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			One

			Hen4 Moon, fifty years after the Eleva War armistice

			Nothing quite held a mix of adventure, possibility, and death like a museum. Ready to be part of life-changing educational experiences for patrons, Alize strutted toward the employee room but paused in front of her favorite exhibit—a crumbling stone tablet covered in glyphs. She had a few minutes before she’d be officially late.

			The piece had also drawn a little girl’s attention, and she was dragging her father by the wrist toward Alize. The little girl could’ve been Alize’s younger sister, with the same bright wonder in those dark eyes. Dyed pink hair was the only missing ingredient. And years of poverty, most likely. 

			Alize brushed a rogue curl behind her ear and knelt, meeting the kid’s eye. “Want to know what those glyphs mean?” 

			Sharing the kid’s contagious smile, Alize pointed to the museum’s least appreciated piece. This allowed her to set down the stimbrew cups she’d been holding, pushing the carrier out of the exhibit’s spotlight. Hopefully, nobody caught a whiff of the steaming beverages.

			Under the too-dim fluorescent light, the young girl nodded, eyes widening. 

			Rising, Alize pointed to the top line of the carving behind the duraglass. “We think the phrase is Au-OM-Ru-OH-Y B’aD, LaA.” She pronounced each syllable with care, mouth respectfully contorting. Responding to the girl’s puzzled expression, she simplified. “Om-b’dlah.”

			The little girl mimicked Alize’s pronunciation. “Ombla?”

			The kid’s dad cocked an eyebrow. “That an Arkouda dialect?” 

			“No, it’s Chamayna. But that’s a common assumption. This is from a much older language family. The species was lost to history, so we only know tiny fragments about their civilization. The reason why ‘Chamayna’ sounds like an Arkouda word is—” 

			Grimacing, he whispered, “Cause those imperialist bastards think they own everything?” He pointed at his gravity harness, glowing a faint blue. Hen4’s artificial gravity was tailored to the Arkouda, not Humans. 

			The kid tugged on Alize’s pant leg. “Um, how can you read the words?”

			The man thumbed the gravity harness around his neck. “She works here, honey. She probably has a doctorate. Professional archaeologist or something. Congratulations, by the way. You’re probably the first Human to get a degree like that.”

			Alize gulped—not lying if she stayed silent, right? And she’d eventually be Dr. Alize Oze. She’d only received an emphatic “no” from the university board, which wasn’t a complete no. All the same, Alize casually sidestepped in front of the cups of aromatic stimbrew that she needed to bring to the breakroom. 

			“I’ve spent so much of my life in the museum. You pick things up eventually.” There. Truth. No need to clarify. “If you study, you can learn these ancient languages, too.”

			“But what do those glips say in Human?”

			Alize’s correction was gentle, the way Pops taught her. “Glyphs. Well, the problem is the Chamayna disappeared before the Arkouda ascended. All we have are educated guesses.”

			Other museum patrons milled around behind them, examining the more popular exhibits from the Eleva War. Not as much traffic in the prehistory wing. The stimbrew she barely blocked wafted up, cutting through the fading scent of cleaners. Bad sign. I’ll hear it if this wing doesn’t smell like Arkouda soap soon.

			Alize stole a quick glance at the timepiece on her gravity harness. It flickered to note her shift had started. At least Dr. Dikaio wouldn’t berate her in front of patrons. 

			Grinning wide, Alize said, “I think this is telling us the location of a superweapon.”

			“A superweapon?” The kid’s eyebrows disappeared beneath frizzy bangs.

			“Yeah. A weapon so powerful, they feared its name. The middle glyph says ‘unspeakable.’ And those six repeated glyphs on the second and fourth line—” She pointed to them individually, letting parent and child follow her. Alize couldn’t hide her smile. She was a professor with an enraptured class of two. “B’ad-RoEoA. Those all say the same thing: a weapon of unspeakable power.” She indicated the center glyph. “And this says ‘transmit.’ So I think they wanted to send it somewhere.”

			Retreating a step, the man folded scrawny arms over his chest. “So why’d they disappear if they possessed this unspeakably powerful weapon? They should’ve been dominant instead of the Arkouda.”

			Alize’s grin widened. “I thought you’d ask that.” She turned her gaze to the kid. “Weapons are dangerous to the user if they’re pointed in the wrong direction.”

			A snarling female voice broke her concentration. “Oze.” She incorrectly pronounced her last name: one syllable, of course. “What’d I tell you about bothering patrons?” All three meters of Dr. Dikaio lumbered forward, speaking in Arkouda. “You’re late. Again. And if the stimbrew’s cold, you’ll be sorry.” She turned her furry white head, peering down at the man. Without changing tone or language, she asked, “Provincial, was the custodian bothering you?”

			He stiffened, averting his gaze. In clumsy Arkouda, he responded, “N-no, madam. The worker was helpful.”

			The kid lacked her dad’s etiquette, and in Human, said, “She told us about the superweapon!”

			Dr. Dikaio placed a heavy white paw on Alize’s shoulder. Probably appeared friendly, but the weight and pressure threatened shoulder dislocation. With Dr. Dikaio’s three hundred kilograms, snapping Alize would be simple. No repercussions, of course. 

			Lowering her head and bringing her snout to Alize’s ear, Dikaio growled, “Get your scrawny ass in the breakroom and clock in before I get a new beggar to dust the bots.” Glancing at the parent and child, she said, “Our custodian will not bother you again. Please, enjoy your stay and don’t forget to visit the gift shop.”

			Released from Dr. Dikaio’s vice grip, Alize slumped toward the breakroom to deliver the pungent stimbrew. One exhibit after another, each full of awesomeness and knowledge, most of which she could recite to any patron willing to lend an ear, just like Pops. Not that most patrons cared to listen to Pops due to his ubiquitous custodial jumpsuit. 

			With her hip, she opened the “Employees Only” door, entering sideways, preserving the stimbrew carrier’s stability. Earth help her if she dropped one again. The door, meant for Arkouda—like the rest of the museum’s architecture—towered over her, and only the handle’s automated assistance mechanism let her open it.

			The breakroom, doubling as a cramped locker room, reeked of the night shift’s takeout. They probably ordered from the place that overdid the bachar spices. Even if Alize emptied the trash on her scheduled rounds later, she’d get blamed for the stench. It didn’t pair well with the permanent musty sweat, either.

			“Hey, Oze,” called a familiar growling voice—Filenada, the only Arkouda who pronounced Alize’s last name correctly with both syllables. “Bring anything good?” She lumbered over, gently shaking the floor with each step, fastening her guard’s armor over her torso. Fitting into her armor required a few extra huffs and wheezes.

			“Talking in Human like a lowly Provincial? And yes, only the best.” Alize joined Filenada’s protocol breach. The monitors in Arkouda armor didn’t perform as well with deciphering “new” languages like Human.

			“Stim brew?” Clearly, they discussed matters of utmost secrecy. Fil whiffed and stuck out her tongue. “Too much cream, I bet. Mental note: don’t go into the bathroom after any admins today.”

			“Stimbrew. One word, Fil. Don’t breathe in between the syllables. Ugh, you’re right. And I’ll be stuck fixing those toilets.”

			Filenada scratched her white fur and cocked her head, a grin climbing up her muzzle. “So, you brought stimbrew… anything else?”

			Alize winked and withdrew a bag from her jacket pocket. “Future archaeologists can find everything. Proudly presenting a recipe from prewar Earth.”

			“Protein butter?” Filenada’s long tongue emerged, wafting day-old mead breath over Alize.

			“Gross. Don’t say that.” 

			“Whatever.” Filenada grabbed the bag from Alize. “Best thing Humans ever made.” 

			The compressed peanut scent teased Alize’s nostrils, reminding her of a simpler time. “Right.” Alize placed the stimbrew on the center table and opened her locker.

			“Present company excluded, of course.”

			“Wow. Who taught you that phrase?” Alize scanned her locker. Jumpsuit, toolbox, and a row of handmade paper flowers crafted from the university board’s rejection letters. 

			With the addition of last week, almost enough for a bouquet. After a sigh, Alize glanced over her shoulder at her friend. 

			“Thanks. No clue what it means—heard it in a movie.”

			“You’re watching Human movies?”

			“Trying. They’re all weird. Something explodes, and somebody walks away without watching it.” 

			Alize gently scoffed and pulled on her grimy jumpsuit. The oil stains and stench resisted all attempts at removing them after this long. Still too big, but why bother giving her a fitting uniform if this one bore the right name? Years of dust and machine lubricant would’ve turned most noses, but the dirt and stench were from Pops’ lifetime of hard work. All so she could study and follow her passion. Yet here she was, folding up another rejection slip.

			Fil cleared her throat. “Hey, Leeze?”

			“Yeah?”

			“What’s a plarbr? I heard a Human mutter it when I walked by.” 

			“Huh?”

			“Kinda looked like a dorky version of you. Kid with him.”

			Alize timed her grunt with her locker slamming. “He compared you to an extinct animal from Earth. It’s a derogatory term Humans use for Arkouda sometimes.”

			“Plarbrs?” A yellow light on Fil’s armor near her shoulder glowed, indicating tardiness.

			“Polar bears. And I’m not calling you one; I’m clarifying.” 

			Filenada casually closed the distance. “You wouldn’t dare.” With a light tap to her armor, a small compartment opened, and Fil pulled out a cube, which she unfolded into a rifle. She aimed her guard’s weapon at Alize. “Oh, don’t make that face. Brighten up. It’s not loaded. I haven’t accidentally shot anyone in weeks.”

			“It’s lighten up, and watch where you point that. The barrel’s longer than my legs. Only Arkouda think weapons are funny.”

			Fil gulped. “Sorrysorrysorry. I’m a good shot. Not like you with darts, but still.” She glanced down the barrel. “And the safety’s—” she quickly rotated the handle, “the safety’s on, so nothing to worry about.”

			“Hey, nobody’s near my dart skill. That’s the one thing I’m allowed to brag about, and it’s gotten us more free drinks than your arm wrestling. And you of all people shouldn’t joke about guns. You wouldn’t be stuck guarding a museum if—”

			“Hey now. I’d rather guard a museum and get snacks with you than go on the front lines, risking my tail. See the news about that Human attack?”

			Alize opened the back door for Filenada. They trudged through the hallway toward the maintenance room, passing motivational posters and an employee of the month board from which Human entries were distinctly absent. 

			“Please don’t say ‘a Human attack.’ We don’t all support them. And yes. My professor mentioned something in class. They hit an archaeological dig site on the other side of the galaxy.”

			Filenada twitched her round ears and winced. “Oof. Archaeology class?”

			“Those are the only classes I take. So yes.” 

			“Gimme a break. I’m still hungover.” Fil’s ears drooped. “So how awkward was that?”

			“Well, everyone stared at me. Nice to be judged for two different reasons.”

			A passing Arkouda docent stared at them, and Fil clicked her tongue while nudging Alize gently to switch languages. 

			“One of the other students actually asked me why I haven’t turned anyone from Earthquake in. Like, hello, do I have their tattoos or haircut?”

			“You didn’t tell them your best friend’s Arkouda? I feel like that’s an easy out.”

			“And hurt your image? Never. They wouldn’t even let me explain how I don’t share Earthquake’s politics.”

			After a devious grin and wink, Fil asked, “Hey, who asked? An Arkouda or a Lo-sat?”

			“That’s not important. For all you know, there are other Humans in the class, too. Maybe other Provincial species.”

			Fil chuckled and returned to speaking Human. “So Lo-sat, then?”

			“Fine. The person who asked the prejudicial question happened to be Lo-sat.”

			“Damn scalies.”

			“Fil!”

			“What?”

			“Look, I gotta get to the repair shop. Dr. Dikaio’s on a warpath today, so avoid her bad side.”

			“Impossible when all her sides are bad.” Clearing her throat, Fil hunched on her knees to get closer to eye level and changed her tone. “Don’t take skata from Dikaio or any of your classmates, all right? I don’t understand all your theories, but I know you’re right. If you stand around, waiting for everyone else’s approval, you’ll never make it anywhere.” The yellow late light on her armor intensified, signifying docked pay.

			“Thanks, Fil. There’s some peanut butter stuck on your lip.”

			“Always watching out. See ya, Leeze.”

			With their ceremonial fist-paw bump, they parted ways.

			Alize entered her workshop, the dust of the interior matching the grime of her inherited jumpsuit. Today’s repair and clean jobs cluttered the conveyor belt and walls. “Too expensive to have a bot do these, huh?” she muttered. She turned up her nose once the oil and chemical odors hit her. She never noticed it as a kid, but now it made her want to gag.

			How could Pops find so much meaning in this work? 

			She studied the photographs of herself and Pops which decorated the wall, safely tucked above tools and cleaning implements. Starting a shift any other way would disrespect tradition. The pictures tracked Pops’ so-called career in the museum and her childhood. 

			Helping in the workshop and playing on the conveyor belt was fun then, but now, doing this to pay bills? Awful. Roaming the exhibits in years past brought joy. Now? Only a race to dodge Dr. Dikaio, with the occasional chance to drop knowledge flowers on unsuspecting patrons. She opened the cleaner bot’s hatch. Fine strands of Human hair clogged up gears. 

			She tsked. “You only like Arkouda fur and Lo-sat scales, dontcha?”

			The machine didn’t reply. Not like it would, anyway. Not for Provincials. A long strand of hair wrapped itself around the bot’s gears. Sighing, she grabbed the tweezers.

			At least she had tonight’s date. One of Pops’ friend’s kids. Not like she could meet anyone on her own with her class schedule. He wasn’t the charming prince promised by prehistoric myths and fairy tales, but he acted interested. Sparingly.

			Better to have someone who’s meh than nobody, right? 

			Fil insisted Alize could do better, and Pops didn’t know the whole story. 

			Behind the conveyor belt, a new photograph poked through—Alize and Filenada at the Goddess Festival work party. 

			Fil had scrawled in shaky pawscript: “Always a raging!” Unlike their stuffy coworkers, they’d decided to have a few beforehand. Arguably a few too many. 

			“Rager,” Alize corrected the phantom with a smile. Drunk Filenada was quite the sight to behold. Maybe they’d need to get a round, or seven, after tomorrow’s dissertation presentation. It couldn’t possibly go worse than the last one. That horrendous dressing-down made for quite the large paper flower.

			Hours whittled by as Alize repaired and replaced the legions of thankless bots, each one’s clogged hair and old oil stench slowly transforming to the chemical aroma of cleaners and fresh fluids. All these honeycomb-shaped maintenance bots would clean and maintain the museum floor, yet none would deign to tidy her workspace.

			Programming one to clean for her would be simple enough, but then she’d have to deal with Dr. Dikaio or some other pompous clerk complaining about her hijacking the system. 

			She couldn’t concentrate on mentally preparing her next presentation, so she turned on the news audiocast. Wasn’t good. More of Earthquake’s actions. “Harping on the dig site attack,” she grumbled. “Of course.” 

			The Collective’s spins were always interesting, though. “These extremists hate our values and want to destroy our culture. Enlist today!” 

			Why those Earthquake chumps would attack archaeologists was anybody’s guess, but they must have an actual reason. Rational people wouldn’t go toe-to-paw with Arkouda in battle lightly, as Filenada proved in every bar after discovering Human arm wrestling. Alize clicked off the news and slogged through the rest of her shift, playfully responding to the occasional ping on her omni-tablet from Filenada’s armor. 

			Leaving the workshop, she glanced at the message over the door Pops scrawled before his last shift. “This is a step to something better, Lee-Z. I love you.” 

			That wall scrawling comprised the single topic Filenada never joked about—the sentimentality of manual writing crossed all cultures. One last message from her pinged: “Leeze, go slaughter on that date tonight. Break your dry spell!” The rest of the message wasn’t appropriate for the workplace, but it garnered a smile and blush. 

			Alize chuckled. I won’t tell her it’s “slay.” Her way’s better. Her smile faded as the specter of tomorrow’s dissertation presentation loomed. They told her this would be her last chance for approval. 

			A ping from Filenada chimed, and Alize glanced at her omni-tablet. The message read: “Earthquake attacked again. Lots of casualties, apparently.”

		


		
			Two

			Ruins of Palaios, Uperaygros System, Collective space

			Binary pink moons illuminated the planet’s salty crystalline surface. Between a cracked mesa and a long-forgotten parched riverbed, a huddle of archaeologists’ tents shuddered in the breeze. The gun-toting Humans between the tents enjoyed greater freedom of movement with their gravity harnesses switched off. 

			A sharp gust kicked up azure sand around Rick Crith at the front of his squadron and defeated target. Cold pistol in hand, Rick steadied his breathing. Pointing a loaded weapon at a civilian’s head afforded no joy, even if the person in question was Arkouda. Threatening the unarmed wasn’t his modus operandi, but neither was disobeying orders. He doesn’t need to know I’d rather let him live, Rick thought.

			Rick puffed his cheeks to get the correct Arkouda pronunciation. “Last chance.” The hidden camera affixed to his breather mask would capture the confession and allow Rick to let this guy live.

			Guy’s a historian. Not government, not military. Dammit all.

			Even though he’d incapacitated his captive with precise gunshots to the knees, a cornered Arkouda wasn’t above swiping and biting. Rick didn’t dare inch closer. 

			The civilian whimpered and eyed Rick’s shoulder socket where his arm used to be. “Fine,” he said, returning his gaze to Rick’s eyes. “The Arkouda weren’t the first to master interplanetary travel. Those were our findings. The Collective won’t publish the information and plans to cut our funding. Please…”

			“No. That’s—that’s not what we’re here for.” Maybe Monsieur Tecton would want that tidbit, but that’ll have to get edited. “Admit what the Collective did to Humans.”

			The historian’s expression changed. “Excuse me?”

			“You erased our culture and our history. Destroyed the Mars colony. Passed laws to weaken us. Admit it.”

			The Arkouda snarled. “We only erased what didn’t serve the Collective. We found you in squalor and rescued you. Humans owe us. Do you think anything I say will make more Provincial scum rally to your pitiful cause?”

			Orders were orders. After a fractional hesitation, Rick sighed as he pulled the trigger.

			Crack!

			The plasma bullet ripped through the historian’s dark eye, leaving him winking in death. Purple blood splattered on the corpse’s white fur and on Rick’s boots. Now some damn fanatic will want to buy my boots. Even though this mission failed, he’d earn some extra credits for killing an Arkouda per Earthquake’s policy. He knew a homeless shelter which could use his bonus.

			He stooped over the Arkouda’s splattered brains and foraged for identification on the corpse. Upon discovering this guy’s name, he memorized it and updated his list. I’ll find a way to give you a proper funeral. 

			Rick holstered his pistol and waved to the rest of his crew. “He wouldn’t comply. We’ll get what we need, one way or another.” Phantom pains from his missing left arm tingled, and he fought the instinct to scratch his absent tricep. Rick walked around a cowering Lo-sat historian whose verdant scales shimmered in the harsh sunlight, using his long tail and thin claws to cover his snout. 

			Amid billowing tents and blasted digging drones, the various recruits scattered throughout the dig site. Homemade rifles in hand, each loomed over cowering historians and technicians—most of which sported thin frames or noticeable paunches instead of soldiers’ builds. 

			The aliens shuddered behind overturned tables and piles of excavated sand. One Lo-sat held a hand shovel with his tail, as if he could defend himself.

			Rick grunted. “We’re not getting anything here. Time to ship out!”

			Moreno, Rick’s second-in-command and fifteen years his junior, addressed the squad. “You heard him, Earthquake. Take your shots.”

			“What?” Rick’s heart stopped. “Belay that—!”

			Gunshots and cheers drowned out Rick’s protest. His knees buckled watching the mass execution. Desperate final cries of murdered noncombatants rang out in between the cacophony. 

			As the bloodbath of fur and scales abated, the men and women of Earthquake high-fived and discussed how they’d spend their kill bounties. Images and sounds from earlier horrors threatened the edge of Rick’s consciousness, but he clenched his teeth and banished them. No time for nightmares today.

			Two different recruits squatted over an Arkouda corpse, pilfering what they could from pockets and personal effects.

			When the caterwauling of murder celebration faded, Rick steeled himself. “Let’s head out. The Collective fleet won’t be far behind.” 

			The two looters didn’t budge.

			“Now.”

			One glared at Rick, scoffed, and grumbled before leaving the corpse.

			Unacceptable. They wouldn’t enjoy tomorrow’s training and drills. 

		


		
			Three

			Hen4 Moon, Balliol System, Collective space

			After her shift, Alize found herself in one of her worst nightmares, otherwise known as the place her date picked to eat, more grill than bar. Alize convinced herself Garott Rymon was the best she could do, dude-wise. Not many guys she met were interested beyond one drunken kiss, and those weren’t satisfying anymore. And Garott was employed, which was technically an upgrade from her previous relationship. Calling him “boyfriend” was too much of a stretch considering he selected this Lo-sat meat house after she explained she was a vegan. Twice.

			But Garott at least showed dim interest in a relationship. She wasn’t allergic to the flowers he brought along with her repaired omni-tablet, which she thanked him for. And he almost paid attention, too. At least her tablet worked properly—it was sweet of him to fix it for her.

			Even though he’d broken it.

			“Ali, you gotta try the steak.” Garott pounded the only Human liquor they had. Stench of marinated economic irresponsibility wafted amid the clinking of plates, clatter of silverware, and squeaks of certain menu items. Mostly Lo-sats and wealthier Humans feasted inside, oblivious to how meat overproduction on Earth fueled its prehistoric ecological collapse. 

			“I’ll pass. Not much of an appetite. Lo-sats don’t have vegan options.” Nobody acted more clueless than a man hearing something for the second time.

			“Your loss.” His partially chewed unsustainable meal was on display between words. Pungent spices contaminated his breath.

			Alize inhaled slowly and pushed a drooping curl behind her ear. “Rough week. The dissertation board rejected my latest proposal. Sorry.” 

			“Why?” He managed to close his mouth while chewing, which was an improvement.

			Genuine interest? “They didn’t like the title, they said. But I think they don’t care about prehistory outside the Collective.”

			“Don’t say prehistory. That’s what they want us to do.” He leaned in and glanced around, like anyone else would honestly care. “I bet it’s ‘cause you’re Human. We’re dirt to them.” He released a derisive snort and leaned back, folding his arms.

			Alize stiffened. “That’s not it. Can’t be.”

			“They treat us like second-class citizens. Us and the Makawe.”

			“It’s pronounced Muh-ah-ka-way. And legally, we are. So what? If losers like Earthquake stop rioting, maybe we could get Citizen status.”

			He wiped blood-colored sauce from his lips. “Losers?” he whispered. “Try patriots. Earthquake knows what’s up.” 

			“They’re murderers. Most Arkouda have no connection to official Collective policy, but Earthquake kills indiscriminately.”

			“Whatever. Just sayin’ we shouldn’t be pushed around.” He pounded his drink and “ahh’d” long enough for his breath to carry. “You really think you found something? Like, archaeological stuff?”

			Finally smiling, Alize said, “Think? I know.” She withdrew her omni-tablet and opened the galactic map, highlighting a hazy region on settled space’s edge. “I figured it out. We have this old inscription from the Chamayna in the museum, and I finally had a chance to analyze the stone it’s etched on.”

			“She-meina?”

			“Cha-may-na. The ones I’ve been studying? The main thing I’ve discussed?”

			“Oh, right.”

			Alize sighed. “Only two moons in the former Chamayna sectors haven’t been colonized or turned into mining centers.” Talking research lightened her mood. “And I snagged a scan of one. Totally empty!”

			“Uh, that’s bad, isn’t it?”

			“Well, no, that means the tablet in my museum came from the other moon. Something big is there, waiting to be discovered.”

			A Lo-sat patron passed, her long, scaled tail only centimeters away from Garott’s arm, and he shied away like a child fleeing an insect. He cleared his throat and adjusted his arm in a fake-macho way. “Like, valuable?”

			Of course, this putz understands that. 

			“Yeah, the inscription in the museum is incomplete, but it describes a superweapon. Archaeological find of the millenia, and I figured out where it is. Or at least where it should be.”

			Garott swallowed and leaned closer. 

			He’s finally listening? I’ll be in trouble if he keeps looking at me like that.

			“So when I propose my dissertation again, I’m going to show the board where it is. And if they accept, maybe I can lead an expedition.”

			His eyebrow arched. “They’d do that for a student?” 

			Good question. Painful one. “I’m hoping they’ll instantly fall in love with the idea.” 

			A trio of Lo-sat waiters passed, carrying a decorative terrarium of rodents to a table of other Lo-sats nearby. The creatures squeaked, likely unaware of their fate.

			“How come nobody else read the inscription and researched this superweapon before? Seems like something the polar bears would want. I could definitely see a slimy Bowsit trying to pilfer a tomb for anything it could sell.”

			“If you think Lo-sat are slimy, maybe we shouldn’t go to their restaurants. Only a few people spent the time to learn Chamayna. A few Lo-sat linguists, mostly. There’s not a ton of scholarly consensus, so I could be wrong of course.”

			He rolled his eyes and swallowed another bite. 

			Alize frowned and glared at him. “I’m not wrong. This moon has something. If the university doesn’t fund a dig or an expedition or something, they’re missing out.”

			“Hm.” He shrugged, his gaze lightyears away.

			Alize sipped her water. Her stomach attempted roaring. Another waft of Garott’s damp overly spiced breath assaulted her nose, quieting her raging appetite. “Are you almost done?”

			Garott raised his eyebrows. “So, you, uh, wanna get out of here?” He made a show of placing a crumpled napkin over the picked-clean bones on his plate.

			Cringe or end the dry spell? “No, I’m feeling a little sick.” She left alone, dignity intact. 

		


		
			Four

			<SENDER ENCRYPTED>  <RECIPIENT ENCRYPTED> 

			Rick stared into the screen, waiting for his connection to Monsieur Jacques Tecton to establish. The blank reflection forced him to see the mandatory Earthquake haircut. Lopsided. Jagged. What he’d give for a fresh buzz. And the mandatory tattoos weren’t much better. The whole getup nixed plainclothes infiltration.

			With a dull hum, Tecton’s angular features materialized onscreen. Tecton called from his home, not mobile headquarters. The greenish tint of the almost-clean Earth sky peeked through the windows behind him.

			Didn’t listen to me about that, either. At least he’s not in his Senate office. Rick nodded. “Good morning, sir.”

			“Crith.” Jacques’ acidic accent contrasted most Earthers. “Why am I seeing ‘mission failure’ on your report? It was a success.” Tecton’s thick brow creased across his forehead.

			Rick straightened. “The archaeologist wouldn’t say what we wanted. Even after threats and a show of force. Then my squad misunderstood an order and killed their whole team.” Rick paused. “All civilian casualties. We didn’t get anything valuable.” Because there’s no mystical silver bullet out there or magic wand to end our war for you, and if there were, the Arkouda won’t dig it up and hand it to us. 

			“I have copies of the recording, Crith. You don’t need to rehash it to me.”

			Rick clenched his jaw and let out a thin exhale through his nostrils, careful not to flare them or tense his facial expression. “So you can see it was in fact unsuccessful.”

			“Fifteen dead Collective Citizens. Ten of them damn polar bears. That makes for a successful mission.”

			“We’re not terrorists, sir.”

			“Of course not, Crith.” Tecton leaned into the camera, taunting Rick with his sensible haircut. “We’re a political organization. Symbols matter.”

			“Sir, the policy of labeling any mission a success on the basis of dead bodies is poor strategy and misleading. Our objective—”

			“Your objective, Crith? Follow orders. Disagreeing is poor strategy. Don’t forget who accepted you after the Collective military abandoned you.”

			Rick’s nostrils flared. “I’m sorry, sir. Won’t happen again. Failed missions will be renamed.”

			“Don’t sass me. The lead archaeologist—did he say anything else off the recording about how the Arkouda lost the space race?”

			Four thousand years before Humans learned to forge steel? Who cares? Rick shook his head. “I left the recording on the entire time. Everything he said, you have.”

			“Shit.” Tecton pushed his normal hair back with his left hand. “In your estimation, is it worth sending a team back there to dig up more information?”

			Disobeying orders, an eyebrow cocked. “No, sir. The Collective fleet would crawl all over the area. They’ll destroy or lock away whatever information those historians uncovered. Extracting information from an archives vault would be a poor use of resources and manpower. Too many casualties for us. Any information gained has a low likelihood of utility.”

			“Mm. Well, we can use your clip to embarrass the Arkouda. And he didn’t say anything about who mastered interplanetary travel first? It couldn’t have been the Lo-sat.”

			Rick shook his head. “And it couldn’t be the Makawe, either. My guess is the Blekk, but that seems wrong.”

			“Of course it does. The Blekk are thugs and pirates. Any tech they have is stolen.” Tecton let out a disdainful chuckle. “But you know that from your years with the enemy, don’t you?”

			Rick squinted enough to obscure his vision. “Yes, sir. The Blekk I fought were ruthless. I also met some lovely Blekk traders, too. And one musician.”

			“I’m sure.” Tecton folded his arms over his chest. “The media wing has the next recruiting ad ready. I’ll have them send it to you, so you’re not shocked when you see it.”

			Rick’s face obeyed orders and didn’t wince. “Oh?”

			“It’s tasteful. You’re shirtless, holding the bloody stump of an Arkouda head. Giant letters at the bottom say ‘Human Independence Now.’ It’s very eye-catching. It’ll draw more to the cause. They even airbrushed your wrinkles and touched up your grays.”

			“You don’t have to lie about my age.” Rick wondered if they’d put claw marks on his shoulder stump this time.

			Tecton waved a hand. “Also, there’s a new recruit joining your team. He has information. I’m trusting him to you. You’ll get your mission after he’s vetted. This could get you that promotion you’ve whined about, so get it done. My way.”

			“Yes, s—”

			The transmission cut from the other end. Rick clenched his fist. If this recruit was garbage, there’d be hell to pay. 

		


		
			Five

			Hen4 Moon, Balliol System, Collective space

			Wearing her one nice suit, Alize greeted the approval committee who hadn’t approved her yet, in a stuffy room with stuffier academics, seated around a parabolic table. 

			What’re the chances they’ve noticed I wear the same outfit each time? 

			Four Arkouda, two Lo-sats. All professors with more tenure than she had years alive, none of whom had done any real fieldwork in decades. They were all seated, yet they loomed over the standing Alize all the same.

			Dr. Ioann, a shrill Arkouda who reeked of day-old stimbrew, began the proceeding. “Provincial Oze.”

			DAMMIT, IT’S TWO SYLLABLES NOT ONE! “Yes?” she asked in a quiet, decisive voice. The wall-to-wall bookshelves stuffed with artifacts absorbed more sound than they should have, weakening her voice further. The table meant for larger aliens made her appear even smaller.

			“This is your final hearing. After your last presentation with your ridiculous teleportation hypothesis…” The voluminous professor adjusted the mono-goggle over his left eye, adding to his pompous air. “The board agreed you appear unwilling to make the requisite changes. Archaeology requires flexibility and adaptation. If you don’t pass today, we won’t hear another proposal until you’ve completed more coursework.”

			Adaptation and flexibility, huh? Then why’re you stuffy pricks so stubborn? She knew her Chamayna teleportation theory sounded insane, but their artwork supported it.

			Dr. Lon-Suon, an old Lo-sat, stroked the verdant scales under his chin and nodded. “Your theories and proposals must benefit the Collective. If it doesn’t advance our culture, it won’t be accepted. This is how research survives. We learn from the past to improve the present and future.”

			Alize nodded, inhaling whatever calm she could. “Thank you, professors. Well, the Chamayna, although officially classified as a failed civilization, will have much to offer us. We can learn from their mistakes.” The Arkouda cracked their necks and the Lo-sat slapped their tails to the ground and clicked claws on the table. 

			Jerks. A room full of musty Human academics would’ve rolled their eyes. At least that’s quiet.

			Clearing her throat, she continued, “I examined a late-period Chamayna stone tablet. After sampling the mineral deposit on the inscription, and analyzing the carbon, cross-referencing galactic substrata, I found the potential location of a Chamayna tomb. I believe an artifact is located there. What I’ll share today is the requisite equipment, crew, and budget for an expedition and preliminary dig.” 

			Shouldn’t have said potential. 

			Dr. Vo-Danh, the other Lo-sat, slightly extended his neck frills. “And how’d you sample the minerals from a Chamayna inscription?” 

			Uh-oh. “Great question, professor—”

			Dr. Kaoutsuk, another Arkouda, leaned forward, small round ears flattening. “How’d you run those samples through a carbon analyzer?”

			Bad. Bad. Very bad.

			After a growl which would’ve scared a statue, Dr. Ioann rose, furry paws smacking the table. “Provincial Oze, did you break into the university museum?”

			“She works there.” Dr. Lon-Suon raised his tail, neck frills extending. “She could potentially have faked credentials to access artifacts directly.”

			Alize’s plastered smile faltered. “That’s not quite what happened, distinguished members of the board. You see—”

			Dr. Kaoutsuk folded flabby arms over her embroidered tunic. “How many other artifacts have you tampered with?”

			Dr. Vo-Danh’s neck frills quivered. “And how much university equipment have you used without authorization?”

			Alize met the room full of judgmental gazes. “Well, professors, I have found the location of something valuable. Priceless, actually.”

			Dr. Ioann waved a paw. “That’s quite enough, Oze. We’ll examine security footage and rule on your expulsion.”

			So that’s a no, then?

			“Don’t—don’t you want to hear where this moon is? And what’s on it?”

			Dr. Vo-Danh scoffed. “We’re more interested in what else we could’ve been doing aside from humoring your reckless antics.”

			Reckless antics, huh? This is the discovery of a lifetime. 

			Alize dared to raise her voice more than a Provincial should. “What if I received proper authorization for the artifact and the university equipment?”

			“Can Dr. Dikaio at the museum confirm this?”

			Alize stared at her scuffed shoes.

			Dr. Ioann sat and motioned for the others to join. “I thought so. Dismissed. You’ll be notified of your expulsion status within the week. Until then, you may not attend classes.”

			And how long before Dr. Dikaio finds out?

			“Report to Dr. Dikaio for whatever termination or suspension plans she has for you. We’re calling her now.”

			Head hung low, Alize left. She knew Pops was in hospice, praying for her. 

			Sorry. Years of bragging about his daughter, a future archaeologist … down the drain.

			These university wing hallways were far too large. Designed with Arkouda in mind, the ceilings and doorways towered, and the doors weighed more than most people. Other students passed, mostly Arkouda with the occasional Lo-sat. 

			An elderly Human mopped a fresh stimbrew spill. Alize cringed as his weak arms rotated the handle. She approached him and grabbed the spilled cup on the floor. His eyes were bright, and his voice was hoarse. “Aw, you didn’t have to do that.”

			Alize nodded. “You looked like you were having a rough day.” She tossed the cup in the trash bag attached to his cart.

			“Seeing a Human student here makes it a great day.” He winked at her. “Makes me think of my son here one day, too.”

			“Yep.” Alize turned on her heel and left, biting her cheek and blinking back a tear. She withdrew her omni-tablet and pinged Fil. How does 97 beers sound?

			Ping. Odd number, huh? Bad news? Before Alize lifted a thumb to respond, another ping arrived. First one to get hit on by a creepy guy picks up the tab. 

			A smile returned to Alize before the crushing reality sank in. 

		


		
			Six 

			On an unnamed asteroid in the Kuiper Belt, Human demilitarized zone

			The closed office door must have been the universe’s signal to send someone to interrupt Rick. Two knocks, a half-pause between them.

			Amanda.

			“Come in.” Rick didn’t use the formality the recruits received. The Earthquake insignia on the wall reminded him this wasn’t a real military, and he didn’t need to be so formal, but the recruits needed discipline. She didn’t.

			Amanda Martinez stepped inside, frizzy hair bobbing, resisting the mandatory lopsided hairstyle. Her blazer tastefully covered her tattoos. 

			“Got the new updates?” Rick asked.

			“Of course.” Her bright smile displayed immaculate teeth. “But I don’t know why you bother with these. It’s not like anything ever comes of these catches.”

			“Still. Every job in the pool is worth examining.”

			“Please take me with you when you’re promoted, all right?”

			Rick flashed a rare grin. “Naturally. I don’t trust most goons tossed my way.” She didn’t need to know he’d take her anywhere. “Who do we have?” 

			“So, a small-time Lo-sat crook ripped off one of the smuggle fronts.” Amanda waved her hand dismissively.

			“Which one?”

			“The meat shippers. He used them to smuggle a group of people off a settled moon and never paid the crew for the service.”

			“How much of a rip-off was this?”

			Amanda glanced at her omni-tablet. “Wealthy marks, so we could’ve gotten a good amount for them.”

			“This Lo-sat thief have a name?” Rick shifted in his chair, and the uneven leg tapped the floor with a click.

			Another glance at her omni-tablet. “Yeah. Tentrom Binh.”

			Rick clicked his tongue. “I hate to correct you, but your pronunciation needs work. Ten-trom. And that’s his last name. Binh’s a first name. Don’t make the ‘H’ so hard. They don’t like that. Their whole language is monosyllabic.”

			She raised a dark eyebrow. “Really?”

			“Pronunciation matters. We want to be taken seriously, so we take them seriously.”

			Amanda pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “So what’s the plan? The bounty probably won’t make up for the fuel we’d need to reach his last known location.”

			“No,” Rick sighed. “If you can, get me the comm-link for the ship captain he screwed over. I think I know what type of guy this Binh character is. If he doesn’t know we know, he’ll pull this stunt again. I’ll tell the captain what to do.”

			“So you want to split the bounty with him?”

			“No. The whole bounty system’s ridiculous, Amanda. We should help each other out in this organization because we have the same goal.”

			Amanda shook her head. “How will you ever get promoted and get me onto a planetary base with an attitude like that?”

			“I’m fixing Earthquake. If you don’t like it, plenty of other squad leaders need assistants.” Too harsh. Rick cleared his throat. “You’re a damn good employee. I’m sorry my methods skew unconventional. I’ll make sure you’re compensated if I get passed over for a promotion. And if you choose to leave, I’ll write you a recommendation for whichever squad you want to join.”

			Amanda averted her eyes. “I was teasing. Besides, those other squad leaders might put something in their offices like decorations and pictures of their families.”

			“Good to know. I have my framed dishonorable discharge papers.” 

			“That doesn’t count.” Amanda pursed her lips. “You never let anyone talk about it, so why bring it up with me?”

			Rick met her eyes for a second longer than he should have and overcorrected, staring into the riveted metal walls that needed a scrub. “Put me through to that shipping captain.”

		


		
			Seven

			Hen4 Moon, Balliol System, Collective space

			A few days passed and Alize’s massive hangover almost did, too. Pops’ bare and taciturn hospital room seemed more appropriate for someone joyless like Dr. Dikaio. Alize’s daily cards and Filenada’s weekly flowers brought some joy into the room, but they barely dissipated the sanitized ammonia stench permeating the wing. 

			A bed, table, a meager viewscreen, and a half-functioning nurse mech cluttered the cramped space. Filenada had told Alize some tricks to secure Pops a citizen’s room, but those lacked proper equipment for an ailing Human, anyway. And those beds were too massive and stiff. Pops shouldn’t have to army crawl to reach his water. 

			Alize opened the curtain with the back of her hand. “Pops?”

			“I’m awake, sweetie.” His rasp made him sound like a grandfather, not a dad.

			A shell of his former self, Pops lay in bed, his personality and memories trapped in a decaying body. His gaunt smile greeted her. “Don’t tell me—they loved your presentation.” The brightness in his dark eyes contrasted his emaciated frame. “I knew they would.” 

			“Not this time.” Alize crept over and grabbed his cold hand, knuckles like loose marbles dotted with liver spots.

			He grimaced and blinked hard. “What a bunch of hacks. You’ll get ‘em next time. They don’t know what they’re missing, Little Leezy.”

			A smile creased her face. “Thanks, Pops.”

			“How ‘bout those scans you, uh—” he winked with effort, “didn’t borrow my old custodian’s keys to get?”

			She returned the exaggerated wink. “Those keys I certainly didn’t borrow and the rock I certainly didn’t tamper with brought some hypothetically interesting results.”

			“I thought they might … not.” He laughed, which devolved into a coughing fit. His coughs, practically convulsions, made him wince each time.

			Alize signaled the nurse mech for some water. “Calm down. No more joking. I found it.”

			“Really?” His eyes brightened like when he’d checked her grades before the diagnosis.

			“You seem awfully excited about a weapon for a draft dodger.”

			“Conscientious objector, excuse me.” Another wink. “Honey, I don’t care it’s a weapon. I care that you’ve studied the inscription and all those Chamayna artifacts since you could walk.”

			“Pops…” She rolled her eyes, but a smile sprouted. 

			“Leezy, I’m serious. Superweapon, superplunger, superwater, doesn’t matter. You found something and stuck to your ideas. That’s my girl.”

			She pulled in her bottom lip. “Thanks, Pops. You’re the best.” She hugged his bony body. How she missed the days when he hoisted her on his shoulder and wandered around the museum. Even after Mom left. 

			“So Alize…” his tone darkened.

			“Don’t say it.”

			“Honey, you can’t leave this conversation again.” He straightened, grunting with the effort. “Will you hear me out?”

			She tensed her shoulders. Don’t drop this bomb on me, Pops. You’re fine. Please.

			“Some Collective lawyers came by today. Nice ladies. Got my affairs in order.”

			“You’ve never had an affair in your life.” Alize forced a grin. “So I know you’re not hiding a secret family.”

			He slowly raised and lowered his eyebrows. “Heh. Well, I don’t have much money to give to anybody. But what I have is going to you.”

			Sweat beaded on her lower neck. “Well, the guy who never had an affair only has one kid. Shocker.”

			“Alize.”

			Damn.

			He blinked hard. “They gave me a month. Probably less. They’ll move me to their dying ward soon.”

			“A month.” That’s it, then. “But…”

			“No buts, dear. The doctors and nurse bots confirmed it. You need to accept it.”

			“Can we get a second opinion?”

			His eyes darkened. “It’s not a matter of opinion, Little Leezy.”

			“But—”

			Pops grunted. “What’d I say about no buts?” Moisture appeared around his eyelids. “Don’t make this harder. Hey, I wanted to give you something.”

			Alize gave a stiff nod. Pops needed her strong. She’d tell Fil, and they could cry later at the bar. “Yeah?” Her voice cracked. Talking was a mistake. Tears bulged, matching Pops’.

			“It’s not much but check out what the social worker gave me.” He nodded toward the small table. A wristband, pulsing green light, sat between a card and a flower vase. Hoisting a bony arm, he pointed to an identical one on his wrist. “Put it on.”

			Alize nodded and complied. “So we can match? Your hospital gown isn’t fashionable enough?”

			A thin smile crept along his face. “If I could make that old jumpsuit look good, I can work this gown, too. This wristband isn’t quite a fashion statement. It’s a heart monitor. Super-long-distance reception. So we can stay connected.” His lit and flashed the same green. “This way, we’ll know our hearts are beating. When one of us gets nervous, it’ll speed up—”

			She gave a knowing nod, and a hospital PA system interrupted Pops, guttural Arkouda words rang in her ears, calling some doctor to prosthetics. 

			“—and we can say a little prayer for each other. I hate how I can’t go and cheer you on for your research proposals.”

			“Pops, you’d punch one of my professors if they said anything negative.”

			He shook a weak fist. “You say punch, I say knock sense into. It’s an act of mercy, not aggression.” His tone softened. “Come here. The bands’ range spans the galaxy. There’s a little delay the farther you go, but the manual said it’ll work across lightyears no problem. So if you found that moon, I want you to take the last bit of my money and get there. Whether the university or museum supports it or not.”

			“Pops, I’m not abandoning you. You only have a—” Nope. Not saying it.

			Pops turned his head toward his shoulder, hiding his face. A slight tremor in his lips told the whole story. “It’s your time to shine. It’s bad enough for you to see me like this. And I don’t want my last thought to be how I kept you back. You earned this, baby girl. You deserve it.”

			If Alize chomped on her cheek any harder, she’d bleed. “If the university grants me an expedition and fast-tracks it, I could be there and back in a month.”

			“Don’t worry about that. I already know you’re right, Little Leezy. Now it’s time for the galaxy to see. First Human archaeologist in the Collective.” His shaking voice and trembling eyelids told the truth. “Maybe I’ll see your Mom after I pass. I wonder if she’ll give me a tongue-lashing for all that museum food I snuck you over the years.” 

			Alize forced a smile. “You know it, Pops. I’ll make you proud.”

			His shoulders slackened and his face brightened. “You do every day.”

		


		
			Eight

			Earthquake internal messenger:

			SENDER: Crith, Rodrick

			RECIPIENT: Tecton, Jacques

			SUBJECT: Potential allies

			Sir, 

			My contact with the Makawe Freedom Coalition responded. They’re clean. They weren’t keen on revealing their upcoming attack plans, but they’re open to future collaboration. I cannot overemphasize how important positive interaction would be. The Makawe have more people against the Collective than sympathizing with it, unlike Humans. If we cooperate with them, we gain a strategic advantage. We wouldn’t need to fight side by side for the practical reasons of lodging and language, but if we coordinated, we could force the Collective military to fight on opposite ends of the galaxy. To accomplish this, we need to show the Makawe we’re committed to Human independence only. They don’t wish to trade one tyrant for another. 

			Sir, I hate to tell you, but they have legitimate concerns with some of the rhetoric associated with our organization. They didn’t appreciate the comparison to extinct Earth crustaceans. Few of the other squad leaders seem to heed our mission of independence. The xenophobia hurts the cause, both politically, by making us less popular, and militarily, since some commanders appear more focused on killing than mission objectives. If we can cull that xenophobia and racism, more Humans inside Collective space would take us seriously, and we wouldn’t have to solely rely on frontier settlements. 

			I also received a communique from a Blekk mercenary leader, a guy by the name of Sjorover—no
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