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			PROLOGUE 

			A maximum security prison, hidden in a Collective fortress. On <REDACTED> moon, <REDACTED> star system

			Rosanna Moreno joined Earthquake to move the galaxy, and she would make history today.

			From the moment of Monsieur Tecton’s arrest, Earthquake loyalists concocted a plan to spring their unjustly treated Leader from a prison sentence he didn’t deserve; his only crime was loving his people when the traitors Crith and Martinez rolled over on him. Rosanna had her own reasons—Tecton had answers about her brother that nobody else in the galaxy could provide.

			Rosanna sauntered through the lunar prison’s landing area, cargo hovering in antigrav stasis behind her, the crate big enough to hold three Arkoudae. As she approached the first gate, grizzled rock crunched underneath her boot. The inky azure sky betrayed the moon’s thin potassium gas atmosphere. Rosanna’s snug spacefaring gear covered her Earthquake haircut and tattoos, disguising her as a meek Human ready to serve her oppressors and shiver in the cold. 

			She carried a forged shipping manifest: food and hygiene products for the prisoners and guards—no reason to inspect the cargo carefully. The cargo crates floated behind her inconspicuously enough. 

			The entrance guard stopped her, eyeing her. Staring into his visor revealed an arched eyebrow. “Where’s the usual guy?”

			Rosanna smiled and met the popsicle’s gaze. “He’s on vacation. I’m filling in. He told me you and the other guards like bachar candies. I brought a double bag for you to split with them.” She wiggled her ear, the damned Arkouda equivalent of a wink. “Or not. I brought some peanut butter, too. My grandmother makes it back on Earth.” She wondered if he could see her wiggled ear through her space gear, but with an Arkouda’s enhanced senses, he probably heard it.

			She displayed the jar stowed in her coat, and the Arkouda snatched it up. “My bondmate loves this stuff. Tell the other guy I hope he has a nice vacation. He deserves it.”

			Rosanna hadn’t heard anything like that from an Arkouda’s muzzle before. “Thanks. Where’s the entrance scanner?”

			The guard rose from his seat and tapped the side of the floating cargo crate, either out of an idle habit or a pre-inspection ritual. Rosanna fought the urge to wince. If he tapped too hard, this situation would sour quickly. 

			“Go forward and take your coat off when you do. You don’t have any weapons on you, do you?”

			“Not unless you count my teeth and nails.” Truth. Her weapons were inside the crate.

			The guard snorted. “Hey, I don’t believe the stereotypes about Humans being savages.” 

			“Sorry,” Rosanna feigned innocent offense with a hand over her chest, “I thought you were the joking type.”

			“You don’t have to disparage your people for my benefit. Go ahead. The scan just takes a second. Got any cybernetic implants?”

			“No.” Rosanna entered, bypassing the open hangar door with the hovering crate in tow, the guard close behind. Part of her regretted that this guard wouldn’t survive what would soon happen. 

			Scanners and detections sized for Makawe all the way to Arkoudae spanned the middle of the metal-plated room with conveyor belts for items and deep-scanners for sealed crates like hers. Rosanna wondered if the diverse scanners were a sign of lack of trust in the other species since barely anything else in the Collective was diversified.

			Not that any of it would matter. Enough research had been done, and they now possessed tech to baffle most Arkouda scanning technology. Smuggling comprised half Earthquake’s income.

			As Rosanna passed the Human-sized scanner, the guard walked by her side. “Did you bring the good food?”

			She wouldn’t enjoy watching him die. “Of course not,” she replied. “Slop for the prisoners and less sloppy slop for the guards. As it should be. I don’t even know why you bother feeding them.”

			“Eh, there’s a chance they’re innocent.” The guard lazily tapped the first crate. “Families would complain. We’d have fewer riots, though.”

			The lead crate shifted a half-centimeter, and Rosanna’s pulse quickened.

			“Hold on a second,” the guard muttered. “Did you see it move?”

			Rosanna wondered if he could hear the slam of her heart against her ribs as he neared the crate. She had to trust her pheromone-canceling pill would keep her scent in check. “I think the antigrav chip in it is a little glitchy.” The guard backed off and turned his head toward her. “It was made in a Human shop, and sometimes we forget to account for the cold.”

			The guard huffed and adjusted the conveyor’s speed. “I bet that is an adjustment—must be rough without fur.” 

			“It is,” Rosanna muttered. The back of her neck itched, and she wondered if she should call this all off right now. But she’d come too far to get cold feet now.

			The crate scanner chimed, noting the delivery was secure. 

			Rosanna cleared the Human scanner and decontamination then followed the guard through the winding halls. Metal barrier. Electric barrier. Magnetic barrier—these were negligible dangers to Rosanna but potentially irksome to her cargo. 

			She envisioned their location on the map she memorized. One more turn and she would be at the spot—just between the kitchens, the commissary, and the block where the Human prisoners were kept. 

			They rounded the corner, and she slapped the side of the cargo, the thunk humming an echo through the cavernous metallic hallway. 

			The guard glanced at her, opened his muzzle to speak, then the four walls of the crate descended. Rosanna stepped aside, letting the contents spill. Liquid food containers tumbled out. 

			Rick Crith was pure garbage and needed to die, but Rosanna appreciated his penchant for finding strategy in Earth’s history and legends. She’d devised this plan based on prehistoric soldiers hiding inside a false gift. But these weren’t true soldiers. 

			The guard cursed as four shambling bodies lumbered out, stepping over the tumbling food. These were hybrids. Earthquake’s casualties—slaughtered Lo-sats—reanimated and spliced with Human DNA and parts, cobbled together with the data from a scientist the bastard Crith killed. They wouldn’t last long now that their containment had ended.

			With a croaking growl, the hybrids lunged for the Arkouda. Mismatched claws and fingers tore at the guard’s armor. 

			Panicking, the guard tapped an alarm on his armor, then reached for his gun. Rosanna crossed her arms and waited. 

			The Arkouda started with the handgun. Good. Rosanna could wield it after he died, though it would be a rifle in her arms. 

			Plasma bullets burst into the hybrids, exiting the other side. Their skin-scale mesh squelched over the holes, lime plasma smoke escaping before the wounds sealed themselves. The hybrids pressed forward. 

			Rosanna plucked her omni-tablet from her coat and activated the hybrid’s neural network. 

			Alpha: Melt. 

			Beta: Melt. 

			Gamma: Melt.

			An alarm blared overhead, and their irregular hands glowed crimson.

			The stench of singed fur attacked Rosanna’s nostrils, accompanied by the sizzling odor of melting Collective armor. The guard’s eyes bulged, his last look one of hatred and horror, and the alarm failed to drown out his echoing scream. The invincible armor had become a shrinking oven—saved and damned by Arkouda technology and society, a pain Humans understood on a metaphoric level. 

			His last seconds must’ve been torture as the armor melted into his fur and muscle tissue. She wished a more bigoted guard had been on duty today.

			With the armor’s circuitry fried, it wouldn’t be able to transmit a casualty report to the military. 

			Good.

			Rosanna needed a few more minutes, especially if that decay set in.

			Stomping boots thudded in the distance. Overhead lights redshifted, and the alarm’s blaring quickened. Rosanna input the “follow” command, and the hybrids groaned. They plodded down the hallway. 

			Time to melt the doors of every dangerous criminal. 

			They reached the Human cell block, partitioned off by a wrought durasteel gate and a panicking guard. Before he could stammer an expletive, Rosanna entered the command. 

			All units: Fire. 

			The hulking hybrids shifted to face the guard, flanking him as he aimed a pistol. A notification came up that the hybrids’ decay rate had increased.

			Flames erupted from the hybrids’ hands, enveloping the oppressor. Her expression soured as the melting metal odor smacked her nose. The armor probably contained some awful chemicals, so she made a mental note to schedule a toxin and carcinogen examination for herself. 

			The hybrids turned to the gate and, amid moans, melted the durasteel. 

			Boots thudded closer.

			Inhaling deeply, Rosanna tapped the “split” command. Two hybrids took position behind her and created a flame wall, guarding their flank. The remaining pair advanced, placing their scarlet-burning hands onto the nearest cell door. She’d learned which cell block held Humans but not where she could find their target. 

			Rosanna’s dwindling patience evaporated. These hybrids needed to move faster. It would only take a few more seconds for the automatic sprinklers to activate.

			The first two cell doors melted away, revealing useless strangers on either side.

			They’d been humiliated by being shaved bald, but their Earthquake tattoos remained, exposed by the paper-thin clothes hanging limp around their emaciated bodies. These were shells of people. 

			When the first stranger saw Rosanna, his eyes widened. “Y-you’re Alejandro Moreno’s sister, aren’t you?”

			The fire extinguishing sprinklers kicked on overhead. One hybrid croak-growled at the sprinkler, and its hand glowed.

			Rosanna tapped a new command into her omni-tablet, then glared at the newly freed prisoners. “Guards are coming. If you’re strong enough, there’s an Arkouda pistol on the floor. Give the hybrids space.”

			“Thank you!” the first prisoner shouted in a raspy voice. Dried phlegm caked his lower face.

			“Cover us,” she barked back.

			The wall of flame behind her dissipated, and six guards came into view. Another notification pinged that the hybrid’s decay rate had increased, though their growing moans suggested as much.

			Rosanna squinted through the rising smoke in the cell block. She shook her head and diverted one of the door hybrids to join the attack against the guards. Bullets ripping through the hybrids careened toward Rosanna. She dove out of their path. The shoom of the guards’ plasma bullets may as well have been from toy guns for how much effect they had on Rosanna’s mindless soldiers, but one shot would kill her.

			The room’s temperature increased, and Rosanna started to sweat. If the flames got too much hotter, she’d fry.

			Hissing water from the sprinkler system boiled off the convulsing guards on the floor, muffling their screams. Rosanna coughed against the thickening smoke.

			Some part of her wondered how the freed inmates felt fighting alongside her hybrids. As the final guard screamed his last, more thudding signaled a bigger troop approaching. Rosanna input a new command.

			Alpha: Heal Beta. 

			Beta: Heal Gamma. 

			Gamma: Heal Alpha.

			Hopefully that would stave off the decay for a few more minutes.

			The three hybrids’ hands shifted from white to mauve, then they slapped the sizzling holes where plasma bullets had punctured their skin, which squelched as their malformed skeletons reattached. Grimacing, Rosanna counted another fifteen cell blocks stretching ahead of her. The Collective fleet wasn’t that far away, and the healing ring hadn’t done much to slow the decay rate. 

			The next freed prisoner shrieked at the sight of the hybrid and Rosanna shouted at him. “The guard’s gatehouse is open. Go smash buttons until you open the whole cell block.”

			After a shaky nod, the prisoner scrambled forward.

			The hybrid shambled toward the subsequent door, and the aghast prisoner, a woman just older than Rosanna, nodded and jogged out, gaping at the abomination that freed her. 

			Boots thudded closer.

			Behind her, the next round of guards arrived, and the hybrids attacked, this time with meager support from the growing inmates. 

			Two inmates fell. Rosanna looked away—casualties were to be expected. 

			The guards howled as the mutated monstrosities incinerated them and tripped over the growing pile of charred corpses. Rosanna narrowed her eyes, wondering why none of the guards were running away. 

			At the risk of increasing the decay rate, she entered a more complicated command to one hybrid: 

			Beta: End. Create: wall. Material: corpses. Fuse: melt.

			The commanded hybrid broke off from fighting and stacked corpses atop each other in a neater pile. It absorbed plasma fire, letting bullet holes bore into its flesh. Each time it stacked two corpses together, Rosanna’s omni-tablet signified an increasing decay rate. This hybrid would be a worthless goo pile soon. 

			It began forming a fence across the hall. Dead Human and Arkoudae joined together, slowly creating a macabre barrier while the other two hybrids soldered more guards. 

			Gamma: Heal Beta.

			The rising corpse partition caused the guards to fire higher, and a few shots seared inside the cell block. The next guards would have combat rifles: bad news. 

			As the last guard died, Rosanna counted one inmate left holding the line. The inmate inside the gatehouse was smashing buttons uselessly. The hybrid tasked with creating a wall howled its last, collapsing into a heap.

			Rosanna input the next command at flaming the sprinkler system, almost more for her own sense of smell than anything else. The steaming burnt cadavers made her want to vomit, especially knowing they might turn into a goopy mass with how much they’d been using their powers. 

			Rosanna didn’t have time for this. 

			Armored boots thudded again. These were the smarter guards who procured better equipment first. The corpse wall now stood high enough to provide kneeling cover for the one smart prisoner, but it wouldn’t last forever, and the hybrids didn’t have much longer before the decay became too much.

			“Hey!” Rosanna shouted. “If you’re strong enough to pull the trigger, aim for their necks. Any other spot will bounce off their armor.” The inmate peered back and nodded, balancing the too-big pistol against the desecrated remains of an oppressor.

			Rosanna met the next freed inmate to be revealed, and her insides twisted at the sight. Familiarity twinged, and she approached, coughing through the smoke and wincing as the ambient heat scalded her skin.

			Jacques Tecton slouched in his cell, arms folded. “Who the hell are you and what took you so long?” Even in wispy-thin prison gear, seated in an empty cell with a shaved head, he presented himself as if he owned it. The gall of this man was as impressive as it was sickening.

			“Rosanna Moreno, sir. I’m getting you off this rock.” Her eyes narrowed. “In exchange for a promotion and information.”

			“Hmpf.” He rose, grimacing at the hybrid. “I suppose you have an escape plan?”

			Rosanna nodded. “We’re burning a hole through this place until we get to the transport hangar. We have ships waiting at a safe distance.”

			Without a command to do otherwise, the hybrid opened the next door, and the other howlers opened literal fire against the oncoming guards.

			Tecton observed the unfolding scene. “Are you freeing me or everybody?”

			“My plan was to extract you only. If you think the other inmates will be valuable, I can improvise a way to free us all.”

			“Free them in case I need someone to take a bullet.” He observed the hybrid as it melted a new door. “How many freaks do we have now? Did you figure out how to stop the decay?” 

			“The Bastion is still under construction, but the ground floor factory already produced two dozen. And no. One has decayed already.”

			“Slow bastards. They should’ve been done by now and perfected that shit.” Behind them, one inmate howled as a plasma bullet ripped through his skull. “That’s it?”

			“We need a live Lo-sat for the procedure. Kidnapping them is problematic and slow. We need to develop the technology further in order to splice other species. The cloning technique was lost when Crith—”

			“Don’t say that asshole’s name around me.”

			The hybrid melted another door, and the molten metal fumes stung Rosanna’s eyes. 

			“Understood,” Rosanna replied. “The scientist didn’t share that technology before his research was destroyed, and he was killed.”

			Tecton waved dismissively. “Would leaving the freaks here be leaving money behind?”

			“Basically.”

			“Then they come with us but keep them on the opposite end of the escape ship. They smell like shit. Stop using them until the eggheads perfect the tech.”

			“Of course, sir.” She gripped her omni-tablet tight. She wasn’t sure she liked how comfortable she was with the death, but if it would lead to justice for her brother, it was a necessary sacrifice.

		

	
		
			One

			(AMANDA) 

			Rhea Metropolis, orbiting Saturn

			Crowds got lonely for Amanda Martinez. The last time she’d been around so many Humans, she’d been part of a terrorist organization. Whether she’d seen the light and defected or realized she would get arrested and snitched on her former comrades was still a topic of debate over a year later. Eyes weighed on her, even if she was a person of honor tonight. 

			Complicating matters was the presence of her bodyguard, one of the few aliens present at the awards ceremony. Even if he wasn’t receiving any awards or appearing in any programs, eyes couldn’t help but drift to him, which didn’t take any heat off Amanda.

			The banquet hall’s ceiling was transparent, allowing natural light from Saturn to bathe the lunar city through the protection dome. All it would take was a strong hit from an asteroid, and this would all be over. 

			She knew because she’d been in a meeting that toyed with the idea of attacking this city. 

			While Amanda had convinced her former employer that this target shouldn’t be hit, it didn’t exonerate her from being in that meeting in the first place. Anxiety demons whispered that somehow everyone knew. The people around her became like clapping cadavers in her mind, knowing what might’ve happened.

			Her bodyguard nudged her with his elbow. “Look alive. There’s going to be a camera on you soon,” Bugaro said. 

			Amanda fidgeted and straightened out her clothes, hoping her bodyguard’s size would block any cameras. As an Arkouda, Bugaro stood a meter above most Humans and had enough muscle to rip off an arm. He was near retirement, so it made sense to assign him to a junior member in the government. His kindness provided constant reassurance that Amanda’s defection had been the right choice—Earthquake’s rhetoric about Arkoudae felt convincing yet was still flawed.

			The announcer, a dashing man in traditional Earth clothing, strutted onto the stage, introducing the person receiving an award before Amanda. From her seat, Amanda peeked around Bugaro, trying to see the woman about to receive the award. 

			“Are you sure it’s too late to leave, Bugaro?” Amanda whispered. “We should skip this so you can get ready for Grandparents’ Day.”

			“I don’t need to use vacation time today for something next week,” Bugaro whispered back, cupping a white paw over his muzzle. “Your people are honoring you.”

			A woman with a tight haircut at the next table shushed them, and Amanda folded into herself and watched.

			Above, the announcer gestured to the front table two spots away from Amanda and Bugaro. “…that invention has allowed Humans to join the Collective Fleet as pilots. Hey,” the announcer lifted his gaze to the audience, “who here has a friend or relative who joined the military thanks to Joka Bunear’s invention?”

			Applause and cheers filled the hall. 

			Amanda blinked hard, wondering how many of them might have joined Earthquake instead, or if she’d been given a real alternative, she would have made the right choice. 

			“…and after serving with the Symphora Squad, Joka helped reveal the corruption of Jacques Tecton, getting him out of the government.”

			The mention of Earthquake’s incarcerated leader didn’t get as much applause, which made Amanda’s skin crawl. Maybe some people here were still loyal or doubtful. Vermin like Tecton were hard to put down. 

			The announcer finished the introduction, and applause immediately overtook him, Amanda joining in. 

			Joka Bunear, a woman a few years younger and a few inches shorter than Amanda, took the stage. She wasn’t dressed like a scrub, but it was clear to Amanda that this woman had spent most of her life working in the Symphora Squad by the practical outfit. The announcer awkwardly pulled the microphone at the podium down for her. 

			“Thanks,” Joka said. “I know I’m supposed to have something fancy to say, but after that nice introduction, I’m at a loss. Um,” she glanced over her shoulder at the announcer and then back to the audience, “it was nice to mention my inventions and the Earthquake surrender, but we know that second bit was mostly Symphora being, well, Symphora.” Joka paused, letting out an awkward chuckle. “The most important thing, though, is running my women’s shelter out in the Fringe. I asked the awards committee to not give me an award and to use the money they would’ve spent on a donation to the shelter. There are instructions near the entrances for how to donate and support us there. I’m happy to get this award, but what matters more is that shelter. Um, thank you.”

			Sputtering applause began. 

			Even from her table, Amanda saw the look in Joka’s eyes. Joka’s accent and inflection reflected the kind of person who never had the benefit of a formal education, much like the people she’d spent years with in Earthquake. Lacking resources and options, they didn’t have much to offer the galaxy in their eyes. Remembering her own work with the homeless, Amanda found her kindred spirit in Joka. With a deep breath, Amanda decided to participate in a prehistoric Earth thing she’d only read about. 

			She stood and clapped. 

			In a room of mostly Humans, this could be seen as a cultural expression or a statement of defiance. But Amanda just wanted to show honest enthusiasm for a nervous person. 

			Bugaro cocked an eyebrow at her, but Amanda didn’t care. 

			Joka deserved encouragement. 

			The other recipients at the next table stood as well, applauding more fervently. 

			Then the rustling of chairs signaled more people standing behind Amanda, some even whistling as they clapped. 

			With a grunt, Bugaro stood and joined. 

			Joka half-smiled, departed the podium, did a half-curtsy, then left the stage. 

			The announcer strutted back on stage as the applause died. “Wow,” he said. “My grandpa told stories about how Collective officials would arrest people for boisterous expressions like that. Look how far we’ve come! And what a great person to do that for. Joka Bunear, everyone!” The announcer gestured toward Joka, who was already seated and staring into her drink as another wave of clapping shook the air.

			“We have two more amazing people to recognize tonight, but I am disappointed to say one of them could not be here. She didn’t say why, but we at the committee are sure it’s because of her important research. Dr. Alize Oze, the first Human to get a PhD from a Collective university…” The announcer narrated her achievements in archaeology, but the name twisted Amanda’s stomach. 

			Years ago, Amanda worked for the man who tried to kidnap her and kill her: Rick Crith. 

			Amanda had ordered the operation that led to Alize getting a prosthetic. 

			That moon had contained some unspeakable horrors. Amanda should’ve seen Earthquake’s red flags on that mission, too, but she stayed in. 

			As the applause for Dr. Oze died, the announcer turned his attention to Amanda.

			He started with running the homeless shelter on New Lodestone and explained how Symphora had jockeyed to get Amanda her spot in the government so she could replace the traitor Jacques Tecton. 

			Through the applause, Amanda rose to the stage and got behind the podium, where the lights assaulted her eyes. The award itself was a statuette of a nondescript Human holding a ball textured like Earth. 

			“Thank you,” Amanda said, adjusting the microphone. “Thank you. It’s really strange to hear a summary of your life to only cover the last five years.” An awkward chuckle ran through the room. Amanda knew she should come clean. Apologize here and now for her actions with Earthquake. Everyone loved redemption stories, didn’t they? 

			Amanda placed the statuette on the podium and tried to make eye contact with anyone in the audience, but between the lights and her anxiety, the only eyes she could find belonged to Bugaro. “The reason why I wanted to run a homeless shelter is because I spent my fair share of time in one back when it was just me and my aunt. We didn’t have much, but we had each other.” She let the cliché hang in the air. “I think that’s a good way to speak about Humanity in the Collective. We take care of each other, even though we don’t have full rights.” Deep inhale. “Yet. We know the person I’m replacing had less than pure motives. My only motive is to make Humans full Citizens in the Collective. This award will be my motivation. Thank you.”

			Applause came but not the standing ovation, which Amanda didn’t mind. She didn’t deserve it. She should’ve said that she joined Earthquake because growing up, everyone had told her that Humans were trash, and nobody was fighting for Humanity except them. She’d followed Rick Crith because he had been heroic until his crusade warped him. 

			The tighter she clutched her Human achievement award, the more she understood herself to be a failure. 

		

	
		
			Two

			(ALIZE) 

			In a tattoo parlor on Ka’in’ga, Makawe DMZ

			Alize once lost a limb to crushing force, but it hadn’t been in a tattoo parlor. Beside her, He’nay squeezed Alize’s wrist, wincing through the pain. Alize placed a hand on her friend’s black pincer and massaged it gently. “You’ll be fine, He’nay. This guy is a pro.”

			He’nay wiggled an eyestalk at her. “Thanks,” she said. “My others didn’t hurt so much.”

			Alize gazed at the Makawe tattoo artist using a chisel to carve a tattoo into He’nay’s onyx-tinted shell. While her whole carapace was a tableau of Makawe words and symbols, this new carving stood out among the others because it came from another culture, one Alize and He’nay studied back at their museum, where He’nay worked as Alize’s research assistant. 

			Alize turned her attention to He’nay’s mom. “How are you doing, P’oki?”

			“Happy that you two visited me here,” P’oki trilled, letting the sound echo in her curved beak. “This hurt bad, A’lize. But I worry about your pincer.” 

			Alize smiled, unsure if it would be more polite to correct her and say “arm” or let it go. “He’nay won’t crush me, and I’m glad to be supportive.”

			P’oki tapped her pointed legs against the floor, making a rhythm. “A’lize, you can get tattoo to match us. They can ink a softskin.” P’oki swiveled an eyestalk to face the pair of tattoo artists working on mother and daughter. She trilled something in Ma’ak, and Alize caught the words for “also” and “not a threat.”

			The pair of artists paused, shifted their gaze to Alize, and let out the Makawe equivalent of a scoff. 

			“I’d rather not get inked,” Alize said. She’d been confused for an Earthquake member enough times in her life that getting any ink on her felt repugnant, even if it could be something otherwise beautiful. 

			P’oki trilled. “I see pain spirits, A’lize. Tattoos make bad memory?”

			He’nay released her grip on Alize’s wrist. “Sorry,” she muttered. 

			“Not body pain spirits, He’nay,” P’oki said. “Soul pain spirits. A’lize, is the carve noise a bother? Remind you of time on your moon?”

			Alize had named it, but she would never call that sacred place hers. She smiled and shook her head. “It’s really beautiful to see a mother-daughter tattoo session. It makes me wonder if my mom would’ve ever done this with me.” 

			“If your mother was here,” He’nay said, “she’d yell at you for not attending that award ceremony.” He’nay winced and groaned as the tattoo artists carved a new line in the glyph pattern. “I’m glad you’re with us, but you should be getting that award.”

			Alize shrugged. “With all my years in academia, I can tell you that the only good award is one on your resumé, and now it is. Besides, I need to make sure these artists don’t mess up the design. We’ve studied the Chamayna too long for anything less than perfection.”

			“Lie,” P’oki said. “Dishonesty spirits bubble around you.”

			Alize stared at her prosthetic leg—a souvenir of getting chased by a cosmic demon, kidnapped by Earthquake, and operated on against her will. Those other awardees were people she had no desire to see. One was Joka Bunear, a fiery but well-intentioned inventor who offered Alize a job in the Symphora Squad. Alize didn’t want the awkward situation of seeing someone after refusing a nice job offer from them. The second awardee was Amanda Martinez, the former Earthquake leader who’d been with the team that trailed Alize to the tomb she never should’ve disturbed. Amanda Martinez was the reason Alize had this prosthetic leg now. Alize had heard about Amanda defecting from Earthquake and joining the Collective government as a reform candidate, but—

			“A’lize!” P’oki trilled. 

			Alize snapped from her reverie. “I’m sorry,” she said. “He’nay knows Chamayna glyphs well enough that she could tell if the designs got messed up.”

			“Lie-truth,” P’oki said. “That wasn’t the real reason for your other lie. All kinds of dark spirits fluttered around you. Are you fine?”

			“I got lost in thought. I’m sorry. The awards ceremony would’ve dug up bad memories.” Like a real archaeologist, Alize wished some things would remain in the past.

			“Mom,” He’nay moaned, “please don’t call her a liar. Can’t you see the regret spirits around her?”

			The tattoo artist working on He’nay coughed, and Alize felt secondhand awkwardness from him. Maybe she could read “spirits” like her Makawe friend now.

			“Can you see the honesty spirits around me when I say that I was flattered to be invited to your homeworld and that this is a nice break from the museum?” Alize asked. 

			The tattoo artist knocked on P’oki’s shell and backed away, and then P’oki scuttled away from the cot. “I do, A’lize.” The accusation left her tone, replaced by a motherly one that crossed all language barriers. “I wish you could see mine.” P’oki wrapped her pincer around He’nay’s and held her tight. “Thank you for giving He’nay job. She loves ancient ones. Nobody give her chance except you.”

			“Mom,” He’nay intoned. 

			“Be nice to her,” Alize teased. “I hope you didn’t learn eyerolling from me. I know what it’s like to be shut out of academic circles. Without you, I never would’ve cracked the meaning of those other Chamayna glyphs.”

			He’nay’s tattoo artist tapped her shell and backed away as the other had, and He’nay scuttled forward. Mother and daughter faced Alize and wrapped her in a hug. When their shells touched, a dim glow radiated from the glyphs, and Alize wondered if she could finally see those spirits Makawe always talked about. 

			Alize smiled, reading the matching glyphs on their shells, which spelled “Power.” The glow faded when they stepped away from each other, which Alize assumed was some trick of the setting sun hitting the lotions the artists had used on their shells. 

			Even still, this made her eager to return to Hen4 and resume their research. This trip cleared her head, and they would make a breakthrough soon. She just knew it.

		

	
		
			Three

			(MAYNARD)

			Bolivar City, New Lodestone, Boudica System

			A fist crashed forward, and Maynard deflected it with a left-strike against the attacker’s wrist. 

			“Good hit,” Maynard said. 

			Brother Webster backed off. “The sun was in my eyes.”

			Maynard gestured toward the dojo walls in a half-shrug. “How?”

			“I’ve just reached that high of a level of mastery.” His friend chuckled. “Not even walls can hold my mind.”

			“That was a good session,” Maynard replied, catching his breath. “I almost had you.”

			Footsteps sounded from behind them, and a third person cleared his throat loudly.

			Maynard spun around and forced a smile. “Good of you to join us, Brother Rondo.”

			Brother Rondo, a large man who made himself small by his posture, nodded back. While the Monks of the Great Mystery were instructed by their doctrine to be joyous, few of the other members in their order could appreciate the joviality of Brothers Maynard and Webster. But there was little anyone could do about it since Maynard was in charge and Webster was the martial arts instructor. 

			“We have a problem, Senior Brother Maynard,” Rondo intoned.

			“No need to sound so formal.” Maynard grabbed towels for himself and Webster, tossing one to his friend and using the other to dab his forehead. “The titles are nice, but we don’t need them. What’s the matter?”

			Rondo bowed his head, letting his hood cover his face. His scarf, the piece of clothing that broke their uniform, hung down. When Rondo joined their order, he’d told Maynard about a disease that left him cold most of the time and asked to wear a scarf as a concession. Maynard didn’t have any issue with it, but Rondo had always seemed to be the picture of health. 

			“Junior Brother Mweezh.”

			“Mui-xe,” Maynard corrected. “Pause between the syllables.”

			Rondo stirred, though Maynard couldn’t see his expression. “He received a forbidden item.”

			Maynard cocked an eyebrow and stepped out of the dojo. “Webster, work on not telegraphing your moves. Go over why we teach pacifism alongside self-defense with the little ones today. Rondo, walk with me.” The long hallway yawned before them with symbolic artwork lining the walls. Maynard wondered how much they could get if they sold it all off and gave it to the poor, but the other monks would never go for it. 

			“Tell me what Mui-xe got,” Maynard said once they had started walking.

			“A letter from a relative,” Rondo replied with the same tone one would use for saying that somebody had received a bomb.

			Maynard’s heart raced. He needed to remain aloof. “And this warranted a complaint directly to me?”

			Rondo averted his eyes from Maynard, probably to hide a scowl. “He wouldn’t surrender it to me. We’re not supposed to have family attachments.”

			“We’re also supposed to practice kindness,” Maynard said. “I will speak with him. In the meantime, practice the patience-kindness mantras.”

			“Senior Brother Maynard—”

			“I look forward to hearing about the results of your prayers at dinner. I’m sure it will be an enlightening time in your quarters.” Maynard motioned down the hallway where the monks’ cells lay.

			Rondo didn’t hide his scowl this time. “Thank you for the direction, Senior Brother.”

			Maynard replied with a smile, and they parted. 

			Some junior monks skipped down the hall toward the dojo, then slowed to a mindful saunter once they spied him. Maynard laughed and called out to them, “Why stop? You’ll lose the race!”

			The junior monks, orphans left at the monastery between the ages of five and ten, glanced at each other before giggling and jogging forward. “Hurry up,” Maynard added. “Brother Webster does not tolerate lateness.”

			There was one junior monk who was not with them, the one who shared their rank but not their age.

			Mui-xe.

			All of Mui-xe’s lessons with Webster were individualized, which Maynard didn’t love, but saw no alternative. Mui-xe’s biology and anatomy made it dangerous for him to train with the other youngsters. Maynard strode toward the courtyard, wondering how to warn Mui-xe about keeping letters to himself. Mui-xe wasn’t exactly like the other orphaned boys since he did have surviving family members who loved him very much. Maynard opened the courtyard door, and there sat Mui-xe, sitting on a bench with his tail draped across his lap, holding paper that looked like it had barely survived space travel.

			When Maynard approached, Mui-xe sniffed the air before inclining his head. A soft smile stretched across his elongated face, revealing a protruding fang. “Hi, Uncle Maynard,” Mui-xe croaked. His skin was mottled with flesh and scales, and his facial features were the midpoint of Human and Lo-sat, but his resemblance to Maynard’s late brother made him pause every time. 

			Maynard didn’t run over but did take longer strides to close the distance. “Remember what we talked about? Just ‘Brother Maynard’ unless we’re alone.”

			A translucent film of skin wiped across Mui-xe’s red marbled eyes, his version of a blink. “We are. I smelled first.”

			Maynard sighed and chuckled. “Sorry, then. What happened with Rondo?”

			“He found my letter from Granny and tried to take it from me. I know it was sloppy of me to let anyone see it.” His eyes fell to his hands. “I screwed up.”

			“Maybe, but that’s a lesson for later. You didn’t, well, attack him, did you?”

			Mui-xe’s hairless eyeridge raised. “Did he say I did? I got really mad, but once I felt my hands get hot, I stopped. I used those breathing exercises you taught me. They helped.”

			“That’s good,” Maynard replied, taking a seat on the bench beside Mui-xe. While he was a preteen by Human standards, Mui-xe was taller than Maynard and most of the monks in the order. “How is your Granny?”

			“She said she still wants to meet me and thinks you hate her because you haven’t let her come out yet.”

			Maynard whistled. “I hate her? That bad, huh?”

			“Well, she worded it a bit … stronger than that, but yeah.”

			A thick cloud passed over the Boudica star in the sky, darkening the courtyard. “This is the only free Human settlement in the galaxy. I don’t know how to get anyone offworld to come visit you without drawing the wrong kind of attention.”

			“Your friend comes all the time,” Mui-xe said. “I wouldn’t get Granny’s letters otherwise.”

			“True, but he’s a professional smuggler. We’ll figure out some way for you to see her, I promise. It will be easier once more Human systems gain independence.” He really should’ve said “if” instead of “once,” but now wasn’t the time for that. “Then there won’t be so much heat here. I can’t risk the Collective finding you.” Maynard didn’t need to add the “or else” since Mui-xe had already experienced it. The monastery would keep him safe. 

			Mui-xe sighed. “I don’t know if I want to live my whole life in these walls.”

			“Did Granny say anything else?”

			“Only prayers and myths. She said if I’m spending so much time learning about your religion then I should learn hers, too.”

			Maynard smiled, remembering stories about his brother meeting Mui-xe’s Granny for the first time. 

			“I’ll find some safe way to let you see her,” Maynard said. “I promise. In the meantime, let’s figure out a better hiding place for her letters.”

		

	
		
			Four

			(RICK)

			Behind a seedy bar on an unnamed 
asteroid only scum would visit

			Obnoxious music played at a too-loud volume and stale beer stench tinged the air. A hiveball game played on a crappy TV, not that it was big enough to be visible or loud enough to hear over the music. The lights weren’t bright enough for anyone to see their own poor decisions, except for one patron.

			Rick Crith sipped his water. Using his image inducer, it resembled beer to any onlookers, just like how the sensory hologram covered his missing arm. That device was a pain to charge, so he only used it for emergencies like this one. He hoped an extra arm and letting his hair and stubble grow out would be enough of a disguise that nobody would recognize his face. 

			A few meters away, rough guys played angleball with each other, balancing drinks on the table in a way that would make a respectable bartender kick them out. Rick observed the table nearest him. From his periphery, he examined the men there, all wearing hats, which unfortunately complicated things. 

			But as one spoke, the movements of his neck revealed a tattoo of Earth with a diagonal line through it. 

			The symbol of Earthquake. 

			It hadn’t received laser treatment like Rick’s had. 

			Under this man’s hat, hair poked through on one side, which wasn’t a guarantee, but it was an indication that he sported the haircut mandated by Jacques Tecton. 

			He had one mark. 

			One of the rough guys at the angleball table also had an Earth tattoo on his arm, but it was amid so many others that Rick wondered if this guy was trying to hide it in plain sight instead of actually removing it. 

			The sitting man with the neck tattoo stumbled up from his chair, heading toward the bathroom. Rick gulped his water that didn’t taste clean enough and trailed the mark. 

			He slipped between the tables, keeping distance without looking like he was keeping distance. He had no way of knowing if anyone was inside the bathroom, so he needed to be extra cautious. This bar only served Humans, or rather, the only Lo-sats and Arkoudae nearby were the owners of the mining stations in this asteroid clump, and they had their own bars away from the slums. Human-sized bathrooms meant he wouldn’t have to deal with a much larger or stronger alien trying to break up his planned interrogation.

			The mark opened the bathroom door, using his fist instead of his palm, and the angle of the bathroom that became visible for a second revealed it had several stalls and was not a single occupancy. At this time of night with this crowd, there would almost certainly be someone else inside. 

			Damn.

			The mark took a urinal, and Rick stepped beside him, using the open one on the same side as the mark’s tattoo. He’d seen a million grunts like this guy. 

			Rick grunted. “Moving the galaxy?” Using the motto soured his lips, but he didn’t have any other choice. He had to start somewhere. 

			“Hm?” The mark turned to Rick and scowled for violating the basic rule of bathroom etiquette. Look forward or down and remain silent. 

			“I spied your tattoo,” Rick said. “I got some buddies in the organization.” 

			The mark zipped and faced him. “Rick?”

			Rick’s blood froze. They made eye contact. 

			This man used to work for him. 

			He’d been on the mad scientist’s asteroid. He’d seen the abominations unleashed. He’d come within an inch of a vicious death by Rick’s command.

			His name was Dion, one of the only gunners to survive that excursion. “What the Earth are you doing here? Have you come to kill me?” Dion tensed up, clenching a fist.

			“Give me some information, and I’ll leave you alone.”

			“Like hell I will, you son of a Galsan worm. I drink every night to forget what you made me do. I see your face in the bottom of every shot glass. I hear your voice in my nightmares. You ruined my life.” His gaze cast down to the hologram around Rick’s missing arm. “You got a prosthetic?”

			“Not quite.” Rick reached for Dion’s throat. 

			Even inebriated, Dion moved fast—it was why he was a good fighter. He ducked his shoulder and charged into Rick, pushing him toward the wall. Rick willed the hologram of his arm to swing for a punch, and as Dion dodged it, Rick uppercut with his true arm. 

			Dion staggered back, and Rick grabbed him by the shirt and threw him at the open toilet stall, knocking off his hat and revealing his lopsided Earthquake hairstyle.

			He didn’t have much time before someone else would enter. He was beyond screwed if he didn’t move fast. But he’d come so far. 

			“Who sprung Tecton from prison?”

			“Keep his name out of your mouth,” Dion slurred. 

			Rick grabbed a chunk of Dion’s hair and jerked his head over the stained toilet bowl. “Wrong answer.”

			Dion kicked at Rick’s ankle, forcing him to release his grip. When Rick stumbled backward, Dion rolled over and used the toilet to help himself stand. He readied a punch, which Rick ducked under, closing the distance and kneeing his groin. No time to fight clean.

			“Who sprung Tecton from prison?” Rick demanded. 

			Wincing, Dion grit his teeth and shook his head. “Eat shit, Rick.”

			“Good idea.” Rick punched his face, spun him around, and thrust his head into the water. 

			The bathroom door creaked open. Rick grabbed Dion’s hair and thrust him into the edge of the toilet bowl. 

			“Help!” Rick called as he dipped into Dion’s pocket, grabbing his omni-tablet. “Help! This guy passed out.”

			Another patron, one of the angleball players, peeked around the corner. “What happened?” 

			“Get the bartender and call for help,” Rick said. “I’m going to do CPR.”

			The bathroom door closed again, and Rick stowed the omni-tablet in his coat. As long as Earthquake’s internal messenger was still on his omni-tablet, Rick would get that information. 

			Rick pulled Dion out of the toilet and rolled him onto his side. 

			Nobody would believe a concussed barfly about an officially dead man surfacing with an extra arm. Rick popped off Dion’s credit chit, hoping to make this look like a botched robbery. This wasn’t the type of place to have security cameras. He slipped out of the bathroom and shouted, “The guy is breathing but needs medical attention. I’m going to call his girlfriend.”

			Rick darted out as patrons flooded the bathroom. Once outside, he used the image inducer’s full setting to make him resemble another person and slinked toward the asteroid’s spaceport. 

			Maybe old age was making him sloppy. He knew one thing, though. Earthquake was still plotting nasty shit, and innocent people were in danger.

			Intercepted message from Hen4 museum:

			Sender: He’nay KaWhetuMa

			Recipient: P’oki KaWhetuMa

			Subject: Thanks for the seaweed wraps!

			Hi Mom,

			Yes, they came in time for the holiday. Alize wanted to say she appreciated you getting a vegan version for her. And just like you are pestering me about honoring the spirits, I hope you know Alize is also pestering me about reaching out more often. You can expect my next message in one week, and I promise I won’t procrastinate by saying nothing interesting happened. Boring or exciting, you’ll hear from me. Even if it’s just a hi and I love you.

			But I bet I’ll have something cool to share next week. Alize and I have some wild new theories about what else the Chamayna chitin can do. She doesn’t want me to say too much since she’s a bit paranoid about people monitoring us, but let me tell you our tattoo was just the beginning. If my findings get published, I want to celebrate with another one on top of it and below. We have space for more carvings. 

			Anyway, I know your friends at the scrap yard are going to ask and tell them I’m not dating anyone, just like I wasn’t a month ago. I hate to send such a short note, but my break is ending, and there’s an alarm going off. Don’t panic. It’s probably an octopede that got too close to a security barrier around a work of art upstairs, but I need to check it out before Alize notices and scolds me. She’s like you that way. 

			Talk soon. I love you, Mom.

			-He’nay

		

	
		
			Five

			(AMANDA)

			In a government office on the 
Collective Fringe, Katafugio asteroid

			In a cold galaxy, survival came through warmth—both literal and emotional. Getting the former required the flick of a switch or a heat cell, but the latter? Amanda Martinez’s inner fire burned hot enough for that, and today she could set the vacuum of space ablaze.

			One month after her award for achievement, Amanda strutted through the government offices. Too big hallways, too cold temperature, and too oppressive gravity for a measly Human like her. Amanda’s extra layers under her business suit didn’t stave off the chill, and her weak gravity harness glitched at least twice a day, but she endured. 

			Inspired by Joka Bunear, she’d been trading votes and drafting legislation so she could finally introduce hers.

			She smiled, wondering how her old self would have laughed at her current employment. Undercover gang manager to homeless shelter operator, to gang defector, to government representative for Humans. Spilling details about her former employer earned both amnesty and the trust required to deserve this job, although they both only stretched so far. 

			The complex on this asteroid was constructed without Humans in mind. Having an Arkouda bodyguard, a member of the very species oppressing Humans, was its own slice of deliciousness and the first step in dismantling that oppression and indifference. The fuzzy-white soldier with a muzzle strong enough to snap a femur towered over her yet addressed her as Madam Chairperson. Last year, she cringed at the title, and today, she was almost ready to bask in the respect.

			Bugaro reached over her head to grab the door handle to the voting chambers. The honeycomb-shaped auditorium sat empty, save for some interns of various species milling about. 

			Amanda glanced up to her guard, addressing him in his language. “Bugaro, did you hear from your granddaughter?”

			“She didn’t get the lead in the recital.” Bugaro’s gruff voice softened. “But you should’ve seen her land the pirouette.”

			Amanda resisted the urge to balk at the appropriation of Human culture for Arkoudae kids’ dances. “I’m proud of her. I’m sure she’ll outshine the whole pod.” 

			“Can I ask you something, Madam Chairperson?” Bugaro asked, edge returning to his voice. “Do you really think you’ll get the votes you need?”

			“I have to believe it will. Humans deserve full Citizen status after what we’ve endured.” 

			Bugaro’s graying fur and permanent scowl demonstrated his years serving government agents. “You want my opinion?” 

			“I would. You’ve been around longer than me,” Amanda said. “You also watched,” she stopped herself from uttering the forbidden name, “my predecessor suggest laws and get shot down more than once.”

			“That Tecton guy set your species back. Funding illegal research with pilfered government money? Total trash.” Bugaro peered down his snout at her. “You want my civilian’s opinion? Or as your bodyguard?”

			“They don’t have to be different. Just answer honestly.”

			“Sure.” Bugaro reared back. “It’ll be rejected. You may have proved yourself, Madam Chairperson, but Humans as a species haven’t. When most Citizens—”

			Amanda glared at him, and the hallway felt a little bigger and colder in that moment. 

			“Hey, you said you wanted honest. When Arkoudae and Lo-sats think of Humans, our first thoughts are of the Earthquake terrorists. Sure, there’s that one archaeologist and the inventor who worked for Symphora, and you, but that’s not enough.” He spoke without insinuating Amanda kept ties with Earthquake: a reprieve from what some of her colleagues gossiped about behind her back.

			Amanda somberly nodded, then glanced around the auditorium, wondering which expletive to shout for the best cavernous echo. “Thanks, Bugaro. Please just call me Amanda.”

			“You’re welcome.” A grin creased the old codger’s muzzle. “And never.”

			“So my information to get my predecessor incarcerated wasn’t enough?”

			“Earthquake is still running around.” Bugaro’s words stung more than they should have. Earthquake’s operations were supposed to be the inside secret that Humans abashedly whispered about. “Not to mention your former employers Jacques Tecton and Rick Crith escaped prison.”

			Hearing the name of the worst man she knew made Amanda want to barf, hearing the name of the man she once admired made her want to cry, and the reminder she once worked for them made her want to change her name. “That’s not what the official reports say.” She flashed a weak smile.
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