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			​One

			(JOKA)

			Aboard the space station “Calamity,” 
floating on the fringes of Collective space

			Few things satisfied Joka quite like humiliating jerks, especially when they used words like “scrawny runt.” 

			Amid the greasy locker room’s clanks and conversations, Joka’s new flight suit sealed onto her body with a hiss. A smirk twisted up to her eyes. She stretched her gloves and tested the suit with some lunges, considering how to spend the money her supervisor would owe her. Common knowledge dictated nobody could invent a Human flight suit to work in the more important species’ spaceships, but Joka had succeeded. They’d have to let her join a mission. 

			Perhaps they would want her to puke her guts out in the spacecraft from the gravity change. Flying a sleek fighter in her suit would prove her right and win that bet. She’d show them what this scrawny runt could really do. 

			Joka slammed her locker shut because that somehow proved her point.

			She’d need to survive this mission to spend said money, but future Joka would deal with that problem. Present Joka had exactly one more minute to bask in her glory. She hadn’t been this proud of herself since joining the gang—past Joka was a drag. Not that kidnapped orphans sold into slavery had much to party about. 

			Joka clipped her sidearm to her belt. A dinky Human-sized pistol, meant for last ditch self-defense. But if she needed to fire it, she was toast anyway. Whoever could take down the gang’s strike force wouldn’t be stopped by a mechanic with a glorified tickle gun. Even if she had to hang back with the battledarts and tend to their plasma scores and nicks incurred in the descent to the target, she’d still be among the boots on the ground, making a difference in real time instead of tightening screws and checking fluid levels in the safety and stink of the station. 

			Lockers clanged behind her among hisses and growls while the few other Humans in the mechanic corps muttered amongst themselves. An overhead light in the corner blinked absently over the grease stain, which was somebody else’s job to clean. The floor thudded as Joka’s supervisor, a burly Arkouda named Tur approached, fuzzy white paws at her hips. She towered over Joka, and a smug expression crept over her bottle-shaped muzzle. 

			“Didn’t think you had it in you,” Tur said. “Symphora will be impressed.” 

			Joka gulped. The few Humans dispersed among the other species clutched their wrenches and spanners. “So I can join? I’m allowed?”

			Tur’s circular ears twitched. “Symphora would kick my hairy ass into a star if I went back on my word. My three rules still apply, whether here on the Calamity or on a mission.”

			One Lo-sat indignantly flared her scaly neck frills at Tur’s mention of “ass.” 

			Probably Doh-riss, Joka thought. That chick sucks.

			Fighting the urge to roll her eyes, Joka parroted the maxim. “Rule one: don’t embarrass Tur. Rule two: don’t get blown up. Rule three: don’t be the reason someone else gets blown up.” 

			Tur whipped her head around, eyeing the other mechanics in the locker room, all of whom nodded or waved claws in agreement. Since Tur was in charge, each refugee, orphan, or recruit who joined the mechanics had to learn her rules before they could so much as organize the screws and bolts.

			Tur’s appraising stare returned to Joka. “Are your pre-mission duties done?”

			The other mechanics’ stares of disbelief or pride made Joka stand straighter. “Yes, ma’am. The engines are humming like fithars.”

			“And?”

			“I double-checked your onboard toolbox. We’ll make any repairs while the alpha team kicks ass.”

			A Lo-sat crewwoman hissed as the last word escaped. Joka peeked out of her periphery. Yep, it was Doh-riss. Same as before. Joka understood enough of the Lo-sat language to hear her mutter, “Such foul speech.” 

			Somebody really needed to tell her to lighten up. 

			No politeness police would dampen Joka’s day. The other Human women in the gang needed her to make a splash for their own sakes as much as hers. All the future girls they’d save on upcoming missions needed strong Human role models, too. Out on the fringe of Collective society, maybe the right people would hear about how awesome Humans were doing, and they’d get to climb the social ladder—become full citizens and whatnot. All because Joka was a badass inventor. While savior of the Human race would be too lofty a title, if people called her that later, she wouldn’t be rude and correct them. 

			Tur cleared her throat, and Joka snapped to attention. “Don’t get any dreams of seeking glory on your first mission. We’re support staff.” Tur gestured to the rest of the mechanic corps. “What are we, ladies?”

			With mixed levels of enthusiasm, a chorus of Human, Arkouda, and Lo-sat voices responded, Joka taking the opportunity to shake her fists while screaming, “Symphora’s engine!” 

			Tur placed a heavy white paw on Joka’s shoulder. “Engines don’t ask for thanks and don’t get any either. Let’s head out.”

			[image: ]

			At takeoff, Joka glanced behind her at the shrinking Calamity station—a spinning slipshod fortress rotating through space. A heap of scraps, sure, but the only real home known to Symphora’s gang.

			Joka fidgeted in her too-big cockpit as bright streaks against bleak space whizzed overhead. The cockpit was designed with Arkoudae in mind, not puny Humans, so she found the area cavernous. She had to stretch and strain to reach every panel and switch. These were meant for protracted conflicts, so the fighter’s rear compartment offered space for eating and sleeping—a nice perk for any situation except this one where she needed to be a small target. 

			Like a small swarm of plasmasippers, their battledart ships left formation and prepared for descent into atmospheric flight. The oblong fighters’ armor panels pushed out and pulled back until the ships formed into their iconic arrow design. 

			Hand trembling, Joka squeezed the comm unit on her shoulder, signaling her gang’s leader. “Ready, Symphora.”

			Tur responded instead. “You better be. Respect the chain, Joka. Report to me first.” 

			Joka’s guts tangled. Five minutes after leaving the Calamity and she already mucked it up. “Sorry, ma’am.” 

			Tur’s low growl buzzed through the comm. “I’m already regretting taking you. Don’t make me look bad.” Two dull chimes followed. The first came from the cockpit, signaling the increasing gravity of the approaching planet; the second denoted Tur switching to the public channel. “What’s the sitrep, ma’am?”

			The snarling voice of the most feared outlaw in the untamed systems responded, “You didn’t read the briefing, you piece of skata?” 

			An accented hiss came over the comm. “Language,” Doh-riss said. “This is a shared channel.” 

			Joka bristled. Of course Miss Priss Doh-riss had to come. Fixing ships with her was the worst.

			“Sniff my tail, all of you,” Symphora said. “When you save my hairy ass, you can censor me. Until then, it’s all ‘yes, ma’am’ to you.” 

			Joka pushed against the controller stick, and the cockpit’s pressurization adjusted to the altering gravity. “Yeah, Doh-riss,” Joka said. “Boss never woulda saved you if she knew you’d censor everyone.”

			“Hey!” Symphora barked. “We don’t joke about that. Everyone gets saved.”

			Doh-riss’ voice followed: “And it’s would have, not woulda.”

			“Tur, get your mechanics in line.”

			“Sorry, ma’am. I’ll dock their pay after we return to base.” Tur tutted. “Descending into atmosphere. Really, Joka… don’t be such a cub. We’d all be dead or worse without Symph.”

			“Nobody likes a brown-snouting kisstail,” Symphora said. “And don’t call me Symph. Reminds me of my ex.” 

			Joka shuddered. Nobody was allowed to talk about her. Tur’s sister was the last one to make that mistake, and she was stuck on sanitation duty.

			The foggy haze of the atmosphere resisted the battledarts’ attempt at puncturing. The noxious environment’s azure mist created the perfect place to hide a brothel where the Collective military wouldn’t find it. Out here on the frontier of colonized space, the government couldn’t keep up. 

			Ideal for outlaws. 

			Even better for Symphora’s gang because they had tails to kick. Their methods weren’t exactly illegal as long as nobody caught them. The only person who had it out for Symphora and lived to tell the tale had been silent for years, according to the mess hall gossip. Not that Joka ever participated in that gossip—so petty. Listening to and occasionally commenting on gossip was acceptable. It did also need to be shared with others, for the sake of corroboration and correctness, of course.

			The rest of the gang’s ships descended, a tiny fleet of seventeen. Each bore various painted-on clawmarks to designate their kills. Blue for a sweatshop owner, red for a brothel owner, green for a drug dealer, and yellow for a patron. A quick fantasy flashed of heroically adding some red and yellow clawmarks to Joka’s crusty old ship in the service of saving some people today. 

			Those clawmarks were fun to brag about, but Joka knew Symphora was more interested in the painted-on hearts adorning the opposite side. White for a saved Arkouda, green for a saved Lo-sat, and pink for a saved Human. Yellow for any other species. 

			But each time Joka was tasked with painting a new mark on a battledart, she was reminded of the most important count: skulls painted over the “not a step” sign, representing each time someone was too late. Those hurt more than the scars anyone earned the old-fashioned way. Her little brother was memorialized as a little skull that way.

			Shoom!

			From below, a plasma cannonball erupted from a thick poisonous cloud and whizzed past Joka’s cockpit as heat indicators beeped in automated desperation. 

			Symphora barked over the public comm, open to whoever was listening on the surface. “Are you gonna pretend that was a warning shot? Aim to the left, you little bitch.”

			“Or not?” Joka squeaked. Tur never warned her about this level of hazing.

			A male Lo-sat hissed from the other end of the public channel. “Symphora, you better turn around. The bounty on you is enough to buy my own moon.”

			Another plasma cannon fired, and Joka banked left, still speeding toward the outpost while everyone else in the newer battledart ships sped a bit faster. From her periphery, Joka caught Doh-riss wobbling. Seemed like her flying wasn’t as good as her first-aid abilities whenever someone got grease in their eye. The bunker, little more than a hunk of metal rising from moss-choked stone, came into view as the atmosphere’s purple fog thinned. Plasma cannons on either side dwarfed the bunker itself. 

			Symphora snarled back to the man on the ground. “We can do this the easy way, Sah-slen. Let the kids out, and I’ll kill you painlessly.”

			“So badass…” Joka’s screen flashed, stealing her attention. They were close, and the next round of flak wouldn’t be so easy to dodge.

			One of the women in the strike team buzzed over the public channel. “Focus, ladies. Time for some fancy flying.”

			Seriousness seeped through Tur’s voice. “No return fire, ma’am?”

			Symphora tsked. “Negative. Remember what happened on Reeyaki? Not having another bloodbath on my paws.”

			Sah-slen’s voice slithered from the comm. “Wanna storm my bunker? Good luck. I knew you’d come, and I’m more than prepared.”

			Symphora grunted, and her battledart lurched forward ahead of the pack. “If you really knew I’d come, you would’ve run.” She switched back to the private comm. “Tur. Take your squad to the docks. Shoot any transport craft that’s empty before you tend to our ships. Make sure you—”

			“—save at least one for the survivors we can free,” Tur finished. “I know, boss.” Three battledarts banked left and looped around to the compound’s rear.

			Joka dared to open a private channel to Tur. “I’m doing repairs? I’m not storming with you?” Some part of her was relieved. This skata was getting real.

			“Yeah.” Tur dodged another plasma cannonball. “Symphora calls the shots, and I’m not arguing with her.” A doop from the comm signaled Tur opened to the public channel. “Doh-riss, are you sure you’re alright joining us? There might be a few of your kinfolk in there.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong,” Doh-riss hissed. “Jerks like Sah-slen aren’t real Lo-sats. Besides, ever since Symphora accepted me, you’ve been my kinfolk.”

			Joka winced, remembering the little note about Doh-riss she’d scrawled on the bathroom wall last week.

			Another plasma shot hurtled toward Symphora. She dodged at the last second. “Don’t get all mushy on me—I made that mistake already. Alright ladies, we’re too low for anti-aircraft, but stay frosty.”

			A gaggle of mercenaries poured out of the moss-covered compound, brandishing rifles. The plasma bullets were too small and close together for the battledarts to dodge, so the only option left was to land, damage be damned.

			Joka shook her head, mentally prepping the work she’d need to do on the ships once they landed. There’d be some scorch marks, but those could be cleaned back on the station. All the blaster fire would happen away from her.

			The last words Joka heard before touching ground was Sah-slen’s buttery accent. “Symphora, I’ll mount your head on my office door and turn your squad into workers. They’ll fetch a good price.” Then he snarled, “Except the Human you brought. I’ll just kill her unless some pervert wants her.”

			The battledarts screamed to the surface with one last blast halting their deadly momentum. Near misses from the plasma fire decorated the ships with new char and scorch marks. Supply crates big enough to move sentient cargo littered the landing zone, but there were no other ships in sight.

			Joka reached for the comm, expletives at the ready, but as the cockpit hissed, she knew reaching for her sidearm was more important. Symphora certainly didn’t waste the breath to tell him off, so she ought to follow suit. She watched Symphora fire up her armor as plasma bullets ripped into the grounded ships—nothing Joka and Doh-riss couldn’t handle once the shooting stopped. 

			Smirking, Joka aligned her targeting systems, then let loose a low-impact round of bullets from her battledart, causing a few mercenaries to scatter. The bullets ripped into the bunker’s outer wall, leaving finger-sized scorch marks. Tur and Doh-riss did the same, but Symphora and the other strike team members took shots with their own rifles from the relative cover of their cockpits. 

			Once the surviving mercenaries scrambled for cover among supply crates, Symphora jumped from her cockpit, ready for action. Landing, she let loose a roar and picked off a too-brave mercenary. The sonofabitch plummeted with a yelp.

			Symphora stood to her full three meters: big for an Arkouda, and her red-dyed mohawk made her seem even larger. She was one of the few people in the galaxy who had decommissioned Collective military armor that still functioned, making her nearly invincible compared to whatever lowlife mercenaries could throw at her. With lightning in her eyes, she fired a round, offing another mercenary.

			Joka’s jaw dropped. Symphora in the thick of battle was beyond anything she’d expected. 

			Tur’s voice growled over the mechanics’ channel. “Doh-riss, Joka. There’s enough suppressive fire for us to get to work. I’ll pick off the transports. You two get to work on repairing the ships.” 

			Before Joka could groan, Doh-riss grumbled instead. “I’m stuck egg-laying?”

			“It’s called babysitting,” Joka snapped. As if that somehow made it better. “Tur, don’t you need more people to storm the base with you?”

			“Like Nightmare you will. We can’t fly home if these ships aren’t repaired. Get to work.” 

			Symphora and her alpha team picked off another four mercenaries. 

			In relative safety, Joka decompressed her unique flight suit, opened the cockpit, and hopped out, toolbox in hand. Her flight suit’s automatic gravity harness allowed her to float down, ignoring the moon’s cruel gravity. 

			Approaching Symphora’s ship, she caught Doh-riss emerging from her battledart. Her neck frills were raised enough to show disgust, but she could still feign politeness. Before Joka could stick her tongue out at Doh-riss or do something else a mature well-adjusted adult would do, a grating creak ahead stole her attention. 

			The rusted bunker doors opposite the landing pad opened. Symphora’s target, the crime boss Sah-slen, emerged, claws and tail raised. It had to be him—Joka recognized his image from the briefing: long brown streaks in otherwise green scales, irises a vertical line instead of the more common marble pattern. He marched out, revealing a pistol-wielding Arkouda woman behind him. 

			The Arkouda woman bore the government-issued armor for the detective division of the military police. She also bore a scar on the side of her snout, a brand from her former owner.

			A brand that matched the one on Symphora’s snout.

			Tur gasped. “Symph! Isn’t that your—”

			A mercenary’s plasma bullet ripped through Tur’s throat, and she slumped to the ground, rifle clattering against the mossy stone pavement. A white-green hole smoldered where her trachea used to be.

			Joka’s heart forgot how to beat as her mentor’s purple blood pooled on the ground. 

			Sah-slen chuckled. “Symphora, Goulima told me you two had a hist—”

			BAM!

			Sah-slen fell, green-tinted plasma steam rising from a hole in the back of his head. There was no mistaking the woman behind him: Symphora’s ex, sporting the armor of the Collective military. 

			The one who literally got away. The reason half the gang’s rules existed.

			“Joined the feds, huh?” Symphora asked. “Call off the mercs, and we can talk.”

			Goulima shook her head. “Symphora Ianna, you’re under arrest.”

			Symphora growled. “We’ll see about that.”

			Plasma rifles whirred, and Joka broke into a sweat. She shouldn’t be here. This wasn’t the glory she imagined. She made the mistake of glancing at Tur’s body again, and a tear blurred her vision.

			Thud-thud-thud.

			Joka whirled around. Doh-riss was charging her. “Get down!” she hissed.

			Caught in a scaly tackle, Joka fell behind her battledart as plasma bolts zoomed around them. 

			Rubbing her head and propping herself up on her elbow, Joka moaned. “Are you fucking insane?”

			“Watch your mouth.” Doh-riss unholstered her sidearm and aimed over Joka. A blaster bolt whizzed overhead, the heat nearly singeing her hairs. Within the same fraction of a second the bolt left the muzzle, a mercenary “oof’d” and thudded to the ground. Doh-riss fixed her gaze back on Joka. “That scum had you in his sights. You’re welcome.”

			Joka mouthed a thank-you. She was in over her head, and the most annoying person in the gang was the one to save her; she’d never live this down. Surviving a ground assault wasn’t comparable to inventing a flight suit that could let a Human fly another species’ ship. She was such an idiot. She’d be a plasma splatter on mossy pavement, a nameless casualty in Symphora’s crusade. 

			Doh-riss pulled Joka close. “Don’t have a panic attack. You want to live?”

			Joka gazed up into her marbled yellow eyes. The concern in them was probably fake. “Yeah.”

			“Then let’s stay out of Symphora’s way.” 

			More bright bursts from plasma rifles streaked through the air, along with yelps, growls, and hisses as the rounds hit their targets. 

			The mechanics often traded stories about how many mercenaries and lowlifes Symphora and her strike team could gun down. The guesses ranged from the reasonable half-a-platoon to the grandiose, but Joka knew everything depended on context. These weren’t mercenaries. If Symphora’s ex had joined the Collective military, then they were outgunned and outnumbered, and probably out-other-stuffed that Joka didn’t have the combat sense to consider. 

			“Doh-riss, we can’t finish Tur’s objective. Sah-slen might not even be a real crime lord.”

			Doh-riss rose, fired two shots, then crouched. “Hm. Maybe he was a small-time crook who got offered a deal.” Her yellow marbled eyes widened, and she gasped. “We need to repair the ships to prep for evac.”

			Joka gripped her sidearm tight. “Will my pistol do anything against Collective military armor?”

			“It’s Human-sized. Better to throw your wrench 
at them.”

			“Skata.”

			“Language! Come on.” Doh-riss, still crouched, peeked out from the cover and fired another two shots. 

			Joka fought the urge to remind Doh-riss she didn’t need to be so uptight, but this wasn’t the appropriate time. The firing around them abated. Joka dared to peek out, useless pistol at the ready. Maybe whoever was firing at them was naked. Ideally, they would be unarmed, too. 

			But that wasn’t what she beheld.

			Corpses joined Tur on the ground. 

			Casualties. 

			Friend and foe alike. Green vapors from plasma wounds wafted up from the dead bodies, mixing with the moon’s natural azure haze to make a sickly smoke.

			A bloodied Symphora lumbered toward them, a limp member of her strike team hoisted over her shoulder. 

			Through clenched teeth, Symphora grumbled. “Get me a beer and a medic…” In front of them, she let the wheezing strike team member slide off. “In that order.”

			Joka stood and reached for the comm unit. “Did you get her?”

			“Yeah.” She spit out some blood and a tooth. “And I killed Collective military to do it.”

			Joka’s heart sank. Symphora’s gang had never been on the technically correct side of the law. Granted, they disposed of criminals too small or distant for the government to bother with. But all these dead soldiers’ armor recorded continuously. The whole battle, including Symphora and the strike team gunning down soldiers, was in the Collective’s paws. Didn’t matter that it was self-defense and a setup. What mattered was the Collective wouldn’t classify them as outlaw vigilantes anymore but as a terrorist organization.

			“We’re fucked, aren’t we?” Joka asked.

			Doh-riss shot Joka the stink-eye instead of opening her snout. That was one positive from today, at least.

		


		
			​Two

			(RICK)

			A fuel depot on the asteroid Jadwiga, Human Demilitarized Zone, Collective space

			Footsteps clattered through the fuel depot’s wide metal corridors. Twenty Humans huddled together, bound at the wrists and knees, forced into kneeling positions. This was the typical depot that cut costs by letting dirt and grime accumulate in corners. Lots of Human businesses had no other choice out here. Cleaner bots were too expensive, and Humans were too overworked.

			Commander Rick Crith loomed over his hostages, plasma pistol clenched in his only hand. 

			The captives gazed at him, their expressions mixed. Two obnoxious punks ogled the stump where his left arm used to be. A woman wearing her body weight in piercings nodded upon seeing Rick’s lopsided haircut and tattoos which displayed allegiance to Earthquake. An older man who chose exercise over alcohol to deal with his problems smirked. Those few must be sympathizers for his cause. Potential recruits after this job was finished. 

			The other captives, scrawny parents by the looks of them, frowned or fought tears.

			Rick sounded gruff despite his placating intent. “I’m not here to hurt you. These ships will be put to good use for Earthquake.” He gestured with a nod behind him where his team checked the fuel levels and storage of the docked cargo ships. 

			“Sorry I can’t compensate you for your losses, but you’re doing Humanity a service.”

			One captive spat on the steel floor in front of Rick’s armored boots. “You’re terrorists.”

			With a snarl, Rick booted the jackass in the stomach. “The Collective government is what you should fear. We’re fighting the good fight.” Rick let out a harsh sigh. He’d gone too far and proved the damn loyalist’s point. “I’ll put in a distress call once we clear the area. Someone will come.” 

			The captives observed the man Rick had kicked, some sympathetically, others with a “told you so” expression.

			Another captive piped up, voice steady despite streaks of tears on her cheeks. “You’re taking our livelihoods. How do you expect us to feed our families?”

			“You could join us instead.” Rick’s flat tone verged on discouragement. None of these pilots and traders seemed like they knew which end of a rifle to hold, but that could be fixed. And once he rebuilt Earthquake according to his vision, he’d need more help outside of combat roles. Rick’s purified Earthquake would help people with services they needed instead of robbing them. 

			One captive struggled to stand but toppled over instead. “I’ll join. You’re a legend, Mr. Crith.”

			Phantom pains tickled Rick’s missing left arm. He was too old for some damn fanatic to rehash his exploits. “You can come if you shut up. Any other takers?”

			A few heads nodded, so Rick motioned for a squad member to come over. “Untie the ones who want to join and submit them for processing.”

			“Is it true you fought an alien demon?” one of them asked. 

			“Ask again, and he’ll toss you out an airlock,” his crew member responded. Rick’s team learned the hard way to avoid questions about his past. They knew enough. 

			The jackass who spit huffed. “Ask him about enlisting in the Collective military just to turn around and defect.”

			Rick glared at him. “Yeah, first Human to enlist. I defected when I saw how rotten they were. I joined Earthquake to make a real difference and help people.” 

			“Some help.” 

			The asshole had a point. Humans would be free again, even if that meant snapping some bones first. 

			Rick turned to Jake Rawltz, his lieutenant in charge of inventory. “How many did we score?” The kid did his job well enough. Rick reminded himself to stop calling people in their thirties “kids,” even if their presence made him feel like a dinosaur. 

			“Eleven,” Rawltz mumbled. 

			Damn. These metal scrapper ships and cargos were supposed to be one-man crews. Rick clenched his teeth. This teetered on not being worth their time. “Good. Send them back to base after we drain the depot of its fuel.” 

			The captive in the center, the one Rick knew was the station manager, grunted. “You’re going to make me homeless. I owe people money.”

			“We know.” Rick glared at him. “Now your debt with Earthquake is settled. If you had other creditors, tell them to take it up with us. Otherwise, there’s a homeless shelter a few systems down from here.”

			Asshole Number One dared to speak again. “What’ll you even do with these ships?”

			“Classified.” Rick signaled another squad member. “The three who protested…” Rick let the silence hang in the air while his recruit approached. A faint temptation rose to order their execution. None of his recruits would question it. Other commanders in Earthquake certainly did similar things. He shook the thought from his mind when he remembered his list of names. He couldn’t extend that list today by killing anyone. “…take their credits. We’ll redistribute that wealth, too. Then we’ll head out.”

			Robbing Humans left a sick knot in Rick’s gut, but the galaxy needed to learn the three options of dealing with Earthquake: comply, get out of the way, or get hurt. Whether for individuals or the whole damn Collective government, it didn’t matter. At least he didn’t have to kill anyone. 

			Today. 

		


		
			​Three

			(INSPECTOR)

			Great Mystery Monastery, New Lodestone, Polemistes System (known locally as Boudica), Human Demilitarized Zone 

			Inspector Bikkolos wondered if his current migraine was more from the planet’s magnetic field or the conversation. His mouth was sore from speaking the Human language. It had been years since he said more than a word or two of pleasantries. The Human across from him bore a content expression, as if he enjoyed the verbal gymnastics. 

			Bikkolos resisted the urge to sneeze from the braziers burning incense around them, hanging off the red pillars supporting too-low archways. Geometric shapes he couldn’t begin to understand decorated the walls.

			“Brother Maynard.” Inspector Bikkolos scratched at the fur on his neck with his paw. “I could’ve brought you to the government offices above. More cooperation would be appreciated.” The floor of this monastery was uncomfortable. They didn’t have any places to sit intended for an Arkouda. It was annoying, but he understood. These monks were more of a sit-on-cushions than sit-in-chairs type. He supposed the floor was a better seating arrangement for him than pushing two chairs together.

			“I’m acting as cooperatively as possible, officer. I ask that you respect my monastic vows.” The monk seemed middle-aged by the fading of his scars and complexion, but Bikkolos never was the best at discerning Human ages. A series of precise scars on his face suggested a traumatic childhood. The sensitive part of Bikkolos was pleased this guy found some solace in religion. Too many abused Humans traversed darker paths.

			“Aren’t you supposed to attempt to end suffering? For all creatures? Do you know how overwhelming this planet’s field is for me?” 

			“I can’t imagine, officer.” The monk’s pheromones smelled honest, but Bikkolos always suspected that Humans enjoyed seeing Arkoudae uncomfortable. “I could ask our botanist to craft you some medicine.”

			Inspector Bikkolos waved a paw. “That won’t be necessary.” He withdrew a vial from between his trench coat and the low-grade body armor meant for emergencies, not combat. “I have my own stash.” He downed it, wincing at the chalky taste. It stank like an armpit barbecue. “But I’m running out, and you haven’t given me any answers.”

			The monk pulled back his dark hood as if to show he had nothing to hide. “I’ve answered all of your questions, officer.”

			Bikkolos furrowed his thick brow. “Not satisfactorily. I suspected you’d be more cooperative since the person I’m trying to find is your brother.”

			A slight twitch from the monk. Finally. “My brothers are the other monks here. We’re a community and have disavowed all other attachments.” 

			“Don’t you care at all?” Bikkolos removed his cap, hoping it would show the monk his own sincerity. “He’s missing.”

			“I don’t want anyone to go missing, but I haven’t visited him in years.”

			A salty pheromone rush attacked Bikkolos’ nostrils. Something wasn’t true. 

			“Have you had other contact?”

			The monk paused, eyeing the inspector. This guy had something. “He has attempted to reach out to me.”

			Another pheromone whiff. Only a partial truth. 

			“And you responded, didn’t you?” Inspector Bikkolos leaned forward. “Is someone threatening you? Or him? Blackmailing, perhaps?”

			The monk shifted on his meditation cushion, blinking a little faster than before. 

			A surge of the planet’s magnetic field hit the inspector. It was like when the explosive detonated near his ear during his last tour of duty. Wincing, Bikkolos continued. “He could be alive. Surely, there’s something you know.”

			“He’s a scientist,” the monk said. “So is his wife.”

			Wife. That revealed a bit about this guy’s politics. He acknowledged their marriage if he used that word.

			Breathing through the pain of the magnetic flash, desperate for the medicine to kick in, Bikkolos nodded. “Did you know she’s missing, too?”

			“You’ll have to forgive me, officer, but the Collective has a checkered past with Humans. I appreciate that you’re speaking Human, but understand that I do not wish anything I tell you to create more suffering for someone else.”

			Progress? “I don’t blame you.” His mouth dried, and he asked the question he’d been dreading. “Are you with Earthquake?” This planet was adequate for a base, Bikkolos surmised, because of the oppressive magnetosphere. Their presence on this ferrous rock was one of those open secrets that the Collective couldn’t quite legally prove, and few people on the force had the patience to deal with the paperwork to get there. 

			Earthquake wasn’t why Bikkolos was here, though. He wanted to stay as far away from them as possible. He’d heard the rumors about their bounties on Arkoudae heads.

			The monk’s eyes widened at the mention of the Earthquake organization. His pheromone scent shifted to the stink of fear. 

			“Is Earthquake threatening you?”

			The monk exhaled. “No. They don’t know about my brother.”

			More progress. “I imagine they wouldn’t be too happy if they knew about his wife.”

			He chuckled. “No, they wouldn’t.”

			“I’m not here chasing Earthquake.” Bikkolos wished Human olfactories developed enough for the monk to know Bikkolos was honest. “You’re right to be suspicious. There aren’t many detectives who go after crimes against Humans.” He pointed to the “Crimes against Provincials” unit logo emblazoned on his badge. 

			“I don’t know what kind of research you’re able to do from your monastery, but you can search my badge ID. I was a military medic and became fed up with how the government treated Humans.” A knot formed in his stomach, remembering his friend, the first Human in the military and the only one in his unit. The guy he had to patch up constantly. The reason Bikkolos learned to speak Human in the first place—until that friend received the untreatable injury, and they never spoke again. He shook his head. “I really do want to find your brother.”

			The monk moved his jaw to the side. Bikkolos had seen a few Humans do that before. It was a “mulling it over” expression. 

			“Inspector, do you understand that my cooperation comes from a place of compassion for all creatures, not any familial attachment?” A single bead of sweat formed somewhere on the monk’s head. 

			“Of course.”

			With a speed known only to Arko ice snails, the monk rose from his cushion. “I have some recordings to show you.”

		


		
			​Four

			(JOKA)

			Aboard the space station “Calamity,” floating on the fringes of Collective space

			Symphora promised a memorial for Tur and the fallen strike team members after they could relocate the station. The odds of discovery by the military or government-funded hunters were too high to remain here.

			In Joka’s years with Symphora, the gang had warped the station, but this was the first time they needed to. Joka massaged the migraine from her temples—this wasn’t fun mayhem. She was crammed in the engine room with the other mechanics and engineers, everybody straining to get each rusted gizmo and lever in the proper positions. 

			If real badasses instead of me and Doh-riss joined the mission, would we be this deep in the skata?

			The warp drive’s hum bristled, radiating a gentle heat despite harnessing half the power of a condensed sun. Yet all that energy only facilitated fleeing from Tur’s death instead of making it meaningful. Joka wiped sweat from her brow and stepped away from the drive core. She was still on the wrong side of the safety divider, but that precaution was meant for the Arkoudae who didn’t handle the heat as well. 

			From the safety of the guard rail, her bunkmate Devy called to her. “Jokes… is it true Tur died protecting you?”

			Joka tsked to mask her shriveling heart. “Who told you that?”

			“Is it true?” Devy leaned over the rail and frowned.

			“No. Didn’t the mission debrief make it to the mechanics’ dungeon? Symphora got duped. Sah-slen didn’t have a pedophilic brothel or sweatshop like we thought. The operation was a sting. Tur died because she was in the line of fire. Following Symphora’s orders, I might add.” 

			Devy whistled. “Yeah, that’s what came down, but some of the others said the official debrief was worded without mentioning you because—” she winced and averted her eyes, “you screwed everything up.”

			Joka ducked under the rail to join Devy, as if there weren’t bile threatening the back of her throat. “Unbelievable.”

			Except it wasn’t. She and the other handful of Humans were the social pariahs in Symphora’s gang, just like Humans were in the greater galactic society. None of them were on the strike team, and Joka was only the first allowed to directly participate in a mission. 

			Tur lost a bet. 

			The whole mission was a joke.

			Symphora saved Humans when they liberated some scumball’s lair like other species, but very few were afforded the opportunity to join the gang. Joka puffed out a breath as she focused on the drive levels. Everything was stable. She hoisted her green flag and noticed other green flags held aloft. It would’ve been more appropriate for her to hold a white flag.

			Joka’s knuckles turned white once she realized how much fuel this would burn. If they picked the wrong spot to warp to, this would be the worst relocation attempt ever. Right in the center of a black hole or amid a swarm of Drowned Star pirates.

			Devy nudged her again. “Uh, who is everyone flagging?”

			“Skata, you’re right. Tur’s gone.” 

			Other mechanics made eye contact with each other and shrugged or waved their tails, everyone making the same realization around the same time. Even Doh-riss, thankfully too far to hear Joka’s profanity over the engine’s hum, seemed confused. 

			Doh-riss strutted to the engine room’s center, the only area unoccupied by a clunky hot machine. Over buzzing converters and beeping monitors, she hollered, “I’ll inform Symphora we’re ready.”

			Tail kisser. Joka rolled her eyes. “Should you bother her? Maybe go to the engineering chief instead?”

			An Arkouda growled. “Is that what Tur said we should do, Joka?” Sounded like Marka, who was certifiably the worst. Well, Doh-riss was the worst, but Marka was runner-up.

			Murmurs followed from around the room.

			Doh-riss slapped her tail on the metal floor, snapping attention back to her. “Tur was nowhere near Joka when she died. I’ll tell the engineering chief we’re ready. We don’t have enough time to point claws at each other.”

			Joka clasped her flag as sweat beaded on her forehead. Doh-riss was the only one sticking up for her. Earth, she was the only other mechanic who knew the truth. Her lunch threatened to resurface, realizing Doh-riss deserved some gratitude. 

			Devy tsked. “Sucks that Doh-riss is on your side. At least she’s loud.”

			“I’ll fart on your pillow tonight.”

			“Doh-riss wouldn’t do that,” Devy taunted.

			“A Lo-sat wouldn’t fit in our bunks, and I don’t think Doh-riss has farted once in her life.”

			Devy cocked an eyebrow. “That would explain 
so much.”

			Each mechanic either returned to her workstation or putzed around in tense anticipation in the five minutes before Doh-riss arrived with the engineering chief, a haggard Arkouda who’d been with Symphora since the early days.

			“Alright ladies,” she barked. “We know Tur wouldn’t want us moping around. I’ll do double duty until we get stuff sorted. We’re ready on my end. Can I see some flags?”

			Maybe Doh-riss would raise a red flag over some minor issue and slow everyone down like last time. 

			The engineering chief grumbled a “thank-you” to everyone and thanked Doh-riss individually. Instead of joining the crew’s muffled groans and eye rolls, Joka relaxed, thankful the attention had shuffled elsewhere. 

			Minutes later, the space station alarm blared, and everyone strapped in. Joka and Devy squeezed together in a chair meant for an Arkouda, as did the few pairs of Humans. The Lo-sat mechanics coiled their tails around pillars. 

			With a squeal, space warped outside the station, and everyone lurched forward. Riva puked at the gravity change, which garnered guffaws and groans from everyone else. 

			After an hour of adjustment to hyperspace acceleration, the mechanics were free to move about the room again and twiddle their thumbs, lose to Kah-renn and Marka in cards, clean their spilled vomit in shame, or get drunk. Joka preferred option four since that was the easiest way to blend in. Devy also had the good hooch hookup.

			As Joka approached the stairwell to the mess hall above them, heavy thuds sounded from above. Footsteps. 

			Everyone stood at razor-sharp attention as Symphora descended the staircase with a measured cadence. 

			Symphora waved a paw. “What’d I tell you skata stains about acting like we’re military? Saluting me is a one-way ticket to the ass-whooping station.”

			Everyone slackened, but Joka caught Doh-riss in her periphery scowling and mumbling. Joka considered the ethics of making a fake ping address for the purpose of sending Doh-riss pictures of Arkoudae feces. 

			“Good.” Symphora crossed her muscled arms. “Before we do memorials of the sisters we lost, I need to go through Tur’s stuff. Since her cousin died last year, she didn’t really have a next-in-line picked.” Symphora uncrossed her arms and checked a nearby clipboard. “Where’s Marma?”

			Marka stepped forward, ready to defend the unofficial title of the literal second worst. “Marka? That’s me.” 

			“Sorry.” Symphora’s tone wasn’t apologetic as she squinted at her clipboard again. “You have the best commendations from Tur’s last review.”

			A Lo-sat called from across the room, “That was over a year ago!”

			A collective gasp rang out as everyone stared at the idiot. 

			Symphora snarled. “The next person who interrupts me gets a week-long booze ban.” As the women quieted, Symphora continued, “Marka, you and the other two mechanics on the last mission come with me. We’ll sort Tur’s belongings and see if she left any other recommendations. She was in the process of finalizing reviews last week.”

			Eyes drifted from Symphora toward Joka and Doh-riss. 

			Joka let out a long exhale and eyed Devy. “Wish me luck?”

			Smiling, she mouthed, “Eat skata.”

			Joka shook her head and chuckled. “I love you.”

			“You’ll wake up with pink eye tomorrow.”

			Joka followed Marka, with Doh-riss’ slapping footsteps not too far behind. The trio followed Symphora up the staircase in silence. Goosebumps erupted on Joka’s skin at the prospect of hearing Tur’s last recording. Even though Tur never showed it, in some corner of Joka’s mind, she knew Tur was proud Joka invented a Human flight suit. In some dorky way, Tur was like Joka’s big sister, maybe even mom. 

			Sure, the first mission was a tragic bust, but more of the Humans in the gang could pick up the slack. Prove their worth. All because of Joka. 

			The starships designed for and by Humans could never fly fast enough or survive enough fire to be useful on the missions they went on, but plopping a Human in a ship made for an Arkouda? Surely, that was worth some merit. And if Symphora fired her, at least she could go into the inner core of the Collective worlds and sell off her design. Someone had to want it. Someone had to want her. See her worth. 

			When they passed the mess hall, Symphora led them down the private hallway meant for the strike team. These were the station’s nicer quarters. Kah-renn and Doh-riss both swore the members of the strike team had private rooms, but nobody believed them. Unable to see past Symphora or Marka’s bulk in front of her, Joka eyed the wide doors on either side of the hallway. 

			Shooting range.

			Private bar. 

			Neither of those were surprises.

			A hot tub? 

			“What the hell?” Joka whispered. 

			A derisive snort came from behind her. “So unsanitary,” Doh-riss whispered back.

			Marka cast a glance over her shoulder, lingering by the hot tub room’s door before shaking her head. 

			Under different circumstances, Joka would’ve attempted commiserating with her about the strike team’s privilege, but after seeing what they had to endure, she thought better of it. Having to take life to save another’s… it was noble, but damn if it wasn’t dirty. 

			Joka’s heart froze. She had fired at people on that mission—even if none of the people she shot from the safety of her cockpit died, she was in just as much skata as everyone else. 

			She thought they were nameless mercenaries defending a scumbag slaver or pimp, but they were soldiers. Defenders of the Collective. Not bad guys. Joka’s eyes widened. She had never been religious and didn’t know much about the main Human religions, but she might need to talk to a cleric or a damn good therapist about what she’d done. 

			The quartet turned a corner, arriving at the war room. A metallic oval table with a projector in the center spread before them. 

			Symphora dragged a slow paw across her muzzle. “Take a seat, girls.”

			Occupying one of the chairs was the heavily bandaged strike team member Symphora carried earlier. 

			Too many empty chairs in a room where the walls were lined with trophies from missions: skulls from drug lords, branding irons from slavers, and framed thank-you notes and drawings sent in by rescued kids.

			Marka snagged the unoccupied seat closest to the door and waved Joka and Doh-riss over. Joka could’ve lain down and still fit for how large the chair was, and Doh-riss sat, legs and tail akimbo across from her. She stared at Joka as if unaware of her own status as the galaxy’s biggest pain in the ass. How anyone could be so oblivious was beyond Joka. 

			Symphora slumped into the seat at the head of the table. “I haven’t seen this yet, so I don’t know what we’re in for.” She checked her clipboard before glancing back at Joka and Doh-riss. “Yoka?”

			“Joka,” she squeaked. 

			“Mm. Sorry. Long day. And Hor-iss?”

			“Close, ma’am,” Doh-riss said through a wide smile, serrated teeth on display. “Doh-riss.”

			“Right. Do either of you have anything to add about today’s mission? Skata happened in a blink. I didn’t see Tur go down.”

			Joka’s legs dangled off the edge like she were a child in an adult’s seat. “No, it happened so fast. Maybe a sniper?”

			Doh-riss shrugged. “I helped Joka take cover.” Her eyeridges raised, and a smile crept up her snout. “I even made some covering fire, which connected to one of—” her expression fell, and her shoulders slumped, “one of the… the soldiers.”

			Damn, Joka thought. They both had fired at good people. They really were criminals. Together. 

			Tears budded behind her eyelids.

			Symphora drummed her paws on the table. “Don’t beat yourself up. We had bad intel. Any soldiers with my ex were either super green or had it coming. You didn’t take out anyone who would actually serve the Collective.”

			Joka smelled how freshly that line was pulled from her ass. It was some kind of defense mechanism to protect her from the realization of what she’d done. Of what they’d all done.

			Doh-riss nodded. “Thank you.”

			The other strike team survivor grunted, straining to speak. “Symphora’s a legend. Anyone worth their scars in the Collective knows she’s doing the Goddess’ work. Nobody good would take on the job to hit us. Especially to fight so dishonorably.”

			“Quit tail-sniffing,” Symphora grumbled. “I’d be careful about banking on that anymore. There’s full reason to rain Nightmare on us now. There’s gotta be recordings of us killing Collective soldiers. Popular opinion might not care or believe it was a setup.” She ran a paw through her red-tipped mohawk. “Either way, I need a new mechanic chief. We’ll see what Tur had to say.”

			Joka fidgeted again. Tur had started their reviews, but she’d told Joka she’d get to the Humans in the mechanics’ corps after today’s mission. 

			Symphora tapped a button and a projection of Tur sprang up. She was in her standard mechanic chief gear, not the combat armor from the botched mission. Seeing her boss and mentor in her element, looking like herself, hurt in a way Joka hadn’t expected. 

			Joka blinked hard. Symphora had found her years ago as an orphan, shucking kernelfruit husks with her tiny fingers, working as a slave for a farmer too cheap to buy a bot. Over the years, Tur took advantage of Joka’s tiny fingers, showing Joka how to manipulate the smallest gears and wires. Tur had other mentees, other “children,” although she’d never label them as such. Yet Joka always felt a special connection to her. Now she was stuck with Marka, whose nurturing skills were on par with anal fissures.

			The recording of Tur cataloged the members of the mechanic corps, starting with the Arkoudae women. Marka received top marks, of course. Polla, Mael, and Graia scored average ratings. The Lo-sat women received mixed reviews. Joka cast a glance at Doh-riss, who clutched her tail, scales turning white at the knuckles. Tur’s recording gave middling marks to Kah-renn and Senh-dan, high commendation for Whas-trom, but groaned at the mention of Doh-riss.

			Tur sighed and pinched the bridge of her snout. “Symphora, I know on the last review you told me I couldn’t demerit a member for being a pain in the ass, but you have to believe me, Doh-riss is unbearable. She’s an absolute tail-sniffer. The worst kind, too. When I bring up an assignment, she raises her claws and volunteers before I can finish my sentence. Her hearts are in the right place, I think, but Nightmare—” 

			Doh-riss had chosen to stare at the floor instead of grumble at the profanity at this point. 

			“—we need to find an excuse to ditch her. She wants to get promoted, but I tell you, I’ll lose half the team if she does. People will quit. Your strike team is too reckless for me to be down any mechanics. I’m bringing her on the upcoming mission so you can see what I mean.” The recording of Tur chuckled at the last remark.

			Joka’s eyes widened, watching Doh-riss’ eyebrow ridges and snout contort, fighting a battle against unraveling in front of everyone. Maybe Doh-riss saw Tur as a mentor, too.

			Joka tensed. The recording had gone through all the Arkouda and Lo-sat candidates. Tur should be wrapping up soon.

			“Finally,” the recording continued, “we have the Humans. Some of
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