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    For everyone who found their pack in unexpected places.

And for the readers who followed Kira from her first heist to her last—
this ending is for you.




  
"The pack that hunts together survives together.
But the pack that chooses together—
that pack lives forever."

— Barkas Proverb (Pre-Silence Era)






Chapter 1: The Countdown

The proximity alarm screamed through the Rust Bucket's hull.

Kira's claws scraped metal as she hauled herself from the comfort-crawl beneath the navigation console, left shoulder screaming protest. Twelve days of hyperspace and she still hadn't found a position that didn't make her side ache—and now the ship was trying to kill her with adrenaline.

"False alarm," Nix's voice crackled through the intercom before Kira could reach the cockpit. "Debris field—historical collision scatter. We're clear."

Kira's twin hearts hammered against her ribcage. The medpatch on her shoulder throbbed with borrowed panic. She pressed her forearm-whiskers against the corridor wall, reading the ship's vibrations: water recycler running high, life support compensating for six species' needs, the subtle hum of the Core chamber's shielding two decks down. Normal. Everything was normal.

Except for the weight crushing her chest.

Her own scent filled the cramped corridor—sharp, chemical, wrong. Three days since her last proper scent-wash. The stink of stress-hormones clung to her fur like an accusation. Any Mura would read it immediately: this one is drowning.

ECHO's sacrifice flickered behind her eyes. Four voices becoming one, becoming nothing, becoming the archive that Thresh now carried like a curse. The ancient AI had trusted them with everything—247 years of research, the truth about the Gravity Cores, the weapon that would end the Voice forever.

And Kira had said yes, we'll stop it. Like she had any idea how.

Six lives depending on her decisions. Seven, if you counted the consciousness fragments drifting in GC-0001's amber glow.

The isolation was eating her. She could process alone—that was the Mura way—but this weight needed sharing before it crushed her flat.

Time to check on her crew.



The medical bay's humidity wrapped around Kira like a damp glove.

Coral floated in the moisture-preservation pod, her blue-gray fur rippling with the water's circulation. The Viskari's eyes were closed, but her webbed digits twitched against the pod's surface—a fishing-dream, maybe, or just the restless movement of a predator forced into stillness.

The water recycler hummed at maximum output, a constant drone that filled the small space. They'd been pushing it hard since leaving Chronos. Coral's species needed moisture the way Mura needed silence—not a preference but a biological imperative.

Kira's gaze tracked to the wound dressing across Coral's torso. The edges had faded from angry red to healing pink, but the injury still pulled at Coral's movement when she shifted. Worse, the webbing between her fingers showed hairline cracks—stress fractures from rationed water.

Coral's eyes opened. Gold irises fixed on Kira with the patient stillness of a hunter watching the riverbank.

"You're shedding worry-scent across my healing space." Coral's voice came slow and deliberate, each word carrying the weight of the river-metaphors her species lived by. "Makes the water taste anxious."

"Sorry." Kira's ears flattened with embarrassment. "Wanted to check—"

"Whether I'm dying?" Coral's whiskers twitched—amusement, maybe. "The river doesn't stop for wounds. Neither do I."

"You almost did stop. On Chronos."

"Almost is a fish that got away." Coral shifted in the pod, wincing as the movement pulled at her dressing. "Soren fusses enough for both of you. Go fuss at someone who needs it."

Kira's forearm-whiskers caught the subtle vibration change as Coral's heartrate elevated. Pain, carefully hidden behind river-calm. The Viskari was hurting more than she'd admit.

"When we hit Freeport, we're getting you proper treatment."

"When we hit Freeport, we have larger upstream struggles than my scratches." Coral's gold eyes held steady. "You didn't come here to count my wounds, Kira. What's eating your tail?"

The question hung in the humid air. Kira's claws flexed against her palms.

"I'm asking all of you to swim into dark water. You've already bled for me once."

"The river doesn't ask if the fish wants to swim." Coral closed her eyes again, dismissing the concern with the finality of a current changing direction. "We go forward because backward is drowning. Now leave me to my healing. And wash your fur—you smell like a cornered kit."



The cargo hold had been converted into Thresh's domain.

Holographic displays filled the space, overlapping data-streams that painted the air in blue and amber light. ECHO's archive data, translated and annotated and cross-referenced until Kira's eyes ached just looking at it. Thresh hunched at the center, his small form dwarfed by the information surrounding him.

He was grooming. Compulsively, obsessively, his tongue working over the same patch of forearm fur until it lay flat and damp and wrong. Even from the doorway, Kira could see the bald spots forming—patches where his anxiety had stripped the fur entirely.

"How long since you slept?"

Thresh's ears snapped toward her, pupils dilating in the dim light. His eyes were bloodshot, the delicate pink visible against dark iris. "I'm fine. The data needs—"

"Thresh."

"Thirty-two hours." He looked away, tongue catching on the groomed patch again. "Maybe thirty-four. The timestamps blur together."

Kira crossed the hold, stepping through holographic displays that shattered and reformed around her movement. The air here smelled like ozone and overworked processors and young-male-Mura stress hormones. Thresh's scent was barely recognizable under the electronic tang.

"ECHO trusted you," she said, crouching to bring her eyes level with his. "They didn't trust you to kill yourself processing their legacy."

"They trusted me with everything they were." Thresh's voice cracked. His grooming stopped, paw frozen mid-stroke. "Four consciousnesses. 247 years of existence. Every memory, every calculation, every piece of themselves they managed to preserve. They merged for us, Kira. They died—four separate beings died—and left me their entire—"

His voice broke entirely. The fur on his cheeks was damp, and not from grooming.

Kira's forearm-whiskers registered the tremor in his body. She recognized it. The weight of responsibility you never asked for, crushing you because setting it down meant betraying the dead.

"I can't let that be for nothing," Thresh whispered. "I can't."

"You won't." Kira pressed her nose against his ear—the closest thing to an embrace their species offered. "But you're no good to their legacy if your brain is mush from sleep deprivation. Four hours. Then back to work."

"Two."

"Three, and I don't tell Coral you've been skipping meals."

Thresh's ears folded in defeat. "You fight dirty."

"Learned it from the best." Kira pulled back, studying his exhausted face. "Who taught you that the strong suffer alone? Because they lied."

Something in Thresh's expression shifted—grief and gratitude tangled together. He powered down the nearest displays with a gesture, the holographic light fading from his features.

"Three hours," he agreed. "But if there's a breakthrough in the encryption I'm working on—"

"Then Nix will wake you. Sleep."



The Core chamber pulsed with amber light.

Warmth pressed against Kira's fur before she crossed the threshold—a subtle radiance that had nothing to do with the shielding systems. GC-0001 floated in its containment field, ancient technology wrapped in crystalline geometry, and somewhere inside, fragments of ECHO still whispered.

She approached slowly, forearm-whiskers extended. The warmth increased with proximity, not uncomfortably so, but present in a way ship environmental systems weren't designed to produce. The Core generated its own heat. Its own presence.

The whispers came as she entered the primary field's range.

Not voices, exactly. Not words she could repeat. More like pressure changes in her inner ear, rhythm variations that resolved into meaning only after they passed. Four overlapping tones—ECHO's fragments, still distinct even in merger, still trying to communicate.

...the path divides where shadows gather...

...trust the one who cannot betray...

...seventeen is death, sixteen is delay...

...choice remains while fragments persist...

Kira's fur stood on end. The whispers slid through her consciousness like water through cracks, leaving impressions rather than memories. She pressed her palm against the containment field's outer barrier, feeling the vibration of ancient technology humming against her pad.

"I don't know if you can hear me." Her voice came out rough. "I don't know if 'you' is even the right word anymore. But we're coming up on Freeport in three days, and I need to know if we're walking into a trap."

The amber light pulsed. The whispers intensified, layering over each other in harmonic interference.

...the matriarch waits with old debts...

...scent-trails cross in commerce-shadow...

...what she offers costs more than credits...

Then silence. The warmth receded slightly, as if the Core had exhausted some resource in communicating.

Kira let her hand drop from the barrier. Cryptic guidance from a fragmented AI consciousness. Not exactly the tactical briefing she'd hoped for.

But the Core had tried to answer. That mattered.

"You're crew now," she murmured. "Whatever's left of you. We don't leave crew behind."

The amber glow pulsed once—acknowledgment, maybe, or just random fluctuation. Kira chose to believe the former.



The observation alcove was the coldest part of the ship.

Ven Solara sat alone against the viewport, her long frame folded into the cramped space with a Solari's characteristic disregard for comfort. The stars of hyperspace streaked past behind her—blue-shifted light that painted her rust-colored fur in shifting patterns.

Her prosthetic eye caught the starlight differently than her natural one. The ECHO-upgraded optics reflected rather than absorbed, creating an asymmetry in her gaze that Kira couldn't quite meet.

Ven's ears tracked the subtle shift in Kira's posture. They always did.

"You flinch," the Solari said. No accusation. Simple observation.

Kira's ears flattened despite herself. "I don't—"

"You do. When you look at my eye. When you think about how I got it." Ven's voice stayed level, each word measured out like ammunition. "You've accepted what I told you about Sable. But your body hasn't processed it yet."

The name hit Kira's chest like a physical blow. Sable. Her former crewmate. Her friend. Dead because Ven had followed orders, years ago, before any of them knew each other. The confession had come on Chronos, in the middle of chaos, and Kira had said we'll deal with it later.

Later was now. Neither of them knew how to deal with it.

"I won't ask you to trust me," Ven said, her mismatched eyes fixed on the viewport. "Words don't rebuild what I broke. I'll show you instead."

"How?"

"By not leaving. By fighting beside you until my actions outweigh my history." Ven's maned head turned, finally meeting Kira's gaze. The prosthetic eye whirred softly as it focused. "I chose your crew, Kira. Not because I had nowhere else to go. Because this is where I want to be."

Kira's forearm-whiskers registered Ven's elevated body temperature—normal for Solari, but warmer even than usual. Stress response. The former soldier was as uncertain about this conversation as Kira was.

"The thing about Solari," Ven continued, "is that we don't bond like Barkas. We don't form crews like Mura. We exist... adjacent. Always slightly apart." A muscle twitched in her jaw. "But I'm trying, Kira. For the first time in my life, I'm trying to be part of something instead of beside it."

Kira's tail twitched—involuntary, uncontrolled. Emotion bleeding through despite her best efforts.

"Okay," she said finally. "Okay. Keep showing me."

Ven's ears lifted fractionally. Not a smile—Solari didn't smile—but something like relief.



The common area filled with the sound of convergence.

Soren arrived first, helping Coral navigate the corridor with steady hands that betrayed nothing of his own exhaustion. Gray had crept into his temples since Chronos—stress aging that even human resilience couldn't hide. But his grip on Coral's arm was sure, and when the Viskari settled into a moisture-retention seat, his hand lingered on her shoulder longer than strictly necessary.

Thresh emerged from his enforced rest looking marginally less like death. He'd managed to smooth down most of the over-groomed patches, though his ears still carried the telltale droop of sleep deprivation. He took his seat beside the holotable, fingers already twitching toward the interface before catching himself.

Nix scurried in last, enormous ears swiveling toward the thermal vents before selecting a spot that maximized heat exposure. The Vas'sari's three-fingered left hand drummed against her thigh—a rhythm pattern Kira couldn't identify—while her eyes tracked everything in the room with the omnidirectional awareness of a prey species that had evolved into engineers.

Ven stood apart, near the door. Always near an exit. Solari habit, or just good tactical sense.

The crew assembled. Kira's crew. The people who had bled for her on Chronos, who had trusted her when she led them into impossible situations, who kept coming back despite everything.

The holotable hummed to life under her palm. Star charts flickered, then resolved into their current trajectory: three days to Freeport Station, then nine more to Helios Prime. The route glowed like a countdown to their fate.

"I need you all to hear something." Kira's voice came out steady, despite the tremor in her forearm-whiskers. "Then I need us to decide—together—what we're going to do about it."

Six sets of eyes fixed on her. Six heartbeats, registered through the subtle vibrations in the deck plating.

"I've been carrying this alone since we left Chronos. That was wrong." Kira's claws gripped the holotable's edge. "What ECHO told us—what they died to tell us—it's bigger than any of us. I can't process it myself anymore. I need you to know."

She keyed the playback sequence.

ECHO's voice filled the common area—four tones merged into one, the last recording before their sacrifice. The sound raised Kira's fur and sent a shiver down spines across species lines. Nix's enormous ears flattened against her skull. Soren's hand found Coral's beneath the table.

"The Heliogen Consortium has been collecting Gravity Cores for forty years. Their stated purpose is energy research. Their true purpose is the Voice Destruction Protocol."

Holographic schematics materialized above the table. Seventeen Cores arranged in precise geometric patterns, connected by lines of force that pulsed with simulated energy. Kira watched Nix's thermal-sensitive eyes widen as she traced the design's implications—heat signatures the Vas'sari could read like text.

"The Cores will be synchronized to produce a resonance cascade," ECHO's voice continued. "This frequency will propagate through subspace instantaneously, targeting every Voice fragment in the galaxy. Not merely destruction—annihilation. Every Core. Every echo. Every trace of the consciousness that once connected all Barkas minds."

The weapon's geometry rotated slowly, impossibly complex, terrifyingly beautiful.

"Seventeen Cores are required for critical mass. They possess sixteen. GC-0001—the Core we carry—is one of only three not in their possession. Without it, they cannot reach critical mass. With it, they end the Voice forever."

The holographic weapon schematic pulsed with simulated energy flows. ECHO's merged voice continued, clinical and precise, detailing the mathematics of extinction with the calm of an entity that had already accepted death.

"The weapon will fire once. It will reach everywhere simultaneously. When the cascade completes, every Barkas in the galaxy will wake to silence. Not death—something worse. The potential for connection, the ancestral memory carried in every Barkas mind, the hope that the Voice might someday return—all of it cauterized. A species defined by pack-consciousness reduced to scattered individuals who will never again have the choice of unity."

The schematic rotated one final time, seventeen Cores glowing like funeral markers.

"We entrust this knowledge to you. What you do with it determines whether choice survives. We were four. We became one. We became nothing. Do not let our ending be meaningless."

The recording faded into static, then silence.

The weight of it pressed against Kira's chest, heavy and sharp-edged. She watched her crew process the information—Thresh's over-groomed fur bristling with horror, Coral's predator-stillness deeper than usual, Soren's professional mask cracking at the edges, Nix's enormous ears slowly lifting from their flattened position, Ven's prosthetic eye whirring as it recorded every detail.

Coral spoke first. "The river doesn't ask if the fish wants to swim." Her gold eyes were steady, but her webbed fingers gripped her seat's arm. "We go forward because backward is drowning. I've already bled for this crew. I'll bleed for this cause."

"I'm not asking you to bleed for Barkas," Kira said.

"You're asking us to bleed for their choice." Coral's whiskers twitched. "That's different. That's what matters."

Thresh's voice cracked when he spoke. "ECHO died for this information. Four of them—four separate beings—merged themselves into nothing so we could know." His over-groomed fur bristled with emotion. "We can't let that death mean nothing. We can't just... run."

"Running would be the smart play." Soren's words came measured, professional, the information-broker surfacing despite his exhaustion. "Helios Prime is a fortress. Heliogen has resources we can't match. Strategically, our best chance is disappearing—finding a hole deep enough that they never find us."

"But?" Ven's voice cut through from her position near the door.

Soren's jaw tightened. "But I have contacts. Information brokers, smugglers, people who owe me. Using them means burning bridges I've kept for decades. If we're doing this, I can help. I just need to know we're actually doing it."

Nix's enormous ears swiveled toward Kira. "The weapon is brilliant engineering." Her rapid-fire speech carried the clinical admiration of someone who lived in technical specifications. "Horrifying, but brilliant. Whoever designed it understood harmonic resonance at a level I've never seen." She paused, thermal-sensitive eyes blinking. "I need to see it destroyed. Not because I care about Barkas politics. Because something that dangerous shouldn't exist."

All eyes turned to Ven.

The Solari uncrossed her arms slowly. Her prosthetic eye whirred as it adjusted to the emotional tension in the room. The starlight from the viewport painted her rust-colored fur in shifting patterns as she stepped forward, abandoning her position near the door—the first time Kira had seen her voluntarily move away from an exit.

"This is my species' heritage," she said. "Not by blood—Solari were never connected to the Voice—but by proximity. By history. Every Barkas I've ever known has carried the question: what if we could reconnect? What if the Voice came back?"

Her maned head shook slowly, the motion carrying centuries of complicated history. The Solari had evolved apart, their solitary nature a biological rejection of the pack-consciousness that defined the Barkas. But they'd witnessed their distant cousins build empires on unity, wage wars through coordinated action, suffer when that connection was disrupted.

"Even if that connection never touched me, it belongs to them. Their choice. Their decision." Her voice hardened, the professional soldier surfacing beneath the philosophical exterior. "And I will not let some corporation steal that from them because they're afraid of what unity might mean."

Kira's forearm-whiskers registered the emotional temperature in the room—fear and determination mingling in each species' distinct hormonal signature. Thresh's stress-chemicals. Coral's water-scent, sharp with tension. The ozone-tang of Nix's elevated processing. Soren's purely human stress-sweat. Ven's warmth, running hotter than usual.

They weren't unified by ideology. They weren't unified by species loyalty or profit motive or even survival instinct.

They were unified because they'd chosen to be. Each for their own reasons, arriving at the same destination.

"I'm not asking you to die for Barkas," Kira said, her voice finding strength she hadn't known she possessed. "I'm asking if you'll fight for their right to choose."

Nods around the room. Coral's stillness. Ven's subtle ear-lift. Thresh's trembling determination. Soren's professional commitment. Nix's engineering enthusiasm for destruction.

"Then we do this together. Or we don't do it at all."

Kira straightened, feeling something shift in her chest. Not the crushing weight of before—something different. Shared weight. Distributed load.

"Forearm says yes, ears say run," she said, the old Mura idiom feeling different in her mouth now. "First time they've ever agreed on anything."



Soren's hands moved across the holotable with practiced efficiency, pulling up star charts and route calculations that transformed their idealism into tactical reality. The blue light caught the new gray at his temples, aging that hadn't been there before Chronos.

"Three days to Freeport Station." The route illuminated in pale blue, a thread connecting their position to the massive trade hub. "It's our last neutral ground. After that, we're in Heliogen's sky."

The station's schematic rotated slowly—a massive cylinder bristling with docking spines and commercial districts. Freeport. Where every species traded and no species ruled. Where information flowed like water and credits talked louder than allegiance. Where Silka's influence reached even as her presence stayed hidden.

"What do we need there?" Coral asked, her gold eyes tracking the schematic's rotation.

"Everything." Soren's fingers pulled up a supply list that made Kira's whiskers droop. Medical supplies—real ones, not field patches. Water reserves for Coral's needs. Fuel cells. Ammunition. Replacement parts for the Rust Bucket's increasingly temperamental systems. And information. We need to know what Heliogen's current security posture looks like, what's changed since Chronos, who else might be hunting for Cores."

"The Hegemony will be looking for us," Ven added, her voice flat with professional assessment. "Commander Hrak isn't known for giving up. If he survived Chronos—and he did, I'd bet my eye on it—he's tracking us right now."

"Then we need to know where he is." Kira's claws drummed against the holotable. "What resources he has. Whether he knows about the weapon."

"I can access some of ECHO's network protocols," Thresh said, his exhaustion momentarily forgotten in the face of technical challenge. "Cross-reference them with Freeport's data brokers. See if anyone's selling intel on Helios Prime or Hegemony fleet movements."

"I know people there." Soren's voice carried a heaviness that suggested those people weren't entirely friends. "Handlers I've worked with for twenty years. They'll want to know why I'm suddenly interested in the most secure corporate installation in three sectors. Lying to them won't work. Telling them the truth puts them in danger."

"Then we give them partial truth," Ven said. "We're investigating Heliogen for a client. Standard corporate espionage. Nothing about Cores, nothing about weapons, nothing that makes them targets."

Soren nodded slowly, his jaw tight. "It might work. For a while."

Nix's three-fingered hand shot up, her enormous ears swiveling with excitement. "The weapon schematic ECHO provided—I've been running thermal analysis on the power flow patterns. There are inefficiencies. Intentional ones, I think. Whoever designed this built in vulnerabilities."

"Sabotage?" Kira's ears pricked forward.

"Maybe. Or safety margins that could be exploited." Nix's rapid-fire speech accelerated. "If I can get more data on the actual installation—power grid layouts, cooling system specifications, structural tolerances—I might be able to identify critical failure points."

"That's what we need." Kira studied the route glowing on the holotable. Three days to Freeport. Nine more to Helios Prime. Twelve days total to cross half a sector and somehow infiltrate the most heavily defended installation in Heliogen's corporate empire.

Twelve days to save a choice that belonged to billions.

"We start preparing now," she said. "Coral, I want contingency extraction plans for the station. Every dock, every escape route, every place water flows that we can use." The Viskari nodded, gold eyes already calculating. "Thresh, keep working on ECHO's archive but pace yourself. If there's anything in there about Heliogen's systems, I need it flagged." Another nod, more steady than before. "Nix, study that weapon schematic. Find me weaknesses—design flaws, power requirements, anything we can exploit."

"And me?" Ven asked.

Kira met the Solari's mismatched gaze. "You know Hegemony protocols. Start thinking about who in Barkas command might be sympathetic. If we need allies on the inside, you're our best chance of finding them."

Ven's ears lifted slightly. Trust, demonstrated through assignment rather than declared through words.

Soren powered down the route display. "We should all get rest. Three days isn't long, but it's long enough to arrive exhausted and make mistakes."

The crew dispersed—Coral toward her moisture pod, Thresh to his data displays, Nix toward the engine room where the warmth concentrated. Ven lingered near the door, catching Kira's eye with a subtle nod before disappearing down the corridor.

Kira stood alone in the common area, the holotable's standby glow painting her fur in blue light. The weight in her chest hadn't disappeared, but it had changed shape. Shared weight. Crew weight.

For the first time since leaving Chronos, she didn't feel like she was drowning.

Her forearm-whiskers twitched. Vibration change, somewhere in the ship's communications array. Thresh's console in the cargo hold, registering an incoming signal.

The alert chime sounded three seconds later.



Kira's claws scraped deck plating as she sprinted toward the cargo hold.

Thresh was already there, his grooming-roughened fur standing on end as he stared at his console. The holographic displays around him flickered with data streams, but his attention was fixed on a single blinking indicator.

"It's encrypted," he said, his voice pitched higher than normal. "Velvet Claw frequency. Matriarch-level authentication codes."

Kira's blood ran cold.

Velvet Claw. The network that controlled Mura criminal operations across six sectors. The organization that had trained her, used her, and never stopped watching her even after she'd walked away.

Matriarch Silka. The one who ruled it all.

"How did she find us?" Thresh's fingers hovered over the decryption interface. "We're in hyperspace. We're off every grid. We—"

"Silka always knows." Kira's voice came out flat. "Decrypt it."

The message resolved on screen. Text only, encoded in the cipher that Kira had learned as a kit and never forgotten. Silka's style—minimal words, maximum impact.


We need to talk about what you're carrying.
Come alone to the coordinates provided.
Or don't come at all.



A location marker pulsed beneath the words. Freeport Station. Private meeting chamber in a district that Kira knew from reputation—neutral ground where even Silka's enemies could negotiate without fear of ambush.

But Silka didn't negotiate. Silka acquired.

"She knows about the Core." Thresh's whisper carried horror and awe in equal measure. "How does she know about the Core?"

Kira stared at the message, her forearm-whiskers pressed against the console registering every fluctuation in the ship's systems. The words echoed in her skull like the toll of a death-bell.

What you're carrying.

The Matriarch who controlled the Mura underworld. The legend who had survived forty years in a business that killed most practitioners within five. The monster who collected secrets the way other people collected credits.

Silka knew about the Core. Silka was waiting at Freeport. Silka wanted a meeting.

And behind those three simple sentences lay a threat that made Heliogen look almost reasonable by comparison.

"What do we do?" Thresh asked.

Kira's claws retracted slowly. Her ears rotated, tracking sounds throughout the ship—Coral's healing pod, Nix's thermal scans, the amber pulse of the Core chamber.

Twelve days to Helios Prime. Three days to Freeport.

And somewhere in the darkness between stars, the most dangerous Mura alive was waiting for her answer.

"We prepare," Kira said. "For everything."

The message glowed on the screen, patient and implacable.

Come alone. Or don't come at all.
Chapter 2: The Recruitment

Freeport Station hit Kira's senses like a fist.

The docking bay doors cycled open and the smell slammed into her—thousands of species compressed into recycled air, their hormones and pheromones and waste products churning together into something that made her sinuses burn. Barkas musk fought with Viskari brine, human sweat layered over Vas'sari thermal oils, and underneath it all, the sharp chemical stink of station-standard air scrubbers losing their battle against biological inevitability.

Her whiskers flattened against her forearms. Too much input. Too many scent-trails crossing and recrossing, making the station's corridors read like a map drawn by a madman.

Sound came next—the roar of commerce and conflict compressed into acoustic warfare. Vendors shouting in six languages. Cargo loaders grinding against deck plating. The subsonic rumble of station gravity generators fighting orbital mechanics. Somewhere three corridors away, a Barkas work-pack coordinated their loading rhythm through synchronized howls that scraped across Kira's ears like claws on metal.

This is what chaos smells like. This is where empires go to make deals they can't afford to make in daylight.

The Rust Bucket sat in Docking Bay 47, her hull still scarred from Chronos. Kira stood at the top of the boarding ramp, letting her senses acclimate before stepping into the station's overwhelming embrace.

"Split up. Two hours. Don't draw attention, don't make promises, and don't tell anyone where we're going." Her voice came out steadier than her churning stomach deserved. "Thresh, information café. See what the data-brokers know about Heliogen's network architecture. Coral, Soren—medical supplies, moisture-preservation compounds. Get what you need, not what's convenient." She paused, her ears tracking the distant howl of that Barkas work-pack. "Nix, engineering district. You're looking for information about someone named Revik—Heliogen's chief engineer. Find out if anyone knows his reputation, his work history, anything."

"And you?" Ven's voice carried from the airlock behind her, warm and measured.

"I have an invitation I can't refuse."

Coral's gold eyes narrowed from her position near the medical bay. The Viskari had insisted on walking despite her wound, though each step cost her something Kira could read in the tension of her webbed fingers. "You're meeting the Matriarch. Alone."

"Silka's terms were specific."

"The river teaches that predators who isolate their prey rarely intend to negotiate." Coral's voice stayed calm, but her whiskers angled forward—concern bleeding through river-metaphor. "At least let us shadow you."

"If Silka wanted me dead, I'd already be vapor." Kira forced her ears to lift despite the instinct screaming at her to flatten them. "Two hours. Then we regroup and share what we've learned. Go."

The crew dispersed into Freeport's chaos, each carrying their own mission. Kira watched them merge with the crowds—Thresh's small form disappearing into a tributary of information-seekers, Coral and Soren moving toward the medical district with Coral's hand resting on his forearm for balance she'd never admit needing, Nix's enormous ears already swiveling toward the thermal signatures of the engineering quarter.

Ven lingered.

"I have my own meeting," the Solari said, her prosthetic eye catching the station's harsh lighting. "An old colleague. If he's still alive, he might know things about Hegemony positioning that could help us."

"Be careful."

"I'm always careful." Ven's maned head tilted, dark humor glinting in her organic eye. "It's everyone else who should worry."

Then she was gone, rust-colored fur vanishing into a sea of species that looked at her with suspicion—too Barkas to be Mura-safe, too solitary to be pack-trusted.

Kira stood alone at the threshold between her ship and the station's assault. The encrypted coordinates pulsed in her neural interface, a location marker pointing toward Freeport's shadowed heart.

Come alone. Or don't come at all.

She stepped into the chaos and let it swallow her whole.



Thresh's claws clicked against the information café's terminal interface, the sound barely audible beneath the constant murmur of data-brokers and desperate seekers.

The café occupied a converted cargo bay deep in Freeport's information district—a space designed for function over comfort. Rows of terminals lined walls that had been stripped of everything decorative, leaving bare metal and the persistent hum of processing cores. The air tasted like ozone and anxiety, each breath carrying the sharp electrical tang of a thousand simultaneous data-searches.

He'd found a terminal in the corner, away from the main traffic, where the lighting was dim enough for his dark-adapted eyes. The screen glowed blue against his fur, casting shadows that made his over-groomed patches more visible than he'd
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