pirates, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “That can’t be right…” Hr’ent growled and elbowed Rylak away from his workstation. He ran the scan again, and then a third time, shaking his head with a growing sense of horror. 
 
    “What is it?” Drake demanded. 
 
    Meekos, in his pilot’s station, pulled up an external camera view and put it on the view screen at the front of the bridge. 
 
    Bodies. 
 
    Hundreds of Pushtal bodies, scattered throughout the debris, thrown from the shattered remnants of the Pushtal smuggler’s ship. Male and female, of all shapes and sizes. 
 
    Cubs.  
 
    They wore little more than rags and rough-spun fabrics, but now they were still, far too still, spinning and twisting and gliding through the blackness of space. They bounced crazily off hull fragments and careened off environmental pipes. Meekos gulped audibly, and one young black-and-white striped face crossed the camera’s view for a moment up close. The vacuum had done its lethal work, and the child’s eyes were open wide, bloodshot crimson with the vertical iris barely visible. Then the body was gone out of view, and the debris field, and the dead, rapidly freezing bodies of Pushtal non-combatants, remained. 
 
    Hr’ent turned the viewscreen off and fled aft to his cabin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Maki Flagship Striking Night, Vorrhurna Stargate Highguard 
 
    The Maki “Admiral,” as he styled himself, brushed his hands clean of imaginary dust. The bridge of his flagship, Striking Night, was, of course, kept spotless by the menials who did such things, but they were beneath his notice unless one erred terribly. Centrifugal force kept the ship at comfortable gravity, perched as they were as highguard. All in all, this was a particularly plum contract. Being paid to float in space and not fight every ship that passed through had been lucrative. Extorting everyone who was hostile-ish had more than made up for the lack of combat bonuses. He’d watched the drama between the Kismet and the Blythe unfold at a safe distance, worried that if the Kismet somehow managed to escape the trap, the wording of his own contract would force him to open fire on the Pushtal “freighter.” Now that there’d been a change in leadership, there was no reason they couldn’t tighten the screws a little more. Opportunity waits for no Maki, everyone knew. 
 
    “Well, that settles that, then. It’d be awkward to open fire on our benefactors, once they revealed their ship to be armed. Send word to the Tifli’xi system that the First Claw of the Arwoon is dead, with our condolences. Make sure whoever’s in charge there now knows they’ll have to renegotiate the terms of our agreement. We’ll want an extra…eight percent to continue to look the other way as their ‘freighters’ flee the system. Queen Iranayl is getting ever more annoyed by the terms of our contract, and the last thing I need is for her to bring in MinSha carriers of her own to wipe us out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe, Vorrhurna System 
 
    It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Why did they attack? Didn’t the enemy captain know they’d be forced to return fire? If the captain was simply transporting people off-planet, why would they fight and risk everyone’s lives? 
 
    He replayed the entire matter over in his head. They’d spent long hours floating in zero-g, watching to see if he’d guessed—no, deduced—right, and he had! And then everything went to shit! 
 
    He hadn’t meant to destroy the entire ship, merely cripple its engines. It shouldn’t have detonated as spectacularly as it did! He’d done everything right, given the information he’d had at the time. He’d honored the threat!  
 
    The Pushtal didn’t want the MinSha to know what was going on. But why they were smuggling civilians, Hr’ent had no idea. And just as obviously, while the deaths of innocents were regrettable, that they’d fired first meant the deaths of everyone on board were on their own fool captain’s shoulders, not his own. That was the law, and they’d paid the price for their idiocy, Hr’ent reasoned. He’d done nothing wrong. 
 
    But if that were true, why did he feel so guilty? 
 
    “Meekos?” he sent over his pinplant. 
 
    “Yes, Hr’ent?” the Cochkala’s tone was somber; he wasn’t his usual jocular, irrepressible self.  
 
    “Get us back to Vorrhurna Prime. We need repairs, and I want to know everything I can find out about the Kismet. I need to see conditions on the ground for myself. Something’s not right here.” 
 
    “Yes, Hr’ent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Arwoon Clan HQ, Delacron IV, Delacron System 
 
    Meerawn scowled as he stared up into the darkening sky. The patio area was empty, with the fresh-smelling forest overwhelming his senses. Recyclers on the ships he traversed the stars within could never quite mimic the true atmosphere of Delacron, no matter how well they were programmed. Leaning upon the thick wooden railing of the porch, he began to take stock of everything that had happened over the past six hours. Six hours ago, when the future of the Pushtal Empire had gone up in a mighty explosion. 
 
    He’d only been to the planet of his birth twice before since reaching adulthood, both while he’d been in dire need of resupply and new hunters. Like most packmasters of the Pushtal, he spent most of his time elsewhere. In his mind, he was back on Vorrhurna, walking among the destitute and forgotten, those the ruling clans had deemed unfit or unworthy to join them in their exodus to the stars.  
 
    He could still remember the faint stink of ozone and the images of ruin and destitution that prevailed across the major cities. He hadn’t fully understood the implications of everything then, but he was well aware of it now. His people were on the verge of extinction, though according to Galactic Law, everything was on the up-and-up. The MinSha, by the strictest letter of the law, were very benevolent toward the subjugated species. 
 
    “I don’t want this,” he half-whispered, half-growled as a long, narrow streak filled the night sky. Another one soon followed, and another. He tried to convince himself this was nothing more than the usual meteor shower. It was fall in the northern hemisphere of the planet, after all—traditional Longclaw Meteor shower season. It was supposed to be a sight unlike any he’d seen before. 
 
    Arawn, First Claw of the Arwoon Clan, was dead. His designated heir and survivor, Duriel, had perished in the attack as well. All four of the clan’s Keepers of Secrets had perished, leaving behind only the initiates on Delacron IV. None of them had been brought truly into the legacy of the clan, though there were fragmented stories shared between them of the life of the Pushtal before the fall. The true legacies were gone, however. The moment the Kismet went up in a ball of flames, they lost the names of his ancestors from before the invention of writing. 
 
    And yet…a horrible thought came unbidden to his mind. Above Vorrhurna, and for the foreseeable future, each falling star could be the dead body of a Pushtal murdered by some unseen bounty hunter in orbit. Cubs, not even old enough to know why they died, were in the debris field. Pregnant females and elderly males, both the future and the past of his people. The legacy of the Pushtal. The strength of the Arwoon Clan. So much lost, and for what? For some bounty hunter to score bragging rights or, worse yet, a few credits more from the Pushtal’s “benevolent” overlords? Why had it happened? 
 
    The MinSha have already subjugated us, he angrily thought. Do they wish for our extinction as well? 
 
    Meerawn’s claws dug into the wood beam of the railing, fully extended. His uncle’s death was his fault. He’d led the bounty hunters straight to Vorrhurna, where they’d decided one destroyed Pushtal ship was as good as another. They’d sent their message to the “pirate lords” they were after, sent it loud and clear.  
 
    Meerawn’s ears were flat against his skull as he grew angrier with each rapid beat of his heart. His uncle might not have been a good man, but he’d been ordained by the clan as well as the ruling Keeper of Secrets to lead the Pushtal into the future. The Arwoon clan was now in the claws of a pirate with a large bounty on his head and no immediate successor in sight.  
 
    They were doomed. 
 
    Meerawn dwelt on this thought a bit more. If even half of those who were rumored to have been on the smuggling ship were on board, the bounty hunters had wreaked a bloody toll upon Clan Arwoon as a whole. The assassination—Meerawn refused to think of it as anything but at this point—had completely decapitated the leadership of the clan. Meerawn, fourth in line, was suddenly thrust to a leadership position he neither wanted, nor was he prepared for. 
 
    He slammed a fist angrily into the beam. Wood splintered under the force of the blow, but the railing held. For now. “Entropy!” 
 
    This wasn’t how it was supposed to end for the mighty Arwoon Clan. They were supposed to reclaim the homeworld of the Pushtal Empire and drive out the MinSha while ushering in a new Golden Era. The role of Fangmaster was supposed to fall to Arawn and his child, as it had been ordained by Aarduriel over a century before. It was supposed to be Arawn, or Duriel, who led the Pushtal into a bright future, free of their MinSha overlords. Not Meerawn, the unwanted child of Arawn’s forgotten younger sibling. Not the bastard cub nobody wanted around. 
 
    The dream wasn’t supposed to end as bodies and ruin falling from the sky, in a horrible, macabre mix of beauty and death. Hope wasn’t supposed to die because of a second-rate pirate. 
 
    There was a grim certainty now in Meerawn’s soul, an edge that hadn’t been there before Arawn’s death. They say leadership ages a Pushtal, yet vengeance keeps one young. Rumor had it that was how Arawn had maintained a youthful vigor all these years. Meerawn wasn’t normally one to listen to such rumors, yet there was a semblance of truth to the claim. Arawn had been a fierce and mighty warrior as well as a shrewd diplomat who knew how to unite the warring clans to raid the MinSha on occasion. His uncle was the true leader of the Arwoon clan, not Meerawn. This had been evident from the moment the time came to choose the successor. Meerawn’s father hadn’t even put forth his name, insisting his brother take the title. It was a dishonor Meerawn hadn’t understood when he’d been young. Now, he understood it fully. Heavy was the head that bore the crown of leadership. 
 
    “This wasn’t supposed to be how it ends,” Meerawn hissed softly. 
 
    “Yet it has ended, First,” a voice replied respectfully from behind. Meerawn half-turned and looked at the source of the voice. He recognized the stooped, aged form of Chigorth. The elderly female had been a confidant of his uncle, though Meerawn wasn’t quite sure in what capacity. Supposedly they’d been more than friends a long time ago, but Meerawn had serious doubts about the claims, primarily because his aunt was a terrifying piece of work. Chigorth’s arthritic knuckles gripped the splintered beam and held it with surprising strength as her eyes drifted upward to the starry sky. “It’s coming closer to time. Your uncle was a good leader and cared for his people. You’re a fighter, a warrior spirit, born into a time when the warrior spirit isn’t enough, though it will have to do.” 
 
    “A diplomat,” Meerawn fairly spat the word. “A thrice-damned, entropy-cursed, palladium-tongued bug devil. Is that what you want me to become?” 
 
    “Of course not,” the voice chided him gently. “You are your father’s son, not your uncle’s. Arawn knew the limitations of being solely a warrior, while your father—bless his spirit in Vorrha—did not. Your father was a brave and noble man, but a warrior first and foremost. Arawn’s gift lay in his other skills.” 
 
    “What do I do then?” Meerawn asked. His claws dug into the damaged beam. “What would you have me do?” 
 
    “The best you can,” Chigorth, the ancient elder of the Arwoon clan and the sole remaining survivor of Arawn’s cabal, stated as she moved closer to where the young Pushtal warrior stood. Her voice was gravelly but strong. “That’s all we can ask of anyone.” 
 
    “What if I’m not good enough?” Meerawn whispered. 
 
    “Then you make yourself better,” Chigorth responded without hesitation. “You teach yourself what you need to know. You become a leader, Meerawn, not simply a packmaster.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to do next,” Meerawn admitted. He closed his eyes and leaned into the wooden beam. It creaked under his weight, but held. “I feel like I’m just pretending. Like everything I’ve done was a game, and now I’ve been called upon to do something important.” 
 
    “That may be.” Chigorth’s smile was bright in the darkness, fangs impressively long and sharp for a female of her reputed age. Not for the first time, Meerawn wondered why the elder had never spawned any other cubs after her first litter. The strength and poise she held herself with would have been a great example for other cubs. She patted his muscular arm with a relatively tiny paw. “Sometimes we’re called upon to do more than we ever thought possible. We are Pushtal, however. We are Arwoon. We survive, we thrive, and we hunt. You’ll obtain whatever skills you need, and you shall become the greatest First of them all.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be great,” Meerawn admitted. “I don’t even want to be First.” 
 
    “Want in one claw, defecate in the other.” The ancient female laughed at him. “See which one fills up first. Despite what you think, the clan needs you now, more than ever.” 
 
    Meerawn mulled this over. He’d never been needed before by anyone other than his hunter pack. Well, and Januia. She’d needed him once. A melancholy long believed dead threatened to erupt from the emotional dam he’d erected years before. He shoved her out of his mind. Now was not the time to dwell upon past love and grave errors in judgment. He was dead to her. She’d told him so herself during a fit of rage after he’d ended their relationship. 
 
    “What am I going to do?” Meerawn muttered, his mind on Januia despite trying to forget. There were even odds the female was on Draxis, where the remaining Clan Firsts, elders, and Keepers of Secrets were. He didn’t know why they’d chosen such an out-of-the-way place, anyway. It was a bad spot, plain and simple. 
 
    “You must go to the next Great Council meeting,” Chigorth proclaimed, breaking the stillness which had settled around them. “Neither your grandfather nor your uncle’s pelts were claimed by their enemy, leaving their souls precariously in the balance, and possibly outside Vorrha. Visit the shrine there and affirm his soul unto Vorrha. It’s his right. He died in combat, honorably, even if it was in the dark void of the black. Claim your role as First of our clan and call for a Great Hunt. Help guide their lost souls to Vorrha so they may earn their final dues. Give them the warrior’s rest they so richly deserve.” 
 
    “A Great Hunt? Against who? The mysterious ship that blew up the Kismet?” Meerawn laughed, a piteous sound in the still night. “It could have been anyone. Old woman, I think you’ve finally gone around the bend.” 
 
    “I’d cut your tongue out had I still the energy,” Chigorth spat, her ears flattening against her head. “Yet sharp do my claws remain. Don’t mock an old battle female, pup. I was skinning MinSha warriors before you were even an ache in your father’s shar’aak. Do not test me in this.” 
 
    Meerawn sighed and dropped his chin to his chest. “You’re right, respected elder. I’m truly sorry. I spoke out of anger and haste.” 
 
    “I know you’re burdened with responsibility, Meerawn,” Chigorth said in a gentle voice. “Honor your ancestors and your people. Rise up and claim your right as First. Then you’ll know more, so much more. You’ll understand why we are who we are, and what led us to this.” 
 
    “Why can’t you tell me?” Meerawn asked as he looked closer at Chigorth. Her aged appearance now seemed more from wear and tear than actual time. She’d seen battle, he knew without a second thought. The elder had fought in the past, and there were strong indicators she would do so again with provocation. A true warrior spirit never fails the body, but the body failed the spirit. It was one of the many lessons he’d learned while seated upon her knee when he’d been a young cub. Heaving a burdened sigh, he shifted his gaze back toward the star-filled sky. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you everything because I don’t know it all, First,” Chigorth admitted in a quiet voice as more stars rained down from the heavens above. “Even I don’t know it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe, MinSha Administrative HQ Station 
 
    “Have you given any thought to how you’re going to pay them to patch up my ship?” Drake asked Hr’ent, and Hr’ent paused for a moment. 
 
    “I have some funding.” Hr’ent paused. “Entropy. I think I do.” 
 
    “You think?” Drake repeated. “Peacemaker, you’d better be sure. We’ve been in exactly one action so far, and I’m down a crew member and have a hole in my ship the size of a dinner plate. I don’t hunt bounties for the good of my health; we’re the Peacemaker’s mercenary arm, and ‘I think I do’ isn’t gonna cut it.” 
 
    “Kalene will have—” 
 
    “Kalene isn’t here,” Rylak interrupted. “She’s three-hundred-forty-hours away, round trip, Candidate.” 
 
    Hr’ent did have some money socked away. It was his own savings—his mother was wealthy, back home on Uuwato, and Peacemaker candidates still got paid. He’d had relatively little to spend it on at the Academy, so he had most of three years’ pay sitting in an account. Then it occurred to him; he didn’t even know how much starship repairs cost.  
 
    “Any guess how much?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “Five digits, maybe six,” Drake flatly replied, locking eyes with the Oogar. “D’you got the scratch?” 
 
    “Y-yes,” Hr’ent said. It was most of his savings, but he hadn’t accounted for this and, as he’d said, one of their crewmen had died. The ambush-gone-wrong was an expensive lesson, to be sure, and one he wouldn’t forget. Rylak glowered for a moment, then turned back to his station.  
 
    Hr’ent could feel the tension simmering with his fellow crew members, and it was his fault. It had been his plan, and perhaps not the wisest one. Should I have pounced on a ground launch site moments after a liftoff instead? There was no guarantee they’d have found anything, but the odds were they could have found some clues. But no, he’d wanted to make the big score right off the bat; he’d let his aggression get away from him again, and now there was an empty chair where the Selroth used to sit. 
 
    Meekos guided the ship to their assigned dock and deftly brought it to a halt. The umbilical tube pressurized, and as they made their way aboard the station, Drake took Hr’ent’s arm. 
 
    “Let me do the talking. You’re just the hired muscle, remember that.” 
 
    Hr’ent wanted to object, but he realized the bounty hunter was right. Meekos had requested and received a parking spot nearest the station’s repair facility, and Drake led them around the ring to the repair depot’s offices. Hr’ent ordered everyone fresh meals from the restaurant across the way while Drake negotiated with the Bakulu at the repair shop front counter. He waved, and Rylak joined him, then Meekos, and finally he summoned Kreezasch, too.  
 
    It didn’t look good, but they didn’t want him involved, so he waited patiently for their food to arrive. Hr’ent used the time to access the GalNet and confirm how much he had in savings; it had never occurred to him he’d have to spring for ship repairs of his own, but of course that’s what bounty hunters did—they really were the Peacemaker’s mercenary arm. They had to minimize expenses while maximizing their efficiency, and if they couldn’t, they’d be out of business. He suspected he was about to get an expensive lesson in Galactic economics, but so long as it was less than a hundred thousand credits, he’d squeak by. 
 
    Rylak pointed to his slate, and that seemed to convince the Bakulu behind the counter. Drake finished haggling, and the Blythe’s crew crossed the thoroughfare back to join Hr’ent. 
 
    “He cut you a break, being as I asked so nicely and all,” Drake said. Meekos handed over an invoice printed on a thin, disposable polymer sheet. Hr’ent scanned down the form to the bottom.  
 
    
    	 Repair & replace external bulkhead;  
 
    	 Obtain, filter, & test thruster wash samples;  
 
    	 Repair & replace control runs, x16; 
 
    	 Repair & replace spinal laser blank-firing adaptors, x2;  
 
    	 Repair & replace spinal laser focusing lenses, x5 
 
    	 Repair & replace environmental system; 
 
    	 Repair & test power load distribution; 
 
    	 Drain & refill datakey transfer lubricant; 
 
   
 
    The list went on for the rest of the page like that. 
 
    “What is datakey transfer lubricant?” Hr’ent wanted to know. “It’s listed here by volume and is more expensive than F11!” 
 
    Meekos looked uncomfortable. “It’s, uh, a cryogenic fluid for ultraconductor transfer rates, and makes the data transfer faster. The impact cored one of the primary feed lines, and it’s all ruined now that it’s warmed up. They’ll need to drain the whole system before they can refill it.” 
 
    Hr’ent scanned through the next two pages with a growing sense of horror, and his eyes bulged from their sockets when he reached the last item. 
 
    “Ninety-eight thousand credits?” he choked out, and Drake shrugged. 
 
    “Not too bad, right? As I said, he’s cutting you a deal since you’re new to this, and he’ll take installment payments, with collateral, if you don’t have it all up front.” 
 
    “No, I…I can swing that,” Hr’ent allowed. The food arrived, plates piled high with skewers of spiced meats, and Drake plunked himself down in the seat and stripped one clean in one bite. 
 
    “Mm, delish!” He grinned a broad, toothy grin. Hr’ent, however, didn’t feel very hungry anymore. 
 
    “I’ll, uh, I’ll go square up with the repair shop, then.” He excused himself and left the table. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When he was out of earshot, Drake leaned over toward Meekos. 
 
    “How long you gonna run with this?” 
 
    “Oh, just a few more minutes.” Meekos grinned. “They know to expect him to come back for his ‘refund’ after I give him the real invoice. He thinks it’s funny to scare the shit out of me? Well, I can’t frighten an Oogar physically, not even his non-graduated junior cadet butt. Hacking his bank balance was genius, Rylak.” 
 
    The Zuul’s smile matched Meekos’ own. “I just piggybacked on his signal when he checked his balance. Passive scan of the data flowing through our network, pup’s play. He’s gonna learn a lot on this mission.” 
 
    Hr’ent returned to the table, shoulders slumped and face somber. 
 
    “C’mon, big guy, eat up,” Rylak needled him. “Your skewers are getting cold.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Hr’ent said and swallowed hard. “I have no idea how I’m going to fund the rest of this mission; that cleaned me right out. I can’t even buy beer. I have to make a call and get Kalene on her way here. I think I just wasted three years of my life and failed out of the Academy.” 
 
    He threw back a glass of water and grimaced. Meekos saw the tension in his grasp just before the glass shattered, sending ice cubes, water, and glass fragments everywhere. Blood dripped from the Oogar’s palm, and he absently picked shards out of the tough, leathery skin on the palms of his hands. 
 
    “I think that’s enough, Meekos,” Drake cautioned, and Hr’ent frowned, first looking at Drake, then down at their pilot. The Cochkala had the good sense to look chastened. 
 
    “The, uh, estimate may have been a little high,” he said and produced the actual invoice from below the table. 
 
    “Four thousand?” Hr’ent read the simple, three-line invoice. 
 
    “They’ll refund your money!” Meekos promised. “All of it. I just wanted to get you back for scaring the shit outta me the way you did in the tunnels. I guess it doesn’t seem so funny now.” 
 
    “We have an account with the Peacemaker’s guild,” Drake continued. “Twenty percent of our bounties go into a fund shared with other bounty hunters to cover repairs. It’s kind of like in-house insurance, since no one’s going to insure a bounty hunter ship, what with all the shit we get into. So you don’t even have to pay the four large.” 
 
    The tension in Hr’ent’s shoulders tightened, his shoulder and neck muscles quivering with the tension. He stared down at the Cochkala pilot, and Meekos saw a wild, barely controlled fury there that had him feeling very small all of a sudden. 
 
    “So…I go get my entire life savings refunded, just like that?” 
 
    “Yep!” Meekos nodded and smiled when the enormous Oogar stood up and clapped him on the back, perhaps a little more forcefully than was necessary. 
 
    “Fair enough. Good prank, lil’ buddy.” 
 
    Hr’ent picked up one of the meat skewers in his still-bleeding hand, bit down on it, slid the meat free, chewed with a broad, toothy smile, and returned to the repair shop. A moment later, his voice echoed across the walkway. 
 
    “MEEKOS! THEY DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT ANY REFUND! GET OVER HERE NOW!” 
 
    The Cochkala leaped to his feet and raced over to the shop. 
 
    “But—no—uh—you said—oh shit?” he sputtered. 
 
    The Bakulu behind the counter erupted in laughter, and Hr’ent bared his teeth in another ferocious smile. “Laser BFAs? Thruster wash samples? I may be at the end of my training, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t learn anything over the last three years. Good prank, lil’ buddy.” Hr’ent crumpled up the false invoice and tossed it in a bin. 
 
    “Entropy, my heart was in my throat!” Meekos cursed, but he looked relieved. “Is this how it’s going to be from now on?” 
 
    “I’m happy to call it square if you are,” Hr’ent replied. “Let’s eat up; I want to get down to the planet’s surface; we’ve got a city to explore.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The House of Claws, Draxis III 
 
    Once, they’d called it the Hall of Clans. However, the original structure had been gutted during the MinSha occupation of Vorrhurna. They were building a new building, a great gathering hall, on Draxis III, the future home of the Pushtal species. Similar in design, the Hall was renamed to honor those who had either fallen to the MinSha, or had been left behind on Vorrhurna. It was supposed to be a reminder the Great Hunt was still ongoing, the throats of unwary MinSha were for the taking, and the mighty Pushtal weren’t ones to lie down without a fight. 
 
    Given the level of bickering Meerawn was seeing from his fellow clan leaders, he doubted they’d ever be able to reclaim any glory at all. The planet they ended up on would be meaningless if the leaders of the various clans couldn’t band together. 
 
    Clan infighting had always been an issue before the Unification Wars, when the Pushtal had been seven different races of the same species. Afterward, with the guidance of the Fangmaster, the Pushtal Empire reached for the heavens and found the Galactic Union ripe for the plucking. Pushtal mercs went out on contracts and were very successful, leading to their rapid rise within the Mercenary Guild. 
 
    We grew too cocky, Meerawn mentally derided as he watched the bickering clan leaders around him. Our hubris led to this. Outcasts, abandoning even our own kind. We deserve what the MinSha have done to us. 
 
    “Every meeting your clan shows up with a new First Claw,” Farnon, First Claw of Clan Grotha, accused another in a snarling tone. It took Meerawn a moment to identify the recipient of Farnon’s apparent rage. “You expect me to take any of you seriously? You, damnable cub, won’t even make it to the next meeting before your kin claims your pelt!” 
 
    More yelling and threats quickly followed. Meerawn sighed and closed his eyes. The noise. He hated it. His bones ached for the weightlessness of space, the silent expanse, the unending void of darkness. In the light, all the pettiness and ugliness of the Pushtal clan rivalries were on full display. It reminded him why Arawn had been selected to lead the Arwoon. The now-dead leader had the patience and guile to listen to the dimwitted and power-hungry First Claws, to negotiate and direct with a level of cunning unmatched. He was to be the new Fangmaster. 
 
    Now? Meerawn scoffed at the very idea. Farnon was angling for the position. The Grotha clan was powerful, second only to Arwoon. Meerawn found himself admitting the Grotha might even be more so now, since the explosion had gutted Arwoon’s leadership council. Even Clan Azrigaez was positioning itself for a run at the top. Meerawn would rather it be them than Grotha. At least Azrigaez offered the burgeoning colony supplies and goods while struggling to maintain peace amongst the clans. Grotha, he heard, prioritized their ruling elite ahead of everything else. The thirst for power was strong within them. Farnon was a slimy piece of work. 
 
    “I am my clan’s first!” the speaker from Clan Oronhaia screamed back into Farnon’s face. A lean, young hunter with many scars, Meerawn wondered just how long the plump Farnon would fare in a straight duel with the trained killer. Not very long, Meerawn decided. Since he was in no mood for further bloodshed, he moved away from his position outside the large circle of chairs and interposed himself between the bickering rivals. He used every ounce of diplomacy he had in him to keep the duo from coming to blows. 
 
    “Farnon,” Meerawn growled in a low voice. He then turned and nodded to the new Oronhaia First Claw. Struggling to remember the etiquette and mannerisms from his time with the Keeper of Secrets as a cub, he decided to wing it as politely as possible. “I didn’t catch your name, respected First.” 
 
    “Varn,” came the terse reply. 
 
    “Please, this is a time of grieving,” Meerawn said as he looked around. The other elders of the clans, as well as their Firsts, were watching him. Judging. He swallowed, then spent a long moment seeking his voice. Nervously, he pushed on. “This isn’t the time for fighting.” 
 
    “I say you’re wrong, young pup,” Farnon said, ignoring Meerawn’s new title in favor of a minor insult. Meerawn, familiar with the silver-tongued insults of Clan Grotha, ignored it. 
 
    “Then listen with your ears,” Meerawn continued. “I, Meerawn of the Arwoon, take my rightful spot as heir to the Clan seat on this council. There’s no other claimant to this seat.” 
 
    “A pity,” Farnon muttered softly, though not in a low enough voice for anybody else to miss. It was a deliberate insult. 
 
    Ignoring him, Meerawn continued, “Someone murdered a great Pushtal leader. In years past, we would’ve launched a Great Hunt to track down and bring such an individual to justice.” 
 
    “What, you want us to launch a Great Hunt because your First Claw died in space?” Karok openly mocked him. The powerful First Claw looked around at the rest of the gathered council. Even Skipistal, the First from Clan Roxtador, usually drugged to the nines on euphoric drugs stronger than flick, was paying attention. Karok had power here, Meerawn realized. He pointed a claw at Meerawn. “Just because your idiotic uncle got caught doesn’t mean we need to honor anything. I move for a vote of censure for Clan Arwoon, as they have no First Claw left to represent them.” 
 
    “Seconded!” Skipistal shouted. Meerawn gave him a look that could have withered a fell vine, but the drugged-out Pushtal ignored him. “Arwoon’s time is done.” 
 
    “Let’s have a vote!” Karok shouted. “Members of the Great Council…all in favor of censuring the Arwoon, raise your paw.” 
 
    Meerawn held his breath as he counted the hands. With Arwoon out of the voting, courtesy of Karok and Skipistal not allowing him the title of First Claw, there were six votes to be had. It was painfully obvious to him where the votes for Kanonko and Roxtador lay. He was unsurprised when Farnon’s paw went into the air as well. 
 
    Three. It would take only one more vote, and the Great Council would censure Arwoon until the next meeting, where they’d nominate and vote on a new member. It could very well be Arwoon, or it could be one of the lesser clans scattered throughout the galaxy. Many clans had risen and fallen throughout the ages, but Clans Grotha and Arwoon had always remained. Was this the end of his clan’s prestige? 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief as Clan Oronhaia remained still. They were usually as bad about their drug addictions as Roxtador, and it showed in their frequent changes of leadership. They were generally unreliable in combat—they were generally unreliable in all things. Varn had defended his title once already; maybe things were changing for them? 
 
    Clan Azrigaez surprised him by keeping their paw down as well. They stood to gain the most should Arwoon fall, given their position and strength. However, they’d been staunch allies in bygone days with Aarduriel, before the Fall, and some of the blame could even be laid at their feet, given their propensity for accepting contracts no matter the cost. Meerawn gave them a courteous nod. They deserved respect for not kowtowing to the bullying clans. 
 
    Clan Hapthon remained all alone, undecided. The weak and failing clan was a shadow of what it had once been, but after the MinSha had decapitated the leadership in one swift stroke—similar to what had happened to Clan Arwoon—they’d been weak and indecisive, led by the ancient and failing Maldral. Meerawn looked at the elderly Pushtal, waiting. Hapthon usually did whatever Grotha told them to, but this time, the First seemed undecided. After many long minutes, the solid white Pushtal shook his head in the negative. 
 
    “We need a strong front,” Maldral declared in a quivering voice. “Six clans makes us weak. Seven? Seven is strong. The Hunt is strong at seven.” 
 
    “Very well,” Farnon growled through clenched teeth. “Vote to censure fails.” 
 
    “I motion for the acceptance of Meerawn as First Claw of Clan Arwoon,” Maldral continued, either unaware Farnon had spoken, or not caring. 
 
    “Second,” someone else called out. Meerawn wasn’t sure who, but he could’ve sworn it was Clan Azrigaez. 
 
    The vote came, and again, it also split three for, three against. However, since it was an affirmation and not a censure, Meerawn only needed the three votes. He was officially the First Claw of Clan Arwoon and, unbelievably, one step away from becoming the Fangmaster of the Pushtal Empire, as all Firsts were. 
 
    The realization was a crushing weight upon his chest. He’d never wanted power, nor had he sought it, yet the mantle had been thrust upon him so suddenly, he hadn’t had a chance to fully absorb the implications until now. Every decision he made upon the Great Council not only affected his Clan, but all the clans, greater and lesser alike. By Vorrha, could he do it? Was he capable of keeping Arwoon alive and well now, even without a Keeper of Secrets?  
 
    A large part of him doubted it. There were so many rules and traditions one had to follow to maintain their grip on the right as First Claw of a clan, and Meerawn had little—if any—idea how to do this on a long-term basis. He was a ship’s captain—a pirate, according to some. The skillset he’d developed over the years had been in combat, barter, and smuggling. Leadership in combat was a far cry from leadership in the House of Claws. 
 
    Plus, deep down, the young First knew he was developing a little bit of a flick habit. It was becoming harder and harder to function in the dark loneliness of space without the mind-enhancing drug to flavor the trips, to sharpen the dull wits while on a mission. He was almost certain he could quit, but the lingering doubt was there, hiding in the shadow of his hubris. That was one of the primary reasons the Pushtal were in their current situation. 
 
    Our pride often outweighs our abilities, he thought, as a small sliver of hope pushed through the negativity. But I know my limitations and my strengths. I will not fail my clan or my people. 
 
    Meerawn of Arwoon had the blood of Aarduriel in him. He was Arwoon bravery and cunning, of the Pushtal warrior spirit. The will to win was strong within. 
 
    “You traitor!” someone screamed from just outside the circle, interrupting his private musings. Meerawn whipped his head around in preparation to defend himself and saw a large Pushtal shove Varn to the ground. The young First scrambled to his feet as the other Pushtal roared, his claws extended fully, and his fangs bared. “I challenge you for right as First of our clan!” 
 
    “Accepted. You will die,” Varn growled and crouched down low. He unsheathed his claws, and his fangs gleamed brightly in the light. More Pushtal pulled the chairs away from the circle, allowing the combatants more room to fight—and kill. Meerawn was familiar with a First Challenge. His uncle had never been forced to defend himself against one, but others had. They’d been bloody affairs, almost always leading to death. 
 
    The other Pushtal charged and swiped at Varn, his claws missing by mere centimeters. The movement raised Meerawn’s hackles slightly. All members of Clan Oronhaia were deadly fighters, but he’d never actually seen one of them in close combat before. He guessed all they did was fight, given how often the clan leadership changed. 
 
    A second swipe missed Varn by a whisker, and Meerawn began to wonder if his opponent outmatched the First Claw. Varn was quick and appeared strong, but the challenger was larger, almost as fast, and had a longer reach. In a fight such as this, size and reach usually won over speed. Still, Meerawn knew Varn hadn’t become First by shenanigans and political maneuvering. He had to be a deadly warrior in his own right to survive the rigors of Oronhaia. 
 
    A quick uppercut from the challenger split open Varn’s chin, narrowly missing the jugular artery. A spray of blood exploded as Varn finally countered, a low swing of his left claw peeling back layers of tissue and meat from his challenger’s ribs. Ignoring the blood running onto his chest, Varn pressed his advantage, using his superior speed to filet his opponent with long claws. The challenger, bleeding from multiple lacerations deep enough to cause permanent harm, stepped away and focused on defending himself from Varn’s vicious attacks. 
 
    The First recognized the defensive posture and slid inside his guard. A hard claw plowed deep into the solar plexus of the challenger, who exhaled with a mighty whoomph! as Varn destroyed the Pushtal’s stomach lining and diaphragm. Mortally wounded now, the challenger fell forward onto Varn and sank his long fangs into Varn’s left shoulder. Blood ran freely down Varn’s chest as the bite went deep. Undaunted, the First jabbed into the side of his opponent’s neck with his claws. Pushing the razor-sharp talons deeper into the challenger’s neck, Varn suddenly yanked his arm back. Hot blood sprayed out in a violent fountain. The challenger, having both his jugular arteries and entire throat ripped out by Varn, released his hold on the First’s shoulder. He slowly sank to the floor, blood pumping steadily as he died in agony. 
 
    Varn was injured, but custom allowed for a time of healing before anyone else could challenge him for his position. As much as Meerawn was forced to admit it, the fighting prowess of Varn wasn’t something he’d ever underestimate. Size didn’t always guarantee victory. Speed and skill could more than make up for a diminutive stature. Meerawn swallowed, his throat suddenly dry, as it dawned on him that someone like Kortnee or even Cravich could potentially challenge him like this one day. While he’d killed before, he’d never had to partake in violence against his own before, and he hoped he never would. Defending both his right as First, and his own life, was going to be an eventuality one day. 
 
    Let that day be long in coming, he thought. Two female Pushtal from Clan Oronhaia rushed over to their First to administer first aid. Meerawn bowed his head at the wounded but victorious Varn, acknowledging both the supremacy of his clan as well as his fighting prowess. More Pushtal appeared from his clan to drag the body of his challenger away, a bloody smear being left behind it its wake. Perhaps they’ll give the warrior a decent memorial marker, Meerawn supposed as he watched two younger hunters bring in a bucket of water and some sponges. He suppressed a grimace. Such a menial task was usually given to cubs not yet old enough to join in on their first hunt. How far had Oronhaia numbers fallen? 
 
    “It’s sad that we meet under these circumstances, Meerawn of Arwoon,” a fragile voice greeted him from the left. Half-turning his head, he saw an ancient female Pushtal wrapped in a strange turban and robes. It took him a moment to recognize the traditional wear of a Keeper of Secrets. She dipped her head. “I’m Amalosi, Keeper of Secrets for Clan Grotha. It’s an honor to meet the last descendant of Aarduriel.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of you, Keeper,” Meerawn said and flicked an ear to acknowledge her. Those who attained the rank of Keeper of Secrets in Clan Arwoon were an odd bunch. He guessed the other clans suffered from delusions from the constant use of flick as well, though Amalosi appeared to be perfectly sober for this meeting. Perhaps it’s the setting, he mused. “It’s a great honor.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she chided him with a soft laugh. “You’re wondering whether or not I’m on flick at this moment. No worries. My usage of the remembrance narcotic is limited in my advanced years.” 
 
    “I, ah, okay.” Meerawn, momentarily at a loss for words, looked away. He could see Varn being stitched up with a thread and needle by his attendants. The First’s eyes were on him. They weren’t judging, merely…measuring. It was mildly disconcerting. What can the other First be thinking? he wondered. “I see.” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe you do,” Amalosi said and made a strange purring sound in her throat. “Your Keeper, Harawni, died with everyone else on that shuttle. You only have a few trainees left, and they don’t yet know of the Truths. It falls upon my ancient and weary shoulders to tell you one of the Secrets, Vorrha take me.” 
 
    “What Secrets?” 
 
    “I can’t share my clan’s,” she told him with a mighty sigh. “That would be against the rules. I’m not Clan Arwoon’s Keeper of Secrets. But I can tell you why the smuggling operations from Vorrhurna are so very important to the future of our species.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” Meerawn shrugged his shoulders. “It’s obvious. The MinSha are forcing those who were left behind to grow grain instead of allowing them to hunt meat. We’re smuggling in meat to keep them alive for the eventual rebellion. Probably weapons as well.” 
 
    “There will be no rebellion.” 
 
    “I—wait. What?” 
 
    “There will never be a true rebellion on Vorrhurna,” she repeated as she closed her eyes and sighed. “As satisfying as it would be, it’s something that could never happen.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Meerawn asked, confused. 
 
    “Because we believe we’ve found a loophole to get out of The Contract,” she replied. “Aarduriel was a wise leader in most regards, but mercenary contracts weren’t one of them. However, there was a…let us call it a ‘mistake,’ when the MinSha signed the final contract with Aarduriel before the war began. A mistake on their part, not on ours. One the council has elected to take advantage of, albeit slowly.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We’re smuggling goods down to Vorrhurna, yes,” Amalosi informed him. “However, we’re smuggling Pushtal off-world.” 
 
    “Why…no, never mind.” Meerawn grunted. “I don’t see how this helps our situation on Vorrhurna any.” 
 
    “Because the contract was between Aarduriel, the Fangmaster of the Pushtal Empire on Vorrhurna, and the MinSha queen,” she told him, her eyes bright and shining as they met his. “If we get enough of our people off the planet and establish a new homeworld, as we’re doing now, and elect a new Fangmaster, the old contract is void, because the Pushtal Empire on Vorrhurna would cease to exist. But the mighty Pushtal Republic, based on Draxis…?” 
 
    “That can’t possibly work,” Meerawn scoffed. “That’s…absurd. Nobody would believe this farce!” Amalosi frowned. 
 
    “We’ve had multiple legal scholars from various races who have confirmed this theory,” she told him. “The contract was explicit in its dealings with the Pushtal Empire on Vorrhurna. It doesn’t hold to the Pushtal species.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t explain the planetary occupation.” 
 
    “The best we can figure out is, whoever was bankrolling the MinSha operations realized too late the problem with the wording of the contract and has done everything in their power to stop us from leaving,” Amalosi said. “That’s what all Keepers have agreed upon. We know the MinSha aren’t the brains behind this, but they have their own interests, which coincide with whoever is the puppet master.” 
 
    It made sense, in a twisted and convoluted way. Setting up an official new government on an entirely new homeworld could potentially force the MinSha to void the contract, per Galactic law. On the other hand, Meerawn wasn’t entirely sure this grand scheme would work. Vorrhurna, after all, was under the absolute control of the MinSha, and possession was nine-tenths the law. He couldn’t figure out precisely how they planned to save the planet itself without another all-out war. 
 
    What if the plan is to leave them all behind and forget about Vorrhurna? The question was sickening and difficult to digest. He shook his furry mane at the very idea of leaving anyone on the planet under MinSha oppression. No, he refused to believe anyone, even someone as vile as the First Claw from Roxtador, would leave anyone behind willingly. Amalosi wouldn’t lie about such an odd and dangerous plan. Even the best storytellers couldn’t make anything this absurd up. Nobody would believe it. 
 
    “If the plan is to smuggle more of our people off-world, we shouldn’t be doing it in such small numbers,” Meerawn muttered and tugged his sensitive ear with a claw. The pain sometimes helped him focus. His mind had a bad habit of drifting whenever he wasn’t on flick. He quashed his sudden longing for the gritty narcotic as he continued, “We should be getting them all off as fast as possible, in large groups. Too many of our people are dying on Vorrhurna!” 
 
    “Think about it, young First.” Amalosi reached out with a sheathed paw and bopped him on the forehead. “You’re not stupid. What would the MinSha do if all the Pushtal suddenly vanished from the planet? You think they’d pack up all their things and leave, telling themselves ‘oh well, guess they’re all gone, time to go home?’ You’re not a fool, Meerawn of Arwoon. Don’t act like one.” 
 
    Amalosi was correct, he realized, mulling it over some more. The MinSha wouldn’t give up their slaves so willingly, not while the honor of their system queen lay evident before them. There would be a long and bloody war to follow, one that would dwarf every heinous act the MinSha had committed to date. It would make all previous conflicts between the two races seem minor in comparison. 
 
    “You’re right,” Meerawn grumbled in a soft voice. He was conflicted emotionally, and it showed upon his furry face. His soul was rent by anguish and confusion. “But…at the rate we’re going, will we get everyone off before they all die?” 
 
    “The time is almost at hand, young First,” Amalosi comforted him, her expression soft and encouraging. “We’re close. A few more smuggling missions—” 
 
    “We’re going to increase the number of smuggling runs,” Meerawn interrupted as he stared past her. The blood staining the floor from Varn’s vanquished challenger was seeping into the mortar now. The stone was clean, contrasting with the grout that held it in place. In his mind, he saw the blood of his people in the very bones of Vorrhurna, while the planet’s surface was clean, pristine. They could ill-afford the losses. There were two options before him. The first was to leave the planet pristine, the plant-life fed by the very bones of a dead people. The second was here, now, the opportunity to change the present and the future of a species. He continued, “Clan Arwoon will increase our smuggling operations. The faster this can occur, the sooner we’re out from beneath the MinSha. This is the goal, no?” 
 
    Meerawn was no fool. He knew the changes wouldn’t happen overnight. It would take many decades for the Pushtal to drag themselves out of the quagmire they were in. It was doubly hard to acknowledge that it was their own fault. Pride led to our Fall. It will be only through determination and hard work that the Pushtal will rise again. That, and a lot of MinSha blood, might one day bring the Pushtal some semblance of retribution. And there’s a lot of work to be done first, Meerawn silently acknowledged as he stared into the eyes of Grotha’s Keeper of Secrets. 
 
    “Packmaster! I mean, First!” Cravich called out as he rushed into the council’s meeting room. He recognized Amalosi for who she was and dropped to one knee apologetically. “I’m sorry, Keeper. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I have urgent news for my First.” 
 
    “It’s quite all right, young hunter,” Amalosi said as Cravich scrambled to his feet. “I won’t bother you longer, Meerawn. I’ll pass your desires on to my First Claw and offer counsel when he decrees. In the meantime, I’ll assist your adepts to become true Keepers of Secrets. This was the actual reason I wished to speak with you originally, but…you understand how conversations take side paths before getting to the point.” 
 
    “Thank you, Keeper,” Meerawn stated as the elderly Pushtal female moved away.  
 
    Cravich watched her go for a moment before turning back toward his new clan leader. “We found them.” 
 
    “Found who?” 
 
    “The bounty hunters who took out the Kismet,” Cravich explained. “Their ship was identified when it docked at the MinSha Station over Merarch. We have people at the station who’re going to try and delay the repair work. The Kismet hit them before they managed to destroy the smuggling ship! If we leave within the hour, they might still be there! Or we can track them, like the days of old. This is a Hunt, Meerawn! A true, honest-to-Vorrha Hunt!” 
 
    “And what would the mighty Meerawn know about a Hunt?” a soft, feminine voice chided from behind him. Meerawn stiffened as he recognized the voice immediately. It was the only person in the entire galaxy who could make him feel both amazing and horrible at the same time. The voice continued, “Yes, O Great First, tell us we can hunt?” 
 
    “Januia,” Meerawn growled, struggling not to rise to the bait. He turned and saw the sleek, powerful female he’d once loved with all his being standing in the shadows. Even in the dim lighting, he recognized her form. It had been a few years, but while he’d aged, she remained the epitome of perfection in his eyes. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” she replied and motioned for Cravich to leave. The young hunter began to protest but decided against it after seeing the look on her face. 
 
    “Shall I gather some hunters?” he asked instead, the venomous look in his eyes more than enough to let Meerawn know of the young hunter’s distrust. Meerawn could count on one paw how many members of his clan trusted anyone from Roxtador, and Cravich wasn’t one of them. 
 
    “Grab six of the best from our clan,” Meerawn instructed, ignoring the looks the two were shooting at one another. “Have them ready to leave in Arwoon One within the hour.” 
 
    “I obey.” Cravich respectfully flicked his ears and took his leave. Meerawn waited until the younger hunter was out of earshot before turning his full attention to his former lover. 
 
    “What can I do for Januia of Roxtador?” Meerawn asked, his voice low. His heart was hammering in his chest, and blood rushed through his ears. Though it had been a few years since they’d last spoken, all his suppressed emotions toward his old flame were threatening to spill forth from the dam he’d built up. 
 
    “We need to talk,” she said, her eyes half-closed as she stepped into the light. Her body posture was tightly wound. She was nervous, Meerawn realized. “You want to proclaim a Great Hunt, but…you don’t have the authority. Roxtador and those who follow our First won’t let you even begin to think you have that much authority. Not as a new First. Not any Arwoon, but most especially not you.” 
 
    “So?” Meerawn shrugged, irritated. “I’ll just prove to them I’m more than capable of handling the responsibilities of being First of my clan.” 
 
    “Responsibilities? You can’t handle any responsibilities,” she chided him in a harsh tone. “Too busy worrying about the next pirate raid or your taste of flick. Don’t think I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” he asked her. It was exhausting, dealing with a loved one at times, even if she’d turned and left him hanging years before. Damn, he mentally cursed himself. I admitted I still love her. Stupid little cub! Quit thinking with the wrong head! 
 
    “I want to talk to you about something…else.” 
 
    “We had plenty of time to talk,” he reminded her, “before you walked out.” 
 
    “I had to,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. He pushed down the urge to reach out and hold her. She’d used this tactic on him before, and he wouldn’t fall for it a seventh time. “You don’t understand what Skipistal demanded of us. What he wanted. It was either burn you or my clan. I’m sorry, I really am.” 
 
    Fighting the urge to reach out and offer comfort, he sniffed and looked away. “The only thing you had to do was to tell me then why you had to leave. I waited for months. I heard nothing. No messages, no sightings. There was nothing to confirm you felt anything for me but contempt when you left. When I finally realized you were never coming back to me, I moved on. Januia of Roxtador is dead to me. I buried you, and my heart, over a long, drunken night on Troubadour Station, Skipistal be damned. Perhaps you should’ve done the same.” 
 
    With that, Meerawn walked away.  
 
    It felt good, being the one to leave this time. It still didn’t change his feelings toward her, though. Shutting off all feelings toward Januia would make things a lot easier for him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Upon arriving at the small starport, Meerawn was surprised to see Varn and three of his hunters from Oronhaia waiting near the ramp. The wounded yet victorious survivor of the challenge had multiple bandages covering his injuries. He seemed displeased to Meerawn’s eyes, though for the life of him he couldn’t figure why. 
 
    “You take a pack to hunt?” Varn asked without preamble. Meerawn debated for a moment whether to tell the other First the truth or not before deciding. 
 
    “Yes,” Meerawn answered. “The bounty hunters responsible for the assassination of my clan members are still in Vorrhurna System. If we hurry, and luck holds, we’ll reach them before the repairs on their ship are complete and exact our revenge.” 
 
    “I would enjoy a hunt with you, First of Arwoon,” Varn dipped his head slightly, “but I’d be nothing more than a liability at the moment. Instead, I’m offering three of my best hunters to accompany you on your Path of Vengeance.” 
 
    Meerawn sucked in his breath. He heard the vocalization in the words and knew of their meaning. He might not have wanted to be First Claw of his clan, but Meerawn was no fool. He understood the technicalities of the clans, as well as the archaic language used when dealing with tradition. When one chose a Path, they followed the path until someone paid the blood price. Be it the Path of Honor, of the Gods, or any of the others. The choice of the Path didn’t matter, merely the successful conclusion of it. 
 
    “I thank you, First of Oronhaia,” Meerawn replied as formally as he could manage. There were rules, but this could signal a shift in political alliances. To where he couldn’t figure, but help was help. “The Path of Vengeance is not one my clan is familiar with, but we will honor those who tread upon it. For the past and the future.” 
 
    “Good Hunt, First of Arwoon,” Varn said, and the group of Pushtal boarded the shuttle. 
 
    Once the ground area was clear, the powerful thrusters of the shuttle pushed the ship off the ground. Moments later, a second ship, loaded with cheap trade goods they’d pilfered months before, followed them. Though Meerawn hoped to catch the bounty hunters while they were still on the station, it never hurt to have a backup plan. The goods would be a two-fold bonus. It would either be part of the escape plan for the Pushtal hunters, or it would bring a nice profit elsewhere. 
 
    Pushtal might be horrible at negotiating contracts, but nobody would ever accuse them of being stupid. Or wasteful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 Capitol City of Merarch, Vorrhurna Prime 
 
    The repairs to the Blythe would likely take a week or more, something to do with insufficient parts. Rather than taking a transfer shuttle, Drake took the opportunity to illustrate their own shuttle’s capabilities. Meekos detached the atmospheric craft and broke orbit headed for Merarch, the planetary “capital.” Hr’ent didn’t know a lot about shuttles, but this one looked angular and predatory, like a stooping hawk. The rocket engines at the rear were impressive, and ducted fans built into the wings gave it VTOL capability, essential for when Meekos backed up the bounty hunters as air support. 
 
    Hr’ent wanted to see conditions on the ground, though, and he couldn’t do that strapped into the shuttle, so he started with the commercial district. The difference between the “downtown” on his home planet of Uuwato and what he found on Vorrhurna were striking. Shattered plate glass, damaged door frames, polymer sheeting, or plywood covered three buildings out of four.  
 
    Pushtal made up nine-tenths of the foot traffic. They dressed shabbily in tattered clothes and ragged overalls. Here and there, trios of MinSha armed with laser carbines, sidearms, and shock batons patrolled the streets. They looked very much like an occupying force to Hr’ent’s eye. The four foreign aliens caught stares everywhere they went. The few shops that were open were primarily butchers selling meat by weight, but when Hr’ent stepped into one, all he got was a glare from the shopkeeper and a mother shooing her cub behind her protectively. The cuts of meat behind the armored glass top looked to be more gristle than anything else, and even then, there were more bare spaces under the glass than actual food. 
 
    Hr’ent pointed to one of the only decent looking steaks under the counter. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    The butcher, an old Pushtal with a milky eye and a heavily scarred face, snarled in response. Hr’ent’s pendant translated it as, “This is Vorrhurna, we don’t speak Oogar here, idiot.” Hr’ent was surprised. The ubiquitous translation pendants were a near-universal fact of life in the Galactic Union. They only cost a few credits, and nearly everyone wore one. The constant babble of speech-and-translation was so normal, it was mostly ignored unless they translated something very strangely. Hr’ent gestured for Meekos to hand his pendant over, and the Cochkala passed it to the butcher. 
 
    “I say again, how much?” 
 
    “What would a steak cost you on your homeworld, Oogar?” 
 
    “Eight, ten credits,” Hr’ent replied. “More if it’s a better cut or a pricier part of town. Twenty-five credits at a restaurant.” 
 
    “This is no restaurant,” the butcher snarked back. 
 
    “Are you saying you can’t grill it up for me while we make conversation?” Hr’ent asked. He held three ten-credit chits in his hand, with tiny red diamonds embedded in their faces. 
 
    “I can make allowances,” the Pushtal agreed. “But the fuel for the grill is expensive around here. Make it forty.” 
 
    “Done,” Hr’ent nodded. “Actually, can we make it four steaks for a hundred fifty?” The butcher looked up in surprise—two hundred-credit chits had replaced the three tens—but he looked away and shook his head in shame. 
 
    “I can’t make change for that much.” 
 
    “Keep it,” Hr’ent said. “Consider it an advance on some information I’m looking for.” 
 
    The Pushtal’s one good eye narrowed dangerously, but he tucked the chits away in a pocket of his apron and disappeared behind the counter to get the gas flowing to heat the flat-top grill, then seasoned it with a splash of oil and spices. 
 
    “What kind of information?” 
 
    “Tell me about your homeworld,” Hr’ent asked, and the scarred old Pushtal coughed out a twisted laugh. He didn’t turn to face them, speaking to the wall instead. 
 
    “I don’t have a homeworld, Oogar. Haven’t you heard, or did you not notice on your way in? The MinSha stole it eighty-some years ago.” 
 
    “You misunderstand me. I know Pushtal lead long lives when they aren’t cut short by violence or disease. You must have been alive before the MinSha came along. Tell me about the homeworld that was.” 
 
    “Vorrhurna? Before the MinSha came to kill us all?” The butcher turned away from his grill and back to the bounty hunters. He took a deep breath, and then he spoke. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Vorrhurna was my home since I was a cub. Seven clans. Seven continents. Seven Pushtal languages, with dozens of local dialects. From the Hive City Oron’Khaira to the mountains of Kanonkara, we were a strong race, full of honorable fighters and sprawling clans. Life in the triple-canopied forests of Azrigaez is dangerous, but it’s my home. We’re predators on a planet of predators, and every one of the Clans faced different threats. In deepest, darkest Hapthokrae, the kudaram moths sprinkle their gentle, euphoric sleep dust on their prey and drink them dry. In the northern latitudes of Roxtadranda, it’s the ice worms, some as large as a Sumatozou, hunting and being hunted in return. Packs of hringa roam Azrigaez’s forests, just outside Merarch, and their toxic bites will quickly overwhelm any Pushtal, even though individually, the hringa are no larger than one of these steaks. About the only clan that has the slightest chance at subsistence farming are the Grotha, who live on the plains as nomads. But even their efforts are wasted, because the damned MinSha claim a minimum gross number of our cattle. They don’t care whether there’s enough left for us to survive on.  
 
    For centuries, the fiercest of us fought for the right to go off-planet with one of the clans’ Claws and packs to seek our fortune as mercenaries with the guild. Now, the MinSha are like the hringa, death of a thousand bites, and they’re overwhelming us, nibble by nibble, as their toxin spreads throughout my home. “Fear the old ones, in a profession where most die young,” they taught me. There was no higher place of honor in Clan Azrigaez than that of a retired mercenary. Each scar they bore was a war story, and so what if they embellished the stories in the retelling? The purpose of war stories isn’t to win honor for ones’ self, but to inspire others to even greater heights of bravery, of courage, of ferocity. Without the elders, who would teach and guide the young? And so did Azrigaez’s First Claw inspire me to take my place in the stars and win honor for Azrigaez, for my wife, for my children.  
 
    I was not First Claw of Azrigaez, but I was the Second when a contract went awry. As my fellow marines and I boarded an enemy mercenary cruiser, I got intimate with an incendiary grenade hurled by one of the damnable MinSha, would that I could kill every single one of their kind. The incendiaries cooked through my armor and ate at my face until my skull was exposed, and my eyeball boiled away. But Azrigaez Marines are, were, known for our limitless endurance, and I refused to die. After the contract, the replacement eye didn’t take, and so my days of fighting came to an end. I’d always been good with a blade, so I came home and opened this shop you see here. For thirty years, I served only the best cuts of meat. The most expensive restaurants jockeyed to pay me for my services, and business was good. 
 
    All the while, Aarduriel led us further and further down the path to ruin. Clans failed to complete their contracts, and penalties accrued. Further contracts led to more debt, not less. As you know, for any race to have standing with the Union, they must have a unified planetary government, and Fangmaster Aarduriel became more and more desperate as the weight of the Pushtal race’s fate grew heavier and heavier on his shoulders. Aarduriel, cursed be his name, bet it all—and lost. The MinSha set him up, and he blindly walked into their trap. They played him like a fiddle, and he danced to their tune until they seized our entire planet as collateral for the “debt.” If there ever was a debt, we repaid it with interest in the shape of thousands of dead Pushtal warriors, their souls departed for Vorrha. The MinSha hold our planet now, and in the Union, possession is nine-tenths of the law. Armed troops march up and down our streets, there are purges and rebellions, and not a single damned off-worlder cares. “Not our business.”  
 
    It's been fifteen years since the last open combat between Pushtal and MinSha, and they’re squeezing us dry. All the restaurants that fought for my meats closed, one by one. The best cuts of meat? Ha! You’ve just ordered the best cuts of meat I have to offer, Oogar, and it offends my very honor that I accepted these credits from you, but circumstances compel me to. 
 
    You asked about my homeworld, Oogar, and my home is gone. But I remain here in the husk of what once was. We have no wealth. We have no industry, and we have no future. My wife is dead, my sons murdered, and my daughters disappeared. Kanonko uses the kudaram moth dust as a euphoric drug they call ‘decadence;’ it brings orgasmic bliss and spikes one’s sex drive, but there is a risk. There is always risk.  
 
    Do Oogar eat biscuits? Decadence is like a biscuit with koakoa chips. Sometimes it’s mostly batter and leaves you wanting more. Most of the time, it’s a good mix of koakoa chips and batter, and you can be sated, for a little while. But occasionally, once in ten or once in fifteen or once in fifty, it’s mostly koakoa chips with just a hint of batter to bind it all together, and it’s really good, except if we’re talking about Decadence and not koakoa chips, your heart bursts and you die.  
 
    Not everyone is content to drug themselves into peaceful oblivion, Oogar. The Roxtador use distilled ice worm venom as a combat drug to enter brutal, unthinking rages, savagery even beyond what the normal Pushtal warriors would embrace, and such savagery comes at a steep price, in lives and souls.  
 
    These steaks you’ve just overpaid for—at the current exchange between local Vorrhurna marks and Galactic credits, you’ve just paid me an entire years’ wages. But I can’t spend them, because no one has sufficient wealth to make change. I can’t cash them in, because the MinSha won’t permit us Galactic credits in the first place. I can’t buy land or industry, because the MinSha won’t permit us industry beyond what they can sell, per the terms of their “world management” contract. So at this moment, you’ve paid me a year’s wages, and I can’t do a thing with it. But that’s my problem, not yours. 
 
    Your problem, off-worlder, is with that much credit in your pocket, you’ll be a target for every desperate tough, every scarred old ex-mercenary, every predator on this planet—and as I said, we Pushtal are predators who lived and survived on a planet full of them. You may have to fight, and you’ll likely have to kill them if you can, because we have nothing left to lose.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When Hr’ent emerged from the butcher’s—the scarred old veteran had declined to share his name with the off-worlders—he looked up and down the street. Now armed with the butcher’s tale, the abject poverty assaulted Hr’ent everywhere he looked. They walked aimlessly, getting a sense of how things were on the planet. An exchange of gunfire rang out a few blocks away, and the few Pushtal visible on the street ducked away down alleys, side streets, and into storefronts. It didn’t seem to provoke a response from law enforcement, and then Hr’ent realized the only uniforms he’d seen were the roving packs of armed MinSha. The gunfight lasted no more than a minute, and Hr’ent subconsciously counted the shots and figured there were at least four—now three—now two beings exchanging fire. Then the shots halted, and then came two more unanswered shots. “Insurance” shots, he suspected. 
 
    Two streets over, they found a park. It was mostly weeds and unkempt bushes, a few trees, and a water feature covered in green pond scum. Small packs of Pushtal cubs played hide and chase or ran around with sticks pretending they were guns. A handful of adults sprawled in the grass. One convulsed and twitched, but the others studiously ignored him. Hr’ent watched for a moment and realized the others weren’t just ignoring them; they were high on some euphoric and too stoned to notice. Maybe the ‘decadence’ the butcher mentioned? He made a note to look up known details on local physiology and how they’d interact with off-worlders like himself and the crew of the Blythe, whether any toxins were harmless, or vice versa. The convulsing Pushtal stopped twitching, and Hr’ent watched him for another moment. His chest didn’t rise or fall again. 
 
    “On one hand, I feel like we should help,” Hr’ent said to Drake. “But on the other, given what the butcher had to say, maybe going out in a drugged-out bliss is all they can hope for.” 
 
    “We’re here to figure out what’s going on with the piracy and how to put a stop to it,” Drake replied. “It sucks, but this isn’t our problem.” 
 
    Hr’ent felt the conflict between what he knew his duty should be, and what his duty was. He shook his head sadly, and they moved on. Around the corner, they found three MinSha bodies in the street. Hr’ent drew his JC-32 and glanced warily around. Drake pulled his sidearm, too, and Rylak knelt next to the bodies to examine their wounds. 
 
    Although the conditions were the same as they’d been everywhere else—dilapidated, run-down, shoddy, and neglected—the three dead MinSha raised the fur on Hr’ent’s body, and he could feel his heart pounding in his chest. There were far too many broken windows and dark alleys that could hide an ambush.  
 
    A slim, well-dressed female Pushtal rounded the corner out of an alley and utterly ignored the trio of dead aliens at Hr’ent’s feet. Her eyes were locked on his as she stepped daintily over the dead beings’ legs and thoraxes, and she passed close by Hr’ent, close enough he could feel the breeze of her passing. 
 
    “Be seeing you, bounty hunter,” she whispered in a low tone as she passed by. Hr’ent stared at her, but she unlocked a building door, let herself inside, and disappeared. The deadbolt chunked audibly into a metal-framed door, and only after she was gone did Hr’ent realize she’d been speaking in Oogar. 
 
    “I think we need to leave. Now,” he said, accelerating down the sidewalk and away from the dead patrol. “There’s plenty more planet to see, and I suspect there’ll be fewer assassins, spooks, and snipers in the hinterlands.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Commune Farm Seventy-Three, Kanonkara District, Vorrhurna Prime 
 
    Meekos expertly guided the gunbird shuttle onto a tiny landing pad deep in a valley between sheer cliffs. When he’d seen the landing area, he’d had to consult the manual to ensure the wingtips of their shuttle would squeeze between them. At their tightest point, he’d only had ten meters to spare, and Drake and Hr’ent had acted as spotters to ensure a safe descent. Vicious crosswinds cut down the pass, rocking even their heavy craft, freezing rain and hail pelted them, and the temperature was near freezing outside. 
 
    I thought this was a farm community? Hr’ent wondered. When he walked down the ramp, he saw meandering steps cut into the cliff sides to little straw and wattle huts, built and then expanded onto whatever flat surfaces there happened to be. Their arrival didn’t go unnoticed, of course, and a handful of old, scarred Pushtal emerged from the shelter of their primitive huts to investigate the intruders. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, but fuck this,” Rylak said as the chill wind cut through his fur. “I’ve got some stuff to take care of onboard, and this weather sucks. Holler if you need me.” Without further comment, he turned and went back up the ramp, pausing only at the top to shake his head free of the wet he’d accumulated even just in those few seconds of exposure. 
 
    The climate and conditions varied all over Vorrhurna, like most planets. Hr’ent was none too thrilled to be going out in the sleet and cold, but if he was going to investigate, he had to go where the answers were. The Grotha ranchers on the plains weren’t even raising livestock, contrary to what the butcher had told him. Instead, they were being forced to grow cash crops and beans, a few of which could be mashed, coagulated, and pressed into rubbery blocks for protein. Even that lacked the essential nutrients they could only get from meat, and everywhere he went, he saw signs of malnutrition, with bony ribcages and not an ounce of fat on any of the Pushtal he met.  
 
    The old butcher had warned him that Clan Kanonko lived up in the mountains, and per the publicly available information, this was one of the larger farming communities, despite the climate. Now that he was here and saw the conditions on the ground, he revisited his doubts and concluded he’d been unreasonably optimistic. Drake followed him down the ramp and away from the shuttle, his off-white fur acting like camouflage in the freezing rain. 
 
    An elderly female Pushtal clad in heavy robes, backed up by two more males bearing long spears in their hands and pistols on their hips, met them at the edge of the landing pad. She lacked a translation pendant, like the butcher and every other Pushtal in every other town they’d visited. She used a staff as a walking stick on the slick, icy stones.  
 
    They’d purchased a dozen of the translation devices, and she accepted one warily. 
 
    “We Kanonko have a saying: beware of foes who arrive bearing gifts.” 
 
    “Wise counsel,” Hr’ent replied calmly. “We are not foes. I am Hr’ent Golramm, and I come only to ask questions, and to listen.” 
 
    “We Kanonko have another saying, Hr’ent Golramm: ‘Equiri shit.’ But let’s get out of the damp, and you can explain your trespass where we don’t have to shout.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Did you see what I saw?” Hr’ent asked Drake as they re-boarded the Blythe. 
 
    “Pretend I didn’t,” Drake replied. 
 
    “One, I counted no more than thirty huts. This was supposed to be one of Kanonko’s larger farms, near a thousand people. There’s no way those huts housed thirty-some Pushtal each.” 
 
    “Okay,” Drake nodded. 
 
    “Two, even for the few Pushtal who may live there, I can’t see how they could possibly feed everyone. Plascrete garden boxes set into a mountainside is fine for hobby gardening, but Pushtal are obligate carnivores, and I saw no evidence of any meat to be found anywhere, let alone sufficient food for the thousand people they don’t have.” 
 
    “How could they overcome that?” Drake challenged. He was smiling, working Hr’ent through his logic and deductive reasoning, playing the devil’s advocate. 
 
    “I could be wrong, and they’re eating, I don’t know, fish from a nearby mountain stream, or they’ve stocked a pond. I doubt it, though; the nearest creek isn’t anywhere near large enough to support large-scale fishing. Or they have an off-world supplier. Or cannibalism, but entropy, I hope not.” 
 
    “We know they’ve been moving people off-planet. Stands to reason the smugglers are delivering food at the same time,” Drake agreed. 
 
    “That’s my gut feeling, too. I don’t see any way the Pushtal could even still exist, after eighty years of MinSha rule, if they didn’t have food smuggled down on the regular.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “That landing pad was well-built, well maintained, and clearly saw regular use. If it had just lain fallow, grasses and other greenery would have sprung up despite the cold and the altitude. But the rocks were scoured clean. And of course, the last, most important question is: ‘Where were all the young people?’ Everyone in that village looked old, and I can’t accept that they’re just prematurely aging because of malnutrition. It looks to me like Clan Kanonko has moved the majority of their fighting-age people off-world already.” 
 
    “I’m glad you caught that, too.” Drake nodded. “Of course, old age and treachery generally defeat youthful vigor and aggression, but ‘Keeper’ Xila, whatever she’s ‘keeper’ of, is in no shape for combat of any kind. I’m impressed, Hr’ent, you’ve got an eye for this kind of stuff. Kalene’s sent me candidates before who didn’t have half the brain you do.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Hr’ent said. “I’m not satisfied yet; there’s still more going on here than we realize, and I aim to gather as much intel as I can. I can’t make informed decisions if I’m not informed.” He hadn’t given Drake’s heavily redacted personnel jacket much thought after he boarded the Blythe, but Drake and his crew weren’t just backup and a means to get around, but a part of his evaluation team, too. 
 
    “Honey, we’re home,” Hr’ent called out with a toothy grin as they re-entered the shuttle’s cabin. Rylak shut off his workstation and turned to greet them. Meekos flashed a happy smile too. 
 
    “Glad to see you made it back. Where to next, boss?” 
 
    “The Oronhaia hive,” Hr’ent replied. 
 
    “Oron’Khaira is nearly fifteen hundred square klicks,” Meekos said after pulling up the map. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “Surely there’s a landing facility?” 
 
    “Uh, no. The nav system is sending up all kinds of cautions and warnings. Apparently it’s almost entirely abandoned and/or hostile. We may take ground fire if we buzz around too much—the kind of ground fire we’d actually have to worry about.” 
 
    “Keep it low, keep it fast, and you can drop us in the first clear area you find. Orbit at a distance, and be ready for dust-off.” 
 
    “What part of ‘abandoned and hostile’ was unclear, Candidate?” Drake asked, his eyes betraying just a hint of a frown. 
 
    “What part of ‘informed decisions’ was unclear, bounty hunter?” Hr’ent replied evenly. “We’ve only just explored the tip of the mountaintop, and there’s more going on here than we know right now. Carry on, Meekos,” Hr’ent ordered without breaking Drake’s gaze. Meekos lifted the shuttle off the mountaintop landing pad and boosted for Oron’Khaira. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hive City Oron’Khaira, SW Quadrant, Level Twenty…Seven? 
 
    Hr’ent missed his flightcycle. He’d lost track of the number of flights of stairs they’d ascended and descended, and how many times they’d doubled-back and gotten lost. At one point, he found a hole in the roof and climbed up to get their bearings. With his flightcycle, he could have buzzed along, searching for signs of habitation, and disregarded the issues imposed by things like gravity. 
 
    After three hours of searching, the Peacemaker candidate was starting to get frustrated. Drake was already frustrated. Rylak seemed downright pissed. They’d found signs of habitation—sinks and tubs of cleanish drinking water. One broken-down compartment featured a rotisserie with some small critter-kebabs roasting over an open flame, but no one around to turn the skewer. In other structures, he found sleeping pads, rolled up blankets, and pillows in the shadows. All evidence pointed to the hive city still being semi-occupied, but against a backdrop of wanton combat damage, destruction, and utter neglect. Blood splattered many of the walls, dried black from age. Some of the blood was even in geometric designs or words scratched out in one of the Pushtal dialects, but the crude graffiti was so stylized, even his imager’s translation function couldn’t help.  
 
    In this roadway’s case, the thoroughfare was strewn with rubble, with rusty, riveted plates, and crumbling faux brickwork separated what used to be storefronts from the apartments above. The “27” marked at the last major stairwell they’d passed included four sub-levels between this level and “28” above them. Stark beams of light cut through shattered, rusted holes in the otherwise enclosed ceiling nearly twenty meters above them. One such beam of light illuminated a brick facade and highlighted a spray-painted, highly stylized cat’s skull and crossbones beneath it. Rubble, plascrete barricades, collapsed walls, and even a demolished ground car littered the hive’s “roadway.” 
 
    “We have to go deeper,” Hr’ent said aloud, and Drake again gave him that look with the frown in his eyes. “Don’t tell me you haven’t felt eyes on us since we stepped off.” 
 
    “I have,” Drake allowed. “That I’ve felt those eyes, and no one has yet deigned to come out for a friendly chat, screams ambush to me.” He scanned the roadway with the optic on his rifle again, found nothing, and lowered the barrel. “If Clan Oronhaia doesn’t want to talk, fuck ‘em, we should beat feet.” 
 
    “No,” Hr’ent flatly disagreed. “I’m not going to write off an entire Clan just like that. If I bail now, I’m just reinforcing the idea that the Union doesn’t care about the Pushtal.” 
 
    “They don’t care,” Rylak barked. He marched up to Hr’ent and bayed up in his face. “They don’t. They bit off more than they could chew, the Veetanho teed them up, and the MinSha knocked them down. The Union doesn’t give a rat’s whisker about the Pushtal, except that now they’re attacking unprotected ships and stealing everything worth a credit! Your mission, candidate, is to stop the piracy, not go spelunking in derelict hive cities looking for a bunch of half-savages who don’t want you to find them!” 
 
    Hr’ent let the Zuul finish his sentence. He was breathing deeply, controlling the red that was creeping in at the edges of his vision again, and in one explosive move, he slammed the Zuul up against the wall by his throat, lifting the much-smaller alien clear off the ground. Rylak let out an “urk” but then Hr’ent was leaning in close enough he could count the individual fur bristles on the Zuul’s muzzle. 
 
    “You listen to me, and you listen good.” Rylak struggled to draw his pistol from his holster, but Hr’ent batted it away and slammed the Zuul’s hand up against the wall next to his head. “Your input, at this time, is neither needed nor wanted. Your job is to furnish me with the information I need, shoot anyone trying to kill us, and otherwise do as I say. This isn’t up for discussion, and we aren’t a committee taking a vote. A Peacemaker must honor the threat; a Peacemaker stands or falls. A Peacemaker sets the terms, and I am setting the terms. Is that clear?” 
 
    Hr’ent felt an arm snake around his neck from behind, and dropped his chin before the arm could cut off his windpipe. Before he could release the Zuul and turn to fight this new enemy, Drake shouted, “It’s clear! Put him down!” in his ear.  
 
    Hr’ent eased up on Rylak, and the smaller dog-like alien slid to his knees, trying to recover his breath. Drake relaxed his own grip on the Oogar; when all three faced each other, he continued, his voice cold and controlled, “You gotta realize, we’re bounty hunters. We hunt bounties and get paid. All this risk? All this travel? None of this makes sense to us. The Pushtal’s problems are not our business, and they’re not what we’re here for.” 
 
    “And that’s where you’re wrong,” Hr’ent growled. “Everything here is screaming ‘genocide,’ and genocide is Peacemaker business. You’ve been tasked to assist a Peacemaker in his official duties. Kalene didn’t task me to investigate a genocide, that much is true, but if the wholesale starvation, slaughter, and murder of the Pushtal race is what’s the root cause of the piracy, then it’s absolutely related to my mission. I will not stand by and watch an entire people killed off for the debts of their grandfathers.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s where you’re wrong,” Rylak coughed out. He was on his hands and knees, searching in the shadows for the gun Hr’ent had batted out of his hands. “Kalene—” 
 
    A fusillade of gunfire from down the roadway interrupted the Zuul. One round hit Hr’ent on his armor, high on the chest. He roared, dove for cover behind the ruined ground car, and drew his sidearm. He fired three quick shots at a second-floor window with shattered glass, and searched for a better piece of cover. 
 
    “You’re hit,” Drake said as he unfolded the bipod on his rifle and threw it up on the rusted hood of the ground car. He scanned the target area and squeezed off a shot. 
 
    “Yes, I am!” Hr’ent shouted, and then scrambled forward to a gap in a side wall where he could stand again. “I’m fine, keep them busy!” 
 
    Drake hammered another round downrange, and Hr’ent dashed forward yet again, trying to source the fire. It sounded like it came from the next building up, and there wasn’t any cover between him and it, so he slammed his Marauder back into its holster and sprinted across the roadway as fast as he could. The big Oogar’s heavy footfalls thundered and echoed in the hive. He raced for the street-level door, a heavy steel job barely big enough to admit him, and he front kicked the door. He bounced off. The shock of the impact reverberated up his leg to his spine, rattled his teeth, and knocked him back on his ass. The door flew open, and an orange-and-black striped set of teeth and fangs leaped at him. Hr’ent backpedaled two steps and let the angry Pushtal overextend for just an instant. Oogar were inherently tough fighters, with nearly everything important hidden away behind dense layers of muscle. Nearly everything, except for his eyes and throat. He wore no helmet, and the claws on this Pushtal’s fingertips sought his exposed eye sockets. He bashed one arm away with a hard forearm strike, and when the Pushtal followed up with his other, Hr’ent was ready. This time, rather than simply smashing the arm away, he open-handed the Pushtal’s forearm and locked his enormous hands around the offered limb. He slid down to the notch at his enemy’s wrist and folded the offending hand back toward his elbow, violently. The Pushtal gasped, and his eyes went wide. With a quick rotation, the Pushtal’s entire wrist, elbow, and shoulder locked out, and Hr’ent pivoted in place. The textbook takedown left the Pushtal on his chest with his arm torqued straight up behind him. He snarled and scrabbled about with his loose arm, but Hr’ent had mass, strength, and leverage on his side, and the Pushtal wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “Stop!” Hr’ent shouted, but time slowed for a moment as he realized the Pushtal was, like most of the others he’d encountered, wearing only ragged clothing and held no obvious weapons. Certainly not a firearm. Which meant… 
 
    Fifty meters up the street, another steel door banged open. As it swung outward, a quiet part of Hr’ent’s mind noticed it too bore the cat-skull-and-crossbones logo, but then he was more occupied with the guns the trio of newcomers were carrying. 
 
    Like a lot of ill-trained thugs, they waved the guns like protective talismans and couldn’t help but put on a show, cheering and jeering before shouldering their weapons. Hr’ent was familiar with the principle of never interrupt your enemy while he’s making a mistake, but in this case, that interruption came in the form of his Marauder clearing its holster and firing, so he was pretty sure that was okay. The first round went wide, but he rode the recoil and squarely centered his sights on the middle Pushtal, the one armed with the laser rifle. He fired twice and shifted targets to the third armed Pushtal, but they were already scrambling for cover, stunned at how quickly Hr’ent had drawn and fired. 
 
    Hr’ent dropped his knee on his captive’s back and bent the restrained arm into a chicken wing. Drake and Rylak were in the fight now, and the Zuul moved up to a side-alley opposite him, firing his subgun down the street, keeping the Pushtal’s heads down. 
 
    “You better hope your buddies aren’t willing to risk it,” Hr’ent spat. With the shooters suppressed, Hr’ent could take a few seconds to secure this prisoner and not leave an enemy behind him. He held the Pushtal’s arm in place with two tightly placed knees, and fished out a set of binders with his off hand. The first cuff ratcheted onto one wrist. “Hand! Now!” he demanded and torqued on the arm, hard. The Pushtal yelped in pain, and the prisoner’s second hand came up and back. Hr’ent clamped the second cuff on and added a pair of shackles to the prisoner’s feet.  
 
    Prisoner secure-ish, Hr’ent checked his six. Sustained fire from both Rylak and Drake peppered the pile of rubble the Pushtal were sheltering behind. Hr’ent raced forward and vaulted over a roadside girder, wholly flanking the Pushtal, who hadn’t seen him coming. The closer of the two raised his gun, and Hr’ent shot him in the forehead. Red mist and grey matter sprayed, and the second Pushtal’s orange-and-black stripes were stained a macabre crimson. He dropped his gun and raised his hands. Hr’ent took him into custody and checked the spot on his armor where they’d shot him. 
 
    “Do you always launch ill-advised, unprovoked attacks on whoever comes walking through your ‘hood?’” Hr’ent asked rhetorically, but of course, lacking a translation pendant, the Pushtal just looked at him dumbly. 
 
    “Call for extract,” Hr’ent said. “This isn’t exactly what I meant by interviewing someone from the hive, but it’ll do.” Movement caught his eye—the first prisoner, still shackled, had gotten to his feet, and was hopping away as fast as his hobbled legs would carry him. 
 
    “What was that Meekos said about cats not doing what they’re told?” Hr’ent asked, and Drake shook his head in bemusement. 
 
    “Go get ‘im, boss,” Drake said. “I think we’ve got this guy sorted.” 
 
    Hr’ent rolled his eyes and jogged after the “fleeing” prisoner. Mid-hop, Hr’ent swept the Pushtal’s legs out from under him from behind, and with no arms to catch his fall, the Pushtal fell and hit his face on the rough street surface. 
 
    “Meekos? We’re ready for pickup, party of five.” He read out their location, and Meekos gave him directions to the closest pickup point. 
 
    “On the way, boss.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Vessel Reaper of Hope, Enroute to the Vorrhurna System, Hyperspace 
 
    Alone for the first time, Meerawn pressed his head against the cool interior bulkhead of the ship and let out a heavy, tired sigh. 
 
    He’d been so busy, he hadn’t sorted out his feelings regarding Januia since they’d lifted off from Draxis a mere five days before. The hyperspace trip to Vorrhurna would take another two days. Meerawn smirked as he recalled the last time he’d set foot on this vessel. The raid had been fruitful, and luck had always seemed to follow this ship. It was with good omens he rode it toward his fate. 
 
    He’d spent the first day of the voyage preparing for the hunt. The information regarding their target was fragmented, to say the least. While the Great Council had spies everywhere on the planet, there were scant few on the MinSha station that orbited high above the planet. These spies were worth two dozen on the ground, since they had access to both the MinSha occupiers and, far more importantly, their computer networks and systems. 
 
    As a packmaster and far down the chain of succession, he’d been ignorant of the larger picture. Now that he was First Claw, he could access far more information, and he’d inherited a whole host of other problems. The first and foremost was the amount of waste that came from two of the Pushtal clans. Roxtador and, to a lesser extent, Kanonko, were wasting all the credits they earned from smuggling. They’d utterly failed to build their clan a region on the future Pushtal Republic homeworld. The two clans were more than content to spend all their ill-gotten gains on Decadence, Venom, Flick, or Dreamdust, and didn’t seem to care one whit for their clanmates left behind on Vorrhurna. They weren’t assisting with the agreed-upon plan and, without a Fangmaster to force the two clans to toe the line, it would be almost impossible for him to force them to do so, either. 
 
    He had options, though. There were ways of handling rogue clans. The simplest in theory, but hardest to accomplish, would be a clan war, something he didn’t even want to contemplate, given Arwoon’s recent losses. His clan held quite a bit of wealth, but their actual workforce was lacking at the moment. As wasteful and wanton as Roxtador was, they’d remain numerically superior for a long time to come unless he did something diabolical. 
 
    He looked down at the handful of slates in his claws. A gift from one of the hunters from Oronhaia accompanying him on this trip, it was one thing he believed could help him handle the Roxtador threat without actually getting his own claws bloody. It’s merely a worst-case contingency, he told himself as he reviewed the data provided within. Just in case the attempt on the bounty hunters didn’t go off well and someone was captured or killed. 
 
    “It’s dishonorable,” Kortnee told him once more as he floated into the small room, continuing their earlier argument regarding the slates. Meerawn looked up in annoyance at the intrusion, but his longtime friend either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Kortnee motioned at the slates. “Meet them in combat or, better still, take Skipistal in single combat.” 
 
    “He’s completely drugged out all the time on Venom,” Meerawn reminded him. “He might not have the mental capacity for critical thinking, but he’s a tough and vicious fighter while on it. By Vorrha, he’s a terrific hunter without it.” 
 
    “Then what, First? Do we stoop to their level? That’s not Arwoon. That’s not you,” Kortnee pressed. Had this been any other member of his clan, Meerawn would have believed Kortnee was challenging him, but it was Kortnee, his brother in every sense of the word save blood. Their history was simple. They’d fought, bled, and would die for one another. It was a pack mentality.  
 
    “This is…just a contingency,” Meerawn finally decided, though he didn’t want to look his fellow hunter in the eye. 
 
    “Equiri shit,” Kortnee grunted but accepted the handful of slates, leaving Meerawn with one. “I’ll pass them out because it’s what you ordered me to do, but this is on your soul, First. Not mine.” 
 
    Meerawn nodded as his claw traced the embedded Clan Roxtador sigil. It was painfully obvious to any Pushtal this was a setup, but then, the First knew he wasn’t dealing with a Pushtal bounty hunter. The ruse would work, whether their Hunt was successful or not. Of this he was certain. All he had to do was hope everything went according to plan. Using the slate, while dishonorable in the eyes of some, might yield interesting results. 
 
    Until then, he’d hope Kortnee saw things as they were instead of how they should be. Pushtal who dwelt on what should have been frequently ended up dead because they weren’t paying attention. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Sunless Valley, Northern Roxtadranda District, Vorrhurna Prime 
 
    “Whose plan was this? Gods, it’s cold out; I’ve got icicles on my whiskers,” Hr’ent muttered to himself. Oh yeah. It was mine. 
 
    “Which is likely what appealed to these ‘tiger’ bastards, to use Meekos’ term,” Drake said. “Merarch is a hole. Those mountains were miserable. Oron’Khaira is a skeleton being picked at by scavengers, and the Grotha live in pop-up tents while shitting upstream from their water source. If you wanted the MinSha to leave you the hell alone, this would be the place to do it.” 
 
    Hr’ent flipped his goggles up for just a moment, but pulled them back down almost immediately. The goggles were an absolute necessity—the glare of the sun reflecting off every visible surface would have made them both snowblind in minutes if they hadn’t had filters. “I’ll reserve judgment until I see the hot tubs,” Hr’ent joked. What little was publicly available said Clan Roxtador made its home among the highly active hot spring valleys of the frozen north. Dozens of hot springs breaking through the planet’s continental fault lines carved long scars across the otherwise solid glaciers, hundreds of kilometers at a time.  
 
    With crampons clamped onto their boots for ice, and mottled white cold-weather gear thrown over their armor and heads, the purple-furred Oogar, the scarred white Besquith, and the smaller Zuul blended in with the scenery perfectly. The silence was only broken by the wind blowing and snow crunching underfoot as they made their way to “Sunless Valley.” The old archives painted a bleak picture: life in the north was precarious and hard as the ice they lived beneath. The tarok, a torpedo-shaped predator as long as a Pushtal was tall, had long, spindly limbs, webbed hands with barbed claws, and a mouth full of teeth that would make a buzz saw jealous. The tarok fed on fish, and the Roxtador fed on the tarok. They hunted the semi-aquatic creatures for their warm hides and nutrient-rich meat, but the tribokog hunted both the tarok and the Pushtal in return. Hr’ent couldn’t find much information on the semi-mythical ice worms at all. What little he found indicated everyone was glad they lived solely in the northern climes, and Roxtador chemists could distill their venom into a rage-inducing combat drug. He just hoped the heavy rifles he and Drake carried would be enough. The global positioning coordinates for one of the primary Roxtador territories were where they stood—on a barren sheet of featureless ice—although the altitude shown was hundreds of meters below the surface. 
 
    “There was virtually nothing to see from orbit. Roxtador can’t have thousands of civilians hiding away under a half-klick-thick sheet of ice and rock,” Drake said, but then looked thoughtful. “Can they?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll find out when we get down there,” Hr’ent replied. “It makes me wonder how the hell they’re getting people off-planet at all if they’re that deep down.” 
 
    Hr’ent was surprised by how quickly they came upon the canyon, and how quickly the bottom disappeared into the sunless gloom below. With the sun shining brightly overhead and little in the way of landmarks, the canyon turned out to be more like a chasm, a hundred-kilometer-long, razor-thin wedge taken out of the surface of the glacier, too narrow for the Blythe to safely descend. He couldn’t see the edge until he was only a dozen meters from it, and then the icy glacier disappeared so abruptly, he couldn’t see the bottom. 
 
    Scooping up a snowball and tossing over the edge, Hr’ent counted to eight before it disappeared into the gloom. “That’s a long way down,” Hr’ent breathed. 
 
    “I hope we brought enough spikes,” Drake answered. “Be awkward, making it three-quarters of the way down and getting stuck.” 
 
    Hr’ent threw down his pack and uncoiled the first hundred-meter cable. His rifle hung off a single point sling, and once he’d arranged it so it hung off to his side, he hammered the first set of spikes into the ice at their feet, clipped the first D-ring to the spike, and tied the cable in.  
 
    “Now, you’re sure about this?” Rylak asked, looking once more into the gloom. “I mean, if you’ve changed your mind, we can still call for pickup. Won’t bother me one bit.” 
 
    Hr’ent knew Rylak wasn’t happy with the direction his investigation was taking, but one lesson he’d learned in leadership was not to ask anyone to do something you weren’t willing to do yourself. If he was going to lead, he’d do it from the front, even if “the front” happened to be abseiling down a five-hundred-something-meter ice cliff face to meet some likely-hostile space tiger pirates. 
 
    And when put that way, the first steps over the precipice weren’t nearly as nerve-wracking as reaching the bottom would be. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Four hundred meters later, Hr’ent hammered another spike into what was effectively a twenty-meter icicle. The ‘base’ was easily two or three meters across and crystal clear. The air was noticeably warmer, warm enough the ice sheets they’d been abseiling down were starting to drip in rivulets that melted and refroze in the slightest gust of wind. 
 
    The massive Oogar put his axe through the loop on the end of the climbing spike and tried to pry it free, just as he had with the spikes above. When it failed to budge, he threaded his next cable and transferred his descender to it. He hung there, spiked boots digging into the ice face and the rest of his weight distributed between his harness and his climbing axes, until Drake was even with him, and Rylak hung slightly above. 
 
    “Ready?” the older bounty hunter asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Hr’ent agreed. “I haven’t seen any movement below us, have you?” 
 
    “Not a thing,” Drake replied. Once they were over the lip of the chasm, it became obvious they were in the right spot. The crevasse widened out once they got below two hundred meters, and while it was certainly darker than direct sunlight, enough refracted off the icy cliff sides to bathe the underground in a cool teal glow. A light freighter occupied the end of a long runway, pointed away to the south. Otherwise, there was no movement. 
 
    “Meekos,” Hr’ent called. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Meekos answered. 
 
    “Follow the crevasse due south. We’ve got some kind of freighter or shuttle down here; they appear to have come in from the south, and they’re ready to leave the same way.” 
 
    “If I find an exit, do you want me to loiter there, or make my way down the tunnel?” 
 
    Drake held up a finger to stall Hr’ent and cut in on the channel. “If you find a way down here, you’re to Very Carefully, and Very Slowly, make your way down the tunnel. Map it as you go. Anything gets tight, you turn about and return to the surface. You don’t damage the shuttle. You don’t scratch the paint on the shuttle. We’ve already suffered our one permitted catastrophe on this trip, and I’m not walking back to Merarch, do you copy?” 
 
    “Find the entrance, copy. Take my time, copy. Don’t ding the bird, and if I do ding the bird and the bird dies, make sure I die with it before you can get your hands on me, all copy, boss.” 
 
    Drake frowned and rolled his eyes heavenward. “If this goes horribly wrong and we end up stranded and starving to death, I’m eating you first, Zuul.”  
 
    “All things being equal, Hr’ent’s got way more meat on his bones.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can take you in a fight, easy.” 
 
    “Enough,” Hr’ent cut in. “Clip me onto the last cable, and let’s get off this cliff face.” 
 
    Despite having changed cables mid-climb three times before, it was made even more awkward on the fourth because, for the final descent, they’d be abseiling head-first. Drake clipped the second half of Hr’ent’s descender onto the rear of his climbing harness, and Hr’ent did likewise for the Besquith until they were both standing out from the wall, facing down. Rylak would follow Hr’ent once Drake had sorted out his equipment, too.  
 
    Hr’ent checked the Marauder on his hip once more, his rifle on its sling, and checked the bounce in the cable. Satisfied, Hr’ent flexed his knees and bounded out from the ice wall, letting his braided cable fly through the descender, only barely touching his gloved hands. He cleared twenty or thirty meters at a bound, and four bounds later, the ground rushed up to meet him. The sulfur springs had created a tiny greenhouse effect at the bottom, and he was hurtling down toward a well-manicured, yellow-green lawn surrounded by sheer ice. He hauled on his braking rope, slowing his descent, and the braided cable stretched— 
 
    —And two meters above the grass, the rope ceased to support him, and he dropped precipitously. He hit the ground and rolled in time to hear Drake’s voice in his pinplant—“RUN!” 
 
    Hr’ent dashed across the soft turf, away from the ice wall, and didn’t look back until he heard the crash of the fifteen-meter long icicle smash into the ground and shatter into a million shards. 
 
    Hr’ent furiously tore off his climbing mitts and shouldered his rifle, searching for Roxtador guards who couldn’t possibly have missed thirty-some tons of frozen water crashing onto their front lawn. Hr’ent swept left, right, high, back again, and checked again. He didn’t see a single living being—the exterior was wholly unguarded. The bottom-most twenty meters of ice wall were recessed away from the vertical above it completely; the first fifteen meters were carved granite, and ice began above that. A single door marked the face of the granite, and wasn’t even the armored vault door he’d expected—it was a simple heavy wooden door on hinges, with a twist knob. It had a little glass window. Thick fog from the hot springs that warmed the canyon floor drifted here and there, but only in small patches, not nearly enough to conceal someone. Drake followed Hr’ent down the ice face shortly after and stepped lightly from his cable, dropping his harness, and unslinging his weapon. 
 
    “I tried to call; that icicle started to crack after your second bound. You must not have heard me.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t have mattered.” Hr’ent detached himself from his climbing cable, now coiled messily on the canyon floor. “If I’d braked earlier, I would’ve just fallen further. Let’s never do that again, huh?” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” Drake replied and surveyed the grounds with a multi-spectrum optic. “No guards? No laser tripwires?” 
 
    “Nothing I can see.” 
 
    Drake had the expensive optic, while he only had his mark-one eyeballs. The single light freighter looked southbound at the north end of the runway, and there was neither a single guard nor a single guard tower. The only external machinery visible beyond the ship was the squat four-wheeled tractor with a massive hose attached to the rear that disappeared into an access port in the rock wall. “Shame.” Hr’ent pouted. “I was promised thrilling heroics up against insane odds. Where are the thrilling heroics?” 
 
    “You’ve been watching too many of Meekos’ vids, Oogar.” 
 
    “It was just the one!” Hr’ent protested. And in a quieter voice, “…series.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Rylak touched down lightly and stepped free of the cables cleanly, shedding his harness and hefting his subgun. “You try the first one free, and then you’re hooked, and pretty soon you’re looking forward to each jump between systems so you can binge the next forty-hour season in three days. Trust me; I’ve known Meekos for years. He’s consumed more Human ‘culture’ in a shorter time than anyone I know. I think he’s even starting to understand the language without subtitles.” 
 
    Hr’ent gestured to the tractor. “Fuel?” 
 
    “Probably.” Rylak nodded. “With no starport services, they must have a siphon system to transfer it to and from ships. How much you want to bet that a huge percentage of their piracy is strictly parts and fuel?” 
 
    The trio cautiously approached the front door, rifles ready, and when Hr’ent tried it, hinges creaked and protested, but the door opened at his touch. The hallway, carved directly into the rock, disappeared into the gloom. What little illumination reached the bottom of the chasm disappeared quickly.  
 
    “The utter lack of guards is giving me the creeps,” Hr’ent said. “They didn’t even lock the door?” 
 
    “Never interrupt your enemy in the middle of making a mistake,” Drake replied. “That’s another one of Meekos’ tidbits of Human wisdom. Right up there with ‘Close air support covers a multitude of sins,’ and ‘Overkill is not a thing.’” 
 
    “The one I’m concerned with right now is, ‘If the attack is going well, you’re about to be ambushed,’ Rylak replied. The corridor was carved rock with exposed conduit tacked to the ceiling, barely visible in the low light. LED light strips were similarly tacked in at knee height and cast everything in an eerie pale blue. A gap in the lighting outlined a side passage, and Hr’ent edged out, rifle at the ready until he was committed and stepped fully into the passage. He quickly moved through to an adjacent room that initially reminded Hr’ent of the Jungleball locker rooms at the Ocono Academy. 
 
    Roughly hewn wooden racks on the close wall to his left held rifles of all different sizes and shapes. No two were alike, although there appeared to be two or three types that were more common than the rest. Hr’ent recognized them as being a popular style of modular laser carbine you could add to or remove parts from to accommodate the many sizes and shapes of Union aliens. Other rifles had been chopped, added to, taped together, spot-welded, and modified until they were an unrecognizable kitbash. Many of them had knives taped or welded to the barrels as bayonets. Large ammo cans roughly sorted by caliber filled the center of the room. Whether the labels were accurate or not was anyone’s guess. The other three walls had individual bays as wide as Hr’ent’s shoulders, and in each, helmets, vac-suits, body armor, and gear harnesses hung off sturdy hooks and polymer hangars. The armor and helmets were as unique and custom as the rifles were. Many bore cat-and-crossbones skull motifs, tiger stripes, or slogans written in one of the Pushtal languages. Several harnesses had hypodermics in speed rigs. 
 
    “Oh, good. That must be the ‘venom’ the butcher warned us about.” Hr’ent said. 
 
    “Could be,” Rylak agreed. “Blow all this shit in place?” 
 
    “Nah, pull the bolts and the ignition chambers,” Drake suggested instead. “Fling them out into the grass outside. We used to do something like this all the time when we found a quarry’s ride, but couldn’t find them. Disable a non-obvious-but-key component in their vehicle and pounce when they couldn’t get the ride going. I’ve dragged more than a few targets out through the window when their engine wouldn’t start. Disable the guns and we can achieve the same effect.” 
 
    Rylak leaned back out into the corridor and kept watch, while Hr’ent busied himself disassembling the guns and pulling out vital bits. “These guns are filthy,” he complained. “Sergeant Kirindi would kick my ass if my weapons looked like this.” 
 
    “Weird. Pirates are usually so good about things like attention to detail and a strong sense of discipline,” Drake replied, straight-faced, as he pulled the bolt from one of the rifles and tossed it in his pack. 
 
    “Hardy har har,” Hr’ent replied. “I can’t figure this one out, if you wanna have a look?” 
 
    “This one’s fused.” Drake took one glance at the chamber and pointed to a sheen of polished alloy inside. “It’s garbage. Too much crud in the ignition chamber superheated, flashed over, and welded the chamber shut from the inside. Don’t worry about it. I’m amazed the ships they’re running even fly if this is their maintenance standard.” He returned the rifle to the rack. “Take those parts and toss them outside.” 
 
    Hr’ent took his bag of gun bits outside and returned a moment later. He stopped, a quizzical look on his face. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “The vibrations? Yeah,” Drake replied. “They’ve been buzzing since we got here, I think.” 
 
    “Glad it’s not just me. That’s forty useless rifles sorted out. Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Further up the corridor they came to another break in the rock wall, on the right this time, and again entered it to sweep and clear. The first room was empty, save some chairs and a screen, but a door at the back led to a small six-bunk room. The mattresses were plain, ratty, and the blankets atop them were stained and smelled foul. 
 
    “Where the hell is everyone?” Rylak wondered aloud. 
 
    “I suspect we’ll know as soon as we find the source of those vibrations,” Drake replied. “It’s getting louder the deeper we go.” 
 
    Hr’ent took point again, and as they advanced, the corridor opened up wider and wider until it ended in a heavy steel wall with an armored door in the center of it opened by an oversized steel latch. Hr’ent dropped his pack once again to pull out some det tape, when Drake put a hand out and tried the handle. 
 
    “You’re kidding.” Hr’ent shook his head as the door popped open. “Now I know this is going to be an ambush.” 
 
    The armored door was the best-maintained piece of Roxtador equipment they’d seen yet, and it slid open silently—or perhaps any noise it made was drowned out by the sonic assault that clobbered Hr’ent’s ears as it unsealed. The throbbing vibration he’d been feeling in the soles of his feet resolved into a wall of pure sound. They stood on a catwalk high above a massive cavern floor. Strobes and lasers hung from the bars and cables below him, illuminating a heavy mist drifting over the cavern floor. In brief flashes of light, Hr’ent saw dozens upon dozens of Pushtal on the floor, dancing and gyrating against each other. Scents drifted up to him, and the fumes of several different malodourous drugs besieged his nose. 
 
    The cavern’s floor was divided into distinct areas. A waterfall, of all things, poured water into a series of stepped pools along one side, and more Pushtal there played in the water. If Hr’ent wasn’t mistaken, there was even a couple copulating in front of a group of others, while the others cheered them on. Beyond the pools, the dance floor was a multi-level affair with what might have once been flattened stalagmites, now platforms for more dancers above everyone else. A bar dominated an entire wall, with several ‘tenders pouring a kaleidoscope of colorful drinks, and hookahs at both ends of the bar emitted strange vapors. A small booth adjacent to the bar held a Pushtal in garb that glowed under the blacklight. 
 
    “There’s a lot more than forty Pushtal down there!” Drake shouted over the din. “This isn’t going to be some simple meet ‘n’ greet!” 
 
    Drake moved further down the catwalk, Hr’ent right behind. The strobes and lasers made it impossible for the Oogar’s vision to adjust, but he could see just barely well enough to tell the catwalk encircled the entire cavern. 
 
    As they approached the far wall where the catwalk descended to floor level by the bar, a couple came bounding up the stairway. They laughed and giggled, fondling each other. The female was aggressive with the male, grabbing him with her hands, and the male leaned back. The female kissed his neck, chest, and moved lower, but the male lost his balance and tumbled backward over the catwalk to splash down in yet another hot spring pool. The female laughed aloud as the male resurfaced, but he clambered out and made his way toward the bar. Her eyes went wide as she caught sight of the intruders. 
 
    “Well, hello,” she purred. “I’ve never had a Besquith before.” She approached with a seductive, slinky walk, and draped herself on Drake’s armored shoulder. Her pupils were wide, deep pools of black with more than a hint of mania behind them. “Or an Oogar. I’m flying high on Decadence, sweethearts, you don’t have to be gentle,” she crooned. 
 
    “And you won’t today either,” Drake replied, pointedly removing her arm from his pauldron. “Who’s in charge?” 
 
    The Pushtal female cocked an eyebrow and grinned; clearly she had some kind of innuendo in mind. She pouted, and flicked one of the buckles on the bounty hunter’s armor, but paid no mind whatsoever to the load-bearing harness festooned with explosives, magazines, or the rifle for that matter. “If I tell you, promise me you’ll come back?” 
 
    “Alright, sure we promise, lady,” Hr’ent replied. “Where’s the First Claw?” 
 
    “He’s right behind you,” she purred, and they whirled in place while she giggled. “Oops, my mistake. He’s down there,” she pointed, “by the pool.” 
 
    Of course he is, Hr’ent thought. As far from the stairs as he can get. 
 
    “Can you be a little more specific?” Rylak asked. “There’s gotta be fifteen of your Clanmates down there!” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie, I haven’t mated with all of them,” she protested, mock serious. “But then again…the night is young…” A broad smile crossed her face. “He’s the one wearing the pelt, swaggering around like he owns the place—which he does. But I suppose, if you lean that way, I’ll have to live with my disappointment. If you ever change your mind, ask for Ruxandra. Ta ta, darlings.”  
 
    The Pushtal female hopped onto the catwalk railing, and with a mighty leap, vaulted onto one of the flattened stalagmites two full meters above the dance floor. Once there, she looked back up at them and started dancing to the music, gazing up at the young Peacemaker candidate as she started peeling clothes off and throwing them out into the crowd below her. 
 
    “I think ‘Ruxandra’ likes you,” Drake shouted, leaning in to Hr’ent’s ears. “A lot.” 
 
    “That’s so messed up.” Hr’ent shook his head. “Can you two cover me from here? In case this all goes terribly wrong?” 
 
    “Of course!” Rylak laughed. “The glorious last stand of Candidate Golramm, killed in a mosh pit surrounded by horny tiger women. That we should all be so lucky.” 
 
    Hr’ent stared at the Zuul for a moment. “What’s a mosh pit?” 
 
    “That,” Rylak pointed down at the seething crowd of dancers, “is a mosh pit. Or close enough. Meekos is the expert. There’s a difference between a mosh pit and a rave, but the distinction eludes me. More of that Human shit he likes so much.” 
 
    “If that’s the case,” Hr’ent said with a grin, “that’s what I want on my headstone at the Academy.”  
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Hr’ent pulled off his rifle and passed it to Drake. It would be far too tight for him to use effectively, and the risk of being disarmed was much too high. Drake slung the rifle behind him and gave him a half salute as the Oogar pulled his balaclava back on and descended the stairs. 
 
    The white armor and its mottled design actually worked as a kind of camouflage inside the “mosh pit” as well. As Hr’ent plunged into the riotous mass of revelers, most of them only saw flashes of white lit by lasers and strobes, hidden in the fog and mist. He crouched so he didn’t stand literally head and shoulders above the Pushtal, but they were too addled by drugs and drink to realize he wasn’t one of them. He managed to advance ten whole meters before one of the Pushtal took exception to his presence. 
 
    Down in the close-packed dance floor, his translation pendant was useless; all he heard was a snarl, and all he felt were fingers clutching his right bicep. Hr’ent turned toward the other and locked eyes with an angry male Pushtal, whose claws were out and already shredding the sleeve of his cold-weather jacket. They skittered across the armor plate toward his elbow, and Hr’ent seized the hand with one of his own. With a quick twist, he pulled the hand free and torqued on the offending arm, rotating it so quickly the Pushtal had no choice but to throw himself sideways to follow the motion or suffer a broken arm. With little room to maneuver, Hr’ent just leaned in, rotated his hips, and pistoned a hard right cross across the Pushtal’s jaw. That laid him out, and Hr’ent quickly ducked into the crowd before his assailant could recover. A few meters more, and he came to one of the stalagmites. The top of the platform was at eye height, and when he glanced up, Ruxandra looked back down at him, wearing nothing but a smile. She knelt and offered him a hand up. Hr’ent looked behind him and saw the Pushtal he’d punched at the bar, pointing him out to one of the ‘tenders. Ahead of him, the stalagmite dance platforms were only a few meters apart and empty. 
 
    “They didn’t cover this shit at the Academy…” he muttered as he accepted Ruxandra’s hand and climbed up onto the platform. 
 
    “Bohdan looks mad!” she shouted in his ear. 
 
    “He shouldn’t have ripped my coat!” Hr’ent leaped from Ruxandra’s platform to another, skipping above the heads of the Pushtal below him, making much faster progress toward Skipistal and the pools. He reached the last of the platforms and turned just in time to see Bohdan leap onto the first platform, hoist Ruxandra into the air, and throw her from the platform into the sea of bodies. With their hands up in the air, the crowd caught Ruxandra, and they carried her away. Bohdan followed Hr’ent quickly, easily skipping from platform to platform until he was only one jump away. Bohdan leaped once more, this time leading with his claws, but Hr’ent was waiting for him and caught one of his outstretched arms. He twisted and flung the angry Pushtal past him, and he flew bonelessly across the crowd until he splashed down into one of the hot spring pools. The First Claw had his back to the pool, and the splash soaked him from mane to tail. He turned, glowering at the fool who’d dared to interrupt him, but Bohdan emerged from the pool pointing at Hr’ent, above them on the stalagmite platform. The First Claw frowned for a moment, then drew a pistol, but kept it down by his leg. 
 
    Hr’ent vaulted down from the stalagmite but didn’t get any closer. He slowly reached into a pouch and pulled out a hundred credit chit. 
 
    “Five minutes?” he shouted. 
 
    The Pushtal eyed the cash and motioned to one of the others. The female took the chit from Hr’ent’s hand and fished around in his cash pouch for more. Producing a second hundred credit card, she turned both of them over to the First Claw, and he motioned for Hr’ent to follow. Hr’ent didn’t resist, following the First Claw as he cut through the crowd. He roughly shoved the revelers out of the way, his hangers-on making a V behind him to clear the crowd. Ruxandra caught Hr’ent’s eye again as he passed her, and when she jumped, he reflexively caught her in his arms. Realizing she was wholly nude, he abruptly dropped her legs so she stood, but as Hr’ent made to follow the others, she hooked an arm around his and followed, too. 
 
    The First Claw led him through another carved corridor, this one at floor level, and Drake’s voice came over Hr’ent’s pinplants as he entered the passage. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to fol—” and then the rock interrupted the signal. Three short turns later, Hr’ent found himself in a brightly lit but low-ceilinged room with corridors leading off in several directions. A handful of ratty couches lined the walls, and signs above each corridor had Roxtadoran runes. Hr’ent couldn’t read Pushtal, and had no idea what they signified. The noise of the rave outside was still present, but he could ignore it for the most part. 
 
    The First Claw flopped down on one couch, and a female joined him. She threw her legs up over his and supplied him with a tin. He pulled out a healthy pinch of some material and placed it under his tongue, let out a satisfied rumble, and leaned back. 
 
    “You have three and a half minutes left, trespasser. That second hundred credit chit bought you five more minutes to get the fuck out of my territory before I unleash the pack. So say what you have to say and get it over with.” 
 
    “I’m here because I believe the MinSha are carrying out genocide against your people—” Hr’ent began, and the First Claw threw his head back and howled in laughter. The others joined in, but Hr’ent carried on, “—and I want to put a stop to it.” 
 
    “What are you, six?” the Pushtal leader spat. “You child? Of course the MinSha have been killing us off. They’ve been killing us for eighty-six years, nine months, eighteen days…” he glanced at his timepiece “…and fourteen hours, ever since the MinSha ‘owned’ Vorrhurna lock, stock, and two smoking barrels. There’s not a minute of the time that’s gone by that I don’t hate the MinSha to the depth of my soul. When I wake in the afternoon, I hate MinSha. When I sleep, I dream of killing MinSha. When my Clan hunts, we hunt MinSha. But they aren’t just the MinSha. They’re the agents and allies and executioners of the Mercenary Guild, and as much as it pains me to admit it, taking on the entire accursed Union may be biting off slightly more than Clan Roxtador can chew. I don’t know who you think you are or how you found us, but I didn’t ask for your help, and I don’t want your help.” The handgun materialized again in the First Claw’s hand, and this time it was pointed straight at Hr’ent’s face. “Unless you’re the ridiculously naïve prince of an Oogar MegaConglomerate that wants to hire all the mercs in the Union to go put boot to thorax of all MinSha everywhere, get the fuck out and don’t ever come back.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Out!” Skipistal roared. 
 
    Hr’ent took one step backward, and another. He turned down the tunnel and left as the First Claw’s sycophants laughed and jeered at him. Ruxandra followed him, and when he re-entered the cavern’s dance floor, she grabbed him by the elbow, but he shook her off. 
 
    “Leave me alone, you drug-addled…Pushtal,” he finished lamely. 
 
    “Dammit, Hr’ent, what does it take to get you to speak somewhere in private?” she spat in his face. He visibly recoiled—how did she know his name?” 
 
    “I told you I’d be seeing you, ‘bounty hunter.’ I swear, a lady takes her kit off, and a male’s upper brain shuts right off. Follow me.” 
 
    Stunned by her abrupt change in demeanor, Hr’ent had no choice but to follow Ruxandra as she strode directly up the stairs, dragging the Oogar behind her. When she reached the catwalk, she waved a single finger in a circle in the air and pointed back toward the underground’s entrance. Drake made eye contact with Hr’ent, who shrugged to indicate beats me, and the bounty hunters fell in behind Hr’ent. 
 
    Upon reaching the ready room, Ruxandra turned to face all three off-worlders. 
 
    “For entropy’s sake, what happened in there?” Drake demanded. 
 
    “Hr’ent got laughed right out of the room. ‘I’m from the Union, and I’m here to help,’ he says, more or less. I was going to warn you, Skipistal’s utterly committed to two things: killing MinSha and getting high. That’s it. That’s why I wanted to get one or all of you off alone.” 
 
    “I thought—” Hr’ent admitted, shamefacedly. 
 
    “Oh, smarten up,” Ruxandra snapped. “Really? You think a Pushtal like me is going to be so stoned out of her mind she’s going to mate cross-species?” 
 
    “To be fair,” Rylak said, “you were very convincing. Are you an actress? A spy? Both? Which is it?” 
 
    “Both, I think,” she replied. “Each makes me better at the other. Now shut up and listen. Right up until Hr’ent didn’t blast Skipistal where he sat, I had every reason to believe you three were another motley crew of bounty hunters here to skin some cat and haul the carcass off to Ocono to make a credit or three. I’ve been warning Skipistal he needs to get back on the original program and lay off the ‘marauding corsair’ shtick, but all he hears is, ‘Ruxandra is weak,’ ‘Ruxandra is a problem,’ ‘Ruxandra wants to ruin my fun.’ For him, there’s only one way this story ends—him getting gunned down covered in blue MinSha blood—and it’s only a question of how long until that happens. He’s more than claimed his honor guard in Vorrha, not that he knows a fucking thing about honor.” 
 
    “And you do.” 
 
    “Infinitely more than he knows.” Ruxandra snorted. “Do the math. Any of us would do a better job. While he’s getting stoned on every drug known to Pushtal kind, he’s making himself a target for every MinSha, XenSha, SleSha, HecSha, and GenSha with a fleet and a wanted poster.” 
 
    “I didn’t think GenSha were Mercs?” Hr’ent replied. 
 
    “So help me, Hr’ent, the point is he needs to go down. He’s a liability, and whatever your scheme is, taking out Skipistal can only help. And I can help make that happen.” 
 
    “Ambitious.” 
 
    “Naturally. Unfortunately, the only way to force a change in leadership is to challenge and kill the current officeholder. You could be sharp as a bag of mud, but if you’re good in a scrap; you have a shot at the title.” 
 
    “And you’re thinking we’re looking to change the leadership in Clan Roxtador?” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t snooping around Merarch, Oron’Khaira, and all the other Clan holds because you’re looking to invest in beachfront property. Don’t give me that look, of course we talk. Everyone knows about the ‘bounty hunters’ who aren’t hunting bounties. Who are you, really?” 
 
    A strobe over the door interrupted the discussion, pulsing with a regular bright flash of light, and a klaxon blared. “Shit!” she cursed and pulled up a map on the workstation screen. She tapped the glass twice, pointing to something. “Seismic detector. We’ve got an ice worm incoming.” She did a doubletake. “Holy shit, that’s a big one!” 
 
    A quick left turn out the door and a right, and the trio followed her into the arms room. Ruxandra threw on her armored skinsuit, buckled her armor on, and grabbed one of the rifles from the rack.  
 
    “Wait!” Hr’ent shouted, and she glared at him 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We, uh, pulled the bolts on those before we went further in. They’re all out in the grass outside; none of those will function.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    She racked the charging handle on her rifle, but the handle went straight to the rear and stayed there rather than slamming forward under the return spring’s pressure. Drake pulled the handle back on his a bare inch, showed her one of his rounds was chambered, and let it slide forward. “We’re not complete idiots, and we weren’t about to get chased out of here by a platoon of angry pirates with long guns if that’s what it came down to. Take mine; I have a spare.” 
 
    He released the sling point from his rifle and held it out. Ruxandra glared at him, Hr’ent, and back to Drake again, but threw down her rifle and accepted his. “The duty squad was down in the party along with everyone else, and it’s going to bust right out of the ceiling in the central cavern.” Drake drew his sidearm, a modded, customized version of the cutting-edge CT-70, and motioned for the door. 
 
    They returned to the cavern catwalk again, and Ruxandra fired a shot across the cavern into the far corner of the cavern. If she’d been hoping to get everyone’s attention, the pounding musical rhythm that still pumped through the suspended speaker stacks drowned out the shot’s report. 
 
    With several more aimed shots, Ruxandra destroyed the largest cluster of speakers, at which point her gunshots became more than audible. “ICE WORM INBOUND! GET TO THE TUNNELS! GO!” she screamed. It took a moment for her shrill warning to register. Then there was a stampede for the same tunnel by the bar, where Skipistal had mocked Hr’ent and sent him packing. That many Pushtal trying to squeeze down the same small passage led to a bottleneck, but there was nothing anyone could do about it. The rumbling grew abruptly in volume and intensity until the ceiling burst with a cascade of rock, ice, and rubble that showered the crowd below. Hr’ent heard cries of pain, anger, and fear, and then the worm revealed itself. 
 
    The monstrous thing’s head was pale, nearly translucent white, but streaked with mud, clay, and dust. Its jaws hinged open in three directions to bare rows upon rows of teeth, wide enough it could swallow a Pushtal whole. Each of the monster’s three jaw segments ended in a single saber-toothed fang that glistened with acidic venom, and the jaw behind it held rows of serrated teeth. Thick whiskers tasted the air ahead of the mouth, while rings of short, segmented legs emanated in five directions, beginning right behind the head. Ruxandra didn’t waste any time and opened fire. Hr’ent squared up, placed the red dot on his rifle over the thing’s maw, and opened fire. The recoil punished his shoulder as he hammered the trigger, but he couldn’t tell whether the rounds were having any effect. Drake and Rylak joined them at the catwalk’s edge, pouring more fire into the worm. The exposed segments of the worm flexed, searching for the source of the gunfire, but a handful of Roxtadorans on the cavern floor below had drawn sidearms of their own, and they were firing, too. Ruxandra shot her rifle dry and reached over to pluck a second rifle mag from Drake’s harness. 
 
    “THIS ISN’T ENOUGH FIREPOWER!” Ruxandra shouted as she reloaded. Hr’ent ran dry as well and activated his pinplant communicator. 
 
    “Meekos! Tell me you found a way into the chasm?” 
 
    “I think so. It’s really tight out here; I’m still a couple hundred meters from your position, but it’s slow going. Is that gunfire?” 
 
    “YES!” Hr’ent slapped his reload into place and pounded the bolt-release with a meaty hand. He fired another handful of rounds before shouting orders to the rest of the group, “WE HAVE TO GET IT OUTSIDE!” he shouted. “FALL BACK!” 
 
    Rylak shot his subgun dry and slapped a fresh magazine on top on his way to the front corridor’s armored doorway. Drake fired his last three rounds one-handed, palmed a pistol mag, cleared the empty one with a flick, slid the new magazine in place, and thumbed the slide release. He dashed past Rylak and braced himself against the ready room’s entryway. Ruxandra emptied her borrowed rifle again and realized Drake wasn’t on the gun line anymore. She raced down the corridor and pulled another mag from Drake’s harness on her way by, leaving Hr’ent on the catwalk alone. 
 
    The ice worm flexed down toward the pirates on the floor who were engaging it with their handguns, but Hr’ent paused his fusillade long enough to pick out the base of one of the sensory whiskers, and in an instant when the worm seemed to hold still, he fired a carefully aimed shot. The worm bellowed a cry of pain, and Hr’ent grinned. It had felt that. Then his toothy grin turned to fear as the worm flexed again, the rings of tiny legs pushed more of its body out of the ceiling, and it climbed along the ceiling, the tiny grasping feet suspending it above the cavern floor. The beast wove between stalactites, and where it touched ice, the ice sizzled and boiled away to steam. Hr’ent could feel the radiant heat the instant it turned his way, and he fled. 
 
    The moment Hr’ent cleared the armored doorway, Rylak emptied another full magazine into the enormous beast in one rapid burst. The Zuul favored the Phantom 46 submachine gun, which had a full-auto cyclic rate of nearly twelve hundred rounds per minute. He dumped all fifty rounds in a bare two and a half seconds before turning to race after Hr’ent. Once the Zuul was past him, Drake repeated the process with his pistol. The four fell into a fighting withdrawal drill known as the Lumar Peelback, although Hr’ent had no idea whether the Lumar practiced the technique themselves. He too emptied an entire magazine at the ice worm, and a distant part of his mind noted that the ice worm fit perfectly in the corridor, utterly filling it—but then his sidearm ran dry, and he turned to run as well. 
 
    Ruxandra only had time to fire three rounds before she had to run or be caught by the worm. Hr’ent was holding the door wide, and she raced out into the gloom of the chasm. Hr’ent dove aside as the worm followed Ruxandra outside, and the Oogar felt the worm’s internal heat way too close. Drake opened fire again, and Rylak dumped another fifty rounds, but his zippy little subgun bullets didn’t seem to be affecting it much. They poured more fire into the worm’s flanks, which now extended at least fifteen meters from the doorway, and it still stretched down the tunnel behind it. Hr’ent started to get worried when he saw Drake reach for a reload on his belt, but his mag pouches were empty. Ruxandra ran out next but was close enough to Drake he was able to lob her another rifle mag. She deftly snatched it out of the air, reloaded, and kept firing. 
 
    “Okay, I’m just coming into the clearing now—Woah! Shit! What is that?” Meekos said over his comm. Hr’ent was about to reply, but the feisty Cochkala had already turned the shuttle and jinked sideways across the chasm’s open space. The shuttle’s ducted fans echoed in the close terrain of the chasm, and steam from the hot springs swirled. The dual-MAC hardpoint on the shuttle’s chin deployed, and Meekos opened fire. Darts traveling four times the speed of sound ripped holes in the atmosphere, the ice worm, and the lawn, with gruesome results. Green ichor splashed the grounds, and the worm trumpeted in pain. Where the ichor touched moisture, it sizzled and turned black. Meekos let up on the guns for a moment and dropped even more altitude until he was only ten or fifteen meters above the ground. At that height, the hypervelocity MAC rounds struck the ice worm squarely and tore horrific wounds down its length, only erupting out its side when the dart reached a curve in the worm’s segments. The tail end of the worm thrashed free of the cavern, exposing the beast’s entire twenty-five-meter length. A few more seconds of sustained fire from the shuttle carved the worm into bloody chunks that leaked from dozens of holes the size of Hr’ent’s fist. Wherever the green blood touched the grass, it sizzled and blackened in seconds. 
 
    The Oogar took one deep breath and then another. He circled the beast cautiously and rejoined Ruxandra on the far side of the ruined monster. 
 
    “You kill these things with small arms fire?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head slowly. “No, we don’t. This thing is—well, it’s the largest I’ve ever seen. Everyone in Roxtador knows a guy who knows a guy who supposedly killed one that was thirty, or forty, or even fifty meters—in fierce, personal, one-on-one combat, of course—but they’re all full of shit. The largest I’ve ever seen isn’t even ten meters long. I suppose I know now where these caverns came from.” She eyed the combat knife on Hr’ent’s harness. “May I?” 
 
    “You may,” he replied and slipped the knife free of its sheath. The blade was more like a short sword, nearly fifty centimeters long, and saw-toothed on one side. She passed the borrowed rifle back to Drake and approached the side of the monster cautiously. She visibly counted each segment until she plunged the knife in between the eighth and ninth sets of legs, and sawed away at the meat until she plunged her arm between the plates up to her shoulder. 
 
    “The blood reacts with water violently, some kind of exothermic chemical reaction. That’s how the worms melt holes through the glacier. But these suits are designed to be inert and don’t react. Everyone around here’s…” She yanked hard on something inside the worm. “…got a suit for just this purpose.”  
 
    Rylak visibly suppressed a gag. “Okay, that’s fucking gross,” he said. When Ruxandra withdrew her arm, she held the shredded remains of a rubbery sack in her claws. 
 
    “Trust, but verify. This fucker ain’t coming back without a heartbeat.” 
 
    At the doorway, one of the Pushtal from inside cautiously emerged with a rifle carried at the low ready. Several more followed. Hr’ent flicked his eyes toward the other pirates and back to Ruxandra. “As we say, close air support covers a multitude of sins.” 
 
    “We say that now, do we?” Drake grinned a wolfish, toothy smile. 
 
    “We sure do!” Hr’ent chuckled, gesturing to the leaking monster on the chasm floor. “That said, I think we’ve worn out our welcome. Will you be alright?” he asked. 
 
    Ruxandra’s smile matched Drake’s, and she nodded in the affirmative. “Don’t you worry, I’m taking all the credit for this particular hunt. Just get out of here before they realize their rifles are disabled. We’ll have to continue our discussion later. Keep me in mind if you take out Skipistal.” 
 
    The shuttle touched down, and Hr’ent’s team boarded without further discussion. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Well, that was appalling, Hr’ent thought as the shuttle blasted off from Merarch for the last time. 
 
    Seven continents. Seven Pushtal languages. 
 
    Seven samples of starvation-level poverty and crime-ridden cities full of little more than villains and victims. Empty homes, empty houses, and little more than squalor left behind. The cities were holes where dreams died. A week was all he could tolerate in those ruined jungles of plascrete and rubble. He had no idea how the Pushtal managed—and then he thought of the twitching one in the park, of Roxtador’s drug-fueled subterranean parties, and realized some of them didn’t. They walled off their past with drugs and vice, lived for the day, and little else. 
 
    The happiest, healthiest areas he visited were probably Clan Grotha’s tiny rural villages. They were small enough there was enough work to be found in pre-industrial subsistence farming and industries directly related to it. At least they saw the fruits of their labor and had a purpose, even if it was a simple, rugged life. That said, everywhere he went, the word was the same. The MinSha had grossly mismanaged the cities and demolished their industries. 
 
    The weight of his mission pressed as surely on his shoulders as the G-forces did as the shuttle left Merarch with a full tank of fuel, boosting for the station above it once again. If he was going to make a real dent in Pushtal piracy long term, he had to identify why they’d turned to piracy in the first place. Hr’ent was convinced escaping the hell that was Vorrhurna was reason number one. When the MinSha had assumed control of the planet, if they were genuinely interested in profits, they should have been doing everything they could to maximize productivity. Instead, they’d left nothing but ruin and death in their wake. He hadn’t been exaggerating before in Oron’Khaira Hive City when Drake and Rylak had pushed back against his investigation. Genocide was the systematic, deliberate, ongoing killing of a particular people or race, and that’s exactly what the MinSha had been doing. He just needed hard data to support his conclusions. Then, of course, he had to figure out what to do about it. 
 
    Meekos brought the craft cleanly into orbit, and a few hours later they docked with the Blythe again. The shop was done repairing the corvette, and Drake’s earlier contact, Tzztch, accepted a small bump in her bank account balance in exchange for one of the small internal pressurized cargo bays. Her office was one of their first stops. 
 
    “If I wanted census data, where would I start?” Drake asked. He was pretending to be in charge again, and Hr’ent was pretending to be his new muscle. After the week they’d just had, it was a jarring shift. 
 
    “Resource management office,” Tzztch replied. “Talk to my cousin Jadazz in the Information Guild offices on Deck Six. If she can’t get you what you need, she’ll know who can. I thought you were hunting pirates, Drake, why would you want census data?” 
 
    “I thought you liked getting credits for information, Tzztch,” Rylak growled. “You want information from us, it’ll cost you.” 
 
    Tzztch lifted a pair of taloned hands in mock protest. “Never mind; forget I asked. Just make sure Jadazz knows I sent you her way. Gotta look after the family, you know?” 
 
    “You’re MinSha; aren’t you all family already?” Drake asked with a sarcastic grin. 
 
    “Well, true, but—” 
 
    “Never mind. Catch you later,” Drake cut her off and tossed her another hundred credit chit as they exited her cube. 
 
    Four decks, nine hallways, and three lifts later, Drake banged on the hatch marked “Information Guild Liaison.” To their surprise, a plainly dressed Pushtal answered. 
 
    “We’re looking for Jadazz,” Drake declared. “Tzztch sent us. This the right office?” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment with the administrator? I believe she’ll be busy in meetings for another half hour, but we have refreshments in the waiting room.” 
 
    The Pushtal guided them to a quiet room with several kinds of hot recaf, couches clearly designed to accommodate aliens of various sizes, and universally annoying Muzak pumped over hidden speakers. 
 
    “May I tell her who’s waiting?” 
 
    “Drake, bounty hunter for the Peacemaker Guild. Tzztch sent us.” 
 
    “I’ll let her know, but she tends to be very busy. Please be patient.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 MinSha Administrative Headquarters, Outer Docking Ring, Vorrhurna System 
 
    Infiltrating the system had been deceptively easy, courtesy of their stolen ship transponder codes. Being mistaken for a MinSha transport allowed them to clear many hurdles that might otherwise have slowed them down, and it also gave them priority docking with a cleared berthing area.  
 
    Using the information provided to them by a mole within the MinSha Administration Headquarters, the Reaper of Hope found the bounty hunter ship’s berthing location. Unwilling to dock near it, the ship’s captain decided to berth at a lesser-traversed location along the outer ring. “Plan B,” the second ship, was berthed on the opposite side of the station, having arrived in-system the day before. Meerawn hoped they wouldn’t need the diversion, but experience told him it was better to have something and not need it than to need it and not have it. 
 
    The path laid out for Meerawn and his pack wound its way through the lesser-traversed parts of the station. Once upon a time, when it had been newly constructed, the corridors and connector tubes had been teeming with MinSha warriors and scientists tasked with the pacification of the planet below. As the years went by, the need for the scientists waned, while the ranks of MinSha guards grew. 
 
    The scientists had abandoned the old laboratories when they went home, and the MinSha had turned it into a place to meet Pushtal collaborators. It kept them all in a nice, tight little space where they’d be unable to do much—theoretically. In actuality, the Pushtal zone on the station had become the de facto hub for information gathering in the entire system, while the Pushtal plied their trade at the behest of their MinSha masters. 
 
    Between each habitat ring was a series of transport tubes and maintenance hatches. The MinSha workers who went there often had armed guards, since not even the best security measures could prevent all types of infestations. Insectoid creatures from the MinSha homeworld were the most common creatures living in the inaccessible regions of the station, and were hated by the MinSha and Pushtal alike. Though chemically incompatible with the Pushtal, the bites of the MinSha insectoid were painful and caused large welts.  
 
    Meerawn began to second guess the brilliance of his plan when the third little bug bit him. 
 
    “Entropy!” he hissed as the slender being disappeared into the darkness unscathed. He reached down and touched the exposed fur near his ankle. Sure enough, there was yet another welt beginning to rise beneath his fur. Not for the first time did he wish for a flamethrower of some sort. It would make short work of the insectoids, even if it could potentially set the entire station on fire. “I hate those damn things.” 
 
    “I heard Cochkala make pets of them,” Kortnee offered, a grin on his features. Meerawn gave his oldest friend a dirty look but somehow refrained from punching him square in the maw. Kortnee continued, “Or they like them as snacks. I forget which.” 
 
    “I could smack you right now,” Meerawn grumbled under his breath, though it was loud enough for Cravich to hear. The young hunter chuckled and poked his First. 
 
    “At least you’ve only been bitten a few times, First,” Cravich pointed out. “Unlike poor Kleve here.” 
 
    “I must taste delicious to the horrible little things,” the smallest hunter of the pack practically whined. “It’s almost as if they’re targeting me specifically.” 
 
    “What a shame.” Cravich’s shoulders shook as the hunter silently laughed at his companion’s misery. “I told you to double-check your lower body armor.” 
 
    “You undid the straps as a joke!” Kleve’s subsequent cursing caused everyone to laugh. “It’s not funny!” 
 
    “It’s hilarious,” Kortnee corrected him. “Now quit whining. They’ve bitten our fearless leader a few times, and you don’t hear him complaining.” 
 
    “I think that’s because Kleve is a little deaf,” Meerawn offered. “First elevator shaft is up ahead, outside the door. This is where it could get a little problematic. 
 
    “Cravich, take the three Oronhaia hunters and make your way through the alternate route,” Meerawn instructed. He gave the other clan hunters a sharp look. “No dawdling. Kill when you must, but I need you ready to cover the extraction route after we make the hit. If you find the bounty hunters, take your shot if you have it.” 
 
    “Any more news from our informer yet, First?” Kleve asked. Meerawn frowned but scanned his incoming transmissions. There was no sign of anything since they’d docked. 
 
    “No,” Meerawn replied after a moment. “We know the bounty hunters are on the station, though. We have that confirmed. Keep a good lookout, Cravich, and good luck.” 
 
    They reached a junction in the maintenance tunnel. Cravich and his small pack turned right, taking the long way around to prepare for the escape to their secondary ship, which had arrived hours before. Meerawn silently bid the young hunter a successful hunt before turning his attention back to Kortnee and Kleve. 
 
    “This is why I told him to grab six hunters,” Meerawn informed them. “A MinSha patrol could do some serious damage to us.” 
 
    “He thought Darden and Jelica were part of the Hunt.” Kortnee shrugged his armored shoulders. “Combined with the Oronhaia volunteers, it was more than what you asked for. He didn’t think the ship’s crew would stay on the ship. Pretty obvious, though, if you ask me.” 
 
    “He’s got a bit to go until he’s ready to lead a pack on a Hunt,” Meerawn stated. “He’ll learn, unless he gets killed before then.” 
 
    “I hope to Vorrha he learns before then,” Kleve stated. “There’s no way I’m ready to lead a Hunt yet.” 
 
    Ah, to be young and not anxious to prove yourself to your packmaster, Meerawn thought as they turned left and headed toward the secondary transport tube. He remembered being so eager to join the fight, to lead a pack on a pirate raid. It had taken a long time for him to learn caution. Kleve, while young, was well on his way to being a long-lived Pushtal. Provided they all survived this little adventure, at least. 
 
    The small group came to an access point. Beyond the hatch lay the main hall of the station, a point where they’d be dangerously exposed, if only for a few moments before they reached the next transport tube. Meerawn paused and double-checked the station schematics. He knew roughly where the docking bay for the bounty hunters’ ship was, courtesy of Pushtal maintenance crews who’d helpfully passed along the information. However, other than ambushing them at their ship, there was no way to tell precisely where the bounty hunters were. This made the Hunt all the more challenging. 
 
    He exposed his fangs with a wide smile. The fur on the back of his neck had risen, and he could taste the air around them. He could smell the excitement pouring off of Kleve and the calm, resolute determination from Kortnee. The air in the ventilation system tasted of machine oil, ozone, and algae; his nostrils flared as he focused his instincts. His senses heightened, Meerawn felt alive for the first time in what seemed like forever. 
 
    An easy Hunt was no Hunt at all, merely slaughter. While sometimes battle called for slaughter, the Hunt never did. It was a strange axiom not even Meerawn could explain; rather, he felt it in his bones. While not the Great Hunt, it was still something worthy. His descendants might not praise it, but he suspected any future cubs he might have would tell stories of how their father had hunted down and killed those responsible for the cowardly attack upon a First. 
 
    Easing the hatch open, Kortnee poked his head out and performed a quick scan. He ducked back inside and gently resealed the hatch. 
 
    “Two guards inbound,” Kortnee told them in a low voice, quiet enough not to carry far, but loud enough for him to hear.  
 
    “Distance?” Meerawn asked. 
 
    “Fifteen meters and moving slow,” his old friend replied. The First Claw nodded. 
 
    “Six seconds, they should pass us,” he said. “We move five seconds after.” 
 
    “First, with all due respect…” Kleve’s voice trailed off. Meerawn looked at the young hunter for a moment before motioning him to continue. Swallowing nervously, Kleve recommenced. “This is a Hunt. Let’s take the kill and hide the bodies in here. Stealth will be maintained, but we’ll have vengeance.” 
 
    “It’s a good kill,” Kortnee added. “I’d hunt them.” 
 
    Meerawn thought about it for a half-second. He had named Kortnee the Packmaster of this Hunt, after all. “Suppressors,” he suggested to them. 
 
    “No claws?” Kortnee asked. Meerawn shook his head. 
 
    “Too slow,” he answered as he screwed the suppressor on the barrel of his carbine. It wouldn’t be silent, but it would be much quieter than normal. Still loud, though, just below a hundred decibels. Glancing over at the other two, he saw they had theirs on already. Nodding, he held up three claws, then two. On one, Kortnee pulled the hatch open and stepped out into the corridor. 
 
    Pop! Pop pop pop pop! 
 
    Meerawn followed quickly behind Kortnee and knelt, scanning the corridor behind the young hunter. He made certain to keep the barrel pointed away from Kortnee and Kleve as he watched their backs. He kept the weapon pressed firmly into his shoulder and ready to fire, even though his knee began to ache from an old injury from a pirate raid years before. By Vorrha, he hated working in gravity sometimes! It brought back many of the aches and pains he didn’t suffer from while in zero-g. 
 
    Focus, he chided himself. Corridor clear, he turned back to inspect Kortnee’s shooting. 
 
    The first shot had drilled straight through the back of the rear MinSha’s head, leaving a messy splatter of blue blood and bits of chitin on the wall of the corridor. The next series of shots had left a string of holes tracing up the abdomen of the lead MinSha, who was struggling to crawl down the hall. There was a short, messy smear trailing behind him which matched the impromptu wall decoration of its counterpart. It was clear to Meerawn the alien bug was in a tremendous amount of pain. 
 
    Many emotions went through Meerawn as he stared at the dying alien. Sympathy wasn’t one of them. Hatred? Definitely. A smoldering rage? Check. Plus, a sense of disdain toward what he saw as a lesser life form. He had a family, a clan. What did a MinSha have besides their queens? 
 
    Nothing, he thought as Kortnee approached the dying MinSha. Those strange eyes turned to stare up at the Pushtal hunter. Meerawn wondered what it saw. He hoped it realized the Hunt had come for it and its kind, and that in the bug’s last moments, it would know fear. 
 
    Kortnee didn’t hesitate. He pressed the barrel of his suppressed carbine against the alien skin, picking a spot directly below the two bulbous insect-like eyes, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Pop! 
 
    Kortnee grabbed the dead MinSha and began dragging the body toward their maintenance hatch. Kleve quickly grabbed the second body and followed suit. Meerawn kept a lookout as the duo dragged the corpses out of sight. Within moments, they reappeared sans MinSha. A quick scan told Meerawn that Kortnee’s leg injury from the fight with the HecSha had yet to heal fully. He pointed this out to his friend, who scoffed at him. 
 
    “There’s MinSha blood and brain matter all over this corridor, and you’re worried about my limp?” 
 
    Meerawn looked away, chagrined. The young hunter was right. He sighed. “When you put it that way…” 
 
    “I’m fine, First,” Kortnee told him. Meerawn kept any other doubts to himself. After a brief pause to wipe away MinSha blood smeared all over his paw, the hunter continued, “I’m more concerned about someone else finding this mess.” 
 
    “If we were staying for a long time, then yes, I’d agree,” Meerawn replied as Kortnee closed the maintenance door and jimmied the lock. The First knelt and dipped his paw in the MinSha ichor, coating it, before slapping the wall next to the door. He pulled away, and a large Pushtal paw print remained, with two rivulets of alien blood running down near the center. He looked over at Kortnee. “We’re sending a message as well.” 
 
    “Bad time to send a message, in my opinion,” Kleve grumbled, but Meerawn ignored him. The young hunter didn’t truly understand what was at stake. Meerawn knew. He’d had plenty of time to dwell upon it while the Reaper had been in transit to Vorrhurna Prime. Not only was he going to break the horrid contract that bound them, but he’d also free those who remained behind on the planet. It would be an open rebellion, bloody and vicious, but necessary. A compliant Pushtal was a dead one. 
 
    “Signal for the lift,” Meerawn ordered as he looked around. No alarms yet, and no MinSha rushing to the rescue. True to the informant’s word, the occupiers had mostly abandoned this part of the station. While he knew intelligence gathering by Pushtal still in-system was fairly reliable, he strongly believed in the “trust, but verify” system. It was one of the many hard lessons he’d learned while pirating throughout the various systems. 
 
    “On it,” Kleve acknowledged. After a few quiet moments, the young Pushtal frowned. “Huh.” 
 
    “What is it?” Meerawn asked. 
 
    “My pinplants can’t sync up with the station.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” Meerawn sighed. Inexperienced cub, he didn’t say. “Security systems. Use the same backchannel we’re getting the station layout from. It’s not like the MinSha allow any old Pushtal to access their primary channels.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Thank you, First.” Kleve at least had the decency to sound abashed at his error. Sounds emanated from within the lift. Meerawn would have rubbed his forehead in exasperation had his helmet not prevented it. Instead, he shared a look with Kortnee, who was grinning hugely. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” Meerawn growled. 
 
    “If you say so.” Kortnee chuffed, obviously amused. The lift chimed to signal its arrival, which kept Meerawn from commenting further. The First of Arwoon pulled back from the doors just before they opened and shot Kortnee a look. 
 
    “It’s not as if I–entropy!” he suddenly blurted out as the doors opened to reveal a large group of MinSha within the lift. Their large eyes stared out at the trio of Pushtal for a long moment, utter confusion evident across their insect-like faces. The Pushtal openly gawked in return, unsure what their next move was. Uncertainty reigned for half a heartbeat as the two parties eyed one another. 
 
    Meerawn decided for all involved. He heaved two frag grenades inside the lift and dragged Kleve out of the kill zone. The MinSha inside the lift yelled as they realized what had happened, and one of the larger guards managed to push herself out the doorway just as the twin blasts ripped through the lift, injuring all the MinSha within. The white-hot fragments of the grenades were hot enough to burn chitin, but the blasts weren’t normally powerful enough to outright kill. 
 
    The MinSha were packed tightly in the lift, however, and the force of the twin explosions had nowhere to go but up. Two of the MinSha warriors had their abdomen regions ripped open as the grenades detonated beneath them. The concussive blast stunned the remaining MinSha. 
 
    Kortnee and Kleve hadn’t expected the grenades either and were down on the ground, their tongues lolling out of their mouths as they tried to regain their bearings. Their body armor had protected them from the shrapnel, but the concussion was still powerful enough to stun them. Meerawn, the only individual who’d been prepared for the grenades, leaned against the wall outside the lift. His hearing was fine, but he felt slightly off kilter. Pushing his shoulder off the wall, he noticed both the corridor and elevator looked tilted to his right. A glance into the lift told him all he needed to see. 
 
    The carbine was up to his shoulder without conscious thought. He stroked the trigger rapidly, but the frontal chitin exoskeleton of the average MinSha was tough and withstood many of the subsonic, silenced rounds. A few punched through the weaker joining plates, though. Dazed by the explosions and in pain, the three MinSha still alive stumbled out of the lift to close on Meerawn and his companions. 
 
    Stunned or not, MinSha were still dangerous. Meerawn stepped back, ejected the empty magazine, and slammed a fresh one home. Before he could chamber a round, the lead MinSha regained its bearings enough to charge into him. Her right arm slapped the barrel aside while the other raked against his chest armor. Yowling in alarm, Meerawn stumbled backward, narrowly avoiding her combat staff as it swung through the air. 
 
    “Entropy!” Meerawn repeated as he regained his balance. He nimbly jumped back another meter as the MinSha slowed her approach. Her head swiveled back and forth on her long, slender neck. Surveying the scene, it didn’t take long for the MinSha warrior to see the blood splatter down the corridor beyond. It began to say something in its strange language. 
 
    Whatever the MinSha was about to say, it would never complete the sentence. A loud pop erupted from Meerawn’s right, and the MinSha’s head split open, a single round from Kleve’s suppressed carbine punching clean through one of the insect-like alien’s eyes. The tall MinSha staggered a step before falling to the ground, dead. Meerawn brought his carbine up and fired four times in rapid succession, putting two rounds each into the remaining MinSha. They reared up and tried to bring their weapons to bear, but with Kleve and Kortnee back in the fight, their bodies were riddled with the subsonic rounds in seconds. 
 
    Meerawn surveyed the carnage before him. What was supposed to be a quick hit-and-run was turning into a protracted assault. He bit his tongue with a sharp fang and growled. They’d made a mess, and it was only going to get worse. Accessing his pinplants, he looked for any sign the mole within the station had sent an update on the location of the bounty hunters. 
 
    He blinked in surprise. The mole had sent them a message ten minutes before, while they’d been crawling around in the maintenance tunnels. 
 
    “Your quarry is sitting on the couch in my office, three meters to my right. I can’t stall them for long.” 
 
     Resisting the urge to break something, Meerawn turned and looked at Kortnee. It quickly became obvious his friend had just received the update as well. He read a little more about the bounty hunters, and Meerawn felt his mood souring further: it was a “who’s who” list of the toughest merc races out there. 
 
    “Get in the lift,” Meerawn muttered in a quiet, controlled tone. “Information Guild’s office.” He then composed a quick message for their mole and fired it off. 
 
    Kortnee and Kleve dragged the disemboweled MinSha bodies from the lift. The ride up in the ichor-soaked lift was silent. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Information Guild Offices, Resource Management  
 
    “What gods have I offended that I have…bounty hunters in my office?” Jadazz asked rhetorically. The wait had been double what the assistant had warned, and the MinSha administrator still hadn’t made an appearance in public. Hr’ent noticed a small monitor had come to life with a face on it, likely belonging to Jadazz herself, and he stood to address the monitor when Drake cut in.  
 
    “You’re with the Information Guild. You have information we’d like to purchase,” the Besquith replied evenly. “Tzztch referred us.” 
 
    “I don’t know what my idiot cousin told you, but the Information Guild routes information to and from the system, we don’t sell secrets,” Jadazz retorted. 
 
    “Equiri shit,” Drake shot back. “Everyone has a side hustle, and your cousin said you were the type who doesn’t get paid enough for her hard work, so don’t tell me I’ve found the only principled MinSha in the Union. We’re looking for census data on Vorrhurna, not MinSha state secrets. The only question is, is your normal take three digits? Or four?” 
 
    Jadazz looked aside for a moment on the screen, and a door slid open. Her Pushtal assistant looked on, a single cocked eyebrow betraying her surprise that the Resource Management officer had deigned to meet with the scarred, armored trio. 
 
    “Perhaps I was hasty. Enter.” 
 
    Jadazz’s office was well appointed, with its own emergency preservation pod, real wood furniture, a thick, plush carpet, and “windows” designed to give the impression of looking out at a fiery sunset. The oranges, yellows, pinks, and reds were most impressive, and Hr’ent said so. 
 
    “Thank you. Of course, with your mammalian eyes, you can’t see nearly as far into the infrared spectrum as we can, so you can’t truly appreciate the art for what it is,” Jadazz sniffed, “but the compliment is accepted in the spirit it was given. I believe you said something about ‘four digits?’” 
 
    “We did,” Drake replied. “The MinSha have administered Vorrhurna ever since the last Pushtal leader defaulted on so many contracts they were forced to turn over the planet’s resources and industry. I’m sure you have some sense of how many Pushtal live on Vorrhurna; it’s impossible to predict industry output and natural resource extraction without knowing how many workers you have. We’d like to see that raw data. For as far back as you can manage.” 
 
    “What possible interest could a team of bounty hunters have in population statistics and industry output?” Jadazz objected. 
 
    “The kind of interest that pays several thousand credits for what would be open-source data on any other world,” Hr’ent answered, and Jadazz cocked her head at him, curious for a moment. Hr’ent rolled a thousand-credit chit across his knuckles in a parlor magician’s flourish before the chit disappeared into his hand, and when he turned his hand over, the chit was gone. “Unless you don’t want the cash, of course. Your office seems nicely appointed, maybe you don’t need it?” 
 
    A klaxon blared over the station’s speakers, and Jadazz clacked her pincers in annoyance. 
 
    The station’s PA crackled, hissed, and snapped, and it took Hr’ent a moment to realize it was broadcasting in MinSha. 
 
    “What’s it saying?” he demanded. 
 
    “It says the natives are restless. Again.” Jadazz clacked her pincers again. “If I had a credit for every disturbance, attack, assault, riot, or protest these…savages caused, I’d be retired.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alarm klaxons filled their ears. Meerawn shared a look with his two hunters as the lift came to a sudden and abrupt halt. 
 
    “Not good,” Kleve needlessly pointed out. Meerawn kicked one of the dead MinSha on the floor of the lift in frustration. 
 
    “Can you fix this?” Meerawn asked him. 
 
    “Maybe?” Kleve replied and dropped his pack to the floor. Clotted MinSha blood stuck to the material of the bag, but the young hunter didn’t seem to notice. He pulled out a secondary slate—not the one Kortnee had passed out while their ship had been en route to the station—and popped open the access panel on the wall. Connecting a conduit through a hardline, Kleve began to dig into the power settings of the lift. Within moments, it was moving again. He looked at the wall, surprised. “Well, that was simple enough.” 
 
    “What happened?” Kortnee asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kleve admitted after he disconnected the slate and shoved it and the hardline back into his bag. “Their security system is rudimentary.” 
 
    “We’re close to the guild office,” Meerawn told them. “Weapons ready. They know we’re here, so be ready for an ambush when these doors open.” 
 
    “Grenades?” Kortnee asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Meerawn replied. “Pop and duck. Once they blow, stay low and keep shooting. The office is to the left when we exit.” 
 
    The lift chimed softly and came to a slow stop. Meerawn sent one final message to their mole inside the administrator’s office in hopes she could even the odds a little. He grabbed the last of the grenades and readied them. For a brief instant, Meerawn wished he hadn’t let Cravich leave with the Oronhaia hunters. It had been foolish to separate the two hunter groups, but hindsight was not blinded with uncertainty. He’d make do with what he had and kill those who would stand in his way. 
 
    The doors opened, revealing two MinSha guards who’d been waiting for the lift. Meerawn tossed one of his grenades into the plush hallway before diving into the corner of the lift, out of the line of fire. Their laser rifles punched through the rear of the lift, leaving small holes with scorch marks surrounding them. 
 
    Meerawn’s grenade rolled across the hall floor for a moment before detonating. The grenade blast removed the legs of one MinSha guard and peppered the second, knocking both warriors to the ground. Meerawn emerged from the lift with his carbine up. He sighted on the closest enemy and dispatched her with two well-placed shots to the alien’s thorax. Kortnee followed close behind and shot the other MinSha multiple times, their suppressors working exceedingly well still in spite of the amount of abuse they had been put through. 
 
    “Last corner,” Meerawn stated. He looked back at Kortnee, who was favoring his leg. The First recognized the tell-tale burn mark of a laser shot through the armor, but it appeared the wound had cauterized itself courtesy of the laser’s heat. The damage wasn’t horrifying but would slow the hunter down even further. He motioned toward Kortnee’s wound. “I have a bad feeling about that.” 
 
    “We’re almost there, Meerawn,” Kortnee growled, his teeth clenched. It was obvious the other hunter was in an immense amount of pain but, for the most part, was keeping it decidedly under control. “I haven’t come this far to fail now.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Meerawn heard over the comms. He wasn’t certain, but he thought he could see Cravich and the Oronhaia hunters closer to the bend in the hall. The problem was their angle was atrocious and, if they even dared set foot in the open, they’d undoubtedly be cut down. The experienced hunter looked around for a different angle but could see none. 
 
    “Cravich, you’re in a bad position,” Meerawn told his clanmate in a low voice. “Wait a moment. I think we can clear it.” 
 
    “I obey, First,” Cravich responded. The Oronhaia hunters appeared to be following directions as well. Nobody stepped out into the death trap of the hallway. 
 
    “I need some smoke for concealment,” Meerawn said as he looked over at the injured Kortnee, who shrugged. 
 
    “You said grab grenades,” came the bitter, pained response. “You weren’t specific, so I didn’t grab any smokers. Frags and stingers all the way.” 
 
    “I did,” Kleve interrupted. He unslung his damp pack and pulled out a dark grey-colored device identical to the one Meerawn had used in the Clairvoyance’s galley. Kleve handed it over. 
 
    “On my cue,” Meerawn said before activating his comms. He tried to get Cravich’s attention. The other hunter looked up and nodded when Meerawn started waving the grenade in his hand. “Popping smoke…now!” 
 
    He lobbed the smoke grenade into the hall, and all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The alarm’s message repeated, rebroadcast throughout the station, and this time Jadazz cocked her head. 
 
    “What?” Drake demanded. 
 
    “It also says they’re just around the cor—” 
 
    An ear-rending blast interrupted the administrator, who took one glance at the guild’s main corridor hatch and raced for the armored cubby marked with black and yellow hazard caution insignia. Staccato pops followed the explosion. Hr’ent knew suppressed gunfire when he heard it and drew his sidearm without conscious thought. He motioned to Drake and Rylak, who also had their weapons in their hands. Rylak knelt behind the administrator’s desk, so he had a clear view of the outside hatch, and watched it over his carbine’s sights. Hr’ent pinged Meekos, telling the little Cochkala to lock down their hangar, and cautiously stepped through the hatch separating the reception area from Jadazz’ office. The reception area lacked a preservation pod, but the assistant was gone. 
 
    “You don’t think—” 
 
    “Of course she sold us out,” Drake replied. “Everyone has an angle in this damn system.” 
 
    “Fair.” Hr’ent gestured with his off hand at the receptionist’s desk, and Drake moved to hide behind it. “Cover right of the hatch, I’ve got the hatch itself, Rylak can take anyone who goes left. When they hit us, if they hit us, we deal with the initial assault and counter-charge.” Drake nodded and lay prone to stay fully concealed behind the desk, with only his head and arms exposed so he could light up anyone who came in and hugged the wall. 
 
    “We counter-charge?” Rylak called from the other room. 
 
    “I’m an Oogar,” Hr’ent replied. “Of course we counter-charge! Just keep up.” 
 
    Hr’ent took a few seconds to turn off the lights for the compartment and settled himself into a crouch just behind Drake’s feet. Everything but his head and shoulders was down behind the desk, and the brightly lit corridor cast a stark rectangle inside the guild’s entryway hatch. He felt his heart pounding in his chest and realized he was smiling. It was a vicious, feral smile that bared his fangs, and he shook himself. Peacemakers didn’t relish combat—or they weren’t supposed to. But his senses were coming alive, and everything was growing crisp as the adrenaline kicked in. 
 
    Grey smoke spewed in the hallway, obscuring the exterior, and through the hatch to his right, Rylak opened fire. There was a flurry of shots—visible bolts from Rylak’s Phantom and obnoxiously loud shots from a rapid-fire slugthrower. Hr’ent heard a scream, and then the Zuul went quiet. Hr’ent couldn’t be sure who had screamed, his ears were ringing from the concussion of the shooting. Then a shadow crossed the threshold of the guild hatch, and Hr’ent squeezed the trigger. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bad time for my suppressor to give out, Meerawn thought as he leaned out and fired through the hatch into the darkened room. Whoever had screamed had been prepared for them, but now they were silent. Meerawn pushed the assault forward, but Cravich and the Oronhaia hunters cut him off, reaching the doorway first. His clan mate crossed the threshold of the darkened room, and more weapons fire erupted. One of the Oronhaia hunters fell to the floor, injured or dead, Meerawn couldn’t be certain. Cravich tried to retreat as well, but was second of four and couldn’t back up because of the Oronhaia behind him. Two shots hammered into Cravich’s stomach, and the hunter stumbled back. The next shot fairly decapitated the wounded Oronhaia on the ground. Unsure what else to do, Meerawn emptied the rest of his magazine into the darkened room in a desperate attempt to keep Cravich alive. 
 
    “Cravich!” he shouted as he reloaded. The hunter’s bright eyes met his, and for a moment the universe stood still. Cravich, with a short link of daisy-chained stinger grenades in his hand, waved Meerawn down. Blood flowed freely from the wounds in his stomach. 
 
    “I’m immortal, and the Gates of Vorrha open for me!” Cravich screamed at the top of his lungs. “Bear witness to my honor guard!” 
 
    His body jerked as more shots punched through his lightweight armor. The mighty hunter fell to his knees. With the last bit of his strength, Cravich tossed the daisy-chain into the darkened room. He glanced back over his shoulder at Meerawn and gave him a frothy, blood-filled grin. 
 
    “Run!” he shouted and collapsed to the ground, dead.  
 
    Meerawn and the survivors used the momentary distraction to escape, vengeance forgotten in the name of survival. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rylak tagged someone outside the hatch, but the pirate made it into the room. Hr’ent and Drake fired as well, and their target took two more steps and collapsed. Hr’ent shifted back to the door frame—the second one stopped right on the threshold, occluding the corridor outside. Three more hits, and that one stumbled backward into the third pirate right on his heels. The pair jammed the entrance up while Drake finished the first one off, and their momentum broke.  
 
    A voice at the back of Hr’ent’s head remarked, they must not cover the fatal funnel principle at pirate school, as he fed his Marauder a new magazine. The one who’d stopped in the doorway lobbed something into the room, and Hr’ent hit him three more times, center mass. 
 
    “Grenade!” Hr’ent shouted, and threw the desk over on its side for some semblance of cover. The explosions left him dizzy for a moment, and Hr’ent felt a couple of minor impacts on his back, but they were no worse than the simunition rounds they used at the Academy. They hadn’t even been frags. 
 
    Hr’ent vaulted the desk and charged out into the smoke and body-filled corridor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Run!”  
 
    Meerawn gulped in deep breaths of air as the surviving hunters rejoined the group. Kleve was miraculously untouched, but Kortnee was still limping severely. There was one last Oronhaia with them as well. Of the third hunter from the clan, nobody seemed to know. Somewhere along the way he’d been lost, separated from the group during the ill-fated attack on the office. 
 
    They’d also picked up a stray somehow. A female Pushtal who was from one of the smaller, obscure clans near Merarch had joined them. After a quick interrogation by Meerawn, he learned she’d used her position as a menial receptionist for the Information Guild to feed information to the Great Council for six years. Actively feeding Meerawn’s team information had compromised her, and she’d fled before the gunfire began. 
 
    “No names,” she told him. “In case we’re caught, I can truthfully say I don’t know who you were.” 
 
    “Anyone asks, we’re from Roxtador!” Meerawn shouted. She snorted and rolled her eyes after getting a good look at his markings. 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “We need to go,” Kleve said as the angry roar of a pissed-off Oogar filled their ears. The bounty hunter was coming. 
 
    “Berth 35, Outer Ring,” Meerawn told her. “Try to run past Berth 10 before I get there, though. It should slow down anyone who might be chasing us.” 
 
    “Who’s chasing us?” Kortnee asked. Meerawn looked at his best friend and saw the tell-tale signs of shock setting in. 
 
    “Everyone, Kortnee,” Meerawn replied as he helped him to his feet. “Let’s get moving, Hunters.” 
 
    The group backtracked down the hall, with Kleve leading the way. The mysterious female came next, followed by the two wounded. Bringing up the rear was Meerawn, who was ready for just about anything to show its face in the hall. The desire to shoot someone in the face was almost overwhelming. His blood was running hot from the battle, and he’d never been so angry in his life. If he could have one chance at the Oogar bounty hunter, he’d do everything in his power to rip the giant furry creature’s throat out with his bare fangs. 
 
    First, however, he needed to get his wounded off the station and to safety. 
 
    “Faster,” Meerawn growled as he caught up with Kortnee. His wounded friend had his tongue out, and his eyes were narrow slits, a clear indicator of his pain level. The hunter was determined, however. Meerawn knew Kortnee wouldn’t quit. 
 
    “Going…as fast…as I can,” Kortnee panted. “This…hurts.” 
 
    Meerawn grabbed Kortnee around the waist with his free arm and tried to assist the hunter, but Kortnee was heavier, and the duo nearly fell to the ground. Cursing loudly, Meerawn slung the carbine onto his shoulder and tried to use both arms to help his friend. Kortnee grimaced as Meerawn accidentally bumped into the wounded area of his leg. Meerawn hissed. 
 
    “Shit. Sorry.” 
 
    Meerawn heard more gunfire behind them. Ahead, the rest of their group reached the lift. Kleve and the wounded Oronhaia had their weapons trained on the door as it opened. It was empty, so they slipped inside. The female followed, and they held the lift doors open, waiting for Meerawn and Kortnee. 
 
    Behind him, Meerawn could hear the heavy footsteps of pursuers growing louder. The lift was too far away, and Kortnee was moving too slow. They were out of time and weren’t going to make it into the lift with the others. 
 
    “Go!” Meerawn yelled to Kleve. “We’ll get a different one!” 
 
    Kleve shook his head as he brought up his firearm. Next to him, the Oronhaia did the same. They began to fire controlled shots past Meerawn and Kortnee into the curved hall. Rounds ricocheted, creating a lot of noise and sparks, but causing little actual damage to their pursuers. Kortnee kept hobbling toward the lift as the other hunters provided suppressing fire, but their progress slowed. 
 
    Meerawn turned every few steps to fire a burst from his carbine to prevent their pursuers from charging them recklessly. That was his intent, at least. The thumping feet pursuing them didn’t slow in the slightest. An icy ball of fear formed in his stomach as Meerawn locked eyes for the first time with his enemy. 
 
    It was something he would never forget 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The rage and adrenaline threatened to take control, but Hr’ent rode the fury like a wave. He raced down the corridor past offices and storage space. The MinSha station had been designed to hide the curvature of the rings by breaking up the long corridor into sections that doglegged each other. Hr’ent reached the first dogleg, pistol extended, in time to spot an armored Pushtal disappear around the far end. Despite the red haze, he cut his speed by half, keeping his pistol out. He reached the next corner, and as he edged out, he took more gunfire from the pirates. A ricochet sparked off his armor; Hr’ent remembered most solid rounds that glanced off a wall tended to follow them, and the worst place to be in a gunfight was in tight to a wall. He backed up from the corner as far as he could, then leaned out and fired an aimed shot at the closest pirate, the one who was limping behind the rest. The Marauder punched a hole in his target, and the Pushtal collapsed. Hr’ent picked up the pace again—he could still catch them if he pushed it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Kortnee!” Meerawn screamed as his best friend crashed to the steel-plated hallway floor behind him. Arms and legs went akimbo as the impact from the fall brought his momentum to an abrupt halt. Bits of his armor flew off, and Kortnee cracked his helmeted head against the wall, hard. Meerawn started to head back but couldn’t tell if Kortnee was breathing or not. He could see the large hole in his friend’s chest, though. The shot had punched clean through the body armor. Meerawn shouted in frustrated anger as the giant Oogar sprinted into view. He couldn’t spare the time to head back and grab his friend. They’d both die if he did. “Fuck!” 
 
    Meerawn pivoted and ran for the lift. He could see the panicked expression on Kleve’s face as it dawned on the young hunter they were leaving Kortnee behind. It was a look of betrayal and struck Meerawn harder than a punch to the gut. The young hunter didn’t understand, though. To remain in the hall was death. Now wasn’t the time to worry about honor or even the Hunt. They needed to survive. 
 
    He slid inside the lift as the doors began to close. Fortunately for the Pushtal inside, it wasn’t a lift loaded with motion sensor safety features on the door, and they shut solidly behind Meerawn, almost cutting off the tip of his tail. Breathing heavily, Meerawn doubled over, gasping for air as he took a moment. His head swam as he struggled for more oxygen. 
 
    “You left him,” Kleve said in a sullen tone. Meerawn looked up at him and grimaced. 
 
    “I had no choice, Kleve,” Meerawn stated. Kleve shoved his shoulder, causing him to stumble and fall onto his tail. 
 
    “You always have a choice,” Kleve growled, “First.” 
 
    Never in his life had Meerawn heard the title said with such venom and hatred. Shame filled him. In the heat of battle, he’d left a fallen companion behind. While Cravich had gone out fighting, to the younger hunter, abandoning Kortnee was unforgivable. Meerawn didn’t blame him. He felt the same. There was always the possibility he could have grabbed Kortnee and made it to the lift. The Oogar might have slowed or been halted by the rapid gunfire from the Pushtal in the elevator. Things might have been different. 
 
    No, you couldn’t, a quiet, reasonable voice told him from behind the veil of shame and regret. Your instincts were correct. You both would have died in that hallway. 
 
    Cold logic aside, he still felt horrible. 
 
    “That monster is right behind us,” Meerawn managed to say without sounding too exhausted. He stood upright and looked Kleve square in the eye. “We’ll discuss this later. Right now? We need to get off this damned station and back home. You can challenge my decision then.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The indicator for the lift showed it had traveled out toward the docking ring. He jammed the button to summon the lift, but after a few seconds watching the indicator, it was clear it had stopped at the docking ring and wasn’t coming back. They’re getting away! 
 
    Hr’ent spied an emergency access hatch another twenty meters ahead. The door was locked, but Hr’ent kicked the door twice. The frame buckled, and he threw the door open. Ladders on either side allowed him to climb “down” toward the docking ring, or “up” toward the central hub. He holstered his pistol, grabbed the sides of the ladder, and slid down. The friction warmed the palms of his hands, and he clamped down and looked around. He’d never realized just how far out the docking ring was from the operations hub, nor how fast the lifts transited the distance—he was barely a third of the way there. He grabbed the outside of the ladder again and let himself slide faster until he was almost in freefall. 
 
    The deck rushed up to meet him, he clamped down hard, and his knees flexed as he hit the deck. The hatch to access the ring was on the floor and hinged down into the hallway, as he’d hit the outermost ring of the station. Problem: the hatch designers hadn’t considered the breadth of Oogar shoulders, and he’d have a hard time squeezing through it. He drew his JC-32 again, swapped his partial magazine for a full one, and threw the hatch open. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The lift doors opened, and the group poured out. Meerawn glanced back and saw the lift had been summoned back to the ring they’d just vacated. Thinking quickly, he grabbed the “Roxtador” slate from his bag and slapped it in between the lift doors. The doors tried to close, but the slate prevented them and opened again. He nodded in satisfaction. That isn't going anywhere for a while. 
 
    Gathering his bearing, he cross-referenced their location with what he could see on the map of the station within his HUD. They were near Berth 4. He needed to get them past Berth 10 before he could relax a little. It was unlikely the Oogar would be able to run the entire length of the station in the opposite direction before the Reaper of Hope made it out of the system. The station appeared deceptively small from the inside. 
 
    “Reaper, it’s…me,” Meerawn barely managed to avoid saying his name as he activated his comms. “Warm up the engines and prepare to use the distraction.” 
 
    “We’ve got word from ATC that all ships are prohibited from leaving the station,” Darden responded after a moment. “The MinSha aren’t stupid. They know how you got here, and they’re searching for you now.” 
 
    “We’re at Berth Five now,” Meerawn said as the group began to run through the empty corridor. For a station under high alert, it was strangely quiet. If he hadn’t known better, he would’ve suspected a second trap. “I’ll send you the signal when to blow.” 
 
    “Copy,” came the reply from the ship. 
 
    Meerawn felt the fear in his gut dissipate. They were almost home free. A bloody, costly Hunt, but at least now he knew the face of his enemy. The only problem now was he hadn’t expected it to be a fully enraged Oogar. They weren’t known for assassinations. The whole thing stank of spoiled meat, and Meerawn, who’d always had a nose for trouble, knew the Oogar was just that. 
 
    A maintenance hatch ahead of him flew open and slammed into their female compatriot’s unprotected head. It smashed her sideways into the wall, and she fell to the floor, unconscious. The furious Oogar filled the entire opening of the maintenance hatch.  
 
    “So sorry,” Meerawn hissed to her and increased his speed, leaving the female behind. It had troubled him greatly to leave his clan mate behind, but he didn’t even know the mysterious mole’s name, and he felt only a slight twinge of guilt.  
 
    He raced after Kleve, passing numbered berth doors as he ran. His muscles ached, and his entire body seemed to scream in protest. The numbers of each dock flashed by on his left as they passed them.  
 
    Seven.  
 
    Eight.  
 
    Almost there. 
 
    The Oogar roared, and Meerawn could swear he felt the hot breath of the enraged alien on his neck. They passed Nine, and Meerawn risked a glance back. He was almost relieved to see the Oogar hadn’t made it out of the hatch easily, giving them their lead back. Focusing on what was to come, he spotted the emergency bulkhead seals just past Berth 10. Their black-striped warning labels were almost a comfort—they were home free! Now, if he had any luck at all, what was to happen next would kill the damnable Oogar, but not him at the same time. He opened his comms one final time. 
 
    “Reaper, blow it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Pushtal were in full retreat, but they’d left the female assistant behind; evidently the hatch had knocked her silly, and she was prone on the deck. After finally squeezing both shoulders through the hatch, Hr’ent flipped down onto his feet, pulled a set of polymer binders from his belt, and secured her. The docking ring was circular, and the Pushtal wouldn’t have anywhere to hide—now they were out in the clear, he’d catch up quickly. He spotted a sign that indicated Berth 6 was ahead, and Berth 5 was behind. With the Blythe parked in Berth 2, it would probably be easier to summon Meekos than figure out where he’d lost Drake and Rylak. He activated his pinplants’ comm system— 
 
    —and the station exploded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    According to official records, the GenSha vessel TK-421 had arrived at the station almost seven hours before and had sat there, waiting to load goods into it before transporting the foodstuffs back to one of the many MinSha worlds. Nobody had come in or out, and the MinSha, unconcerned about it, had let it stay. It was paying the docking fees, after all. All was right in the world. 
 
    Unbeknownst to any of them, the Pushtal had loaded “Plan B” with almost two hundred tons of explosives. It was a giant powder keg just waiting for the signal to set it off. A distraction, Meerawn had said before. Unfortunately for everyone else on the station, Pushtal, as a rule, were as subtle as a brick to the face when it came to explosives. What was supposed to be a distraction turned into something far more as the entire space station shuddered under the force of the blast. 
 
    The emergency seals slammed down almost instantly, isolating berthing docks eight through ten as the destruction and loss of atmosphere triggered the station’s safety measures. The receiving area was insulated from the rest of the station as the sudden decompression destroyed a goodly chunk of the interior structure. The blast knocked Meerawn and his group sprawling. He lay there for a moment, staring up at the ceiling—or was it the floor? he idly wondered—before he turned onto his side and vomited up the remnants of his last meal. 
 
    Feeling a tad woozy, he marveled that he was still alive. Crawling to his feet, he grabbed Kleve by his drag handle and helped him and the Oronhaia hunter up. They still had 25 docking berths to go until they reached the Reaper and headed back toward Draxis. It wouldn’t be wise to dawdle, especially if the explosion hadn’t killed the Oogar pursuing them. Staggering, they continued on to the ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The concussion of the explosion and subsequent drop in atmospheric pressure left Hr’ent muzzy, and he found himself on his back, looking up at an illuminated emergency light. A klaxon wailed in the distance, and the open corridor where the Pushtal had been was now a black and yellow emergency bulkhead door. Another ten meters, and he’d’ve been on the wrong side of that door. He slowed his breathing, taking great gulps of oxygen, but the air was thin, and smelled of smoke and ozone.  
 
    “Meekos, Hr’ent. Status?” 
 
    “Here, Hr’ent. I’m fine, the Blythe is fine, but I’m getting reports of a major explosion in bay nine, you alright?” 
 
    “Shaken, but intact. I have a prisoner for the brig, but somehow misplaced the rest of the team. Can you meet me at Berth 6? Bring the trauma kit.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    With his unconscious prisoner cuffed, Hr’ent backtracked to the lift and found a slate holding the door open. He scooped it up and hit the button for the operations hub. 
 
    When the lift door opened, he walked into a trio of MinSha guards standing over the Pushtal he’d shot. They turned on him, their guns shouldered, and Hr’ent put his hands up. 
 
    “Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm. The pirate at your feet is my prisoner.” 
 
    He slowly reached beneath his armored vest and pulled out the iridium badge on its chain. The mantis-like being with the sergeant’s chevrons etched onto his shoulder carapace stepped closer to view the badge and then stepped back. 
 
    “You mind explaining what in entropy happened here, Peacemaker?” 
 
    “You’ll know as soon as I do. Do you have a medic on the way?” 
 
    “No, they’re on their way to the docking ring, didn’t you feel that explosion?” 
 
    Hr’ent laughed, short and bitter, and pushed the MinSha guards out of the way. “Sergeant, I was two bays down from that explosion when it went off. I can only be grateful explosions don’t propagate well in a vacuum.” He knelt next to the bleeding Pushtal and did a quick assessment. The Pushtal still breathed—although to be fair, it was more like an unhealthy gurgle than breathing. Lung-shot, then. They could deal with that if he plugged the leak quickly enough. He pulled his trauma pack from his harness and laid it open on the deck.  
 
    “What are you doing?” the sergeant demanded.  
 
    “Dead men tell no tales,” Hr’ent replied. “This Pushtal and several others just attacked me and my team at the Information Guild office. I want to know why.” 
 
    “Because Pushtal are barely sentient scum, Peacemaker!” the sergeant replied.  
 
    Hr’ent glared up at him as he worked. “Hardly. How long have you been posted here, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Nine years,” the warrior replied proudly. 
 
    “And I’ve learned more about the Pushtal in a week than you have in that entire time. If you have nothing helpful to contribute here, I strongly suggest you go deal with your damaged docking ring.” 
 
    The MinSha patrol left in a huff, but Hr’ent paid them no mind. He’d sprayed coagulant into the wound as they’d talked, and now he taped a seal over the exit wound on the pirate’s chest. With the exit wound covered, he jammed more coagulant-infused gauze into the cavity. The Pushtal whimpered in pain, despite being unconscious, and Hr’ent wound a pressure bandage around his chest over the injury. Finally, he jabbed the transdermal nanite injector against his dying prisoner’s thigh to flood his system with more medicine and painkillers to stabilize him for shock. The Pushtal again whimpered in pain, this time more loudly, but he expected that—medical nanos were excruciating. He activated his pinplants again. “Meekos, I’m by the lift doors at Ops. Another prisoner for transport; this one’s in bad shape.” 
 
    “So I see,” the Cochkala said, stepping off the lift. He had a larger trauma bag slung over one shoulder and threw it down next to Hr’ent. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ve got to find out what became of the rest of the team. It seems ‘counter-charge’ doesn’t mean the same thing to Zuul as it does to Oogar.” 
 
    “Rylak’s biometrics indicate he’s hurt,” Meekos said quietly. “You’d best hurry.” 
 
    “You have…real-time biometric readouts on your crew?” 
 
    “Of course,” Meekos blinked. “You didn’t know?” 
 
    “Do you have my biometrics streaming to the Blythe?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, it’s all part of the system Kalene set up for us. I’ve gotta say, I’ve never seen someone redline as hard and as often as you do and keep control. It’s impressive, and more than a little scary.” Reading Hr’ent’s expression, he stilled. “I…guess you didn’t know that either, huh?” 
 
    “Everyone’s got an angle,” Hr’ent muttered. “Figures. Just…see if you can stop him from bleeding out. I’ll get Rylak and Drake back here, too.” 
 
    Hr’ent kept moving, following the impact divots, spent casings, and blood until he banged on the outside of the hatch at the Information Guild office.  
 
    “It’s me! You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Drake replied, and Hr’ent strode in to find Drake and Rylak hadn’t moved five meters from where they’d started. Rylak wore a bloodstained bandage around his knee, and Drake stood protectively over him, his rifle at the low ready. 
 
    “So, about that counter-charge…” Rylak grimaced. 
 
    “I took care of it,” Hr’ent replied. “You gonna be alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the Zuul said, “but I’m gonna be strictly intel for a little while. No more fieldwork.” 
 
    Drake slung his carbine and grabbed Rylak’s drag handle to help him to his feet when another stinger, sans pin, landed at Hr’ent’s feet. 
 
    Entropy—not again. 
 
    A light as bright as the inside of a star blinded him, and sharp pain erupted all over like he was being stung by a swarm of Heran fireflies. Something heavy bashed him in the face, and he went down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Vessel Reaper of Hope, Vorrhurna System 
 
    Meerawn, Kleve, and the last surviving Oronhaia reached the Reaper of Hope with no more trouble. Kleve refused to share another word with Meerawn. The First Claw knew why Kleve was angry. As for the Oronhaia hunter, well, Meerawn hadn’t heard the hunter speak once during the entire op, nor had he even been told his name. 
 
    Problems arose, however, when the Reaper’s long-range sensors detected the launch of small Maki interceptors from the lead carrier. Captain Darden of Arwoon didn’t seem too concerned to Meerawn. 
 
    The captain must have sensed Meerawn’s nervousness because he explained, “More than likely they’re under the impression someone attacked the station. Correctly so, but I’m not one to dwell on details like this. They won’t even notice us amidst the debris.” 
 
    “Will they follow us down to the surface?” Meerawn asked, nervous. Darden adjusted their trajectory and began their final approach into the planet’s atmosphere. 
 
    “Unlikely,” came the quick response. Meerawn looked over at Darden, mildly alarmed. The ship’s captain gave him a roguish smile. “Those aren’t atmospheric-rated interceptors. We’re not emitting any extra heat. To anyone not looking closely, we’re just another piece of war debris entering the atmosphere. Plus, we’re exploiting a window in their patrols. Okay, that flight is a nuisance, but not entirely unexpected since, well, big explosion! There isn’t another interceptor patrol in this area due for an hour.” 
 
    The approach to the planet was painstakingly slow for all involved. Darden and Jelica had made this smuggling run before and knew all the ins and outs of the Maki patrols. It was unnerving to Meerawn just how calm the ship’s pilot was. Jelica had nerves of steel apparently, and had seemed to everyone else to be half-asleep during the initial departure from the damaged MinSha space station. She’d then easily steered them through the growing debris field before approaching Vorrhurna from the dark side of the planet. It made Meerawn edgy just thinking about all the small, jagged pieces of metal waiting to tear a hole in the ship. Jelica had seemed unconcerned, though. 
 
    “Contact,” Darden muttered as the Reaper began to slow its descent. He scratched his chin with a single claw, an intense look about him. His locked his eyes on the Tri-V display. “Four Maki interceptors moving into position on our six. Damn. They picked us up somehow.” 
 
    “Want me to abort the run for dirtside, boss?” Jelica asked, her voice empty of all emotion. 
 
    “Negative,” Darden decided. “Stay the course. They can’t go into the atmosphere, and if we play our cards right, we’ll be long gone before any MinSha patrols show up.” 
 
    “Those are Maki interceptors,” Meerawn reminded him. “Can you ditch them and run for the gate?” 
 
    “In space? No.” Darden shrugged. Meerawn waited expectantly for him to elaborate. A long, uncomfortable silence filled the cabin. He grew impatient and finally caved in. 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    “No buts,” Darden stated. “We can’t lose them in space. Maki pilots can pull more Gs than us, and their ships are designed to match their capabilities. We can’t even begin to try and compare, so we won’t. We head for the surface.” 
 
    “Then how are we getting out of the system?” Meerawn wanted to know. Darden shrugged. 
 
    “Hadn’t planned that far ahead yet.” 
 
    “Unidentified freighter, this is Maki Interceptor Flight Command One-Niner-Niner,” a voice interrupted through the comms, clear as crystal. “You are in violation of local law and are entering restricted airspace. Turn back at once or be fired upon.” 
 
    “I thought we were paying the Maki to look the other way?” Meerawn asked. He looked at the captain, confused. “My uncle was paying them, right?” 
 
    “On second thought, perhaps heading to the planet is entirely expected,” Darden murmured as he ignored Meerawn’s question. His eyes appeared to glaze as the Pushtal mulled it over in his head. “You know what? We’re not going to the planet. I’ve got a better idea. Jelica, let’s go with the Ghost Protocol.” 
 
    “Ghost Protocol, right. No-go on the dirt,” the pilot responded as she looked up at Meerawn. The First didn’t appear to be pleased with any of this, so the clanless female tried to explain. “We did just blow up a chunk of the MinSha station, First Claw. They’re not going to be ignoring anything coming down to the surface right now. How do you want to do this, Captain? Explode on descent? A tragic accident?” 
 
    “It’s a tad overdramatic, but I like it.” Darden nodded approvingly. His face suddenly brightened. “Hey! I get to do that thing. Let’s do the thing! How about it?” 
 
    “The magbox is in Bay Four,” Jelica reminded him, weary resignation in her tone. “I’ll buy you the casket of rosebeer when we get back home. Damn it. I hate when you’re right.” 
 
    “What do you mean, explode?” Meerawn interjected. 
 
    “Not us,” Darden insisted. 
 
    “What, the Maki?” 
 
    “Not them, either.” 
 
    “With all due respect, First, please shut up and strap yourself in,” Jelica interrupted the two males, her eyes never leaving the displays before her. “This is going to be tight, and I need to focus. You two are going back and forth like old blind females, and it’s driving me to distraction. Why don’t you two make yourselves useful? Can you speak any other dialect besides Arwoon or Pushtal, First?” 
 
    “I can speak a little southern Roxtador,” Meerawn admitted, albeit reluctantly. “Uh, it was good for picking up females. In taverns and places like that.” 
 
    “It’ll do for what I need,” she said. “Sir, go prep the magbox. I’ll signal over the intercom when to activate it. First, strap yourself into the navigator’s seat and get ready to say what I tell you to say.” 
 
    Meerawn waited for Darden to clear out before pushing himself into the open seat. Moments later, Darden gave them the ready signal. 
 
    “Ready, Captain? On my signal then.” Jelica switched the comms over to a general broadcast and held down the mute button. She nodded to Meerawn. “Just remember, First, you need to sound angry, pissed off. Tell them you’re never going to be taken alive. Insult their mothers. I don’t care. Just make sure they know it was us who just about blew up their station. You understand?” 
 
    “I—yes, I understand,” Meerawn stated. Jelica stared at him, hard, before seeing something in his face that satisfied her. She unmuted the comms and motioned for Meerawn to begin talking. 
 
    “I am Durgash!” he fairly roared into the comms. “I am a great warrior who will slay all MinSha on the station and in this system! You’ll never take me alive, Copperheads!” 
 
    It was a terrific performance, one that surprised the pilot. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Inside the lead Maki interceptor, the pilot blinked as the snarling Pushtal voice came over the comms more than two full minutes after his query. Checking the status of the signal, he was surprised to discover it was indeed coming from the vessel currently on a suicide run to the planet’s surface. Running a diagnostic on his pendant, he was quick to discover there was no accurate translation for what they’d just transmitted. It sounded like nothing more than Pushtal gibberish, but in an accent so horrible, they could make neither left nor right tail of a single word. 
 
    “Flight, Lead,” the Maki addressed the rest of his group. “Anybody get that?” 
 
    “Negative, Lead,” his wingman replied. “The best I have is ‘Fight me, I’m not dead yet, reptoids!’ That’s a, um, loose translation, Lead.” 
 
    “Locked on to their transponder code, Lead,” the radio intercept officer sitting behind him announced. He did not sound pleased. “Registered under a jointly-owned corporation and leased out regularly to smaller corps, but the information could be out of date. Nothing on who’s the current lessee.” 
 
    “We really need to upgrade the translators to handle all the Pushtal dialects and not just the main three,” the leader of the flight element groused. “Of course, it could have been that horrible accent. Can we confirm yet they came from the station? No? Stand by, second transmission incoming.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I will feast upon your children! I will gut you from chest to groin just to see you bleed! I will—” the comms light suddenly went out. Meerawn looked over at Jelica, who was nodding. 
 
    “Good job, First,” she said as she pointed a long claw at the Tri-V display. “You must have really pissed them off. I’m not sure what you said, but it worked. They’re at two kilometers and closing. Captain Darden? Ten seconds!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get any of that,” the lead Maki pilot complained to the rest of the flight. “Sounded like gibberish and drunken ranting to me. Curse these thrice-damned worthless hunks of computer technology! Flight element, on me. Let’s close the distance. We’re going to escort these mumbling idiots to the Striking Night and get some answers. Or translations. I don’t know. Entropy, this isn’t going to look good on my report.” 
 
    “Do you have to file a report, Lead?” 
 
    “It’s owned by a legal corporation registered with the Merchant Guild, and they’re coming from the station, which just blew up for no good reason. Do Pushtal have stripes? Of course we’ll need to write a report, probably in triplicate, because we’re dealing with the godforsaken MinSha!” 
 
    “Copy that, Lead. You have my sympathies.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    In the rear of the ship, Darden was looking at the “magbox,” a monstrosity he’d created years ago. Standing almost three meters tall and equally as wide, it was a box in name only. Thirty-three-centimeter cubes of magnesium stacked nine deep on all sides. They were on the ship for only one purpose: to burn. Better to have it and waste the space, than need the magbox and not have it. Darden and Jelica had gone back and forth with many other Packmasters while on a hunt about their potential usage. She’d ruthlessly mocked his decision to keep the blocks on board in such a vital storage space. He’d countered that, since it was his ship, he’d do with it as he pleased. 
 
    Jelica had mocked him for years. Never before had he felt so vindicated about anything in his entire life, nor would he ever again. 
 
    “It’s going to be glorious,” he whispered as he slapped the last set of charges onto the magbox. Satisfied, he pushed off and looked at the contraption. Causing massive explosions was every little boy’s fantasy on Vorrhurna. Outside of owning his own ship, this was the greatest thing he’d ever get to do in his life. “This is going to work. You beautiful hunk of junk, you just won me a casket of rosebeer. I told her you were going to be needed one day. By Vorrha, I love being right.” 
 
    “Darden?” Jelica called from the cockpit, interrupting his private whispers. “Thirty seconds until I vent that space.” 
 
    “I’m done here,” Darden announced and exited the room. Swinging on a grab bar secured to the hatch, he ensured the vacuum seal was in place. It showed a good lock. He turned his head to do a visual check and saw everything was functioning as normal. “Seal is solid. Coming up.” 
 
    “Relative speed is steady,” Jelica told him as soon as he was back in the cockpit. She took her eyes off the Tri-V display for the first time in an hour and stared at him. “Will it hold together long enough to give off the proper signature?” 
 
    “Yeah, it should,” Darden acknowledged. He motioned to Meerawn to fasten his safety harness as he grabbed the ship’s intercom. “All passengers, strap in with your safety harnesses. Things are about to get bumpy.” 
 
    “Descending into the exosphere…now,” Jelica announced. 
 
    On cue, the ship began to violently shake as the frame of the ship began interacting with the dense combination of hydrogen and helium. The hull quickly heated up. The pilot’s paws were steady on the controls, her eyes locked onto the displays. Outside, the bright blue and brown horizon of Vorrhurna switched back and forth from up to down, left to right. All the passengers closed their eyes as the immense G-forces pushed them deeper into their crash seats. 
 
    “Ready to burn thrusters,” Jelica announced. “Hang on to your tails. Burn—mark!” 
 
    The engines roared into overdrive as the pilot yanked the vessel back up and out of the atmosphere with her right paw. Her left claw punched the little button with tape under it, which read: “Don’t Ever Push.”  
 
    The shaking grew worse, and the craft clawed for altitude again as the aerodynamic profile changed. The ship, while designed to enter and exit atmosphere, wasn’t made to do either of those things with an open cargo hold door near the stern. 
 
    Connected by a thin ribbon of tin, all 729 magnesium blocks were rudely ejected as a large clump out the rear of the ship, in excess of fifteen kilometers per second. The energy slamming into the giant cube created friction from the exosphere, and friction became heat. The very edges of the magnesium blocks began to glow slightly, and a few sparks appeared. 
 
    Tin has a much lower melting point than magnesium, and the thin ribbon, already weakened from the violent ejection into the exosphere, melted and disappeared completely as the heat began to rise with each passing second. With the tin no longer securing each magnesium cube to the others, more than seven hundred cubes split apart, tumbled through the air, and scattered their image all over the Maki interceptors’ radar. With a sudden bright flash, the cubes promptly caught on fire, searing the eyeballs of the Maki pilots. 
 
    Precisely two seconds later, the explosives Darden had attached to random cubes detonated in a fiery ball of flame. Multiple secondary flashes confirmed the magnesium cubes were well and truly lit. All anyone looking at the Reaper would see was blinding beams of searing light from burning debris. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Entropy!” the lead interceptor pilot swore as the filters on his visor were unable to handle the bright flash of the magnesium blocks. His instruments momentarily went out as they struggled to handle all the interference from the explosion. “Command, this is Lead. I think that shuttle just blew up!” 
 
    “Copy that, Flight Lead,” came the reply. “There’s a lot of debris in that area, and our radar isn’t picking up anything else. Too much interference from the debris. Do you have a visual? Can you confirm the vessel’s destroyed?” 
 
    “I can’t see shit,” the Maki quietly grumbled before reactivating his comms. “Negative, Command. No visual on the vessel.” 
 
    “Copy that, Flight Lead. Hold your position while I kick this one upstairs.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” the pilot muttered as he blinked his eyes. The large purple blobs continued to blind him. “No, I’m fine, Command, don’t worry about me. I don’t need to see to be able to pilot, after all. The broken instruments will handle things quite nicely, thanks. If I could see them. Asshole.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Engines off, sensors down,” Jelica muttered softly as the Reaper coasted through open space. Driven purely by inertia, the ship had skipped off the atmosphere like a flat stone thrown across a pond. Gravity threatened to pull the Reaper in, but their hard burn had accelerated them to five times the station’s orbital speed, allowing them to fight Vorrhurna’s gravitational pull for the time being. The coincidental-yet-brilliant part of the plan was they’d glided far enough away that the station was now occluded by Vorrhurna itself.  
 
    Jelica glanced at the countdown timer. They had to swap out the transponder codes before reactivating the ship’s power. If they reactivated early, the Maki would kill them all. If they reactivated too late, their homeworld would do the same. “Thirty seconds.” 
 
    “On it,” Darden said as he slid under the console and popped open an access panel. Working quickly, he extracted a circuit board and tossed it to Meerawn, who fumbled with it for a moment before managing to snag it. Darden reached out and accepted the proffered replacement part from Jelica. He paused, and his furry head poked back out. “What ID is this?” 
 
    “MinSha Supply Freighter Eve of the Morrow,” Jelica replied. Darden’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “I thought this one was for emergencies only?” 
 
    “This isn’t an emergency? It’s probably the only ID that’ll get us out of this system.” 
 
    “Point,” Darden allowed. He inserted the board, reattached the connectors, and sealed the panel shut once more. Jelica initiated the reboot sequence and fired the thrusters the instant she was able. Darden heaved himself back into his seat. “Time?” 
 
    “Five seconds to spare,” Jelica told him.  
 
    Darden smiled. “I’m getting pretty good at this,” he said. “Distance from the magblock explosion site?” 
 
    “Thirty-four thousand kilometers.” 
 
    “Far enough,” Darden decided. “Fire up the sensors and plot a course for the station. Let’s hope they didn’t get a good look at the physical superstructure of this ship before it ‘blew up.’” 
 
    “You two? You two are insane,” Meerawn added in a terrified voice. 
 
    Jelica and Darden shared a look before the female grinned. “He’s not wrong, you know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Lead, this is Control. Do you have a visual still, over?” 
 
    The lead Maki pilot had finally managed to clear the purple spots from his eyes. Whatever the shuttle had been carrying had been explosive, and the detonation was possibly bigger than any he’d ever seen in non-combat situations. Sensors informed him there were flaming pieces of wreckage still burning while sitting in the middle of the ocean below. Which he found to be a bit weird, truth be told. One of the tenets he seemed to recall from Damage Control training when becoming space certified was how to stop a fire. Outside of venting the space to remove all oxygen, he recalled water being one of the best ways on land to put out a fire. Still, it could still be burning. The ship had been on a low-angle entry before exploding. Too much drag could have done this. Possibly. 
 
    “Visual on the wreckage confirmed, Control,” the Maki muttered as he checked his scanners. They showed the normal traffic of MinSha shuttlecraft flying in their usual patterns, save one. He frowned and scanned the ship’s transponder ID. They’re not moving very fast, he thought. Perhaps they cut the engines when they saw the ship go up in flames, thinking they could assist with rescue ops? He grunted and commed the ship. “MinSha vessel Eve of the Morrow, this is Maki Flight One-Niner-Niner. Is your vessel in distress, over?” 
 
    “Negative, Maki Flight,” the clipped voice of a MinSha came over the frequency. The pilot swallowed nervously. He hated dealing with his MinSha employers, preferring flight over contract negotiations. Plus, their superior attitude toward other Merc races rubbed him the wrong way. Maki were damned fine mercenaries, yet the MinSha treated them as nothing more than a nuisance. “What was that explosion?” 
 
    “We believe it was a Pushtal smuggler making a run to the planet, ma’am,” the Maki replied and cursed himself for showing such deference. Showing weakness to a MinSha was not the Maki way. Both races might belong to the Mercenary Guild, but never would a Maki willingly work with a MinSha. Work for one, yes. With them? It just wasn’t the Maki way. “I’m showing power fluctuations in your engines. Do you require assistance, over?” 
 
    “If I required assistance, Maki, I would instruct you how to assist us,” the MinSha stated. “Which would involve us instructing you to comm our station and send proper help.”  
 
    The Maki pilot’s blood boiled, but he managed to keep his voice calm and level. “Very well, Eve of the Morrow. Maki Flight One-Niner-Niner, returning to base, over.” 
 
    You sanctimonious bitch, he didn’t say. It was bad for business, insulting his MinSha employers. Even a dumb fighter jock knew that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meerawn stared at Jelica, shocked. She’d somehow managed to sound exactly like a MinSha, but for the life of him he couldn’t figure out how. The pilot gave him a knowing smile and flicked an ear. Her casualness about the situation, as well as the perfect alien accent, made him wonder just what else Darden and Jelica had been up to over the years while off-world. Certainly there was a story to be heard there. 
 
    “It’s a talent,” was all she offered in the way of explanation. He sighed. He wouldn’t get the story today. 
 
    “Get us home,” Meerawn said in a weary tone as the adrenaline began to wear off. He closed his eyes and prayed quietly to Vorrha. Perhaps Kortnee had survived being shot by the bounty hunters. Stranger things had happened, after all. Once he was back on Draxis, he’d come up with a rescue plan for the mysterious female and, more importantly, Kortnee. Assuming the bounty hunters decided not to execute his friend. Or worse still, turn him over to the MinSha. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 MinSha Administrative Headquarters, Information Guild Offices, Vorrhurna System 
 
    Entropy, that hurt. 
 
    Hr’ent gradually became aware of the clicking and buzzing, and he let out a groan. It took a lot to knock out an Oogar, and when he groaned, he felt something poke him in the back of his head. More clicking. On the ground in front of him were more of the little rubber balls from the stinger grenade. 
 
    “I don’t understand you,” he gasped out. In an unusual turn of events, someone had secured his hands behind his back, and his translation pendant was beneath him, unable to hear and translate the MinSha’s language into something intelligible. Rough, chitinous claws pulled him over onto his side, and he repeated himself. This time, he got a response. 
 
    “I said, stay where you are, pirate, or face summary execution.” 
 
    “Pirate? Pirate?” Hr’ent growled out. “Take these cuffs off me, you idiot. I already spoke to one of your patrols. You’re interfering with a Peacemaker investigation!” 
 
    “Hr’ent, no!” Rylak yipped from behind him. 
 
    “I am Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm, on a mission from the Peacemaker Guild to investigate and put a stop to the piracy that’s plagued the region around Vorrhurna’s neighbors, since none of you have done a thing about it! If any of you want to live another day as free bugs, you’ll release my men and me NOW!” 
 
    A MinSha wearing senior NCO rank stepped into view. 
 
    “I don’t take kindly to threats, Oogar,” the mantis-like alien hissed. 
 
     “I had your pirate raid handled when you chucklefucks showed up late and attacked the good guys—” 
 
    “Claws up! Now!” Meekos interrupted. From Hr’ent’s position on the floor, he could see the little Cochkala leaning out from the doorway, keeping everything but his head and gun behind the heavy bulkhead plating as cover. The MinSha must have failed to keep an exterior security element, because the Cochkala pilot had gotten the drop on everyone. Hr’ent was impressed. The MinSha between Hr’ent and the door faced inward, and slowly obeyed Meekos’ order. The other MinSha in the room did likewise, unwilling to risk getting their boss killed. 
 
    “Calmly,” Hr’ent cautioned. “The Cochkala with the gun pointed at your thorax is my associate.” He flexed his shoulders, hard, and the chain linking the cuffs popped apart. The MinSha in front of him went very still, shocked by how powerful the Oogar was, unaware of how inadequate standard binders were. Hr’ent slowly got up and pointed to the Peacemaker badge resting against his armor. The MinSha drew back as if they were unholy creatures confronted by a religious icon. 
 
    “So much for undercover, huh?” Drake said. 
 
    “I already identified myself to one of your security patrols. Do you guys not communicate? At all? How about target verification? Do you lob stinger grenades into any office where someone with only two legs is standing? Idiot? Get a medic down here to see to my colleague’s injury while I continue to sort out the pirate mess you MinSha have created!” 
 
    “We created? We haven’t had a single terrorist incident in-system in six years. You four show up, and next thing we know, foot patrols are being murdered on the surface, ships are being blown up outside the gate, engineers on the station are assassinated, a pirate freighter goes down in flames, and now our Headquarters has been sabotaged! WE created it?” 
 
    Hr’ent roughly slammed the security trooper against the bulkhead wall by the throat with one hand, and pinned his gun hand against the wall with his other. “Yes, you have,” he hissed. “You and your queen, and every other MinSha who’s made their living off spilled Pushtal blood. You can’t beat on something every day of its life and expect it to be well-adjusted! No shit, you have problems with Pushtal ‘terrorists!’ You’re starving their wives, husbands, and children to death! What did you expect?” 
 
    “The Pushtal did shoot me, Hr’ent,” Rylak pointed out. “In case, you know, that matters to you.” 
 
    Hr’ent relaxed his grip on the leader of the security team and stepped back. “Yeah, they shot me a couple of times too, you’ll get better. Meekos, do you still have the trauma bag? Help Rylak. Station security personnel are too busy investigating the bomb that just went off.” 
 
    “How do you know it was a bomb?” the MinSha demanded. “You could have been in on it.” 
 
    “Because that bomb went off in exactly the right place, at exactly the right time, to cut me off from the Pushtal who attacked me. If it’s not a bomb, it happens to be the single most coincidentally catastrophic accidental detonation in recorded history. It was a bomb, you idiot. Now, get me a report on what happened to their ship when it, quote-unquote, ‘went down in flames.’” 
 
    A medical team arrived a few minutes later, but Meekos had already done a better job than the MinSha team knew how to. The insectoids knew next to nothing about mammalian biology, and Rylak slapped them away when they came at his knee with a bio-welder. Drake, Rylak, and Meekos left for the Blythe, and the security team left to tend to the damaged sections of the station. With the room cleared, Jadazz finally, nervously, stepped clear of the preservation pod. Hr’ent returned to the MinSha’s workstation, his Peacemaker icon now visible outside his armor. He pointed to Jadazz’s terminal and leaned down close.  
 
    “Now. Where were we? Oh, that’s right, you were about to furnish me with all the Guild’s census data on Vorrhurna for as far back as you could manage. Except now you’ll be doing so because a Peacemaker ordered you to, not because you’d like to buy another fancy painting for your wall.” 
 
    Jadazz shrank under the angry, bruised Oogar Peacemaker’s glare and rapidly pulled up the data he demanded. 
 
    “How far back does that go?” 
 
    “Uh…about sixty years?” Jadazz answered, unsure. 
 
    “Why only sixty? Your queen has owned this system for eighty-some.” 
 
    “The Pushtal, were, uh, resistant to census-taking for several decades before matters calmed down somewhat. Your recent gunfight indicates that it’s not yet all-together calm.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe 
 
    One thing the Academy hadn’t prepared Hr’ent for, one thing no academy had ever prepared its recruits for, was the sheer volume of formwork involved. Fifty-eight years of records, with gaps, errors, and double entries made for tedious work, but if Hr’ent was going to prove the piracy was the only thing keeping the Pushtal alive, he needed to show the systematic destruction of the Pushtal at the MinSha’s claws. It was frustrating—despite several years at Ocono, the majority of his training had been in diplomacy, linguistics, self-defense, and the workings of the Galactic Union. He’d had hours and hours on the range with all manner of weapons, classes on the structure of the Peacemaker guild, inside & out, and the structure of the Union. The laws of the Union, what few there were, and the laws of evidence. Lots of time in Combatives class. He liked Combatives.  
 
    In all that time, he’d spent precisely zero minutes with spreadsheets. After they’d seen to his wounded knee, Rylak had spent a precious hour teaching and reteaching the Oogar how to punch in the census numbers, how to make it calculate totals, and how to make it spit out a graph. Hr’ent’s eyes were crossed by the time he finished, but when he exported the data into a graph, the image was clear. There was no doubt the Pushtal population had plummeted like a stone. Since the MinSha first assumed control of Vorrhurna, their population had dropped by ninety-five percent. There had been hundreds of millions of Pushtal spread all over the planet, once upon a time. Not the billions one might expect from a merc race, but Pushtal were generally hardy, and lived long lives, like the Oogar. Pushtal cubs who’d been alive when the MinSha seized control of their planet were only now in the prime of their lives—Pushtal like the ones he’d locked up at the rear of the ship. 
 
    He saved his work and left his quarters, making his way back toward the brig. Hr’ent hadn’t yet made time to interrogate his prisoners from Hive Oron’Khaira, and he wanted to check on the survivors from the assault on the administrative headquarters. He found Meekos reclined in a grav couch in the brig, watching another one of those 2D vids from Earth. 
 
    “How are they?” Hr’ent asked, his voice low. 
 
    “She has a concussion and is seriously pissed she got caught. He’s fucked up—a hole through one’s chest will do that—but he’ll live,” Meekos replied. “You know what they say: ‘a sucking chest wound is Mother Nature’s way of telling you, you were moving too slow.’” 
 
    “Who says that?” Hr’ent looked at Meekos incredulously. 
 
    “Oh, uh, the Humans do. You really ought to watch some of these vids; their warfighter humor is hysterical.” 
 
    “That’s bizarre.” Hr’ent rolled his eyes. “Although I suppose in this case, it’s true. He was too slow, and I did shoot him. Do me a favor and check with Rylak and see if he’s had any luck with the tablet I recovered, would you? I’m going to have a chat with our prisoners.” 
 
    The Cochkala left quietly, and Hr’ent took a moment to appraise his newest prisoners. The prisoners from the Oron’Khaira hive city had fiery orange fur with black or brown stripes. Two of the dead in the corridor had been orange as well. But the assistant and the one with the hole in his lung were monochromatic, strictly white, black, and shades of grey.  
 
    He thought back to his whirlwind tour of the seven Pushtal Clan holds. The Pushtal from Arwoon, Roxtador, Azrigaez, and Hapthon were all from the northern continents, and their pelts lacked the reds, oranges, and tans of Oronhaia, Grotha, and Kanonko. He had two of each, but without more information, he couldn’t say which specific Clans the northerners belonged to. 
 
    The female assistant from Jadazz’s office sulked in the corner of her cell. The inch-thick clear polymer door was rated to stop any pistol round known to Union-kind, but talking to her through it was impersonal. He opened the door and leaned against the doorframe. 
 
    “How’s your head?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed dangerously, and her fingers flexed to reveal her claws for just a second. He noticed now that she painted her claws, tiny, intricate knotwork patterns in black and white. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t mean to smash you with the hatch; you just happened to be in the middle of a pack of wannabe assassins gunning for my crew and me.” 
 
    “I know,” she snarled. 
 
    “You want to explain why I ought to let you keep breathing valuable atmo? Attempted murder of a Peacemaker is frowned upon in most parts. Although I suppose a competent counsellor could plead down to common attempted murder since you didn’t know I was a Peacemaker at the time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. My only value to the Clan was to get information out. Now that’s ruined, you might as well vent me—I have nothing else to offer.” 
 
    “Which Clan would that be?” 
 
    She clammed up again. 
 
    “That’s okay; let me guess. You’re not Roxtador; they’re a bunch of drugged-up maniacs, and you don’t seem the type. If you were Hapthon, the Clan would be doing better than it is—let me tell you, the villages in Hapthokrae are appalling. I’ve been to two. You’re educated enough to land a job on the Station, and savvy enough to go undetected for, well, according to your employment contract, six years. I’m sure you began right away when you landed the job, and that’s impressive. Arwoon? They’re on the opposite side of the continent from Merarch, and it’d be hard to get noticed there at all. So I’m going to guess you’re Clan Azrigaez, probably from Merarch itself, aren’t you?” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably under his gaze, and Hr’ent laughed. 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it? Hey, do you know the one-eyed butcher downtown? Old veteran, got half his face cooked off on contract and retired? He told me all about it; when Aarduriel lost the contract, the MinSha took over, how everything’s been in the shitter ever since.” 
 
    The female took a deep breath, looked at the wall, and said something so quiet Hr’ent couldn’t make it out. 
 
    “I’m sorry? Say again?” 
 
    “I said he’s my great uncle!” 
 
    “There. Was that so hard? What’s your name, niece of the one-eyed butcher?” 
 
    “Lia,” she said, and her eyes shone glassy and wet. 
 
    “Lia. I’m Hr’ent.” He closed the door behind him so the other prisoners couldn’t overhear the conversation. He was in there for a long time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    His second prisoner lay on a medi-bed wearing an oxygen mask over his nostrils, and had fresh scarring on one leg. Otherwise, he seemed to be in good shape. He looked daggers at Hr’ent and weakly lifted an arm, but the shackles securing his wrists to the bed were Oogar-proof and more than sufficient to restrain him. 
 
    “I suppose you’re one of those fanatics who’ve sworn a blood debt against the MinSha. Going to take as many of them down with you as you can? Kill and kill some more until you avenge every Pushtal who’s died since the MinSha took over?” 
 
    The wounded Pushtal narrowed his eyes and tried to snarl, but coughed instead, and his oxygen mask came loose. Hr’ent shook his head sadly and placed it back over the prisoner’s nose. 
 
    “I know you think I’m the bad guy here, and that doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. We’re at odds—you and yours, versus me and mine. You’re a pirate. You prey on innocent ships and innocent beings, and I’m here to put a stop to it. So from that perspective, we’re enemies.” 
 
    Hr’ent grabbed a chair and pulled it up close. Proximity gave the illusion of intimacy; Hr’ent knew from his interviewing courses. A savvy interviewer could use personal space to his advantage, building rapport with the interviewee—so long as he remembered the societal conventions for the being in question. It had worked with Lia, but would it work with a hardened pirate? 
 
    “We don’t have to be enemies, I don’t think. See, I think I understand what’s going on. Pushtal were mercenaries until the Union took that away. Without your mercs, you have no legitimate sources of income, no future, and they’re erasing your past. You’re proud, too proud to beg, but the MinSha have been steadily murdering you and yours, quietly, away from the prying eyes of the Union, for nearly a century. And there aren’t all that many of you left.” 
 
    Hr’ent produced the graph he’d plotted using the spreadsheet. It was a steady downward slope. 
 
    “Here’s your ‘official’ population when the MinSha took over.” Hr’ent tapped the left-most data point. “There’s a twenty-three-year gap before they could get anything like a population total—you guys are vicious fighters, I’ll give you that—and the initial opposition to the MinSha queen was long and hard-fought, and a lot of you died.” He tapped the screen where the downward slope began. “Here, when they finally got a census approximating your population, you were down by half. This slope represents the last sixty years, and it’s only gotten worse. Much, much worse.” The pirate looked away, but Hr’ent thought he could read a mixture of hate and abject despair on his patient’s face. “But you knew that, didn’t you? You’ve just never had anyone else clue in before.” 
 
    Meekos reappeared at the brig’s door, and Hr’ent got up without another word. 
 
    “Rylak has some intel for you.” 
 
    “Watch them; I’ll be back.” 
 
    Hr’ent watched from the corridor for a moment as Meekos returned to his lounge chair. The Cochkala looked at his prisoners and had a thought. He set his tablet to project a larger, holographic reproduction of the Human war movie he’d just started. 
 
    “You guys might appreciate this, too,” he said. The subtitles were set to translate into several languages at once. Two Humans, one in a grey uniform, the other in dirty farm clothes, were speaking on a green hilltop. 
 
    “…I am Colonel Hans Landa of the SS.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    He left the pilot and made his way to the bridge, where he found Rylak at his workstation again. Rylak shut off whatever he was doing and picked up the tablet they’d taken. 
 
    “Meekos said you had something for me?” 
 
    “It seems our attackers were from Clan Roxtador,” Rylak said. “Their encryption is laughable, and these tablets they carried have extensive data on Roxtador’s Clan structure, their plans, and they’ve been responsible for much of the piracy in the region. There are some messages between Skipistal and his ‘fleet.’” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And he’s gunning for you. Us. The Blythe. Seems his father was captain of that very first ship we intercepted. They’ve declared a blood hunt where the Clan’s warriors won’t rest until they see us dead. Gods, he’s dumb. I don’t know how many Oogar bounty hunters they can have in-system, but they must not have made the connection when we were in that arctic cave. There’s good news, too.” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    Rylak handed the tablet over. It displayed system data and coordinates for a deserted planet some light years’ distant, a crosshair on one continent with coordinates. 
 
    “I pulled metadata from a few of the messages, and it’s got Roxtador’s operational headquarters listed in the Gadjali system. DNA links the wounded male to the hit on the Clairvoyance, too. The guys who hit us are almost certainly the same team that started this nonsense in Evertine. Does he have any recent injuries? Aside from the hole in his chest, I mean?” 
 
    “A slash on his thigh, yes.” 
 
    “How much you want to bet it’s from a HecSha’s knife? If we hit Roxtador at home base, we can put a stop to much of the piracy and deal with this ‘blood hunt’ in one stroke.” 
 
    “Finally. Once I’m done with my prisoners, we’ll go scout this hide of theirs.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent paused outside the brig, stunned to hear…laughter? And an unfamiliar voice? 
 
    “Play it again!” 
 
    “…AND I WANT MY SCALPS!” 
 
    More laughter drowned out whatever came next, but when he leaned into the brig, he saw Meekos’ vid was still playing, and all four of his prisoners were positively howling with glee at the uniformed Human on the vid. The Human had a small patch of fur under his nose, wore a strange form of headdress, and appeared to be lecturing a small squad of soldiers. The laughter died when Meekos paused the vid, having caught Hr’ent’s shadow in the doorway. Hr’ent entered and sat in the chair next to the wounded raider again. 
 
    “I like this Human,” the prisoner said. He was the one who’d asked Meekos to play the segment again. “He understands. By our cruelty, the MinSha know us, fear us. We collect our enemies’ pelts, as he would.” The prisoner had to pause and catch his breath, but Hr’ent could be patient when he wanted to be, and he waited for the pirate to continue. “His people were outnumbered, outgunned, and the other Humans exterminated his people, but he did not give up. No, he made the other Humans fear him. Truly, this Human is wise. He would be a good Fangmaster for the Pushtal. I would follow that one into battle.” 
 
    “Is that what’s going on in Clan Roxtador? You have a strong leader, and he’s fighting to punish the MinSha for all the death and destruction?” 
 
    The Oronhaia prisoners from the hive city coughed in what sounded suspiciously like a snicker, but the prisoner continued regardless of them. “Hah,” he spat. “No clan has a strong leader. Mine is, perhaps, stronger than the others, but he’s young, and without a Fangmaster to lead us, we’ll never be united. The MinSha will destroy us, clan by clan, until Vorrhurna is barren and our secrets lost. It’s my duty to fight them until my last breath.” 
 
    “He seemed like a bit of an asshole when I met him, to be honest. If he’s stronger than the others, I can see where some of the problem lies. What’s your name, prisoner? How old are you?” 
 
    “I am Kortnee, of…Roxtador. I’ve seen twenty-six winters.” 
 
    “Why did you raid the Clairvoyance?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Equiri shit. You bled all over that galley when the HecSha stabbed you. I couldn’t ask for a better DNA link. Try again.” 
 
    Kortnee stared at him for a moment, and Hr’ent saw the hardness in his eyes of someone who was resigned to their inevitable death. 
 
    “Or you could play the silent card. That’s fine. Stop me when I get something wrong. You and your team are pirate raiders and have been hitting any unguarded shipments you can. These are high risk, high reward shipments where the owner has been too cheap to pay for an escort. You don’t want to kill anyone, but if that’s how it goes, that’s how it goes. But you know what didn’t make sense to me until last week? Who the hell steals life support equipment? Is there a booming black market for oxygen scrubbers and algae tanks I don’t know about? Obviously not, but I think I know who would need that kind of kit.” Hr’ent paused and leaned in close. “Someone establishing a home off-planet. Someone sneaking innocents, women, cubs, all their non-combatants out from under the MinSha’s pincers. Someone searching for somewhere they can make a home.” 
 
    Kortnee opened his mouth to speak, then slammed it shut again. 
 
    “Thought so. Because let me tell you, after the week I’ve had? I don’t blame you in the slightest.” Hr’ent leaned back now and could tell he’d gotten to his prisoner, who looked halfway between rage and tears. “I was telling Lia next door, I’ve been all over Vorrhurna now, and if what I’ve experienced is one-tenth of one percent of the shit you Pushtal have had to deal with, I’d say you’re doing exactly the wrong kind of things—but for the best of reasons.” 
 
    Kortnee snorted and closed his eyes as he leaned back in his stretcher. 
 
    “I know what my father told me before he died. His father’s father was there when Aarduriel lost. The MinSha hired many Pushtal mercenaries, but the contracts were bait. None of the contracts went as planned; the enemy was beyond their capabilities, and everyone died.” Kortnee gestured to the Human’s face, still frozen on the projection. “As it was with these…“Humans” and their first contracts. We know how their first hundred contracts went—ninety-six of a hundred companies, utterly wiped out. We know, because the same thing happened to us, over and over.” Kortnee stopped to catch his breath, inhaling deeply from the mask over his nose. “Brave Pushtal warriors died, their equipment lost, seized, or destroyed. Their skills, honed on the battlefield, lost like snowflakes in the spring. The Fangmaster became more and more desperate, as our Clans went deeper and deeper into debt. The Veetanho,” Kortnee fairly spat the word, “gleefully watched as the MinSha played us, over and over. As our debt piled higher, our skills grew blunted; the only equipment we had left was old, out of date, and worse than useless. The deathblow came when the MinSha seized our home and our industry for themselves. We’ve fought them ever since.” 
 
    “Tell me about your First Claw. Has he been in charge for a long time?” 
 
    “Hah, no. He’s the Clan leader. Without a strong leader, the Clan falls apart.” 
 
    “And how does that happen? You don’t seem to be a race of assassins to me.” 
 
    “A challenge, personal combat, with witnesses. Some Clans are so unstable that someone new is challenging the current First every other week.” Kortnee gave a pointed glare at the Oronhaia prisoners. “And so it is with the Pushtal at large. The Fangmaster is the leader of all the clans. Without a Fangmaster, everything fell apart. For there to be a Fangmaster, four of the seven clans must agree on who will lead them. Everyone votes for themselves, and the cycle continues. We haven’t had a Fangmaster since Aarduriel lost The Contract.” 
 
    Kortnee sat up again, and despite his weakness, glared at Hr’ent with fierce eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Winter is here again. Our ‘piracy’ is a crucible through which all Claws, all Firsts, must pass. Only the best pilots, honed in raid after raid, survive the crucible. We’re re-building our skill base, gathering equipment, protecting our people until the Pushtal cast off the yoke the MinSha have tied around our throats.” He leaned back against his medi-bed again, exhausted. “But I suppose my hunt is over now, isn’t it?” he finished bitterly. 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” Hr’ent replied and stood to leave. “Enjoy the rest of your vid.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I wish Kalene were here,” Hr’ent muttered to himself. “This is so much bigger than some stolen life-support equipment and a handful of dead crewmen.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Drake asked. “That sob story the prisoner fed you in the brig?” 
 
    “Yes! The sob story the prisoner fed me in the brig. And the villages of old and decrepit Pushtal elders in Kononkara, with no children around. And the abandoned Hive City of Oron’Khaira, supposedly home to millions. And the occupied Capital with its snipers and MinSha patrols, and what the butcher had to say, and the Pushtal dying of overdoses. And that drug-fueled subterranean mosh pit madness, not to mention the thirty-meter tribokog that was ready to eat every one of them alive. And the data we got from the MinSha themselves.” 
 
    “Nobody cares!” Rylak said, clearly annoyed. “The Pushtal are murderous outlaws! We’ve been over this, Candidate. The Union doesn’t care. The Peacemakers don’t care. Kalene doesn’t care. Nobody cares, Hr’ent.” 
 
    “Well, they should!” Hr’ent roared. “How can you say what my field coach does or doesn’t care about?” 
 
    “Because she’s my sister!” Rylak barked, and Hr’ent froze, stunned, speechless. 
 
    “Because she’s my sister,” Rylak repeated. “And I’ve been in communication with her this whole time. I was about to tell you when those Oronhaia hive scum attacked us. Remember? When they randomly opened fire on the foreigners walking through the wrong part of their turf? Haven’t you noticed me on the comm? I know for a fact you walked in on me talking to her at least twice. She’s here, in system, Hr’ent, observing her candidate from the gate station, worried he’s going to fuck the whole thing up. I’ve probably just blown this whole entropy-cursed op just by telling you, but your mission, Candidate, is to put a stop to the piracy. Not charge off like some idiot paladin ready to right all the wrongs of the universe. The Union is a harsh place to live. If the Pushtal fucked up and owe a debt to the MinSha, that’s between them and them alone.” 
 
    Hr’ent knew he was dangerously close to redlining again. She’d lied to him. Rylak had deceived him, too. They all had. They all knew Kalene was just a few hours away at any given moment. And the crew of the Blythe answered to her, not to him. 
 
    “Not when the MinSha are murdering an entire race, it’s not,” Hr’ent snarled back. “The First Principle: ‘Address all sides, understand the situation.’ The Second Principle: ‘Honor the threat.’ The Third Principle: ‘Enforce the Laws of the Union,’” Hr’ent said in a slow, clipped tone. “I’m not some mindless weapon to be unleashed. The Fourth Principle: ‘I set the terms.’” 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself killed, Oogar,” Drake replied from over Hr’ent’s shoulder. Hr’ent turned to face the lead bounty hunter, who met his eyes evenly. “Don’t pretend we haven’t tried to warn you. Pirates are, by definition, outside the law. They murder innocent beings. That cat breathing through a tube back there forfeited his right to oxygen the moment they started murdering the Bugitar on the Clairvoyance, and every other ship they’d hit before that. They can’t even claim it was a MinSha freighter.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. It was a Merchant Guild ship, and the rep was another Zuul. He sure seemed mighty familiar with Peacemaker Kalene. You have more family you haven’t told me about, Rylak? Is Grun, what, your cousin?” 
 
    “No,” Rylak looked away and added something unintelligible. 
 
    “Say again? A little louder?” 
 
    “I said he’s my brother!” Rylak shouted. “He’s my brother, and his crew were murdered, and you’ve been running around making friends with the fucking savages who killed them! So yeah, he needed help and called in the best help he could get, except he got you instead!” 
 
    “And I’m doing such a terrible job, am I? Doing my duty, investigating as the Peacemakers expect of me, instead of just doing your brother a solid and going off on a killing spree?” 
 
    “Yes! No one expected an Oogar to investigate!” Rylak shouted. 
 
    “Well, surprise! There have been six Oogar Peacemakers before me, and each one of us has been a surprise to everyone who sees Oogar and thinks dumb brute! You want to go hunt pirates? Kalene wants me to go hunt pirates? Alright! Let’s hunt pirates.” He flung the seized slate at Rylak, who yelped as it bounced off his still-armored chest and shattered into dozens of pieces. Hr’ent stared down Drake, muzzle to muzzle. “Nothing’s changed, bounty hunter. I’m still in charge of this mission, and if Kalene wants to make a desert and call it peace, so be it. Meekos can turn off that gods-be-damned Human vid and set course for Gadjali. You have one hundred seventy hours to be mission-ready, Rylak, or you’re going in the brig with the prisoners, and I don’t give a Veetanho’s ass what they do to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bounty Hunter Corvette Dannyn Blythe, Gadjali System 
 
    One hundred seventy-one hours later, Hr’ent emerged from his cabin to a frosty reception on the bridge. 
 
    “We’ll be entering Gadjali system in five minutes, Candidate,” Rylak said from his workstation. His tone was curt, bordering on the edge of insubordination. “What are your intentions?” 
 
    “We’re hunting pirates. You’re the intel bloodhound, find us some.” 
 
    “Very good, Candidate,” Rylak replied stiffly. 
 
    “How’s your leg?” Hr’ent asked. 
 
    “Not as good,” the Zuul admitted. “My knee’s going to need a serious rebuild. I’m fine in micro-G, but gravity sucks.” 
 
    “Understood. You can still contribute if you stay aboard the Blythe and run the guns while Drake and I take care of business.” 
 
    “Can do, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Hr’ent noted the change in title and made himself comfortable at the gunner’s station for the rest of the ride down. When the stark white of hyperspace gave way to a starfield, Meekos’ hands danced over his command console as his systems absorbed system data and plotted the various stellar bodies. The pilot plotted a course for Gadjali IV, and gravity returned under thrust. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The enormous brown-and-blue sphere filling their view screen was a sight for sore eyes. Meekos guided them into high orbit while Rylak scanned the surface, matching the data from the tablet to the geography below. 
 
    “Why here?” Hr’ent asked. “What’s the situation below?” 
 
    “The planet’s arid and was settled a hundred fifty years ago by the Caroon. For a few decades they had a booming interest in red diamonds. The mine ran dry far earlier than it should have—there was a bit of a scandal when it broke that the claim was based on falsified data—and then a near brush with a solar flare rendered it a less-than-attractive place to live. The mining consortium packed its people up and left, and it’s been abandoned ever since.” 
 
    “So it’s out of the way, habitable, but offers nothing but a quiet place to lay low?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Rylak pulled up his surface scan on the large screen and divided the region up into four quarters. “If you want to help search visually…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve got something,” Drake said half an hour later. “Enhance quadrant one, grid jay-nine.” Rylak pulled up the requested grid square on the screen. “Upper right, make it…tee-four.” The grid zoomed in yet again. “Is that a freighter parked east of that…mansion? And a bunch of shuttles?” 
 
    Rylak overlaid a thermal filter on the image. Shuttles dotted the parade-square-looking space in front of a massive, C-shaped structure. The shuttles were parked in five rows of four, one row significantly warmer than the other sixteen. 
 
    “Ooohh, that’s a bingo,” Meekos cheered—but calmed himself when it was obvious no one else got the reference. “That’s the same freighter from the cavern. I got a good look at the top deck while I killed that nightmare-worm-thing, you’re welcome very much. This is the right spot.” 
 
    “Do we wait for dark?” Rylak asked. 
 
    “Knowing Skipistal’s people, they’ll be up partying until sunrise and then crash. No, we hit them at brunch.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Roxtador Clan HQ, Gadjali IV 
 
    First, Bohdan of Roxtador’s ship blew up. 
 
    This was an issue for Bohdan, as he was underneath it at the time, performing some much overdue maintenance on the hydraulic ram. The ram was an essential piece of kit, and it had failed on their last run. The ram allowed Yaniceri II to smash into its prey and disgorge his warrior passengers into the target ship. Bohdan had never been one for subtlety, or for taking prisoners for that matter. He found ship crews tended not to complain as much when they were trying to breathe vacuum, and his packmates were used to fighting in it. He was a simple Pushtal and had neither the time nor the wit to understand what was going on—one moment he had a ratchet in his hands, searching for his 10mm socket, and the next moment he was so much scorched carbon. 
 
    Centuries ago, the base had been a palatial mansion for some wealthy mine manager. It had a (cracked, useless) swimming pool in the back, an (overgrown) ivy maze to explore, four floors (although the top one wasn’t structurally sound), and an enormous landing pad out front for air cars. Toxic vines and thorny trees had been here when Skipistal had declared the mansion their new FOB; they’d spent months with flamethrowers and respirators making the property inhabitable again. Wide-open fields of fire and plenty of space out front for their interface-capable assault shuttles fit their needs. Despite the intruders on Vorrhurna, Skipistal still couldn’t be bothered to post more than a token guard force. No one knew they’d reoccupied abandoned Gadjali IV, so why bother? Of course, he’d thought that true on Vorrhurna as well, and no one had accused Skipistal of being blessed with an overabundance of learning. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The death of Yaniceri II, as well as Yaniceri I, III, and IV, couldn’t help but catch Ruxandra’s attention in her ramshackle watchtower. Her “watchtower” was three corrugated tin walls and a roof built on the ruined water tower that used to supply fresh water to the mansion inhabitants. She therefore had a flawless view of the outermost rank of ships, and there was a certain beauty to the way the gunbird strafed the entire row. The darts roared like thunder as they impacted at four times the speed of sound, arriving in tight clusters, leaving shattered, burning ships in its wake. She got a warm feeling inside as the black gunship opened fire on the shuttles—it reminded her of when it had killed the ice worm back home. 
 
    Skipistal had noticed she’d been friendly with the intruders on Vorrhurna, and the First Claw didn’t care for that. He’d punished her by assigning her all the menial jobs: burn the trash, tidy up in the morning, but not too early—it wouldn’t do to disturb the partygoers from the night before—and when not otherwise occupied, she was ordered to sit post at the radar tower. It wasn’t her fault he’d failed to order her to, you know, report if something turned up on the radar system, which, admittedly, it had.  
 
    Awkward, but it wasn’t her fault the gunship was matte black, likely indicating radar-absorbent materials, and was angled like a stooping hawk to deflect radar energy so well. Nor was it her fault if she’d noticed little details like that in the Sunless Valley, while Skipistal blasted for orbit on nitro, flick, venom, or some combination of the three. He hadn’t even emerged from the cave until the worm was dead and leaking. 
 
    It might have been her fault when she’d ignored the radar warning that they had a fast-mover incoming, but she wouldn’t be the first Pushtal to miss something important on watch, and honestly, this kind of opportunity didn’t come along very often. 
 
    The shuttle’s chin turret spat more hypervelocity darts and tore up the rear rank of ships as well. A handful of Ruxandra’s clanmates raced out from the barracks. Some were empty-handed, the idiots. Many carried rifles. One keen pair held a SCRAMjet missile tube and two reloads. One knelt on the landing pad thirty meters behind the fiery wreckage of Hlothi III, lifted the tube onto his shoulder, and looked down the sight. Ruxandra watched, intrigued, to see who would win this particular duel. The loader tucked in tight to him and waited for their backblast area to clear. That moron from Bohdan’s team, Andryss, took a long time to clear the danger zone, oblivious to the risk. Too long. A sniper round took out both keeners with a single headshot. Blood and brains sprayed across the landing pad, and the pair collapsed in a macabre imitation of intimacy.  
 
    Ruxandra lifted her optic to search for the shooter. If their heads had been like that and the bullet killed both of them, then the angle meant the shooter had to be over there. She swapped her optic to thermal, and once she spotted her quarry, she switched back to regular vision to verify. The sniper lay prone in a shallow depression four hundred seventy meters distant, per her rangefinder. He’d ditched the arctic whites for green-and-grey camouflage, but the white fur identified the Besquith. Several of her clanmates had made the same deduction and were creeping low and slow down the dry creek bed that wound around the property.  
 
    Not bad, considering they were all fucked up and hungover from the celebration last night. Hell, some of them were probably still awake. 
 
    So she helped. Vorrha knows they need the help. That was, of course, what Skipistal expected of her: aid her brave (foolish) clan warriors in repelling the intruders. She shouldered her rifle, a custom caseless she’d bought with a year’s wages. It could swap between semi-auto and bolt-action on the fly and was effective to eight hundred meters. Once she’d located the Besquith, she adjusted her scope’s range and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Huh. The round fell short. 
 
    Crack.  
 
    Oops, forgot to adjust for windage, that one was several meters wide, off to the Besquith’s left. And he still hasn’t noticed. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Barely missed. Oh shucks, and now the Besquith has gone and moved since he’s been spotted? Oh, dear, he’s headed that way? I hope he doesn’t run into those brave (foolish) clan warriors. 
 
    Ruxandra fired three more rounds into the radar base station and chuckled to herself as she slung her rifle over her armor. One way or another, things were about to change for Roxtador, and she intended to make the most of it. With the evidence destroyed and the flanking risk to the Besquith mitigated, she climbed down the ladder before the artist on that gunbird lit up her perch.  
 
    Besides, I have to find that big bastard with the pointy ears. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The big bastard with the pointy ears was having the time of his life. Hr’ent stepped over the second set of cooling bodies and kept advancing down the same dry creek bed. The pirates yelled at each other, swore, threatened, and generally gave Hr’ent plenty of warning they were coming. 
 
    The only thing better than counter-charging and breaking an assault’s momentum was not having to wait for the initial charge in the first place. The artificial water feature-turned-trench carved its way around the property, snaking left and right. The tight turns denied any sightlines longer than twenty or thirty meters at a time. Hr’ent imagined the sharp-sided gully must have been nice once upon a time, but now it was a weakness to exploit. The voices grew nearer, and Hr’ent rounded the curve, Marauder extended. 
 
    The second Pushtal was watching where they were going, but the one in the lead was walking backward, arguing with the one behind him. The second one spotted the armored Oogar and shoved the first one out of the way, but Hr’ent opened fire. In a modified fail-to-stop drill, he put two rapid shots into the second Pushtal’s chest and switched to the first for a headshot. The first two hit the ground, and Hr’ent advanced, emptying the rest of his magazine into the patrol with steady, controlled fire that punched enormous holes in the unarmored pirates. The narrow trench meant none of the Pushtal could shoot past the one in front, while Hr’ent couldn’t miss. He paused at this patrol like he had the others and flung their rifles up over the lip of the creek bed. Hr’ent had been shot in the back once by “the enemy” in the kill house on Ocono, and once was enough. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice shouted. Hr’ent whirled, his pistol aimed up out of the trench, and lowered it a split second later. Drake stood near the lip of the creek, one of the thrown rifles in his grasp. “Careful with that. Someone could get hurt.” 
 
    The big Besquith discarded the thrown weapon and jumped down into the creek bed. “You sure you don’t want to light the whole building up? Rylak’s running out of targets.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. There could be innocents inside. We do this the hard way.” Hr’ent finished clearing the dead Pushtal’s rifles, then stepped out—and took a burst of submachinegun fire to the chest. Hr’ent stumbled back, but Drake was behind him, and returned fire, shooting over the downed Oogar. His rifle rounds were far more powerful than the Marauder pistol ammunition, and the pirate collapsed. 
 
    “Hr’ent’s down!” Drake said over his pinplant. 
 
    “No I’m not,” the Oogar grumbled and got back to his feet. “Just surprised is all. Their subguns are too light for my armor.” He stretched and winced. “Might have a bruise. Enough of this trench clearing Equiri shit, let’s get up to the house already.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ruxandra made her way through the mansion, cutting through the panic and chaos inside with a purpose. She gathered Dirrg, Zidaeus, Koda, Januia, Januia’s cub Magnus, and the other non-combatants in the north wing where the families of the Claws lived. 
 
    “Gather everyone outside on the far side of the ivy maze! Dirrg, take the top floor, Zidaeus go clear the middle, Januia, get Magnus and the other children from the ground floor. Koda, help someone. Out the back door, hurry!” 
 
    “What will you be doing?” Januia demanded. “Aren’t you going to help?” 
 
    “I am helping!” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I’m going to pick a fight.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Rylak, I’m going to need some cover between here and the house, do you think you could trouble—” Hr’ent interrupted himself and fired a trio of shots from his Marauder, “—yourself to make me a couple of trenches?” 
 
    Hr’ent reached a bend in the trench, and he was as close to the mansion as he was going to get. Drake was exchanging shots with a gunman on the third floor. The angle was steep, and the pirate’s elevation defeated much of their cover advantage. The only thing saving them was that he was a terrible shot. 
 
    The gunship shuttle was low in the sky and well back from the mansion, using the flame and smoke from the smoldering shuttles as concealment. Meekos dialed up the collective and popped up a hundred meters in altitude, enough that Rylak could pound the arid clay surface with short bursts from the dual MACs under the gunship’s chin. The hypervelocity darts hit with tremendous force, and when the dust cleared, he’d dug a series of craters. Hr’ent scrambled out of the creek bed and dashed for the first field-expedient foxhole. The second one was at the very south-east corner of the mansion, nearly touching the wall. Hr’ent slid on his armor into it, surprising a shooter at the window. He’d been valiantly trying to hit the gunship with his laser rifle and was stunned to have a large, armored Oogar rip his rifle away from him by its barrel and fling it away. The momentary panic cost him when Hr’ent reached in the window, grabbed the Roxtadoran shooter by the collar, and dragged him out the window, too. In a mighty heave, Hr’ent threw the shooter past Drake into the creek bed they’d just vacated. 
 
    “Ooh, and he muffed the landing. That’s going to cost him with the Besquith judge,” Drake joked and turned back to shoot the Pushtal twice in the chest. 
 
    “Harsh,” Hr’ent said. “On Uuwato, we just deduct from their score.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know, Bestald has a fine gymnastics program,” Drake replied smoothly. 
 
    Hr’ent laughed. “With motivation like that, I’m sure you do.” He vaulted in the open window and found himself at the base of a staircase leading up. A shadow blocked the light coming from the top of the stairs, and Hr’ent dove aside as a Pushtal fired a burst at him. Drake knelt against the outside wall and dropped him with a headshot. He followed Hr’ent in through the window and hauled the Oogar back to his feet. 
 
    “That’s three you owe me,” Drake said, and Hr’ent laughed. 
 
    “Oh, are we keeping score now? What about the first twelve outside?” 
 
    “I think I can catch up.” Drake grinned. “And it was only ten. I took out the missile team; that should count for extra.” 
 
    “Pick a floor,” Hr’ent fed his Marauder another mag, “and show me.” 
 
    Drake reloaded his rifle and raced up the stairs to the second floor with Hr’ent on his heels. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ruxandra stood at the top of the northwest stairwell. She had a decent view of the rear of the property and watched the last group of non-combatants flee. The gunbird still orbited the property, but its guns had fallen silent, as fewer and fewer of Roxtador’s pirates were willing to step out and be blown into bloody chunks. 
 
    Not that she blamed them. 
 
    A full third of the clan’s hunter/gatherer teams were present at the cave complex on Vorrhurna, for rest, resupply, and recreation. The Oogar had no idea how deep the caves went, or how many of her people lived there in the subterranean caves and pools. It was a good thing, too—as far as the Union was concerned, none of her people existed on paper. The Fangmaster’s original plan had been for each clan to smuggle as many civilians to Draxis as they could. That had gone straight out the airlock when Skipistal had seized command, and Ruxandra would never forgive him. Being officially non-existent was still second-best. She hadn’t expected them to come here, exactly, and wondered how they’d found them. Probably the same way all the other Clans found each other—a hefty bribe to the Cartography Guild. But that was a question to resolve once the shooting stopped.  
 
    She made her way to the balcony overlooking the second-floor grand room, although there was little grand about it now. A century of neglect on this abandoned planet had left it desiccated and crumbling, with shitty stolen polymer tables and filthy couches to flop on. All four of Skipistal’s Claws and a handful of their crew hid behind the couches, ready to ambush the bounty hunters. Gunfire erupted from the south wing, and everyone she could see tensed, ready to pop up and fire. She met Darris’ eyes below her and pressed a finger to her lips. She pointed to herself, mimed shooting, and pointed to the door. Darris nodded. The Third Claw whispered something to the Roxtadoran next to him, and so the message was passed. Ruxandra backed up from the balcony so none of the hidden Pushtal on the second floor could see her, put her rifle up into the air, and waited for the invaders to reveal themselves. 
 
    A second bout of gunfire in the south wing got her jumpy, but the exchange was over quickly, and a Pushtal moaned in pain. 
 
    Then, movement. 
 
    The Besquith was in the lead this time and cut into the room quickly and professionally, checking his zones and moving to her left. She waved silently, frantically, to catch his attention. He halted, one fist in the air, dropped to one knee and shouldered the rifle, but didn’t aim it. The Oogar behind him stopped, too. She pointed at the grand room below her and made finger guns. Both bounty hunters backed up and retreated out of the room. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent had no idea what game Ruxandra was playing. She seemed to be on their side—for now, at least. He pulled one of his precious grenades off his harness—he only had two—and pulled the pin. 
 
    “On two,” he whispered to Drake, and the Besquith did likewise. 
 
    “Two!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    From her perch on the balcony, she caught a quick glimpse of both bounty hunters as they tossed grenades into the room. They detonated with a pair of eardrum-shattering booms a fraction of a second apart. The concussion instantly blew a century’s dust off the great room’s walls and ceiling, filling it with a dirty, dusty cloud that mixed with the grenade’s darker smoke. She couldn’t make out much through the cloud, but someone was screaming in pain. Half a second later, her clanmates hiding behind the couches popped up and opened fire on the far south-west door, but the answering fire didn’t come from the corner, and three of her clanmates went down in the opening fusillade. 
 
    She returned to the balcony’s edge. There were still too many beneath her, and the moment the defenders located one of the bounty hunters, they’d be cut to shreds. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    She switched her heavy rifle to semi-auto and put a round between Darris’ shoulder blades. The Third Claw collapsed without ever having seen his attacker, and she began working her way down the line, right-to-left, shooting any of her former clan members she could see. One of the crewmen from Yaniceri IV looked up just as she shot him, and betrayal was written on his features just before he dropped. 
 
    Surprise, asshole! 
 
    Someone opened fire on automatic beneath her, tearing open holes up through the ancient, brittle wood flooring. She dove aside, rolled, and jumped clear over the railing to land on the great room’s floor, hit hard, and banged her chin on the floor. She tasted blood in her mouth but ignored it. The clever one shooting up at her was Nurro, Skipistal’s Fifth Claw and commander of the burning Hlothi wrecks out front. He’d turned away from her, firing into the underside of the balcony toward the north exit.  
 
    She shot him in the back, too, a single shot, and he collapsed. She heard another flurry of shots from the dust cloud, and then it was silent except for the ringing in her ears. The entire exchange had only taken maybe thirty seconds, but as the dust cloud settled, she counted eleven of her former clanmates down and out. 
 
    “What game are you playing?” Hr’ent demanded. 
 
    “The only game worth playing,” she replied. “Survival, for my clan and me.” 
 
    “This doesn’t look a lot like ‘survival of the clan’ to me.” Hr’ent toed one of the bodies over. It was Darris, and the exit wound on his chest spoke volumes. He questioned her with his eyes, daring her to explain. 
 
    “When a limb’s gone gangrenous, you have to amputate to save the body,” she rebutted. 
 
    “Whatever lies you have to tell yourself, you quisling bitch!” Skipistal shouted from above them.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hr’ent’s pistol punched up, but Skipistal was moving fast. He wore an armored flight suit like Ruxandra’s and a murderous look on his face; Hr’ent backed up to get a better angle. He needn’t have bothered, because Skipistal vaulted the railing as Ruxandra had, his First Claw’s pelt streaming behind him like a cape. He stalked toward the female with his claws bared, heedless of the guns pointed at him. 
 
    “Stop where you are, pirate,” Hr’ent ordered. “Dead or alive, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    “We’re a long fucking way from ‘I’m from the Union, and I want to help,’ aren’t we, Oogar?” Skipistal spat, but he kept advancing. Hr’ent squeezed the trigger and shot Skipistal in the back. The armor on his suit stopped the round, and the First Claw stopped, still a few meters from Ruxandra. He raised his hands and turned to face Hr’ent squarely. Now Hr’ent could see Skipistal was panting, and sweat matted his fur.  
 
    “Yes, we are—everything changed the moment you sent a hit team after me,” Hr’ent replied, still looking over his sights. 
 
    “Careful, he’s on venom!” Ruxandra shouted.  
 
    “Get on your front with your arms straight out to the sides! Do it now!” Hr’ent ordered. 
 
    Skipistal smirked over his shoulder at Ruxandra and shook his head.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    He leaped at the Oogar, and Hr’ent squeezed the trigger, but the pistol failed to fire. Drake fired too, but Skipistal was moving faster than he’d anticipated, and the Pushtal batted Hr’ent’s gun away. The First Claw bowled him over, but Hr’ent hadn’t attended three years of Combatives for no reason. He locked his legs around the Pushtal’s waist, trapping him. Skipistal reared back to swipe Hr’ent across the face with his claws, but as the hand descended, Hr’ent intercepted it with a forearm smash and knocked the blow aside. He twisted, planting his left foot and popping his hip up, while throwing his left arm over Skipistal’s and locking his right on Skipistal’s wrist. He reached under Skipistal’s elbow and grabbed his own right wrist, rocked back, and twisted. 
 
    Skipistal snarled as Hr’ent wrenched on his shoulder, and Hr’ent felt a pop as the arm dislocated, but the First Claw fought through the pain and sank his fangs into Hr’ent’s shoulder. Hr’ent roared and released his armlock to pry the pirate lord off. His claws sought Skipistal’s eye, and when he found one, he drove his thumb into the pirate’s eye socket. This time Skipistal screamed, letting go of Hr’ent’s shoulder, and rolled away. Both combatants sprang to their feet. Skipistal’s eye socket bled, and Hr’ent flicked his hand to clean the blood and matter free. 
 
    “You were out of ammo,” Skipistal mocked, unsteady, and near-delirious. “You should have gone for the head.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Drake interrupted, looking over his sights. “You want me to plug him now, boss?” 
 
    “Boss?” Skipistal laughed. “He’s in charge?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” Hr’ent nodded, pulling his Peacemaker badge out on its chain. “And no, I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m having a bit of trouble seeing at the moment, Oogar. That doesn’t say you’re a Peacemaker, does it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it does.” Hr’ent dropped into a defensive stance and beckoned Skipistal. It occurred to him that, despite all the combat and fighting, he wasn’t redding out like he normally might. In fact, for the first time in weeks, he felt perfectly in control. “You wanna be the pirate captain who killed Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm? Let’s do this.” 
 
    Skipistal charged, but Hr’ent was ready this time. As the Pushtal leaped into the air, Hr’ent dropped to a knee, got under the slashing claws, and punched upward, fingers rigid in a knife-hand—literally. 
 
    The Oogar’s meaty paw punched cleanly through the First Claw’s flight suit, his abdomen, and when Hr’ent curled his fingers, his claws hooked onto the inside of Skipistal’s rib cage. His left caught a handful of armor at the still-airborne-Pushtal’s throat, and Hr’ent rotated in place to slam Skipistal down, face-first. Hr’ent felt the crunch of Skipistal’s muzzle on the floor, and then his right slipped off the ribs, and Hr’ent rolled aside. 
 
    “You done yet?” Hr’ent rasped. Skipistal coughed out a mouthful of blood, but his limbs had gone limp. 
 
    “Yeah—and for, the record—I didn’t send—no—hit team,” he whispered. “I do my own—killing.” 
 
    And then he died. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Peacemaker, huh?” Ruxandra said as Skipistal’s lifeblood seeped across the great room floor. “I’ve never heard of an Oogar Peacemaker.” 
 
    “There have only ever been six,” Hr’ent said. “I’m number seven. Maybe.” 
 
    “You’re not what I imagine when I think of Peacemakers. I thought they were all goody-two-shoes ass kissers.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” Hr’ent agreed. He stared down at the First Claw’s dead body and then locked eyes with Drake. “We have a problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Drake asked. 
 
    “If he didn’t send the hit team to Vorrhurna, who did?” 
 
    “He’s lying, obviously,” Drake said. “He wanted to fuck with you even as he died. Forget it.” 
 
    “No…” Ruxandra said. “I don’t think so. Roxtador’s best fighters were all here. Skipistal knew they were the biggest threat to his rule, so he kept them close, where he could keep an eye on them. The first Five Claws of any clan are supposed to be the elite. And all five of them are right here, dead.” 
 
    “Then who was the team that hit us?” Drake demanded. 
 
    “Beats me,” Ruxandra shrugged. “But…hmm.” She went to the body of her dead clan leader and gently undid the clasp securing the pelt around Skipistal’s neck. She held the pelt tightly for a moment, pressed her face into the black-and-white striped fur, and breathed the scent of the pelt in deeply. “Heya, Dad. Long time no see.” She turned to Hr’ent and draped it around his shoulders, over his armor. 
 
    “Congratulations, Peacemaker Hr’ent Golramm. You challenged and defeated the First Claw of Clan Roxtador in hand-to-hand combat, in front of witnesses. You’re now First Claw of Clan Roxtador.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Roxtador Clan HQ, Gadjali IV, Gadjali System 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Hr’ent snapped. “I can’t be First Claw of a Pushtal clan. I came here to put a stop to you people, not take over!” 
 
    “There’s nothing in the laws that forbid it,” Ruxandra disagreed. “My father was First Claw before Skipistal took over, and I studied our laws very closely as I schemed to take the position back. You’re legally the First Claw under Pushtal law, and what you want is irrelevant.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good look, Hr’ent.” Drake laughed, enjoying the young Peacemaker’s discomfort. “Very dashing. In one sense, you’ve solved the piracy problem, at least as far as Roxtador’s concerned.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Hr’ent asked, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Hey everyone, knock that shit off, sincerely, your clan boss,” Drake said in falsetto. “Boom. Next?” 
 
    “Stop helping,” Hr’ent muttered, rolling his eyes. “This is nuts. You’re the daughter of the former First Claw; you should take the—wait, this is your father’s pelt? As in his skin and fur?” 
 
    “Yes. The new First Claw will symbolically claim his predecessor’s pelt to show the transfer of allegiance, debts, obligations, and honor to and from the First Claw. But a new First can skip the process and claim an earlier generation’s pelt if the newly deceased was, for example, a murderous scumbag, or an idiot. And no, I won’t be taking the pelt now that you’ve won it fair and square. Clan Roxtador has had entirely too much rule by lies and deceit, and I won’t take command the same way.”  
 
    “I can’t just…abdicate?” 
 
    “No. At best, you can assign a Regent to act in your stead. But that needs to be done at the House of Claws on Draxis Three. You’re expected there in about eight days, by the way.” 
 
    “I’m expected?” Hr’ent frowned. 
 
    “Roxtador’s First Claw is, yes. One of the clans has called a Moot, which can only mean one thing. We’ve hit the threshold to declare Draxis as New Vorrhurna and break the MinSha stranglehold on us. I’ll explain on the way. You should head out back and introduce yourself to your new clan, First Peacemaker. I evacuated all the non-combatants once I figured out who was attacking. You’re welcome, by the way, Drake.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “After you popped the missile team, something prompted you to move to the creek trench, no?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was rumbled and taking fire.” 
 
    “Right,” Ruxandra said dryly. “I don’t miss what I’m aiming at, Besquith. It just took a little while for you to clue in.” 
 
    Drake re-evaluated her. Ferocious, driven, and a decent shot. Interesting. 
 
    “Having the non-combatant’s support when we arrive at the Moot will be essential to securing the Council’s recognition.” She gestured to the exit, and they made their way outside. “And once you’ve got that, the rest of our spacers, everyone under the ice on Vorrhurna, and those we’ve already evacuated to Draxis, will fall in line.” 
 
    “This is insane.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Pushtal Vessel Reaper of Hope, Delacron Emergence Point, Delacron System  
 
    Never in his life did Meerawn believe he’d come to like clan politics. 
 
    Oh, he still despised all the tail-wagging that went on at the Grand Council. The false respect, the lack of truth in anything anyone said, and the pomp were just a few of the many things he could live without. Dropping the surviving Oronhaia hunter off at the rendezvous point with Varn near the system’s jump gate had been nice but reminded him of the politics of something as small as assistance from a rival clan. Even though they’d technically failed, Varn remained adamant that Meerawn, and the rest of Clan Arwoon, owed him. When the volatile clan leader came calling, and Meerawn suspected it would be sooner rather than later, the price might be too steep, which would lead to an entirely new set of problems for the young First Claw. 
 
    Dealing with his own clan politics? He hadn’t had enough time as First Claw to have much of a reputation with his clanmates. They knew him as a packmaster, of course, but he was still new to the helm. The other families in the clan weren’t in any position to challenge him, and as far as he could tell, none would even if they had been. Arwoon had always prided itself on stability and continuity. It was part of the reason his uncle’s murder had hit them so hard. It was unexpected. Change rarely happened in such a manner. Because change is anathema for the clan, it made life easier, since he knew where everyone stood on most matters. Everyone, that is, except Kleve. 
 
    The young hunter hadn’t spoken to him the entire journey back from Vorrhurna, not even when pressed. If it had been any other member of his clan, Meerawn would have shrugged it off and ignored the issue. This was Kleve, though. His pack member and hunting partner. The technical whiz kid, whom nobody else had wanted to join their pack on the pirate raids. Kleve was nothing like a traditional hunter in Pushtal society. In the past, before technology had brought them into the eyes of the Galactic Union and membership, individuals like him would have been abandoned and left for dead, since he had been born a smaller, weaker cub. 
 
    The numbers he was seeing indicated Arwoon, Grotha, and Azrigaez’s smuggling operations were successful, until now. He guessed those ops were going to come to an end soon after what happened on the station, however. No longer could the MinSha afford to look the other way and ignore the smuggling operations of the Pushtal. The Maki especially would come under heavy scrutiny now, since they were just as culpable as the MinSha queen who acted as administrator of the system. After what his pack had done pursuing Arawn’s murderer, he doubted they would be able to smuggle a single Pushtal off Vorrhurna in the future. 
 
    “First?” Jelica’s voice from the cockpit of the Reaper of Hope interrupted his musings. “Incoming message from Chigorth, on Delacron. Patching it through to you now.” 
 
    Meerawn blinked his eyes as the vid came through into his berthing space. He hadn’t realized the Reaper had the capabilities to do it. He brought up the volume and listened as Chigorth’s familiar face came on screen. Her muzzle seemed whiter than the last time he’d seen her, and her eyes were milkier in color. The ancient advisor to the clan looked as if her time was almost up. The realization struck Meerawn square in the chest. All those he’d known and loved while growing up were dying off one by one. 
 
    “The Grand Council’s called a Moot,” the ancient Pushtal breathed as soon as the message was brought on screen. “We’ve done it, First. By Vorrha, we’ve done it.” 
 
    “Done what?” Meerawn stopped as he felt the fur behind his ears stand up in embarrassment. There was only one reason the Grand Council would call a Moot, and it had nothing to do with his recent exploits. No, the increase in smuggling operations had paid off. They had the population off-world to declare Draxis as the new homeworld of the burgeoning Pushtal Republic. The Empire is dead, Meerawn thought as he began to consider the necessary steps which would follow. Long live the Pushtal Republic, I guess. 
 
    For some reason, the looming death of the Pushtal Empire saddened him. It wasn’t as though he was particularly fond of it, no. If anything, it was a relief that the rotting corpse of an empire that only existed in their minds was finally meeting its demise. Given the insular nature of each clan, the idea of an empire had died along with Aarduriel almost a hundred years before. It still bothered him some. Perhaps it was the idea that the MinSha, in the end, had succeeded in destroying the idea of a unified Pushtal race for good? As far as he knew, there were no successful republics within the Galactic Union. 
 
    He rubbed an ear tiredly. “I apologize, elder. This hasn’t been the most successful of hunts.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” Her voice was pinched and tired. “Darden told me of your losses. My grandson, Cravich? Did he die honorably?” 
 
    In the wake of Arawn’s murder, the excitement of the ensuing Hunt, and their botched efforts on the station, he’d forgotten who Chigorth’s family was, and the familial relations that extended outward like the roots of Clan Arwoon’s family tree. The lineage and histories of each family within the clan—his clan, now—was something the Keeper of Secrets was supposed to know. Since Arwoon didn’t have one after the destruction of the Kismet, the position had been vacated until one of the acolytes came of age and fully learned to make the flick. It hadn’t occurred to Meerawn to check and track the lineage of the hunters under him. Just one more error compounded on top of all the others, he groused silently to himself. 
 
    “His honor guard in Vorrha is assured,” Meerawn said in a reverent tone, though there was a slight hitch in his throat. There was no hiding his emotion, not now. Chigorth deserved better. The ancient advisor commanded honesty through sheer force of will to revel in Cravich’s honorable sacrifice. “He gave his life to save his First’s.” 
 
    “Then he’ll be honored at our family shrine.” Chigorth nodded. “Thank you, First.” 
 
    “He’ll be honored at mine as well,” Meerawn decided. It was impulsive, but it wasn’t as though he had any surviving family. Cravich—along with Kortnee and Kleve—was closer than any others. They were Hunters together, a pack bond that was oftentimes thicker than blood. Why shouldn’t he honor one of his hunters at his family’s shrine? Cravich had sacrificed himself to ensure his First Claw, who had stupidly walked straight into an ambush, escaped. Meerawn felt he wasn’t worthy of such loyalty, even from an old friend. “When is the Moot to occur?” he asked, shifting the conversation back to why Chigorth had contacted him in the first place. 
 
    “In eight days,” she replied. Meerawn frowned. There wasn’t much wiggle room there. It would take almost that long to reach Draxis, even if he and the Reaper of Hope pulled a hard burn back to the jump gate. 
 
    It made little sense for the Moot to occur so soon. “That’s quick,” he pointed out. “Seems like someone is in a hurry for it to happen.” 
 
    “Even in my sorrow and advanced age I can see the benefit of establishing the new government before too much time has passed,” Chigorth pointed out. Meerawn nodded, acknowledging her statement even while silently disagreeing with her. There was something in play here, though what he couldn’t quite figure out. 
 
    “I’ll journey to the House of Claws and join in the Moot,” Meerawn stated as his mind raced, trying to figure out all the political angles that could come of it. “I can’t see any clan having a majority for Fangmaster, though.” 
 
    “That’s the entire point of the Moot, though,” Chigorth reminded him, her eyes staring intently into his through the screen. “It could take a day, or a year. Once the Moot commences, though, it will continue until a Fangmaster is chosen. There’s a reason one hasn’t been called in almost two hundred years. Not since Aarduriel have we had a Moot.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Meerawn breathed. It would apply political pressure on those who were actively subverting a unified Pushtal, like the First Claw of Kanonko, or worse yet, Skipistal from Clan Roxtador. Both of them were content to allow the Pushtal race to remain divided. Neither could command the votes needed in the Moot to claim the role of Fangmaster, and a strong Fangmaster would force Kanonko and Roxtador into line. 
 
    Who thinks they have the votes to call a Moot? he idly wondered as Chigorth continued to speak, her voice droning on about the vagaries of the other clans. The first and most obvious was Clan Grotha. Farnon was older, but still commanded a great amount of respect from the other clans. He’d been First for a very long time. Even Meerawn knew, the longer someone was in power, the more favors they owed. He was fairly certain Kanonko and Roxtador would vote against anyone; they held absolutely zero respect for the aging political giant in Pushtal society. The two clans respected strength and fighting prowess above all else. Cleverness and politics weren’t something either could abide. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Meerawn interrupted Chigorth’s monologue. “I missed that last part.” 
 
    “I said, whoever called this Moot isn’t very astute, politically,” Chigorth repeated with a poorly hidden sigh. Though they were millions of kilometers apart, Meerawn would have to be blind to miss the exasperated body language of the elderly Pushtal female. It was the same look she used to give him as a cub when he’d interrupt his uncle on accident. “To rush a vote like this only serves to fracture the clans who aren’t already on Draxis. This is something someone as ignorant as you would pull. You’re not behind this, are you?” 
 
    “Me? Vorrha, no!” Meerawn shook his head. “Give me some credit. I’m not that stupid.” 
 
    “Well, somebody is,” Chigorth grumbled. She waved an arthritic claw at him. “Go on. Find out who just committed political suicide. I’m curious to know.” 
 
    “So am I,” Meerawn muttered under his breath as the communication ended. A soft sound behind him caused him to turn. He recognized the shadowy form of Kleve in the doorway instantly. Though the young hunter was partially cloaked in darkness, Meerawn noticed his face was devoid of any expression whatsoever. It made the normally jovial hunter terrifying. 
 
    “You have what you wanted,” Kleve growled. “Power, control. You said you didn’t want it, yet here you are. Was it all worth it?” 
 
    “Was what worth it, Kleve?” Meerawn asked. He suddenly felt exhausted as the mental wear and tear of the past few months crashed down over him. So much had happened. He’d lost family, friends, and there was still more to occur. The Moot could potentially determine the final fate of his entire species. He was tired of the questioning, the accusations. “Was Cravich’s sacrifice worth it? No. He should have run. We might have been able to fix his gut-shot. Or perhaps the bile and shit from his guts might have poured into his blood, and he’d have died a slow, agonizing death on our way back. Septic shock is a hell of a thing. Was escaping worth leaving Kortnee behind? No, it wasn’t. We could have gone back and fought the Oogar in close combat. Perhaps he might have only killed all three of us. Then what, Kleve? Tell me!” 
 
    With a roar, Kleve launched himself at Meerawn. The First hadn’t been expecting the attack, which allowed the slighter hunter to hit him square in the stomach with two closed fists. Meerawn felt the air rush out of his body from the blow. He reacted purely on instinct, grabbed Kleve’s shoulder armor, and jerked the smaller hunter off his feet. Kleve brought his feet up to rake Meerawn’s exposed abdomen, but Meerawn used his momentum to roll backward, taking Kleve with him. He kicked out when the smaller hunter was almost overhead. The throw launched Kleve through the air toward the ship’s bulkhead. 
 
    Kleve might have been smaller than Meerawn, but the wily First knew from firsthand experience, in zero-G, size didn’t always matter. Being able to use one’s core muscles without the benefit of gravity was key, as well as understanding how force and maneuverability worked. Kleve, using Meerawn’s toss to his advantage, landed in a perfect crouch position against the bulkhead, his legs absorbing the impact. Coiling like a spring, Kleve flew from the wall toward the unprotected head of Meerawn. 
 
    The First, having no other form of self-defense, threw an armored elbow directly into the path of Kleve’s face. The smaller hunter had a bare moment to register the incoming blow before his flight path was abruptly changed, courtesy of having his maw smashed in. Kleve’s momentum flipped him hard, and he smashed face first into the steel floor. As he struggled to roll, Meerawn managed to place his claws on the back of Kleve’s neck. The young hunter froze as Meerawn stayed there, not applying much pressure, but enough to let Kleve know he was seconds from death. 
 
    The two males breathed heavily as the specter of death loomed over Meerawn’s quarters. 
 
    “Kill me,” Kleve whispered. “Kill me and stay First.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” Meerawn replied in a low tone. “I wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Why? No honor? No glory?” Kleve spat. “I challenged you. I lost. Kill me.” 
 
    “You’re my family,” Meerawn answered. “Kortnee, Cravich, you. All my brothers. Forget the clan Equiri shit. You three mean more to me than anything else. Yes, it is my fault. I could have sacrificed myself to buy the others time. I should have. An honorable First would have done that. But kill you? No. No, I’ll never do that. Not now, not ever.” 
 
    “There’s more honor in my death than life as a coward!” Kleve roared. “Kill me!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Why?” There were tears in Kleve’s eyes. 
 
    “Because enough of us have died,” Meerawn hissed. “Clan Arwoon was taken to its knees, but we aren’t dead yet. We don’t know if Kortnee has been killed or imprisoned. There are still sources in the system we can use to find out.” 
 
    Kleve retracted his claws, but the fur on the back of his neck remained up. Meerawn eased up off his friend but kept an eye on him. Kleve was silent, contemplative for a long moment before he laughed. His throat sounded hoarse to Meerawn’s ears. A familiar scent filled the First’s nostrils. The young hunter was on flick, he realized. 
 
    It made sense. Flick sharpened the mind for the short term at the expense of the long. Like Meerawn, Kleve had sought answers to something there was no right or wrong response to. Unlike him, Kleve had decided there was a right way to handle things, and damn the consequences. Thus their predicament. 
 
    Meerawn blinked. He’d come to the same conclusion over two weeks before. Damn the consequences, full speed ahead. It was the Clan Arwoon way; it was the Pushtal way, and that attitude had led their entire species to the brink of extinction. That was how Aarduriel had led. The reason Arwoon had regained so much strength over the preceding decades was thanks to Arawn’s caution, his careful thoughtfulness. No one had ever accused Arawn of being rash or impulsive. 
 
    He sighed. Kleve was right to be angry. By Vorrha, Meerawn was furious. Not at the younger hunter, no, but at himself. His brashness had led them to this precipice. 
 
    “You know, I never decided who my Claws were? I’d forgotten in the heat of things. Varn faced down his challenger, and then we found the bounty hunters. I have no one left I can trust except you, Kleve,” Meerawn said quietly as he released his hold on his packmate. The lithe Pushtal drifted a short distance away before pivoting to look at his First. Meerawn was surprised to see Kleve was neither angry nor laughing any longer, but looked forlorn. 
 
    “Look at how far we’ve fallen,” Kleve murmured as he dragged his thick, padded paw across his face, wiping away the blood from their fight. “Those Draaki were right, Meerawn. We’ve fallen so far, so fast.” 
 
    Kleve invoking the Draaki Peacemaker’s words shook him. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. They were Pushtal! A proud and noble warrior race. They weren’t supposed to be degenerates, scum. How had this happened? 
 
    Because Pushtal like me are in charge.  
 
    Unwittingly or not, those bounty hunters had inadvertently changed the course of Pushtal history, and not for the better. The hope of a brighter future had died with Arawn and Duriel. The only Pushtal who was fit to lead now was Farnon, and none of the other clans respected the Grotha First Claw in any capacity. The only reason nobody had challenged him was because he had dirt on all the Claws under his command. They protected their First with their lives, lest their secrets be revealed. 
 
    “I’m not gunning for power, Kleve,” Meerawn promised him. “I never wanted it or any of this. I wanted vengeance. I called it justice, but I just wanted blood.” 
 
    “We all did,” Kleve admitted in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Let’s get to this Moot,” Meerawn said as he extended a paw. Kleve barely hesitated before accepting the peace offering. 
 
    “I’m sorry for challenging you.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Meerawn replied. “In a few more years, you’ll kick my tail. I’m going to have to train harder.” 
 
    “I’ll never challenge you again,” Kleve stated. “I don’t want leadership. I…just wanted to hurt you. By Vorrha—Meerawn, I’m sorry. I just wanted to see you bleed. But,” he sighed, “it looks like I’m the bleeder.” 
 
    “You did well enough,” Meerawn allowed with a rueful, fang-filled grin. “If it had been anybody else…” 
 
    “But it wasn’t,” Kleve interjected. There was finality in his tone. “It was my First who defeated me.” 
 
    “Every First needs his Claws,” Meerawn reminded him. Kleve cocked an ear and, finally, offered a small smile in return. 
 
    “I would serve if you would have me.” 
 
    “I would. Captain?” Meerawn turned and called out toward the cockpit. “Change of plans. We need to get to Draxis as fast as possible. I have a Moot to crash.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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 The House of Claws, Draxis III, Draxis System 
 
    With Kleve now fully on board with the plan, Meerawn fairly swaggered into the Moot a week later. The political arena was not his typical battlefield, but a keen intellect and the devious nature one acquired through piracy had helped develop at least the nascent beginnings of a seasoned politician. Meerawn might have been his father’s son, but he was a descendant of Aarduriel, nephew to Arawn, and of Clan Arwoon. This might not be his birthright, but he wasn’t a naïve pup. 
 
    However, at the appointed hour, Meerawn noticed one chair remained suspiciously empty. Clan Roxtador had either not received the summons in time or had elected not to come. Meerawn frowned for a moment. The crushing realization that the Moot could now drag on forever dampened his spirits immensely. There was little likelihood anyone would be able to attain a four-vote majority now with Roxtador missing. 
 
    Nonetheless, he took his assigned seat and touched the clan sigil on the proffered slate handed him by one of Clan Grotha’s initiate Keeper of Secrets. The slate read his DNA and determined that he was indeed Meerawn of Arwoon, First Claw of his clan. Satisfied, the initiate respectfully dipped her head before moving to the chair to his right. Karok of Kanonko, looking entirely disinterested, slapped an open paw upon the slate’s screen. His sharp claws scratched the edges and nearly knocked the device from the young initiate’s grasp. She gamely hung on and, his identification confirmed that he was indeed the First Claw, moved on to the next seat. 
 
    Karok must have felt Meerawn’s gaze upon him because he languidly stretched out in the seat and sneered at him. His fangs were long but dark in color, a sure sign of heavy narcotic use. His muzzle was bare of fur in some places, while other patches were stained the color of night. Meerawn could only guess what sort of drugs changed a southern Pushtal’s fur-tint from light grey to the sickly hue. 
 
    “Like what you see, pup?” Karok asked, his tail flicking back and forth. Karok might be a monstrous brute, but his inability to hide his emotions told Meerawn all he needed to know. 
 
    “No, not really,” Meerawn said with a casual flick of his ear. His whiskers twitched as he hid a smile. “But then, I don’t want to be here.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Karok muttered as he sat up in his seat. For someone with an alleged serious nitro habit, his eyes were very bright and focused. “I think Farnon’s making a play.” 
 
    “Not Delarion?” Meerawn asked, referring to the First Claw of Clan Azrigaez. Karok snorted in laughter. 
 
    “Ha! That would be amusing,” he replied. “Delarion is content with the status quo. He’s become very wealthy with the way things are. No, this has Farnon’s pawprints all over it.” 
 
    Chigorth will be pleased to know it’s Farnon who made the blunder, Meerawn thought as the ancient Grotha First Claw tottered into the meeting room. Meerawn was shocked at how old the First looked. Farnon wasn’t known to be a pillar of good health, but it appeared his health had taken a drastic turn for the worst. If he survived another season, Meerawn would be impressed. 
 
    “By the Blessed Pale Light of Vorrha, I greet you all, First Claws of the Seven, and I welcome you to this Moot of the Great Council,” a strong voice called from behind Meerawn’s seat. He half-turned and recognized the familiar face of Amalosi, Clan Grotha’s Keeper of Secrets. She offered him the ghost of a smile before continuing, “Though it appears one of the Firsts hasn’t responded to the summons. Clan Hapthon, you’ve called this Moot. Do you wish to continue with it?” 
 
    Hapthon? Meerawn felt his mouth open slightly in disbelief. The weak, failing clan had almost no political pull. He doubted they could get anyone to vote for them. He couldn’t figure out what game they were playing. 
 
    “I do,” Maldral responded. His eyes remained locked forward, and he refused to look at anyone else. Meerawn couldn’t blame him though. Delarion was shooting him particularly nasty looks. Amalosi walked to the middle of the chamber bearing a smoking censer and met each First’s gaze fearlessly. Each First Claw’s chair was carved from a single piece of stone and bore the clan sigil above the First who sat there. Each throne sat beneath an arch where the First’s retinue flanked them. Amalosi stood at the center of a circle outlined by seven bowls, each one carved from a tree of each Clan’s home continent 
 
    Swinging the censer back and forth, she blessed each bowl individually. One of her initiates came forward and took the censer, leaving a trail of the sweet-smelling smoke behind. Amalosi clapped her paws loudly over her head. 
 
    “Then let this Moot begin,” she intoned. “May the blessings of Vorrha be upon this august assembly. 
 
    “Next to each of your seats is a bowl of stones. They’re marked with each of your clan's sigils. Each bowl in the center of the room has a clan sigil on it as well. To cast your vote, place your stone into the bowl corresponding with the First Claw you’re voting for. If, after the vote is tallied, we have no winner, we’ll call for a one-hour recess. Please remember, respected Firsts—there must be a four-vote majority to be awarded the title of Fangmaster. We shall not leave until the clan who called the Moot, Clan Hapthon, forfeits the Moot. Penalties shall be assessed afterward by the other clans, and shall be commensurate with how long the Moot lasts, should no Fangmaster be elected. Hapthon, you’ll begin the first round of voting.” 
 
    Meerawn whistled softly. A long, protracted Moot could bankrupt Hapthon, which wasn’t wealthy to begin with. They’d always lacked the ships necessary for smuggling operations or even basic piracy. Meerawn contemplated this information for a bit before guessing they’d be able to run the Moot for two days, perhaps three, until they were completely broke, both financially and politically. 
 
    Someone else is bankrolling them, Meerawn decided. But who? 
 
    Maldral walked slowly to the circle of bowls, a small stone clutched tightly in his hand as he surveyed the scene. Meerawn saw it for all it was: pure theatrics. Whoever received Maldral’s vote was the true power behind the Moot, without actually risking the political capital. Money wasn’t a concern, which meant it couldn’t be Kanonko or Oronhaia. Meerawn doubted it was Roxtador, which left two—Azrigaez and Grotha. 
 
    Maldral placed his stone into a bowl. Meerawn nodded as he recognized the sigil. Karok had been correct; Clan Grotha was behind it all. 
 
    “Clan Hapthon has voted,” Maldral announced and returned to his seat. The others followed suit, putting their stones into various bowls. It was painfully clear to Meerawn, as he slipped his stone into his bowl, this was going to be a lengthy, drawn-out process. 
 
    The tallied votes were simple enough. Every First had voted for themselves, save for Maldral, who was throwing his weight behind Farnon of Clan Grotha. No surprise there, Meerawn figured, as he watched the Firsts glance around the room, unsure what was to come next. None had been alive during the last Moot, and confusion reigned. Fortunately, Amalosi had been around during that time and strode forward confidently. 
 
    “We have no Fangmaster in this first round,” she intoned, her voice flowing throughout the room with surprising ease. “We shall reconvene at half-past the hour and begin round two. Let me remind you all that while we’re in a Moot, challenges by subordinates aren’t allowed. Challenging a First Claw at this time will result in summary execution.” 
 
    Well, that’s one way to prevent the First of a rival clan from usurping your vote, Meerawn thought as he stood and slowly approached Varn. The Oronhaia clan leader dipped his head by way of greeting. Meerawn returned the gesture. 
 
    “I would vote for you, First, had you any cubs in your line of succession,” Varn stated without preamble. The heavily scarred First eyed him. “As it is, I’ll continue to vote for myself until Hapthon and Grotha are either bankrupt or elected by the others.” 
 
    “I think that’s my plan as well.” Meerawn chuckled humorously. “Farnon would need all the others to vote for him, and I doubt Delarion is ever going to change his vote from himself.” He paused. “I’d find no offense if Delarion was elected Fangmaster, but I won’t vote for him. It would acknowledge I view his clan as stronger. They might have more money, but the Arwoon name still commands more respect. Only if it looks like he’s going to win will I change my vote.” 
 
    “Why?” Varn asked, curious. 
 
    “Unity of the clans,” Meerawn replied. “You and I both know Clan Kanonko will vote for themselves and nobody else. Karok might look and act stupid, but he’s not. He doesn’t care about unity, though. They’re almost as bad as Roxtador when it comes to their drugs, but they at least don’t change First Claws every two weeks.” 
 
    “I resemble that remark,” Varn joked, his ears flattened to exhibit wry amusement. 
 
    “Hapthon will continue to vote for Grotha until one or both of those ancient Firsts falls over dead,” Meerawn continued. “Delarion will vote for himself unless it looks like there’ll be a clear victor, then openly support them. Then there’s us.” 
 
    “Then there’s us.” Varn nodded slowly. “You know, for someone who claims to dislike politics, you’re good at this.” 
 
    “I wish I could say my father taught me,” Meerawn said quietly. He noticed Maldral approaching and lowered his voice further. “But much of what I’ve picked up was from my new Second Claw.” 
 
    “Firsts,” Maldral wheezed as he came within easy speaking range of the duo. The elderly Pushtal was clearly favoring his right leg, something both experienced hunters noticed and filed away for later use. “You’re probably wondering why I called this Moot…” 
 
    “I’m actually more curious how much Farnon’s paying you,” Meerawn countered. The ancient Pushtal clan leader was no fool and kept any reaction off of his face. Not even his tail twitched in the slightest at the accusation. 
 
    “This is an august time in Pushtal history.” Maldral refused to rise to the bait. Meerawn was impressed in spite of himself. The old hunter might be doing the obvious, but he was sticking to his story for calling the Moot. It took major karngsi to pull it off. “Let us vote according to our conscience and for the good of our people.” 
 
    He tottered off, leaving Meerawn and Varn to watch in wonder. Meerawn looked back at Varn and grinned. 
 
    “Huge karngsi.” He chuckled. “I don’t know how he walks with such large ones.” 
 
    “Perhaps that’s why he was favoring his right leg?” Varn roared with laughter. The two looked around and noticed they were drawing the ire of Farnon, who was busy talking with Karok—to no avail, from what Meerawn could see. The Kanonko First was stretched out across the arms of his chair in what had to be an uncomfortable position, but clearly didn’t affect Karok in the least. 
 
    “Looks like time’s up,” Meerawn stated as Amalosi entered the Great Council once again. She looked as serene as ever. It was clear to him she was prepared for a long, drawn-out affair. He flicked an ear back at Varn. “Let’s see how this round goes.” 
 
    “Much like the first one did, I think,” Varn responded as he made his way back to his seat. Meerawn did likewise and plopped into the solid chair, suddenly bored. He raked the armrest with his claws. The ceramite showed tiny grooves where he scratched. There would be nothing accomplished until Skipistal and the rest of Roxtador showed up. Odds were they never would. The misdirection he’d applied to the raid must have worked, as nobody had shown up at Delacron after their arrival. He had yet to hear anything regarding Skipistal and his clan, either, other than they hadn’t responded to the summons for the Moot. 
 
    Was it honorable? He snorted derisively at his own foolishness. Of course not. He’d be damned if he believed otherwise. Being a leader meant acknowledging both their virtues and their sins, even if only to himself. If Meerawn could remain honest with himself, he’d never fall to the delusions that seemed to propel Farnon and Maldral. 
 
    The second round of voting went almost identically to the first, save for Varn switching his vote from himself to Delarion of Azrigaez. Varn shot him an apologetic look, but Meerawn understood. He had no heir, so it would be foolish to waste a vote on him. He voted for himself because it kept control out of Farnon’s hands longer, though it was clear the ancient Pushtal was beginning to make some headway with Karok. After the second round of voting, the young First was actually listening to him. He might have been hiding his attentiveness, but Meerawn had long experience with hunters. Karok heard whatever it was Farnon was offering, and he was at least a little intrigued. Meerawn worried what that meant; Karok was volatile on his best days, and today, it seemed, wasn’t one of them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The third round of voting began. It was identical to the second, which led to an argument breaking out between Varn and Farnon. It reminded Meerawn of when he was approved as First Claw by the Grand Council, except this time, he was convinced Varn would tear Farnon’s head off. The young First from Oronhaia was clearly furious with Farnon, and while he wasn’t quite screaming into the ancient face of Grotha’s clan leader, it was a close thing. 
 
    Why they were arguing over the count, Meerawn would never know, because the main doors leading into the House of Claws boomed, interrupting them. Two guards from Azrigaez moved to open them. Before they could reach the doors, however, they were flung open. Meerawn’s eyes boggled as he saw a small Pushtal leading a delegation of a dozen or more. It took him a second to recognize the individual standing there, her shadow silhouetted against the background light. 
 
    What in the nine hells is Ruxandra doing here? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    All eyes were on Ruxandra as she swept into the House of Claws. She hadn’t been here for many years, and the sting of her father’s death in front of the rest of the Council threatened to bubble up. But she was a survivor, by the gods, and she wouldn’t show weakness here. Her father’s memory demanded it. With Januia and Dirrg at her side, the trio of Roxtadoran females strode purposefully under the stone arch that marked the House’s inner sanctum. 
 
    “I understand a Moot has been summoned, First Claws? Clan Roxtador apologizes for its tardiness. We had an internal matter to attend to before setting out.” 
 
    The six First Claws had been negotiating after the latest voting tally, but her brazen interruption froze them in place. “What are you doing here, little cub?” Farnon of Grotha challenged. “Don’t tell me you’ve claimed Skipistal’s pelt for yourself?” 
 
    She smiled a fang-filled grin. “Not at all.” 
 
    She stepped aside as Zidaeus, Koda, and Hr’ent marched in, the pelt draped over his armor unmistakable. A dozen more members of Roxtador followed, and they fanned out behind their First Claw as the Council erupted. Cries of “Traitor!” and “What is that doing here?” assaulted her ears, but she remained resolute. 
 
    “Explain yourself, daughter of Garvus!” Farnon demanded. The ancient First heaved himself out of his seat to glare at the impudent young female. 
 
    “Hr’ent of Uuwato challenged and defeated Skipistal in hand-to-hand combat in front of witnesses. He bears the First Claw’s pelt.” 
 
    Hr’ent stepped forward, and in rough but serviceable Pushtal, recited his lines. “I, Hr’ent of Roxtador, take my rightful spot as First Claw on this council. There is no other claimant to this seat.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Oh, shit, Meerawn thought. He recognized the massive form of the bounty hunter as he entered the Great Council’s circle of seats. Kleve, who had followed Ruxandra into the main room, materialized at Meerawn’s elbow, his young face clearly concerned. 
 
    “Is that…I thought he blew up?” Kleve whispered. 
 
    “So did I,” Meerawn replied just as quietly. “Then again, it looked like the entire station went up when the other ship blew. What the thrice-damned hells is he doing here with Ruxandra?” 
 
    They both quietly watched as the Oogar handed out translator pendants. They were pricey pieces of Galactic tech, and greatly coveted by the Pushtal. It was hard to be a proper raider if you couldn’t negotiate for the release of hostages, after all. Hr’ent addressed the council, speaking passable—if horribly accented—northern Roxtadoran Pushtal. It was clear he’d been coached, but it didn’t change a thing. His claim was valid according to the ancient law of challenge and succession. 
 
    “First Claw?” Kleve breathed once Hr’ent finished speaking. He almost laughed. “Nobody’s going to challenge him for that pelt.” With the Oogar in possession of the pelt, and the others as witnesses, the only possible challenges to his claim would come from the Roxtadoran delegation. None of the other Firsts could challenge his claim as they’d challenged Meerawn. The irony struck him—the blood relative of Arawn had faced down challengers, but this alien wouldn’t. 
 
    “This is bad,” Meerawn hissed back, worried. “Think about it. Now he gets a vote.” 
 
    “You think he’ll vote for Farnon?” Kleve asked. Meerawn shook his head. 
 
    “He’ll vote for whoever Ruxandra recommends,” the First replied. “And that will not be Farnon.” 
 
    “Varn sounds mad,” Kleve said as the duo turned their attentions back to the matter at hand. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous!” Varn objected. “Only a Pushtal can hold the title of First Claw.” 
 
    “With all due respect, First of Oronhaia, I’ve researched the laws of Vorrhurna extensively, and there’s no such requirement,” Ruxandra replied. “I have the texts here if you wish to read the exact language used.” 
 
    “Yes, I think I will,” Delarion of Azrigaez said. “This is unprecedented.”  
 
    Ruxandra presented him with the tablet, and he scanned through the legal code that had once governed their homeworld. “Hmm. Interesting. And there are no objections from within Clan Roxtador? What of the other Claws?” 
 
    “All dead, First of Azrigaez,” Ruxandra replied. “Defeated in combat. Hr’ent is a skilled warrior with powerful allies. If I may be blunt, Roxtador’s Claws and their warriors atrophied under the rule of Skipistal, who thought skill could be injected into their veins rather than honed and refined. The Oogar has proven himself honorable and has the unwavering support of all those you see here. He and his allies even defeated a tribokog on Vorrhurna as he attempted to treat with Skipistal.” 
 
    “And what say you, Oogar?” Varn demanded. “Or does this female do all your speaking for you?” 
 
    Hr’ent nodded to Ruxandra and the others. They spread out, each attending one of the First Claws, and offered them a translation pendant. 
 
    “I fear I don’t yet speak your language,” Hr’ent said, “but in the interests of communicating openly, I hope you’ll accept these as tokens of my respect.” Farnon snorted, but Hr’ent continued, “Almost two months ago, I was tasked by my guild to put a stop to the piracy. What I came to learn is the Pushtal have been subjugated, oppressed, quietly slaughtered, or starved to death for the debts of their grandfathers. Although it’s your daily reality, two months ago I was wholly ignorant of how you and yours have had to adapt to survive. I recognize now that a large part of your survival strategy to date has been to prey on unguarded ships to seize food, fuel, parts, cash, or whatever you could get your hands on, because of the contract the MinSha are still enforcing even now, eighty years later. 
 
    “Two weeks ago, I started to get a real glimpse behind the curtain and understand what you’ve been doing all this time—smuggling your people off Vorrhurna—but why or where, I had no idea. Until now.” 
 
    “And I suppose you think you can just march into this holy chamber and toss a spanner into the works now that we’re this close to breaking the deadlock?” Varn snarled. 
 
    “Hardly,” Hr’ent replied. “I believe, just before I entered, you were about to vote for who would be Fangmaster?” 
 
     “We were,” Amalosi said cautiously. “In the last round of voting, Kanonko voted for Kanonko. Arwoon voted for Arwoon. Azrigaez and Oronhaia voted for Azrigaez. Grotha and Hapthon voted for Grotha.” 
 
    “Objection,” Delarion of Azrigaez stated. “Apparently, anyone can be a First Claw, but per the documents Garvus’ daughter so helpfully provided, the law explicitly states that the Fangmaster must have an heir in the Clan to inherit the title, should they pass on to Vorrha. Clan Arwoon has no heir. The vote for Arwoon must be redistributed,” he said smugly. “You cannot be Fangmaster, Meerawn.” 
 
    “Meerawn does indeed have an heir,” Januia stated. She’d remained silently by Hr’ent’s side, but he, Ruxandra, and the rest of the Roxtador delegation turned as one. The delegation’s attention struck her as though it was a physical blow, but she stood her ground. “If he’ll acknowledge him. Meerawn, meet your son, Magnus.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meerawn stared at the young cub, shocked. While his relationship with Januia had in no way been innocent or virtuous, the idea he had a cub with her shocked him to his core. A tidal wave of emotions rolled through his soul. Anger, regret, confusion, surprise, fear, and hope all clashed for space in the span of a single heartbeat. He knew how it was possible, but didn’t understand the timing. Januia could—no, should—have told him years ago. 
 
    Meerawn let the name roll around in his mind as he struggled to comprehend what had just happened. Magnus wasn’t a name usually associated with Clan Arwoon, but it wasn’t necessarily Roxtadoran, either. Januia hadn’t wanted anyone to know who the father was. There was only one reason she’d kept it a secret: she’d wanted to protect both the child and Meerawn from their enemies, present and future. 
 
    My son? 
 
    Meerawn slipped out of his chair and bent on one knee as a small cub emerged from behind Januia. He looked fearful at the sudden attention and stubbornly clung to his mother’s leg. Kleve moved away from the seat as Meerawn beckoned for the cub to approach. 
 
    “Go on, Magnus,” Januia told the cub. Clearly nervous, Magnus released his mother’s leg and slowly walked over to Meerawn. The cub stopped just outside arm’s reach and looked up at Meerawn. The First Claw inspected the face of Magnus, slowly, taking his time and soaking in every detail. 
 
    The markings were eerily similar to his own, though with the typical leanness of Roxtador. He was tall for his age—Roxtadorans, living in caverns beneath the ice, tended to be squat and muscular, while Arwoon were tall and broad. Meerawn could see the inquisitive intelligence in Magnus’ eyes. The stripes along the cub’s shoulders and upper back were fainter than the average Roxtadoran. Now that he looked, really looked, Meerawn could not only see himself in the cub, but Januia as well. 
 
    “I know you,” Meerawn whispered to the cub. “My markings are like yours. You are my cub, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I think so,” Magnus replied in a quiet, frightened voice. “Can I be?” 
 
    “Of course,” Meerawn said as he stood upright. He looked at the assembled Pushtal, choosing his next words carefully. “I recognize Magnus as my son and heir, and the protection of Clan Arwoon descends upon him and all his family.” 
 
    This caused a few murmurs from the gathered Firsts. It meant the protection of Magnus would extend to his mother as well, though she was of Roxtador. Meerawn had either joined the two clans at the hip or driven a schism into Roxtador as they divided into camps. He worried Januia would face retribution from any of Skipistal’s followers—but as Meerawn scanned the faces of those present, what struck him was who was absent. The looming Oogar had a mixed delegation of Roxtadorans and fellow aliens, but not one of Skipistal’s Claws was present.  
 
    “Then let us cast a new round of voting,” Maldral exclaimed in a loud voice. “Clan Hapthon called for this Moot. Let us see the end of it!” 
 
    “My vote is cast for Meerawn, First Claw of Arwoon!” Varn roared. Meerawn blinked at the announcement, shocked. He hadn’t really believed Varn when the other First had said he’d vote for him had he an heir. 
 
    “I cast my vote for myself,” Farnon growled as he glared at Meerawn. There were daggers in his eyes, but Meerawn didn’t care. He had a son. The role of Fangmaster didn’t really matter to him. The arrival of Magnus was his primary concern now. 
 
    “Karok votes for Karok, of course,” the First of Kanonko called out in a bored tone. If the arrival of Ruxandra or Hr’ent bothered him, he did an excellent job of hiding it. 
 
    “I vote for myself,” Meerawn stated as he scooped Magnus up into his arms. Their eyes met, and Meerawn felt the bond of blood between them. There was no mistaking it. Magnus was his son. He gently traced the top of Magnus’ head with a claw, feeling the small ridge between his ears. Hidden by fur, it was an Arwoon clan trait that none of the other clans had. He inhaled the scent of his cub. “Magnus of Arwoon.” 
 
    “Azrigaez votes for Meerawn of Clan Arwoon,” Delarion announced as he and Varn shared a look. Meerawn didn’t know what was happening, but he realized he was one vote away from earning the right to be the Fangmaster of the new Pushtal Republic. 
 
    “Hapthon votes for Farnon of Grotha,” Maldral announced. Meerawn wasn’t surprised. The costs of the Moot were sure to drive Maldral into bankruptcy. Thus, they were attached by the tail to the fortunes of Clan Grotha. If he’d voted any other way, Meerawn was almost certain Hapthon would have a new First Claw before the next sunset, legal challenge or no. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I wish I’d gotten here earlier, Hr’ent thought. Having a superficial read of the group and the alliances at play might have better informed him. 
 
    Do I trust Ruxandra? 
 
    As much as he trusted any Pushtal, yes. She could have killed him and Drake both from her perch on the balcony with that heavy rifle and earned points with her First Claw and his minions. Instead, she’d entrusted her life and future to a bounty hunter she barely knew, gambling that the devil she didn’t know would be better than the one she did. 
 
    Does Ruxandra trust Januia? 
 
    Absolutely. The two were like sisters. Januia dropping the bombshell that Magnus was the Arwoon First’s son in front of everyone was tantamount to throwing her support in with him. By extending his Clan’s protection to her, Arwoon had thrown in with her as well. Put that way, there was no other possible option. 
 
    “Roxtador votes for Meerawn of Clan Arwoon. May the Fangmaster lead the Pushtal out of their present circumstances and into a bright new future.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Meerawn felt dizzy as the full weight of the vote hit him. He was Fangmaster, the first in almost a hundred years. He was the leader of all the clans, the one who would decide which path they would take for all Pushtal to follow. Never in his life had he believed such a thing would be possible. It had been his ancestor who’d nearly eradicated their species from Galactic history, and now Meerawn’s job was to rebuild for the future. 
 
      
 
    “Before I call this Moot to a close, do any of the First Claws have other business to attend to while the Clans are gathered?” Amalosi asked. 
 
    “I do,” Hr’ent said. The Roxtadoran delegation parted, and the bounty hunters, Drake and Meekos, escorted four shackled Pushtal to the front. 
 
    “I have four individuals to return to their respective clans. The first two are of Oronhaia. They attacked me and my colleagues in the Oron’Khaira hive. I’m willing to release them to the First Claw of Oronhaia as a show of good faith. They were defending their turf, though perhaps with rather more enthusiasm than was appropriate. Besides, what’s a little firefight between friends? Apparently their stay with us wasn’t even all that bad—we fed them better on my ship than they were eating in the hive, at any rate.” 
 
    “I accept my brethren from your custody,” Varn said, “with my thanks.” 
 
    “Next, a young lady who abused her position of trust with the Information Guild. Clearly Lia cannot be permitted to continue her work with the Guild. If you’re going to be formally re-establishing ties with the Union, you’ll need someone with her knowledge, skills, and abilities to work within the Union structure instead of against it. Delarion, I believe she’s yours?” 
 
    Delarion of Azrigaez nodded. “I, too, accept my clanmate from your custody.” Drake released her as well. Unlike the two from the hive ruins, she walked tall, erect, and proud to stand beside Delarion, her First Claw. She regarded the Oogar coolly, but kept her peace. 
 
    “Which only leaves me with this trouble-maker. Now he claimed to be of Roxtador, but none of my people know him.”  
 
    Kortnee was still weak and had trouble standing. He leaned on Meekos for support—the two had bonded over war movies and had reached an understanding, if not the beginnings of a friendship. “He was part of the team that attempted a hit on me and my team on the MinSha station. Some of you may have heard a little bit about that—something about two hundred tons of explosives in a freighter whose manifest was alleged to be food. I’m here, meaning the hit was a failure. So how about it? Who’s going to claim him?” 
 
    “The Fangmaster claims him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So how about it?” The Oogar looked around the room as he spoke. “Who’s going to claim him?” 
 
    Kleve began to step forward, but a strong claw on his shoulder stopped him. Startled, he looked back and saw the determined look Meerawn gave him. He began to open his mouth to protest, but the newly elected Fangmaster shook his head. 
 
    “The Fangmaster claims him,” Meerawn called out before Kleve could speak. 
 
    “No!” Kleve shouted. “First—Fangmaster—Meerawn, you can’t do this!” 
 
    “I have to!” Meerawn replied. “You said so yourself; I have to take responsibility for this. It was my fault Cravich died; it’s my fault he had Kortnee in his custody to begin with. He’s my oldest friend, and closer than family. I won’t shirk my responsibility again.” 
 
    “We took him on seven to one, and lost!” Kleve reminded him, panic at the very edge of his voice now. “You’ll die!” 
 
    “Then I’ll wait for you, brother, at the gates of Vorrha.” Meerawn dipped his head respectfully at the young First. He gave Kleve a wry smile. “But who knows? I could get lucky.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Farnon demanded, and to his surprise, Varn replied. 
 
    “At the last gathering of the Clans, when Meerawn was recognized as First Claw, he and his closest clanmates embarked on the Path of Vengeance against those who killed Arawn. Three of my warriors aided him on that path. Only one of them returned from their ill-fated attack.” 
 
    “And the journey down that Path doesn’t end until his blood has been spilled and the dead avenged,” Meerawn agreed, flexing his claws. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Hr’ent objected. “I just voted you Fangmaster!” 
 
    “It’s our way,” Meerawn said. 
 
    “Maybe you need another way, then!” the Oogar snapped. “How can you people thrive and survive if you keep killing each other?” 
 
    “Says the bastard who assassinated my uncle,” Meerawn snarled. Drake drew his pistol and leveled it at the Fangmaster, but Hr’ent reached over and pushed the gun barrel down. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can’t resolve this without any more killing,” he said and dropped into a fighting stance. The rest of the gathered attendees backed up to make space, but no one moved to interfere. 
 
    The Fangmaster circled, and Hr’ent obliged him. Meerawn clearly had never had formal training. His stance was too high and made him unstable, and he focused too much on his claws and not enough on all his other weapons. Hr’ent kept his stance light and low, ready to dodge the moment the Pushtal leaped. The smaller black-and-white-striped alien ducked into a half-crouch and sprang forward, but Hr’ent had already dodged to the side. Meerawn landed where Hr’ent had just stood, and Hr’ent threw a hard right cross that snapped Meerawn’s head back and knocked him off balance. Hr’ent pushed his advantage and leaned into an uppercut that he buried in Meerawn’s midriff. He drove the air from Meerawn’s lungs in a huff, and backed up. 
 
    “I don’t know what your problem is, Fangmaster, but you’re going to lose,” Hr’ent replied. “If this is how Pushtal express their gratitude, I’m beginning to see the problem!” 
 
    “You murdered my uncle, the First Claw of Arwoon!” 
 
    “I haven’t murdered anyone,” Hr’ent snarled, “and I don’t much care for your accusation!” 
 
    This time, Hr’ent went on the offensive. Meerawn backed away, keeping his hands up and claws out. Hr’ent threw one straight punch after another. Meerawn deflected both attacks with claws that cut into his hands and drew blood, but Hr’ent had anticipated both slashes, and accepted the pain. He kept pushing forward, and when Meerawn wildly tried to block Hr’ent’s third strike, Hr’ent clamped onto his left wrist and pulled. He pulled Meerawn’s arm out straight while stepping outside the Pushtal’s grasp and buried two more solid punches into Meerawn’s gut before knocking him to the stone floor with an overhand that struck like a piston. He’d kept hold of Meerawn’s left arm, and Hr’ent tried to drop his knees onto the Fangmaster’s back like he had back in the Oron’Khaira hive, but Meerawn was both quick and flexible. He rolled forward to ease the pressure on his shoulder and pulled himself from the Oogar’s grasp. Regaining his feet, he was unsteady and breathing hard. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Oogar punched like a jackhammer and hadn’t even used his claws. This was not going well. What Meerawn couldn’t understand was why the Oogar denied his involvement with the Kismet. 
 
    “I suppose,” he said, and had to breathe again, “it was some other,” another breath, “Oogar bounty hunting team?” another pause. He and the Oogar were circling again, Meerawn careful to stay beyond the long reach of the alien’s arms. He did not want to get punched in the head again. “Someone else destroyed the Kismet? This is all one big misunderstanding?” 
 
    “The Kismet was smuggling people off-planet,” Hr’ent replied. “I ordered it to heave-to, and it opened fire.” 
 
    “Lies! The Kismet wasn’t armed!” Meerawn shouted, and this time he dashed forward, swiping with one claw, then another, and again, and again, until the Oogar dodged aside and swept his legs out from under him, and he fell, banging his chin on the stone. A colossal weight crushed him to the floor and an arm wrapped around his neck. Hr’ent dragged him backward until his legs were splayed out in front of him, and the pressure on his neck made his head feel like it would pop. He kicked his legs and pried at Hr’ent’s forearms with his claws but, unlike the Fangmaster, the bounty hunter had worn armor to the Moot. 
 
    “My dead gunner says differently,” the monstrous alien hissed in his ear. “I didn’t know about your uncle, and I had no idea there were innocents on that ship until it exploded!” 
 
    Hr’ent’s voice seemed very far away, and everything went fuzzy, then black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The House of Claws, Draxis III, Draxis System 
 
    Hr’ent rolled Meerawn onto his front, keeping the Pushtal’s chest pinned to the ground under his own weight. He suspected Meerawn spent a lot of time in zero gravity, because he’d been gassed pretty quickly, while Hr’ent was only now ending three years of hard training at the Academy. Aside from a couple superficial scratches across the backs of his hands, he was still fresh.  
 
    He forced one arm up behind Meerawn’s back, then released his hold around the Pushtal’s neck and forced the other one up beside the first. He drove his knees in under the elbows, wedging the hands in place, and leaned back, sitting on the small of Meerawn’s back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Farnon demanded. “Finish him!” 
 
    Hr’ent ignored the First Claw of Grotha and took hold of Meerawn’s wrists. With the blood flow restored to Meerawn’s brain, he came to in just a couple seconds and immediately began struggling. 
 
    “Quit that,” Hr’ent said, then again more forcefully. “Stop! Now! Or you go back to sleep again, and again, until you accept that you lost your little deathmatch and listen!” 
 
    Meerawn struggled, but the much heavier Oogar had him completely subdued, and he gave up quickly. 
 
    “Now I’m going to get up, and you’re going to shut up and listen to me, are we clear?” 
 
    The Fangmaster struggled, but it was no contest. Hr’ent had him by size, strength, skill, and position. After a short and futile struggle, Meerawn relaxed and said, “Clear.” 
 
    Hr’ent stood up and backed off, allowing the Fangmaster to rise to his feet under his own strength. He massaged his throat, where the Oogar’s biceps had clamped down on his carotid arteries, but he allowed the Oogar to speak. 
 
    “My name is Hr’ent Golramm, and I came to Vorrhurna to investigate the piracy issue, but not as a bounty hunter. I’m a Peacemaker.” 
 
    “What?” Meerawn croaked. “No!” 
 
    “Yes! A Peace Maker.” He enunciated both halves of the title clearly. “Not an assassin or a bounty hunter. Not because I wanted to kill anyone, and not because I wanted to end up lord of a Pushtal clan. I’m going to be blunt. I’m an Oogar; we get like that. You, all of you, you didn’t really think you could kill, rob, and steal from the Union with impunity, did you?” Hr’ent asked. “Of course you’re going to provoke a formal investigation. As they say, ‘don’t start nothin’, won’t be nothin’.’ I found the gaps in Vorrhurna’s orbital coverage you’d been exploiting. The Maki and the MinSha had a schedule. That meant Uncle had a schedule. And I watched and waited until Uncle Arwoon was committed.” 
 
    “Arawn,” Meerawn replied. “His name was First Claw Arawn of Arwoon.” 
 
    “First Claw Arawn, then. We waited way, way out, almost to the gate, and I ordered his ship to heave to. He refused. He had false panels on the ship with turrets hidden behind them, and he opened fire. I can show you the combat logs and the communications logs. I can show you the patch where they had to repair our ship after his guns blew a hole in our bulkhead and killed our gunner. I returned fire and tried to disable the drives, like hundreds of other ships have been disabled. The Blythe is just a little gunboat, not a warship, so we were surprised and horrified when your Uncle’s ship exploded, and I still don’t know why.” 
 
    Meerawn absorbed the words, believing but not believing the Oogar at the same time. If what he said was true, then there was no vengeance to be had at all—even the Pushtal understood the difference between murder and self-defense. But Hr’ent was still talking, and the Fangmaster returned his attention to the Peacemaker. 
 
    “This—this Pushtal Way, it’s all or nothing with you, isn’t it? Do you ever resolve conflict in a way that doesn’t leave someone dead? I’m a Peacemaker. A Peacemaker’s very first principle is to address all sides and understand the situation. How can I do that when you won’t stop trying to kill me?” 
 
    Meerawn looked at his gathered friends and family. Kortnee nodded first, and then Kleve. Januia crossed the floor to join him. “He means well, Meerawn.” 
 
    “You’ve drawn blood, Meerawn,” Amalosi gently interjected, “and honored Arawn’s name. There is no honor in pursuing this vendetta against a Peacemaker. Perhaps the Oogar is right, and there is a better way.” 
 
    “Very well,” Meerawn said. “Peacemaker, First Claw, bounty hunter, whoever you are, you have my word the matter is settled. As Fangmaster of my people, I give you the word of my office.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hr’ent said.  
 
    “And that will be the sole time I will use the authorities that come with my office. Time and again, since assuming the role of First Claw, my judgement has been flawed, and I have misjudged situations. I’ve led my pack, my clan, into trouble and gotten good Pushtal killed.” He gestured to Kortnee, standing supported by Kleve. “I nearly got my oldest, best friend killed and then I left him behind. I don’t even know how to be a father yet, let alone leader of the Pushtal nation. I resign.” 
 
    There was a clamor as the other Firsts shouted their objections, and Amalosi gestured for everyone to be calm. 
 
    “No Fangmaster has ever resigned his office before, Meerawn, are you certain?” 
 
    “He said the words!” Farnon shouted. “He resigned! The Moot should continue, until we have a proper Fangmaster who will lead us to victory!” 
 
    Amalosi glared at the First Claw of Grotha, whose fury at Meerawn was incandescent. He flexed his claws menacingly but another of his clan whispered in his ear, and he seemed to calm, slightly. 
 
    “There is no law prohibiting a Fangmaster from resigning,” Amalosi said, and nodded to Farnon. “And he did say the words, here before witnesses. The boy, Magnus, inherits the title.” 
 
    “WHAT?” Farnon nearly screamed. If he’d been incandescent before, he was nuclear now. Meerawn ignored him, and looked to the shy young cub he hadn’t known, whom he’d always assumed was the product of some dalliance of Januia’s after they’d gone their separate ways. He hadn’t thought about the line of succession—yet another miscalculation, he ruefully realized. 
 
    “Clan Oronhaia stands with the Fangmaster,” Varn loudly declared, his voice cutting through the din of protests and angry whispers. He stepped forward into the circle, daring Farnon to challenge him. Farnon’s eyes became slits, but he muttered and looked away. Delarion of Azrigaez was nodding too, and Meerawn had a sudden, uncomfortable thought strike him. 
 
    “Am…am I still Arwoon’s First?” Meerawn asked, and Amalosi chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, Meerawn, you are still the First Claw.” 
 
    “Then Arwoon stands with Fangmaster Magnus.” 
 
    “As does Roxtador,” Hr’ent said. “And I’d be happy to…discuss the matter with the Firsts of Grotha, Hapthon or Kanonko, together or individually, if they need some sense beaten into their heads.” 
 
    The remaining Clan Firsts knew when they were beaten, and sullenly declined Hr’ent’s challenge. With everyone’s attention on him, Hr’ent continued. 
 
    “Before I go, I’ll need to address one last issue—my duties as Peacemaker and position as First Claw, while not irreconcilable, are a complication. I’ll need a Regent to act in my stead once this Moot is concluded, as I won’t be able to pursue my duties with any kind of regularity. Roxtador is out of the piracy business and going legit.” 
 
    Ruxandra leaned in and whispered something in Hr’ent’s ear. He looked at her quizzically, and she nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    “Januia, your son is now the Fangmaster. Ruxandra suggests you act on my behalf in my absence. What do you say?” 
 
    “But—I thought—Wasn’t Ruxandra—?” 
 
    Ruxandra shook her head no. “Maybe I would have, but only because I want what’s best for the clan and for everyone. Your son is Fangmaster and, in a strange turn of events, his father is still with us. It’s only right you act as Regent.” 
 
    “Very well—I accept,” Januia said, and hugged her boy close. She wasn’t sure how they’d managed it, but the clans were united, for once, and no one had died. It felt strange—but it also felt right. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    With the Moot concluded, Hr’ent, Drake, Meekos, and Ruxandra returned to the Blythe’s shuttle. 
 
    “I thought you’d want to stay with the clan, help it rebuild, Ruxandra?” Drake asked. 
 
    “She did,” Hr’ent said, “but only because she thought it needed a leader.” 
 
    “Nobody expected Magnus to inherit the title like that, and if someone else was Regent it would only lead to conflict down the line,” Ruxandra said. “This is best for the Clan. Besides, Hr’ent’s offered to deputize me.” 
 
    “He what?” Drake replied, horrified. 
 
    “Awesome!” Meekos squealed. “You can come run with us!” 
 
    “Someone’s got to keep an eye on you misanthropes,” Hr’ent said. “It’s going to take a long time to wean the other clans off piracy completely, and that kind of reputation won’t go away any time soon. Not to mention all the smaller clans out there who’ve given up on Vorrhurna completely. There’s a lot of work to do. Let’s get out of here; I need to have a word with my Monitor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Peacemaker Academy, Ocono System 
 
    “Good afternoon, Hr’ent.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    Hr’ent stood at ease, feet shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind his back, and stared at a point somewhere beyond the wall behind the trio of senior Peacemakers. He didn’t know them by name or by face. The first, a thickly muscled Jivool, seemed to be in charge. He was the one who’d welcomed Hr’ent to the otherwise empty amphitheater. Normally, the amphitheater would be packed with his fellow Peacemaker candidates, but between the incident with Kalene, and his pilot crashing their shuttle on his return, Hr’ent suspected he was in no small amount of trouble.  
 
    The second administrator, a Zuparti, sat atop a comically high chair to put her at an equal height with the others, and the last was an Equiri with blonde skin and a dark brown mane. They remained silent for some time as they skimmed what Hr’ent suspected was his final report on the entire matter. The only sound was the rustle of uniforms as they swiped through page after page of his report. 
 
    Eventually, the Zuparti looked up. “Candidate, this is going to be difficult for you to hear, so let me begin with the good news. First, the incident upon your return from Vorrhurna. The pilot of the Tango Squemera is not Meekos Klo’Rook, and while he managed to land the Tango Squemera without too much damage, you had no way to predict the ship’s thrusters would falter at the moment they did. You’ve been wholly cleared of any wrongdoing, and there’ll be no mark against you on your permanent record. I suppose you’ll take some ribbing from your fellow candidates, but you’ve been called worse things by better people before. Say, ‘Thank you, Deputy Selector.’” 
 
    “Thank you, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    The Jivool picked up where the Zuparti left off. “The bad news. You were given perhaps an intractable task as your final commissioning mission. While the Dannyn Blythe’s crew are indeed skilled and a valuable resource, there could be no happy resolution to the situation on Vorrhurna. You see, you should never have been assigned the mission at all, nor should any Peacemaker, for that matter.” 
 
    Hr’ent might have been standing at ease, but the shock, anger, and frustration that crossed his face were unmistakable. The Equiri put the slate down and walked around to the front of his desk. “That wasn’t your fault, and it was beyond your control, but the evidence showing Kalene abused her position is irrefutable. I’ve no idea how she managed to secure that particular mission for your commissioning mission, to be frank; a Peacemaker must always remain neutral and cannot use their position to do favors for family members. Her judgment in this was sorely lacking. I understand you discussed this matter at some length with her, after the Moot on Draxsis concluded?” 
 
    “We did, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    It took some self-control, but Hr’ent managed to keep his face neutral. He’d just admitted to nearly getting into a fistfight with Kalene upon his return to Vorrhurna. But if they weren’t going to mention it, neither was he. 
 
    “The thing is, Hr’ent, if a Merchant Guild member finds himself missing shipments and ships because of piracy, the thing to do is hire mercenaries from the Guild to secure his property,” the Zuparti continued. Hr’ent was impressed, the way the three assessors kept cutting into the conversation, it was like they’d rehearsed it. “Not call in the resources of the Peacemaker guild to ‘do something.’ And especially not make it a Candidate’s commissioning mission. I suppose Zuul are pack animals at heart, and when someone in their pack leans on them for something, they have a hard time refusing. When you hear about some policy that seems bizarre, or silly, or outlandish, what do you think?” 
 
    “That I’d like to hear the story of what happened and how that policy came to be, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    “Just so, Hr’ent,” the Jivool agreed. “Most badly written policy comes about as a result of someone doing something when they knew better and got caught. I fear we’ll have to revise our operating procedures and implement better oversight on commissioning missions to eliminate any chance of mischief.”  
 
    The Zuparti deputy selector picked the slate up again, and Hr’ent caught a flash of his population graph on the screen. “There’s no doubt in my mind that the MinSha are carrying out exactly what you suspect is going on. They’ve danced to the Veetanho’s tune for some time now, and your analysis, while flawed, paints a very clear picture of what’s happening on Vorrhurna. I’m concerned about your investigative techniques, however. And I quote, ‘I’m the Oogar who breaks shit and kills people. Sources like you are a decicred a dozen.’” She peered at the Peacemaker Candidate with an eyebrow raised. “Does that sound familiar, Hr’ent?” 
 
    “It does, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    “Is it fair to say you have a bit of a temper?” 
 
    “Yes, Deputy Selector. Although not by Oogar standards.” 
 
    The Jivool glanced up at that one and chuckled. “True. I suppose you were undercover as Drake’s new muscle at the time, and you were playing a role, but still not the wisest course of action. When you took this Skipistal’s badge of office, the pelt on Gadjali—did you understand the significance of doing so?” 
 
    “Somewhat, Deputy Selector,” Hr’ent admitted. “In that, the prisoner Kortnee had very loosely explained the process, but I forgot at the time. I should have honored the threat and had Drake shoot him instead. It was a mistake.” 
 
    “It was,” the Equiri cut in. “By engaging in this pseudo-legal succession challenge nonsense, you assumed a role in Pushtal society you had no right to, which placed you squarely in a conflict of interest with your responsibilities as a Peacemaker. You cannot be a neutral go-between if you become one of the involved parties.” 
 
    “I understand, Deputy Selector.” 
 
    The Zuparti hopped down from her chair, and walked around the table until she stood only two meters in front of the towering Oogar. She shook her head sadly, and Hr’ent’s heart sank.“That said, given the magnitude of your task, the resources you had, and the ultimate result—piracy has been reduced by seventy percent in the region, by the way, if you haven’t heard the official word—I feel it’s quite reasonable to say under any other circumstances you would be voted Class Valedictorian and granted the Silver Blade.” 
 
    Hr’ent’s eyes widened, and he gasped. Then the stony look returned when he realized what the qualifier—under any other circumstances—meant. 
 
    “But we can’t,” the Equiri continued. “Your entire mission, an unsanctioned operation that cost your monitor her badge and her career, needs to be buried under a redacted tag. You’re still an Oogar, with a tendency to resort to violence first, rather than last. You’ll have to find somewhere safe to put that Pushtal pelt, where it won’t be found or disturbed. And despite the actions of the MinSha, there’s one glaring flaw in your conclusion of genocide. Have you realized what it is yet?” 
 
    “No, Deputy Selector. The conditions on the planet are horrific, and their population is less than two percent of what it was when the MinSha assumed control.” 
 
    “What about the conditions on Draxis Three?” the Jivool asked. “Your mission began by intercepting a smuggler taking non-combatants off-planet. Did the gathered First Claws not say they now have more Pushtal living off-Vorrhurna than on it?” 
 
    “They did, Deputy Selector; that’s why they called the Moot. What does that—oh,” Hr’ent interrupted himself. 
 
    The Jivool smiled again, a broad toothy grin. “Don’t be ashamed. Not every Peacemaker lands a Genocide file for their commissioning mission. I’ve only investigated six myself. The cold calculus is that the moment they secured a viable colony on a planet out from under MinSha control, the MinSha could have slaughtered every male, female, and cub on Vorrhurna, and all it would have meant, legally, is they’d reach ‘new homeworld’ status that much faster.” 
 
    “Permission to speak, Deputy Selector?” 
 
    “Of course, Hr’ent.” 
 
    “That’s horrific. It may be lawful, but it doesn’t feel like justice in the slightest. I admit I was wrong to take the pelt. I was wrong to conclude the MinSha’s actions constituted genocide. I wound up killing more Pushtal than I saved, and none of my actions were sanctioned.” Hr’ent solemnly lifted the iridium Peacemaker badge and its chain over his head and held it out to the diminutive Zuparti in one paw. “I expect you’ll be wanting this, then?” 
 
    “Heavens no, Hr’ent, put that away. I swear, sometimes it’s like you’re two completely different Oogar. What part of ‘under any other circumstances, you’d be Class Valedictorian’ was unclear? Certainly the Guild needs shrewd negotiators, skilled investigators, and perceptive diplomats. But that is not all the Guild needs. Stow the pelt somewhere safe. Attend your graduation in two weeks’ time and receive your badge. At that time, you’ll serve at the Guild’s discretion, fulfilling the Guild’s needs. After your graduation, we’ll determine your path. And your adventures in Pushtal space?” 
 
    “Redacted, ma’am.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
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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 “A Gulf in Time:” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for calling us,” the figure on the front view screen said, his pupil-less eyes glowing bright yellow beneath his eight-inch horns. Generally humanoid, the creature was blood red and had a mouthful of pointed teeth that were visible when he smiled. Giant bat wings alternately spread and folded behind him; his pointed tail could be seen flicking back and forth when the wings were folded. “We accept your offer to be our slaves for now and all eternity.” 
 
    “Get us out of here, helm!” Captain Sheppard ordered. “Flank speed to the stargate!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir, my console is dead,” the helmsman replied. 
 
    “Can you jump us to the Jinn Universe?” 
 
    “No, sir, that’s dead too.” 
 
    “Engineer, do we have our shields?”  
 
    “No, sir, they’re down, and my console’s dead, too.” 
 
    “OSO? DSO? Status?” 
 
    “My console’s dead,” the Offensive Systems Officer replied. 
 
    “Mine, too,” the Defensive Systems Officer noted. 
 
    The figure on the view screen laughed. “I do so love the way new minions scamper about, trying to avoid the unavoidable.” 
 
    “There’s been a mistake,” Captain Sheppard said. “We didn’t intend to call you or become your minions.” 
 
    “It does not matter whether you intended to or not,” the creature said. “You passed the test and are obviously strong enough to function as our messengers.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘to function as your messengers?’” 
 
    “It is past time for this galaxy’s harvest. You will go to all the civilizations and prepare them for the cull.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of that. What is this ‘cull?’” 
 
    “We require your life force in order to survive. Each civilization will be required to provide 98.2% of its life force. The remaining 1.8% will be used to reseed their planets.” 
 
    “And you expect us to take this message to all the civilized planets in this galaxy?” 
 
    “That is correct. Why else would we have left the stargates for you to use to travel between the stars?” 
 
    “What if a civilization doesn’t want to participate in this cull?” 
 
    “Then they will be obliterated. Most will choose to save 1.8% of their population, rather than none, especially once you make an example or two of the civilizations who refuse.” 
 
    “And if we refuse?” 
 
    “Then your society will be the first example.” 
 
    “I can’t make this kind of decision,” Captain Sheppard said, stalling. “I’ll have to discuss it with my superiors.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You must give me an answer now. Kneel before us or perish; those are your choices.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Captain Sheppard said, his voice full of anguish. 
 
    “Who called us by completing the quest?” the creature asked. “That person must decide.” 
 
    “I pushed the button,” Lieutenant Commander Hobbs replied, “but I can’t commit my race to this any more than Captain Sheppard can.” 
 
    “That is all right,” the creature said. “Sometimes it is best to have an example from the start.” He looked off screen. “Destroy them.” 
 
    “Captain Sheppard, there are energy weapons warming up on the other ship,” Steropes said. 
 
    “DSO, now would be a good time for those shields…” Captain Sheppard said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir; my console is still dead.” 
 
    “They’re firing!” Steropes called. 
 
    The enemy ship fired, but the Vella Gulf’s shields snapped on, absorbing the volley. 
 
    “Nice job, DSO!” Captain Sheppard exclaimed. 
 
    “I didn’t do it, sir!” the DSO cried. “They just came on.” 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t do it, who did?” Captain Sheppard asked.  
 
    “I don’t know!” the DSO exclaimed. “All I know is we can’t take another volley like that, sir; the first round completely maxed out our shields. One more, and they’re going to fail!” 
 
    “I…activated…the shields,” Solomon, the ship’s artificial intelligence, said. The voice of the AI sounded strained. “Am fighting…intruder…” the AI’s voice fluctuated between male and female. “Losing…system…integrity…krelbet gelched.” 
 
    “Krelbet gelched?” the DSO asked. 
 
    “It means ‘systems failing’ in the language of the Eldive,” Steropes said. 
 
    “The enemy is firing again,” the DSO said. “We’re hit! Shields are down.” 
 
    “I’ve got hits down the length of the ship,” the duty engineer said. “We’re open to space in several places. We can’t take another round like that!” 
 
    “That was just the little that came through after the shields fell,” the DSO said. “We’re doomed if—missiles inbound! I’ve got over 100 missiles inbound, and I can’t do anything to stop them!” He switched to the public address system. “Numerous missiles inbound! All hands brace for shock! Five seconds! Three…two…one…” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “A Gulf in Time” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0829FLV92. 
 
      
 
    Find out more about Chris Kennedy and “A Gulf in Time” at: 
 
    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/chris-kennedy/. 
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Excerpt from “Cartwright’s Cavaliers:” 
 
      
 
    The last two operational tanks were trapped on their chosen path. Faced with destroyed vehicles front and back, they cut sideways to the edge of the dry river bed they’d been moving along and found several large boulders to maneuver around that allowed them to present a hull-down defensive position. Their troopers rallied on that position. It was starting to look like they’d dig in when Phoenix 1 screamed over and strafed them with dual streams of railgun rounds. A split second later, Phoenix 2 followed on a parallel path. Jim was just cheering the air attack when he saw it. The sixth damned tank, and it was a heavy. 
 
    “I got that last tank,” Jim said over the command net. 
 
    “Observe and stand by,” Murdock said. 
 
    “We’ll have these in hand shortly,” Buddha agreed, his transmission interspersed with the thudding of his CASPer firing its magnet accelerator. “We can be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    Jim examined his battlespace. The tank was massive. It had to be one of the fusion-powered beasts he’d read about. Which meant shields and energy weapons. It was heading down the same gap the APC had taken, so it was heading toward Second Squad, and fast. 
 
    “Shit,” he said. 
 
    “Jim,” Hargrave said, “we’re in position. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Leading,” Jim said as he jumped out from the rock wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Get “Cartwright’s Cavaliers” now at: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MRZKM95/. 
 
      
 
    Find out more about Mark Wandrey and “Cartwright’s Cavaliers” at: http://chriskennedypublishing.com/imprints-authors/mark-wandrey/. 
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