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      Commander Galina Zaneta stretched her arms and took a deep breath of planetary air. After weeks of being stuck in shuttles, transports, and musty military bases, it was good to be outside. It was a shame she had to stay in human form and miss out on all the nuanced scents floating around on the night breeze.

      Behind her, the rest of the squad trudged down the walkway carrying their gear. Sergeants Johan and Chloe walked together, deliberately slamming into each other to knock the other off-balance. Corporal Mische followed silently, her face unreadable but somehow scary enough to ward off every glance in her direction.

      Lieutenant Celadon came up to stand beside her. He stood nearly twenty centimeters shorter, just coming up to her shoulders. From where she stood, Galina couldn’t see the metal plate covering the entire right half of his skull, and she couldn’t see the LEDs blinking rapidly as his thoughts changed. He’d had coarse black hair before the incident. The scars still showed through his now colorless hair, and she felt stabs of guilt every time she saw them.

      “All members of the squad are accounted for, and I have verified our flight information,” he said, the cadence of his voice as perfectly calibrated as an AI.

      “Little late for that, but glad to see you’re on it,” Galina said.

      Celadon only sighed, as he did whenever she tried to get a reaction out of him.

      This late at night, the landing pad was almost empty. The tower lights illuminated only three ships. Two of them were cargo ships, which never took passengers, leaving the little white ship in the center as their ride.

      Long and sleek, the flattened profile of the ship’s nose immediately pegged it as a common model. They were decent ships, not known for being fast. Most freelance pilots preferred them for their easy upkeep, their universal parts, and low cost. The Coalition particularly endorsed the latter.

      An older man with pale skin and gray hair stood at the top of the ship’s ramp, wearing the plain tan uniform of a pilot. He didn’t look up from his transpari-pad as Galina approached. “You here for the Serena flight?” he asked.

      “Commander Galina Zaneta. I’m here with the 4th Enhanced Squad. You’re telling me this tiny thing is our ride?”

      The man glanced up when she said “enhanced,” showing the familiar sequence of surprise, fear, and then distrust.

      “Yes, this is the Sonora. I’m Captain Jasper.” Looking past her at her squad, Jasper pursed his lips. “Are you going to behave yourselves?”

      Galina laughed loudly, then gave him her sharpest look. “We’re the best shifters in the universe.”

      “Your kind have a reputation for wanton destruction. I don’t want any problems on our trip.”

      “We’re not the problem.” She slapped him heartily on the shoulder. “Besides, if we have any trouble on the way to Serena, you’ll be glad to have us.”

      “I doubt that,” Captain Jasper muttered and deactivated his pad. “But the Coalition already sent payment; otherwise, I’d refuse you passage.” Galina narrowed her eyes, but he turned away and activated the hatch to the Sonora. “Just get on board. My last passenger will be here momentarily, and we’ll be taking off at 2300 hours, as promised.”

      “Fine,” Galina said. “Squad, load up!”

      Just then, Chloe knocked Johan completely off the boarding ramp, and he landed with a grunt, still holding his gear bag. Galina rolled her eyes.

      Stepping to the edge of the ramp, Celadon looked down at Johan. “Please do not damage the cartridges. We will need those later.”

      “I know, I know.” Johan pulled himself to his feet. “Can’t we have a little fun before you stuff us into a shuttle?”

      Celadon sighed patiently, one of the few emotions he could express. “Back on the ramp, please, Sergeant.”

      “Ugh. Yes, sir.”

      Galina inhaled her last lungful of natural air before stepping onto the shuttle’s ramp. While she wasn’t looking forward to three days of space travel, her squad had earned their vacation.

      Stepping into the passenger cabin, Galina automatically scanned the room. Fourteen seats, five of them already taken. Four pairs of seats lined the far wall, each with a window. Everything was a combination of faded beige and stained gray. Galina wrinkled her nose, glad her human nose couldn’t detect anything. On her right, another four pairs lined a windowless bulkhead shared by the ship’s passageways that led to the engine room. She noticed three entrances, one with a security panel. That would be the cockpit.

      As the team’s uniforms came into view, the curious looks from the passengers changed to furtive glances. A sharp-eyed woman moved to the front of the cabin, leaving the squad to sit in the rear.

      “Good evening, everyone,” Galina announced loudly while Celadon corralled the sergeants. The passengers turned to look at her. “The 4th Enhanced Squad will be on your flight today, so never fear. If anything happens, we will be here to protect you.” Behind her, Johan and Chloe chortled. Galina gave an exaggerated salute. “We serve the people.”

      She saw their minds racing to find some other way to get to Serena. But it was too late. Her grin widened. “Thank you. That is all.”

      As she sat down, Johan slapped her shoulder, laughing. “Nice one, boss!”

      Captain Jasper gave Galina a flat look that she met unflinchingly. He maintained his gaze for what he probably thought was an intimidating length of time, then turned away. “The last passenger is arriving, so we’ll be taking off shortly. Please remain in your seat for the safety vid.”

      He disappeared through a sliding door that led to the cockpit.

      “Our trip will be approximately 78.3 hours,” Celadon said as he slid into the seat next to her, manipulating the seatbelt straps with thin, brown fingers. “There are no expected delays between Webba and Serena.”

      “Good to know,” Galina muttered.

      The cabin door opened, and the last passenger walked through.

      A young woman surveyed the room with sharp brown eyes. Her long black hair hung loose over her expensive-looking cream business suit. She caught sight of Galina and as her eye traveled up to Galina’s uniform, she frowned.

      “Captain,” the young woman called.

      Jasper peered out from the cockpit. “Ah, you must be Representative Sandoval. Excellent. You’re the last one. If you’ll have a seat, we’ll take off. Oh, and Mr. Kai, I’ll send you your receipt in a moment.”

      A man with long black hair and a black business suit in the front row nodded.

      “Why is there a shifter squad here?” Sandoval asked, looking pointedly at Galina.

      “The Coalition made the arrangements,” Jasper said, then sighed. “There’s nothing I can do. I’ve already given them a warning.”

      Galina gave her a wide grin. “We’re not on duty. You leave us alone, and we’ll leave you alone.”

      Sandoval snorted. “If that were true, then the shifters wouldn’t be responsible for so many deaths.”

      Meeting the sharp brown gaze with her own, Galina said, “If the politicians would learn to talk to people so the military doesn’t have to step in, we’d all be grateful.”

      “We’re not the ones who go into every situation with guns firing and turning into animals that destroy everything in their path.”

      Heat rose in Galina’s chest. “You tried to deal with threats with conventional methods,” she spat. “Look where that got you.”

      “I promise you.” Sandoval pointed a hard, steady finger. “We will dissolve the shifter corps and stop all the atrocities that the current administration is too scared to prevent.”

      “You fucking idiot.” Galina rose to her full, almost 2-meter height. “After all the wars, rebellions, and conflicts we’ve stopped in the past ten years, you cannot look me in the eye and say that shifters have done absolutely nothing to protect the Coalition.”

      Sandoval looked up into Galina’s harsh amber eyes and quailed briefly before she regained control. “You look me in the eye,” she said, “and tell me that Diagmar was worth it.”

      The cabin went deathly silent. Suddenly, Galina wasn’t in control anymore.

      So, she did the only thing she knew how to do. She raised her fist.

      An icy hand closed over hers, the fingers inhumanly strong.

      Celadon fixed her with his hazel eye and his blinking yellow one. “Commander, may I suggest we take our seats so the captain can take off?”

      Glaring, Galina lowered her arm. “Fine. Let’s just get this over with.”

      Sandoval gave her a scathing glare before stowing her bag and taking her seat. The passengers whispered among themselves, and Galina didn’t like how they were all leaning in to talk to Sandoval.

      Damn politicians.

      Jasper disappeared into the cockpit, and a moment later, the intercom buzzed. “I have clearance to take off. Please remain seated and buckled in until I give the all-clear. Once we’re in space, you’ll be able to walk around the ship until we reach Serena. A safety vid will play momentarily. I don’t care if you watch it or not; it’s here to cover my ass. Just don’t kill each other, and don’t hurt the ship, and we’ll all make it to our destination in one piece.”

      The buzzing stopped, and a tiny projected screen appeared in front of every passenger. Seeing the screen sent a jolt of anxiety through Galina’s body. She waved her hand to mute the vid and turned to Celadon.

      “Shit, I forgot to send our last report.”

      “I already sent it, Commander.”

      “Really?”

      “You never seem to remember to send them on time, so I have been completing them.”

      “Are you sure?” She frowned. “I’m pretty sure I did it last month.”

      He tilted his chin up slightly. “You did not.”

      “Wait, was that pride?”

      “No, it was not.”

      “Pretty sure that was pride.”

      “Shut up!” Sandoval hissed. “Even shifters should know not to talk during a safety vid.”

      Sighing, Galina said, “They’re the same on every ship.”

      “No, they’re not. Not every ship has the same layout; the extinguishers are in different places, the escape pods are never the same…”

      “Oh my fucking god.” All the eyes in the ship turned towards
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