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    For everyone who's ever felt like they didn't belong—
until they found the crew that made sense of the noise.




  
"The river doesn't ask if the fish wants to swim."
— Viskari proverb

"Trust is the most dangerous gamble—and the only one worth taking."
— Inscription on Chronos Station, 247 years before its fall






Chapter 1: The Drift

The vibration pattern didn't belong to her ship.

Kira's forearm whiskers registered it instantly—a foreign rhythm buried in the familiar pulse of Shadow's Edge. Someone had been transmitting. From inside the vessel. The signal had stopped three minutes ago, but the ghost of it still echoed through the hull plating where she lay curled in her comfort-crawl, reading the metal like a surgeon reading a pulse.

Thresh. His console. Encrypted burst, aimed outsystem.

Her claws extended without conscious thought. Six months of running from Hrak's Whisper Pack, and someone aboard her ship had just painted a target on their hull.

She forced herself to breathe. Forced her claws to retract. Read it again. Be certain.

The ventilation shaft pressed against her spine—cool metal, neutral scent, the perfect darkness of safety. Her crawl. Every Mura had one: that tight, enclosed space where no predator could flank you and no scent-trail could find you. The elders said a Mura without a crawl was a Mura half-feral, waiting to fracture.

Right now, hers was the only thing keeping her from doing something stupid.

Thresh. The name tasted like ash. He'd been with them since before Korrath, since before Zero died holding off twelve Dharkari hunters so the rest of them could run. He'd cracked military encryptions that should have been uncrackable, found data-trails that should have been invisible. He was brilliant and nervous and twitchy, and she'd trusted him.

Following the dust, the voice that sounded like her mother's whispered. You trusted him and now you're dead.

But the vibration pattern told her something else too. The transmission had been outbound, yes—but it had also been brief. Too brief for coordinates or detailed intelligence. And underneath Thresh's console, she'd caught something else: the sharp tang of breakthrough-excitement bleeding through his scent-glands, cutting through the neutral air filtration.

Not fear. Not guilt. Excitement.

He found something.

Below her, through the grate, Zara's prosthetic arm caught the dim light—that military-grade limb propped against the wall where Kira had placed it four months ago. Zero's arm. Zero's ghost. Another face in the chorus of the dead, joining Sable in the hollow where Kira kept her grief locked down tight.

Five years of following the dust for Sable. Five years of dead leads and cold trails. And Thresh had been picking at Marcus's stolen data for three weeks, the data they'd nearly died for on Korrath, the data that was supposed to finally tell her who had killed her partner.

If Thresh had cracked it—if he'd actually found something—

Her whiskers caught the change before she consciously processed it. Footsteps. Light. Fast. The tell-tale click of claws on deck plating that couldn't quite commit to stealth.

Thresh. Coming toward her quarters.

Something in his stride wasn't right. Too quick. Too purposeful. The way he moved when discovery overrode his usual twitchy hesitation.

Kira uncurled from the shaft, sliding through the access panel into her quarters with practiced silence. She landed on all fours, claws half-extended, weight balanced for either violence or retreat. Then the door chime sounded, and his voice came muffled through the barrier:

"Captain. You need to see this."



His scent hit her before she finished opening the door: sharp with focus-sweat, layered with breakthrough-excitement, threading through with that nervous energy he carried like a second fur coat. His patched orange-and-white coloring—the kind of visible pattern that marked defectives in proper Mura society—seemed brighter in the corridor light.

He was grooming. Fingers running through the fur behind his left ear, the one missing its tip from some incident he never discussed. The tell was so reliable she'd stopped reading anything else about him.

"The encryption," he said, words tumbling fast. "Marcus's data. I cracked the last layer."

The transmission. She almost asked about it. Almost demanded answers. But something in his scent stopped her—the excitement was too pure, too unguarded. Whatever that signal had been, Thresh didn't know it had given him away.

Wait. Watch. Let him show you what he found.

Kira's ears rotated forward despite herself. "Show me."

She followed him through the ship, whiskers trailing along the bulkhead to read the temperature gradients and vibration patterns of Shadow's Edge in transit. The common areas were warmer than the Mura-designed sections—a compromise temperature that left Coral comfortable and Kira slightly too warm. She'd adapted. They all had.

Through an open door, she caught a glimpse of steam curling from Coral's bathing chamber. The Viskari was submerged to her shoulders in temperature-controlled water, double-length whiskers resting on the surface like floating threads, nictitating membranes half-closed in contemplation. Coral didn't look up as they passed. Didn't need to. The Viskari had already catalogued their footsteps, their scents, their presence. She was always reading the currents, even the ones that weren't made of water.

Thresh's server closet was located in the maintenance section—a modified storage space crammed with electronics that hummed at frequencies Kira found almost pleasant. Warm processors threw heat patterns across the cramped interior, creating a thermal landscape that Thresh navigated with obvious comfort. His crawl. Not a ventilation shaft, but a nest of warm machines and flickering holoscreens.

"Here." Thresh's claws danced across the interface, pulling up data streams that painted the closet in blue light. Kira squinted—too bright, always too bright when Thresh got excited—and stepped closer.

"Military-grade encryption on the final layer," Thresh continued, grooming again. "Someone really didn't want this found. But I've been picking at it for three weeks, and—" He made a small sound of satisfaction. "Whisker-work, if I say so myself."

"Silent landing," Kira agreed, and watched his ears lift at the praise. "What did you find?"

The data coalesced into something coherent. Charts. Shipping manifests. Coordinates that made no immediate sense.

"Three things." Thresh held up one finger. "First: Chronos Station. We have confirmation. The location of Gravity Core GC-0001, the oldest known Core in documented history. It's there, Captain. Inside the station."

Kira's whiskers pulled forward. "The station that went dark forty years ago."

"The same." Thresh's tail-tip twitched. "Deep in the accretion disk of black hole Maw-7. Time dilation means one day inside equals—"

"Seven days outside." She'd heard the legends. Every pilot had. The Forever Station, where a research team had gone to study temporal phenomena and never returned. "Seven-point-three to one, technically—the equations get messy near an event horizon." She shrugged off the precision. "What else?"

"Second: patterns." Thresh pulled up another display, this one showing connections like a web of luminous threads. "Systematic Core acquisition spanning fifty years. This wasn't random, Captain. Someone's been collecting Gravity Cores deliberately. Funded operation, connections to what looked like accidents, disappearances, cover-ups."

He paused. The grooming stopped.

"One of those connections is Sable's mission. Five years ago."

The temperature in the closet didn't change, but Kira felt cold thread through her fur regardless. Her forearm whiskers pressed flat against her skin, and something in her chest constricted like a claw tightening around prey.

Sable.

"Show me," she said, and her voice came out steady enough to pass.

Thresh's claws brought up the file. Travel routes. Contracts. A node in the web that connected to a dozen other nodes, and in the center, a designation that meant nothing to anyone else but her: Contact Terminated. Asset Redirected. Trail Severed.

Trail severed. As if Sable had been a loose thread, snipped clean.

The words blurred. Kira blinked, forced them back into focus. Sable had been so many things—partner, mentor, the closest thing to family Kira had allowed herself since leaving her birth-clan. They'd run together for three years, taking jobs that required two sets of paws, two sets of whiskers, two minds thinking in parallel. Sable had taught her that trust wasn't weakness, that sometimes you could move faster together than alone.

And then Sable had taken a solo job. A favor for an old contact. "Easy credits," she'd said, nose-touching Kira's ear in that way that meant don't worry. "Back in a week."

She'd never come back. And now Kira knew why—not an accident, not bad luck, but deliberate elimination. Trail severed.

Who were you running from? she asked the ghost. What did you find?

"There's something else." Thresh's voice had gone careful now, the way it did when he was delivering bad news. "Fragmentary references buried in the research files. Something about 'consciousness echoes.' Energy patterns. Voice models."

"Voice?"

"I don't know what it means yet. The data's incomplete. But the Chronos expedition was studying more than time dilation. They were studying the Core itself, trying to match its energy signature to something theoretical." He shrugged, a human gesture he'd picked up from Zero. "I'm still parsing it."

Kira's ears flattened, then rose. Then flattened again. Forearm says yes, ears say run. The old saying. Her instincts were screaming in contradictory directions—forward toward answers, backward toward safety.

Five years of following the dust. Five years of dead ends and cold trails and the growing certainty that she would never know who killed Sable, or why, or what her partner had been running from. She'd traced contracts, tracked contacts, followed whispers through a dozen systems. Every lead had died. Every thread had frayed to nothing.

Until Marcus. Until the betrayal that had almost killed them all on Korrath had given her this—stolen data worth dying for, and maybe worth living for too.

And now a thread. Real. Solid. Leading somewhere.

"We need to talk to the others," she said. "All of them."



The common area smelled of three species overlapping: Kira's neutral wash, Thresh's anxiety-sharpened musk, and Coral's water-tinged calm. The temperature hovered at the compromise point—cool enough for Kira, humid enough for Coral, and Thresh just dealt with it because he dealt with everything by not complaining. They gathered around the central table with personal food bowls arranged in the sacred geometry of species: Kira's sealed container marked with her scent-signature, Thresh's smaller bowl with the chip on the rim he refused to replace, and a shared platter that Coral ate from without comment because Viskari adapted.

The table itself bore scratches from six months of use—claw marks, water rings, the general wear of a crew learning to share space. Kira had mapped every imperfection. She could navigate this room blindfolded, by temperature and texture and the way sounds echoed off the curved walls.

Kira stood. She always stood at briefings. Mura didn't sit when survival might require running. Her paw-pads pressed flat against the deck plating, reading the vibrations of the ship and her crew simultaneously—Thresh's nervous foot-tap, Coral's absolute stillness, the steady hum of Shadow's Edge carrying them through the void.

Thresh had claimed his usual chair, tail wrapped around one leg like an anchor, claws tapping an irregular rhythm on the table's edge. Coral occupied the seat beside him, still as deep water, her webbed fingers resting palm-down on the surface. Her nictitating membranes were fully retracted—she was paying attention, cataloguing, processing.

Kira activated the harmonic bubble before she spoke. The device hummed at the edge of hearing, creating an interference pattern that would turn their words to mush for anyone listening beyond arm's reach. Sound-privacy. The Mura way. Thresh had built this particular bubble himself—better than military grade, he claimed, though Kira suspected he was only sixty percent right. Still, sixty percent was better than nothing.

"Chronos Station," she began. "Gravity Core GC-0001. We know where it is."

Thresh projected the data into the center of the table. Blue light painted their fur, their scales, their varied features. Kira squinted against the brightness, and Thresh—reading her tell—dimmed the display without being asked. Small courtesies. The kind of thing crews learned about each other.

Pack behavior, her mother's voice whispered. She ignored it.

"The oldest known Core," Thresh added. "The research station went dark forty years ago."

"The black hole." Coral's voice was low, unhurried, like water over smooth stones. "Time moves differently there."

"One day inside. Seven days outside." Kira let that sink in. "We'd age a week in a day."

Coral's nictitating membranes slid halfway closed—contemplation, not rejection. "But Hrak ages seven days while we're inside. His fleet loses ground."

She understands. Of course she did. Coral understood currents, and time dilation was just another current—one that flowed in their favor if they were fast enough to ride it.

"There's more," Kira said. She made herself continue, made herself push the words out before her throat could close around them. "The data contains a pattern. Systematic Core acquisition spanning decades. Funded. Organized. Covered up."

She paused. The harmonic bubble hummed.

"One of those acquisitions connects to Sable's mission. Five years ago."

Neither Thresh nor Coral looked surprised. They'd both been with her long enough to know the name, to understand what it meant when Kira went still and quiet, when her scent shifted from controlled to something that tasted like old grief.

"Someone hired Marcus to betray Sable," Kira continued. "This data might tell us who."

Thresh's grooming intensified. "We're not just talking about a fortune anymore."

"No." Kira met his eyes, then Coral's. "We're talking about answers. And a fortune. And getting inside one of the most dangerous locations in mapped space while Hrak's fleet is still three systems out."

The silence stretched. Coral's stillness had shifted—not passive now, but coiled, like a predator waiting for the precise moment to strike.

"The river doesn't ask if the fish wants to swim," Coral said.

Kira felt her whiskers pull forward. In three months of working together, she'd never heard Coral string that many words together at once.

"Meaning?"

Coral's nictitating membranes opened fully. Her dark eyes held depths that Kira couldn't read—Viskari emotional tells were alien to her, water-signals she'd never learned to parse.

"I was exiled from my river for showing fear," Coral said. Her voice stayed low, steady, that same current-smoothness that never seemed to rise or fall regardless of content. "For warning others instead of confronting danger silently. My people called it cowardice."

Thresh had stopped grooming. Even his tail had gone still.

"They were wrong. Caution is not cowardice." Coral's webbed fingers spread across the table, then contracted, a gesture Kira didn't understand but felt the weight of nonetheless. "But sometimes the current carries you regardless of what you choose."

She paused. When she continued, her voice had dropped another register, as if she were speaking from somewhere deep beneath the surface.

"This job. The answers you need. The fortune we could make. The danger we face." Coral's membranes slid closed, then open again. "The river doesn't ask if the fish wants to swim. It takes us where it will."

Another pause. Then:

"So swim, Captain. We swim with you."

The words settled through Kira like stones sinking into water. She'd never heard Coral's exile story. Had never asked. Hadn't thought to ask. How long had the Viskari been carrying that weight? How many of them carried burdens Kira had never bothered to see?

She was supposed to be the one who read people. The infiltrator. The ghost. And she hadn't even known her own crew's scars.

Pack-dependent, her mother's voice whispered. Needing them. Knowing them. Same thing.

Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn't. Maybe she was too tail-heavy about the distinction to think clearly.

"The job is on," Kira said. "Thresh, timeline."

Thresh's claws resumed their tapping, steadier now. The nervous energy had shifted to something more focused—he had a task, a direction, a problem to solve. Mura did better with problems to solve. They all did.

"Three weeks to reach Maw-7 at best speed. That assumes no detours, no complications, no Hrak-related incidents."

"Unlikely," Coral murmured. "The current never flows straight."

"Assume the current bends," Kira agreed. "Resources we'll need."

"A time-dilation specialist." Thresh pulled up another file, this one showing technical specifications that made Kira's whiskers twitch with incomprehension. Thresh lived in this language of frequencies and equations; she lived in the language of bodies and spaces. "Someone who can read the temporal boundaries, navigate the station without getting us trapped in a gravity well or aged into dust."

"Aged into dust." Coral's membranes flickered. "That's not a metaphor, is it."

"No." Thresh's grooming intensified. "The Chronos approach has zones where time moves at different rates. Step from one to another wrong and..." He made a snapping motion with his claws. "Parts of you age faster than others. The documented deaths are not pleasant reading."

Kira filed that away. Another thing to not tell the crew about. Another burden to carry alone.

Pack leaders don't share every danger, her mother's voice said. But you're not a pack leader. You're supposed to be alone.

"Names?" she asked, pushing the voice aside.

"Nix. Vas'sari engineer. Ears like sensor dishes, runs thermal calculations in her head. She's the best at time-dilation systems in the Outer Reaches. Maybe the only one who's actually mapped a temporal boundary and lived."

"Vas'sari." Kira rolled the word around. She'd met the fennec-kin species before—small, impossibly fast, almost no scent to track. They ran hot despite their size, and they had no fear. That last part made them either useful or dangerous. Sometimes both.

"Who else?"

Coral spoke again, her voice returning to its usual understated register. "We need muscle. Zara's role..."

The word hung in the air. Zara. The absence. The hole in their formation where Zero should have been—loud and laughing and throwing grenades at problems that needed subtlety.

"Unfilled," Kira finished. "We'll find someone." She didn't let herself think about what finding someone meant. About replacement. About moving on. About teaching someone new how to work with them, trust them, die for them if necessary.

Zero hadn't hesitated. Whoever replaced her would need to not hesitate either.

"Information," Thresh added, perhaps sensing the weight of the silence. "Someone who knows the Outer Reaches. Can navigate the kind of space where stations like Chronos exist. The black markets, the hidden channels, the routes that don't appear on any official chart."

"Soren Vash." Coral's membranes flickered. "Information broker. Human. His brother was on the Chronos expedition."

Kira's ears rotated. "How do you know that?"

"The river carries rumors." Coral's version of a shrug—her shoulders didn't actually move, just the slightest shift in her posture that Kira had learned to read as dismissal. "He's been looking for answers about the station for years. He might be motivated to join."

"Or he might be motivated to betray us for those answers."

"Same as always." Coral blinked, slow and calm. "Trust no one. Need everyone. The current doesn't care about your feelings."

That was more words than Coral usually strung together about feelings. Kira filed that away too.

Thresh was nodding. "Three weeks gives Hrak's fleet time to catch up. He's still three systems out, but—"

"By the time he realizes where we're going, we'll be inside," Kira interrupted. "And once we're inside, time is on our side. Literally. He ages seven days for every one of ours."

"And if he follows?" Coral asked.

"Then he follows. His problem."

The harmonic bubble hummed. Thresh's claws tapped. Coral's stillness had taken on a different quality—acceptance, maybe. Or something close to it. The three of them sat in the privacy of that bubble, conspirators and crew and something almost like family.

Almost.

"Thresh," Kira said. "Plot a course for Freeport Station. We're recruiting."



Later, alone in her quarters, Kira allowed herself to feel the weight.

She stood in the low light—pools of illumination marking thresholds, the rest in comfortable shadow—and looked at Zara's arm. The chrome had dulled slightly over the months, acquiring a patina of dust and disuse that Zero would have hated. The human had kept her prosthetic polished to a mirror sheen, claimed it intimidated people, said the flash of metal in low light made them underestimate her biological components.

"They see the arm and think 'machine,'" Zero had said once, laughing that too-loud laugh. "Then I punch them with my other hand."

The memory carried scent—impossibly, since humans barely had scent to speak of. But Kira's mind had filled in the gaps, assigned Zero a particular combination of gun oil and explosive residue and that strange sweet drink she'd carried in a hip flask. Whiskey, she'd called it. "Burns going down, warms coming up."

Mura didn't drink alcohol. It dulled the whiskers, muddied the scent-reading, made you prey. But Kira had tried a sip once, from Zero's flask, and understood why humans craved the burning.

Sometimes you wanted to feel less.

Kira's crawl-space beckoned from behind her quarters—that ventilation shaft where the darkness pressed close and the world narrowed to something manageable. She moved toward it on instinct, then stopped.

Instead, she picked up the arm.

It was heavier than she expected. The weight of military-grade engineering, of human ambition translated into metal and polymer. The joints were still smooth—whoever had built this had intended it to last longer than its owner. Zero had lost the original limb in some war Kira had never asked about, and had chosen this replacement with the same pragmatic directness she'd brought to everything.

"You choose your parts," Zero had said. "Biological or mechanical. You choose what carries you forward."

Kira turned the arm in her paws, letting the dim light catch its curves. The fingers were articulated with precision she could feel through her paw-pads—tiny servos and synthetic tendons, all of it designed to mimic flesh with more strength than flesh could provide. Zero had used these fingers to set demolition charges, to crack safes, to hold Kira steady when the Korrath job had gone wrong and they'd had to run for their lives through corridors full of Hrak's hunters.

"Steady," Zero had said, mechanical hand gripping Kira's shoulder. "I've got you. We've got each other."

The crew had chosen this. Had chosen each other. Had chosen to stay when the running got hard and the dying got real.

Kira had chosen it too.

The thought should have tasted like weakness—the Mura-shame of pack-dependence, of needing others, of wrapping yourself in relationships that could be severed at any moment. Her mother would have called it surrender. Her birth-clan would have called it sickness. The whole weight of Mura culture pressed down on her, insisting this was wrong, broken, shameful.

But standing here with Zero's arm in her grip, the weight became less burden and more... anchor.

She carried the arm to her sleeping alcove. Set it on the shelf where she could see it when she woke. Not hidden. Not displayed. Just... present. A reminder that people could choose to die for each other, and that choice meant something.

You would have understood, Zero. You chose this crew too.

Five years. Five years of following the dust, chasing Sable's ghost through dead ends and cold trails. And now a real thread. Evidence. Direction. A path that led somewhere instead of nowhere.

She would find out who killed her partner. Who had ordered the trail severed. Who had made Sable a loose end to be snipped clean.

And then...

She didn't know. That was the terrifying part. Five years of revenge had become a shape she'd grown into, a hollow she'd filled with purpose. What would she be once she filled it? What happened to a Mura who completed their hunt?

The elders would say she'd return to solitude. Find new contracts, new jobs, new prey. Move on.

But the elders didn't know about crews. About found-families that crossed species lines and broke every rule. About Thresh in his server closet and Coral in her water-bath and Kira in her crawl, all of them separated by walls and culture and biology, and all of them choosing—choosing—to be here.

Tomorrow. Freeport. New faces. Old ghosts.

Her paw-pads pressed against the deck plating, feeling the vibration of Shadow's Edge thrumming through the ship's bones. Thresh was at navigation, plotting their course—she could feel the particular rhythm of his concentration through the metal. Coral was in her quarters, probably submerged again, thinking water-thoughts that Kira would never understand. The ship carried them all, held them together, gave them a shared space that neither Mura architecture nor Barkas pack-grounds would have recognized.

Her crew.

Not a pack, she reminded herself. But the denial felt hollow now. Hollow like the space Sable had left. Hollow like the space Zero had left. Hollow like all the spaces that got filled, eventually, with something new.

She entered her crawl-space, let the darkness fold around her, and for the first time in six months, didn't feel like she was hiding from something.

Resting before a hunt. That's what this was.



Shadow's Edge broke dock from the Drift with a shudder that traveled through Kira's paw-pads before the sound reached her ears.

The clamps released with a deep vibration that traveled through the hull, up through the deck plating, into Kira's bones. The station's artificial gravity loosened its grip, and for a moment the ship hung between two worlds—tethered to nothing, pulled by everything. Then the engines engaged, and Shadow's Edge began its slow turn toward the transit corridor.

The mining station fell away behind them—a sprawling lattice of refineries and ore processors and cramped habitation modules that smelled like metal dust and desperation. The Drift had been their hiding place for three months, an anonymous berth among hundreds, the kind of location where nobody asked questions and everybody pretended not to notice the ship with the modified sensor profile and the crew that kept unconventional hours.

Kira had chosen it for exactly those qualities. A place to disappear. A place to recover from Korrath, from Zero's death, from the weight of running with nowhere to run to. The Drift didn't care who you were or what you'd done. It cared only that you paid your docking fees and didn't start fires.

Now they were leaving, and the break hit like a physical thing—the severing of scent-connections, the loosening of territory-bonds she hadn't meant to form. Three months was long enough for a space to become familiar. Long enough for the smell of recycled air and distant smelters to become home.

Not home, she corrected. Just familiar. Mura don't need home.

But she'd miss it anyway. The way she missed every place she left, every job she finished, every person she lost. The hollow filled with new experiences, but it never quite closed.

Kira stood on the bridge behind Thresh's station, watching the station shrink in the rear viewport. The stars ahead were points of light, practical navigation markers, not the romantic sweep of wonder that humans seemed to find in void-space. Mura saw stars as they were: distant, cold, useful for orientation. Somewhere out there, Sable had died. Somewhere out there, the truth was waiting.

Thresh sat at the navigation console, finally confident in his position. His patched coloring looked almost distinguished in the bridge lighting, his missing ear-tip a mark of experience rather than defect. His claws moved across the controls with precision—whisker-work, the delicate touch that came from practice and patience. He'd grown since Korrath. They all had.

Coral had claimed the co-pilot seat three weeks into their time on the Drift and hadn't relinquished it since. She sat with her usual stillness, webbed fingers resting on the console's edge, eyes fixed on nothing visible. Reading currents, Kira supposed. Seeing patterns in the void that neither Mura nor human could perceive. The Viskari had her own ways of understanding the universe, and Kira had learned not to question them.

The three of them. Crew. Something more than colleagues, something less than pack. A thing without a proper name in any language Kira knew.

The ship's systems hummed their chorus. Hyperdrive cycling up. Navigation locked. The familiar vibration of engines engaging, power flowing through conduits and coils. Kira felt each frequency through her paw-pads, reading the health of her ship the way other captains read gauges and displays.

Shadow's Edge was running clean. Ready for whatever came next.

"Course locked," Thresh announced. "Freeport in six hours."

Kira let her whiskers settle. Just slightly. The tension she'd been carrying for months—the running, the hiding, the constant low-grade fear of Hrak's pursuit—didn't disappear, but it shifted. Reformed itself into something else.

Purpose.

Behind them: the Drift, shrinking to a point of light. Three months of hiding, of healing, of learning to be a crew instead of just survivors. Zara's ghost was back there somewhere, in the corridors where they'd stumbled off the escape shuttle, in the med-bay where Kira had finally let herself grieve.

Ahead: Freeport. Recruits. The Outer Reaches. A black hole with a dead station orbiting its impossible edge. Answers that had been waiting five years to be found.

"Then let's see who wants to swim with us," she said.

Coral's lips twitched—the closest the Viskari came to a smile. Thresh's ears lifted, a moment of hope breaking through the nervous energy.

The Drift vanished entirely as Shadow's Edge entered the transit corridor, reality blurring at the edges as the hyperdrive caught and held. Stars stretched into lines. The void bent around them. And Kira Voss, who had sworn never to need anyone, stood on the bridge of her ship with her crew beside her and felt something she'd almost forgotten how to name.

Hope. Maybe.

Or maybe just hunger.

Her claws flexed against the deck plating.

The hunt was beginning.

Then Thresh's console chirped—a sharp, urgent tone that cut through the hyperdrive hum. His fur bristled. His claws froze over the controls.

"Captain." His voice had gone flat. Careful. "Long-range sensors just picked up a signal."

"What kind of signal?"

He turned. His eyes were too bright, his scent suddenly sharp with fear-tang.

"Whisper Pack transponder code. Three systems out." He swallowed. "Hrak knows where we're going."
Chapter 2: The New Blood

Freeport Station hit Kira's forearm whiskers before anything else—a wall of vibration so dense it nearly staggered her on the docking ramp.

Thousands of footsteps. Tens of thousands. The station's deck plating thrummed with the overlapping percussion of species who walked on paws, hooves, bare feet, and mechanisms she couldn't identify. Each step sent its own frequency through the metal, and her whiskers caught them all simultaneously—a cacophony of movement that made her skull ache. Mining equipment rumbled somewhere below. Ventilation fans cycled at seventeen different speeds across seventeen different sections. The dock clamps released Shadow's Edge with a bone-deep clunk that rattled through her paw-pads.

Then came the scent.

She'd braced for it, but bracing wasn't the same as surviving. The air slammed into her like a physical thing—Barkas musk heavy and territorial, threaded through with the dry-dust signature of Vas'sari, the water-tang of Viskari traders, the sharp metabolic soup of human sweat. Food vendors three corridors away pumped grease-smoke into the recyclers. Fuel residue clung to every surface. And underneath it all, the particular stench of too many bodies in too little space, each one marking territory in ways they didn't even realize.

Her whiskers went rigid. Every sensory hair on her forearms pressed flat against her skin, overwhelmed.

Static. This place is walking into static.

Sound crashed over her next—the absence of silence, the impossibility of a quiet zone anywhere near the docks. Voices in a dozen languages bounced off the curved walls. Announcement systems blared in overlapping frequencies. Someone was arguing three berths over, their words distorted into meaningless noise. The dock-master's automated warnings cycled through safety protocols nobody followed.

And then the light. Bright. Commercial. Even. The station's designers had installed standard illumination throughout the public sections—no shadows, no pools of comfortable darkness, just that flat industrial glare that made her squint and robbed her of every advantage she'd spent her life honing.

Kira stopped at the bottom of the ramp and let her body recalibrate. Behind her, Thresh made a small sound of distress, his own whiskers twitching. Coral simply waited, nictitating membranes sliding closed against the sensory assault—the Viskari version of narrowing her eyes.

"Captain?" Thresh's voice came thin through the chaos. "I don't like this."

"Neither do I." Kira forced her whiskers to settle. Forced her paw-pads to read the deck plating for relevant vibrations instead of trying to process everything at once. "But Freeport is where information lives. And we need information."

She picked out the details that mattered. The docking section opened into a massive market corridor—species mingling in patterns that would have been impossible on Mura worlds, where sound-dampened zones and scent-boundaries kept everyone separate and sane. Here, everything mixed. A Barkas merchant with rust-brown fur haggled with a human trader while a group of Vas'sari engineers threaded between their legs, enormous ears rotating constantly. The press of bodies made Kira's teeth ache.

Six months ago, you would have done this alone.
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