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To all of you fans of the Four Horsemen Universe who also happen to be dog lovers, and have been wondering when we were going to get some equal time. This is our love letter to you, and our doggies, both alive and in the summer lands. They were all good boys and girls, and we miss them.
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Kumbia Plains, Gephard, Crapti Region, Jesc Arm

Crent’s muzzle wrinkled at the stench of Humans. They always smelled so...simian. Even the pair in their powered armor standing next to the command post exuded monkey stink from the armor vents. He guessed they wouldn’t smell as much if they were in space and thus forced to seal their armor. Fronth, his second in command, matched Crent’s strides a few steps behind him as was proper. He could see his long-time adjutant’s muzzle wrinkled, a sure sign he didn’t like the smell, either. 

They stopped outside the command post and waited. Like everything else the Humans did, it was custom made, big, armored, and expensive. There were a hundred Union companies making mobile command posts. None of them would be good enough for the hairless monkeys. Scents of Akesh, they could be so wasteful and arrogant. 

“There has to be a better way, Commander,” Fronth grumbled sotto voce. 

“If there is, tell me what it might be,” Crent replied. Fronth sighed. “If Krif’Hosh is to live, this must be done.” His ears flattened, and, after a moment, Fronth echoed the gesture in submission.

The command post’s door opened, and an unarmored Human stuck his round head out. “The commander will see you now, Zuul.” Crent’s translator rendered the simian Human’s grunts and barks into the more sonorous base Zuul. 

“This is commander Crent,” Fronth said, his ears back in anger. “We are not some pet for you to summon.” 

Crent put a gentling hand on his second, feeling the bands of muscle in his shoulders. 

“You coming or not?” the Human asked. Crent nodded, and the Human held the door. 

Inside was similar to any Union-made command center; multiple workstations and a central plotting area with a three-dimensional Tri-V display showing the battlefield. Crent shook his head slightly. If it is so similar, why do they insist on making their own? A Human of at least two meters, thus several centimeters taller than most Zuul, came from the other side of the Tri-V to face them. “Commander Crent, I’m Commander Porter, CO of Silent Night.” He put his hand to his forehead in a gesture Crent remembered was a Human salute.

“Commander,” he said, and put his curled paw against his chest in the Zuul’s version of a salute. “It is good to meet you at last.” 

“The briefing in space back at Jaakul station was hurried.” Porter nodded. “That was the first sign I got that something might not be as we were led to believe.” 

“Indeed,” Crent said. “The Zuparti are paranoid and, more often than not, their contracts turn out to be nothing more than a pup foolishly howling at the moons.”

“I think I understand the analogy,” the Human said. “I understand you wanted to talk about an urgent matter?” 

“Yes,” Crent said. “You know our position here is untenable.” 

Porter’s body language instantly changed, as did that of all his various subordinates in the room. Most had looked curiously or, as Crent suspected, suspiciously as the Zuul mercs entered their command center. Now they were all looking at him after his translator spoke the words in the Human’s prime language. It was harder to read the simians than it was a Zuul. Still, Crent was rather sure his reaction was one of suspicion or anger.

“I’m sorry,” Porter said. “I don’t follow you.”

“You heard me well,” Crent said. “Six companies of Besquith landed on the Eastern Plateau four hours ago. They came in low over the hill, unnoticed by our ships because they were on the far side of the planet.” 

“Jesus Christ,” one of the Human tactical crew said. 

Crent cocked his head and raised his ears in curiosity. Whose name was that, another company commander, maybe? 

“Janet, put those forces on the board,” Porter ordered, and a Human worked on the computer. More markers appeared, causing others to flash angry shades of red. Porter examined the new display. 

“If you’re correct about these new forces—” 

“I am correct,” Crent assured him, holding his tail still. 

“Then your tactical assessment is also correct.” Porter glanced once more at the map. “We need to begin evacuating immediately or risk being overrun.” 

“The Besquith are masters of high-speed strikes,” Fronth said and pointed at the Tri-V. “We’ve already intercepted and destroyed one of their spy drones.”

“That means there are dozens more that weren’t caught,” Porter said. Both Crent and Fronth nodded. 

“They will attack swiftly, as soon as half of our forces are on dropships,” Crent explained. “They will know we don’t have enough dropships to get all our forces off at once.” 

“We can bring our cruiser down to provide fire support,” another Human tactical person suggested. 

“With all due respect,” Crent said. “Your ship is Human design. In order to reach altitude below 10 miles, and thus legally engage ground targets, it will barely be able to maintain altitude and will have minimal power left for weapons and shields.” 

The officer who’d mentioned the tactic scowled, a facial expression Crent recognized. However, Porter shook his head. 

“No, Commander Crent is correct. The Enterprise class hasn’t stood up well against the alien designs.” He shrugged. “It’s all irrelevant to us anyway.” He looked at Crent. “Commander, I know we’re on separate contracts for this assignment, but I believe we need to work together to evacuate successfully.” 

“Zuul don’t run,” Fronth said. 

“Even when you’re guaranteed to lose?” Porter asked. 

“Especially when we are guaranteed to lose,” Crent agreed. 

“Okay,” Porter said. “Thank you for the information, but why did you come in person? We share comms because of the contract. You could have just sent the intel in a message.” 

“The Krif’Hosh are an old company among the Zuul,” Crent said. “We have a special place among our peoples.” 

“Silent Night is, as well,” Porter said. “We date back to 40 years after first contact, 60 plus years now.”

Crent dropped his jaw, and his tongue lolled for a moment. “Pardon my laughter,” he said. “Sixty years may be a long time to Humans. Krif’Hosh dates to the founding of Zuul as a merc race, 3,500 years ago.” 

“Wow,” Porter said. “Yeah, that’s a long time.” 

“There are much older in the Mercenary Guild. The Veetanho go back to the First Republic, 20,000 years or more. However, I did not come to brag. You see, though Krif’Hosh is old, it is not immune to the winds of fate.” Or the whims of the gods, he thought. “We only have this one battalion right now. Should the light of our spirits be snuffed here, Krif’Hosh will be no more.

“Our lives are merely our own, but Krif’Hosh belongs to Zuul. We aren’t like you Humans; you cannot simply join Krif’Hosh or any of the Three Hosh. You must be born of our line, able to prove the bloodline. If we few perish, Krif’Hosh perishes with us.” 

“That is unfortunate,” Porter said. “What do you propose?” 

Crent was sure the Human didn’t understand. He wasn’t surprised. 

“We will hold the Besquith.”

“By yourselves?” Porter’s assistant asked. “That’s suicide.”

“No, it’s dying for a purpose,” Fronth said. 

“What purpose?” Commander Porter asked. 

“The survival of Krif’Hosh,” Crent said. 

“But if your troopers die, how will your company survive?” 

Crent told him. 

“All we have to do is take them with us?” Crent nodded. “Then what?” 

“Coshke will see to the rest,” Crent said. Fronth’s head spun around to look at his commander, ears back and shoulders slumped. 

“What is Coshke?” 

“The question will answer itself.” Crent stared at the Human, his ears up in intense interest. “Your company, its name translates as Quiet Night?”

“Silent Night,” Porter corrected. “It’s part of an old religious song.”

Crent looked at Fronth, the two exchanging pointed stares. He touched his translator, pausing it and talking to Fronth. “Can you still doubt the hand of Coshke?” 

“It seems there is a path to follow,” Fronth said, lowering his eyes and baring his throat in acquiescence. 

“Will you take them and do as we ask?” Crent asked the Human after reactivating his translator. 

Porter looked at his second in command, then at the command center full of company staff. Despite ongoing operations, they were all watching the exchange in silence. 

“We’ll do it,” he said. “All units, prepare for evacuation.”

Crent touched his comm link. “Bring them in.”

Porter followed the two Zuul to the command center door, where an APC had just come to a stop. The two Human powered-armor troopers were watching it with concern as a door opened. Porter went to the APC and looked inside at the responsibility he’d just taken on. 

* * *
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The dropship settled with a roar of descent engines, big legs flexing to absorb its mass as power was cut. Porter waved the CASPers forward to begin loading equipment. Even with the new Mk 7 Combat Assault System, Personal, they’d been unable to hold the line. The Besquith were insane fighters and particularly tough to kill. 

“Get them on the dropship, too,” he said to his XO, Captain Tucker. 

“Why don’t we just leave them here?” Tucker asked. Porter narrowed his eyes. “Hey, who’ll know?” 

“I will,” Porter said. He sighed. “I gave my word.” He glanced over as five of his men came out of the command center, carrying one pup each. They were howling in outrage. Just a week old, according to Crent. Their mother had been killed in a sneak attack the day after they’d been born. He scowled as the ear-splitting whine of the pups passed him, and he thought about what Tucker had said. 

No, my word is my bond, he thought. “We’ll raise them as best as we can,” he said. Tucker shrugged and saw to the evacuation. “Hopefully this Coshke will come to get them, and we won’t have to worry about it for long.” Saying the words didn’t make him feel like they were real. He pushed the thought away and went to help them load. 
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Chapter 1
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The day calls, and I see its light,

The night calls, and I sing its song.

Space opens up, and I embrace the void.

I am a child of Zuul, and I have no fear.

Prayer of the Three Songs—Unknown 

––––––––
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14 Years Later

Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm

​Drake lifted his nose, testing the wind. Bright edges of salt, the ebb of changing tide, and a tang of early morning. Perfect surfing weather. For a long moment he stared toward the ocean, eyes half-closed against the rising sun. 

“Not ducking out on work?” Zech asked.

His ears flattened, but he pushed them upright and turned his head slightly, catching the scent of another of Silent Night’s youths. Tye, one of the Humans, roughly his own age in equivalent years, but unbearably young in his mannerisms. 

He considered answering, but then there would be a conversation, and Zech would walk with him all the way to the main building...Drake shook his head, shrugged, and loped away, ignoring whatever sounds Tye insisted on making.

Drake managed to cross the complex, enter the main building, and check in for his day’s assignment without talking to anyone else, which improved his mood slightly.

If he couldn’t be out on the water, inventory would do. Rote, solitary, and if he handled his business, he could catch the evening high tide. Wouldn’t be as good as this morning would have been, but at least he wouldn’t have to hear about it from Tye or any of the other merc siblings. 

“You’re on inventory too?”

Three hours. Three quiet hours he’d had to himself before Tye’s pitch-wavering voice intruded.

Drake grunted, the noise rumbling in his throat. The boy crossed his arms and leaned back, scowling. 

“I had to run errands before I got here, doggo, so I’m not late. And I’m not trying to spend all this time with you, so—”

“So you might want to watch your words, boyo.” The fur down Drake’s legs lifted, though he kept his expression still with an effort. 

“Aw, c’mon Drake, I call everyone doggo; you know I do.” The boy’s words rushed together, and he smelled nervous but genuine. “It’s not ‘cause you’re a—a—”

“I know I’m a Zuul, Human. I’m not the idiot in this conversation.”

That bought him another stretch of silence, but as always, Tye bounced back before too long. 

“We got incoming today—the flight line’s been cleared, but none of the units are due back. You hear anything from your dad?”

“Porter?” Drake snorted, flicking an ear. “He’s not going to tell me anything the company doesn’t know.”

“Yeah. Guess you’re still a minor, too, even though...” Tye gestured at the Zuul’s height and shrugged.

“Not a member of the company, just like you.”

“You don’t want to take your VOWS?” Tye stared at his slate, noting quantities with deliberate care, even as he glanced back at Drake. 

“I don’t want to talk while running inventory.” Drake scanned through another box of ammunition, keeping his lip from rising only by counting each individual pack. The faster he got through, the sooner he could get on the water. More than enough reason not to knock Tye down to shut him up. 

* * *
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The roar of the waves overpowered the thrum of his engine, and his fingers eased on the wheel. Salt and the pull of the tide were never out of his nose’s reach in Brisbane, but even his ears lost the ebb of the sea when he got too far. 

The edge of his nose twitched, parsing the pull of waves from the sour tang of ocean life baked into the sand, and he could barely keep his ears still as he parked his ATV and leapt into the rough sand of the pull-out. Unfastening his board, he allowed himself a moment to close his eyes, release the pull of Silent Night and all its unending administrative tasks, and listen to the ocean. He filtered out Human voices with the ease of long practice, so thoroughly that by the time he reached the curve of the isolated beach, he was almost surprised to see the small cluster of Humans lounging in their wetsuits. He took a longer way around, focusing on the patterns of the water to block out any change in their sounds. Rarely did Humans shout anything of value for him to hear, and less so when it was a group of unfamiliar young males.

They may have called things to him while he carefully waxed his board, but the meditative strokes took all his concentration, and he didn’t so much as flick an ear in their direction. 

He paused in the coolness of the water, floating the board in front of him and holding its leash. After young male Humans like these had once found many clever things to say about leashes and dogs surfing, he’d refused to latch himself to his board for months. A great deal of excess swimming, and ultimately one lost board, had eventually changed his mind back, but he still didn’t like fastening the leash to his ankle when Humans were around. 

Humans were too often around. 

Shrugging, he hooked himself to his board and slid on top of it, paddling out past the break to the deceptively smooth stretch of ocean, forgetting the presence of the Human pack again. 

Small swells hinted but offered nothing he wanted, and while he kept focus on the water in front of him, he let his limbs dangle off the board. Finally a swell curled promisingly, and he paddled forward, coordinated and focused. 

This was his second-favorite moment, moving into the building wave, judging the right time to stop paddling and push up—too early, and he’d flop back off before doing anything of value; too late, and he’d be in position to watch the wave crash toward shore. 

The more he thought about it, the worse he did, so he simply watched, stilling his mind...and then in a set of sharp, quick movements he swung his board around, facing back to shore, pulled his arms in, pushed against the board, and leapt to his feet, right foot forward. It took bare seconds, enough for the adrenaline to flash through him with hyper-clarity. 

Now was his favorite moment, both entirely in control and entirely not—at the mercy of the ocean, but finding his balance against its unpredictable power. The wave built, and he angled his board, mist coating his fur as speed and momentum built around him. 

As the wave curled, he angled his head enough to judge which way it would break and shot through the tube of it, and for that handful of moments his power merged with the water’s, his heartbeat inseparable from the roar of waves—speed and mist—and the scent of his triumph. 

He softened his stance as the wave broke, just before the world fell down on top of him. The board yanked his ankle upward as the force of the water shoved him down, and he let the spin take him, relaxing into the tumble as best he could. It took time to orient, habit never making this part easier, but he resurfaced before his lungs so much as twinged. 

Drake snagged the board before it hit him in the face—that lesson had taken him longer to learn than any other, and he had the muzzle-scars to show for it—rolling back up onto the board to do it again. 

The wave had taken him back toward the Humans, but he kept his focus on the endless stretch of water ahead of them, and they did the same. He let a few promising waves go, letting the Humans take them in the hopes they’d be pushed further away. They’d all accumulated where the waves were best, so eventually he gave up hope of separation and lost himself in the pull and balance of gauging which wave was right for a run. 

As the sun set, fingers of orange and red stretched through the ripples in the water around him, and the growl of his stomach reminded him of shore. The water curled invitingly, and he decided one more wouldn’t hurt.

Paddle, judge, slew around, jump. The rhythm of it kept his mind still, until a sudden intrusion broke his focus. One of the Humans had doubled down to drop in on his wave, too close for the safety of either. 

What in every damn Human hell?

He pushed forward on his right foot, trying to angle away, but the other surfer followed his moves, skill nearly matching Drake’s superior strength and balance. Damn Humans, breaking their own rules whenever it damn well pleased—

The wave built, higher than the two and three meters they’d been riding most of the afternoon, stretching four to five. Best wave of the day, and this idiot Human had to ruin it. 

They raced through the tube as the wave curled around them, nothing existing beyond them and the water, the Human’s board coming perilously close several times as Drake angled away. 

As the shape of it crumbled, Drake grimly held on, determined to ride as close to the shore as possible. Surfers didn’t drop in on each other’s waves, and the other Humans would head to the sand upon seeing this one’s move.

Fury replaced the purity of adrenaline, his fur prickling and his lip lifting even as he tried to navigate the rapidly shifting water. He made it nearly to shore before tumbling off the board, finding his angle faster than ever and shooting back to the surface. Unhooking the leash from his ankle, he kept the cord pulled tight in one hand and dragged it, and himself, to shore. 

Clear of the pull of the waves, he slammed his board into the sand and whirled back, hunching slightly to refrain from hurling himself back into the water and dragging the Human—any of the Humans—back out to answer for the shit behavior. 

“Aw, don’t get all snarly.” The first Human to emerge, shaking floppy hair back, moved with exaggerated ease. Older than Drake, but not bigger, moving just slowly enough that the other Humans were closing in before he got out of the water. 

“You dropped in my wave.”

“It was a good one.” He shrugged, pushing his own board into the sand and making a point to flex as he did so. As though his Human muscles had anything on the ones Drake had developed over the last few years. Drake didn’t have Rex’s build, but he was enough to give many Humans pause. 

“You dropped. In my wave.”

“I heard ya, pup. You can’t have all the good ones.” He turned his head slightly back toward the water. “Hear that boys? Doggo here got his feelings mashed.”

“No one taught you to share?” Another Human, bigger than the first, closer to Drake’s size. 

“Nah, don’t you have dogs? One’s always gotta take all the toys and hide them from the others.” A third, louder and smaller. Reminded him of Tye. 

“C’mon boys. Zeke dropped in. Dick move.” An older Human, a full adult or nearly so. There were a few others straggling behind him, chorusing a vague series of agreements, but Drake’s attention pulled back to dick-move-Zeke, still grinning next to his board. 

“Wouldn’ta dropped in if you didn’t hog em, pup. Like Crew said, you gotta learn to share.”

“You get the wave, or you wait your turn.” Drake’s voice muddied with a snarl.

“Wait my turn? It’s my planet, doggo. Maybe you should try your own?” Zeke stepped away from his board as his two friends crowded closer, braver with his pack. 

“Maybe you should learn to swim. Less talking, more speed.” 

“You goofy-stance motherfucker, you want some speed?” The biggest of them launched himself forward, and Drake let go, shoving off the sand to meet him. 

Drake got in the first blow, all the air coming out of the large Human in a whoosh, and Drake hooked his leg behind the man’s to shove him the rest of the way down. The other two were on him by then, a blur of kicks and punches and attempted grapples in uncertain footing. Drake’s balance—and training—were better than theirs, but even he couldn’t make shifting sand steady. 

The big one got his breath back and returned to the fray and, frustrated, Drake snapped, sinking his teeth into the salt and skin and blood of whatever arm was closest. 

One of the Humans yelped, one got in a solid kick that numbed half his leg, and he punched the last of them hard enough in the face that the Human froze for a full second before toppling over. 

Panting, Drake straightened, putting his weight on his good leg, and returned to guard, glaring. 

“He bit me!”

“It was three on one, Zeke. You dropped in his wave. Call it a day.” The other Humans had waited throughout, bearing witness to the fracas, and the older one seemed satisfied by the outcome. 

“Lucky it was three on one, dude’s a beast.”

Drake ignored it, like he’d ignored the videos Humans always tried to show him of Earth dogs surfing, like he tried to ignore all of these idiot bareskins with their fragility and their comments and their endless need to talk. 

“We done here?” He asked, his hands still up, his narrow eyes on Zeke.

The Human spat to the side, holding his arm close. There was enough blood to keep him out of the water for the rest of the evening, but not enough for anyone to panic. Belatedly, Drake realized that was a call home he didn’t need. After a long moment, Zeke nodded, and Drake snapped his head to the side, keeping his ears angled back. 

“Anyone else?”

“We’re done.” The older one again. He smelled more like the ocean than a Human, which maybe was why Drake didn’t immediately hate him. “You going back out?” When Drake shook his head, he added, “Rather see you out there than these kids with their shit manners. Maybe next time.”

The Human didn’t wait for an answer, which made Drake almost like him, and the group dispersed. 

Salt and blood mixed heavy in his nose, but he grabbed his board and hiked back to his ATV without wiping at it, powering through the ache of his leg and side. Let them think they couldn’t do damage to him, idiot Humans. Maybe it would make them more cautious next time.

Except there would be different idiots next time. The planet was too full of them.

* * *
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“Why do you always try to sneak by me?” Dana asked, holding his face still with one hand as she dabbed antiseptic on his lip with the other. 

“How do you always smell me out?” he replied as he usually did. His ears relaxed, even as the medicine stung its way through the vestiges of sand and salt they’d missed. 

“I guess I picked some things up from my kids.” She sat back and studied his face, losing the brisk professionalism of logistics officer for both the gentler and sharper visage of mother. “You going to talk about it?” With a hint of a smile, she continued and matched his words perfectly, “Do I ever?”

His mouth dropped in a bit of a smile, and he shook his head slightly. 

“There’s food done.” She smoothed a hand over his furred cheek briefly, and he pressed his head slightly against it. “I have to go back to the office and finish up—we had a lot of traffic today.”

“Thanks, Captain Porter.”

“Don’t ‘Captain Porter’ me at home. I’ll put you right back to work.” Dana stood, smiled at him, then leaned back in to touch her forehead to his. “And stop beating up the local boys. We’re going to need recruits eventually.”

“These ones aren’t worth it,” Drake said automatically, thought of the one seemingly decent one, then shrugged the thought away.

“Noted.” She straightened, smiled at him, and gestured toward the kitchen. “Go eat so you don’t pick a fight with your siblings when they get home. I’ll make you scrub all the floors if you get any more blood on it.”

“Noted, Mother.” He saluted, and her laugh followed him out of the room. 

* * *
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“You keep beating up the shark biscuits, one will pull a gun on you,” Ripley said. She’d been lounging on the couch in their apartments, brushing out her tail, when Drake came in smelling of blood and anger.

“Rack off, sis,” Drake said and went by to the dunny. She smiled after him and went back to her slate. There was a sizeable pile of her blonde hairs on the couch she’d have to vacuum up later. Dana was liable to chuck a wobbly if the cleaning robot crapped out again because it was chock full of Zuul hair. 

The slate displayed a typical Bravo-class dropship preflight checklist. Anything that flew simply fascinated her, but interface craft were the most interesting. She was hoping with the war finally over it would mean resumption of studies, and a trip off world! 

Her sister Sonya went by, an earplug in and talking constantly. The two females were close allies—you needed to be when you were outnumbered by boys 3 to 2. Sonya lived for technology, computers and electronics in general. Though they’d been educated by the Porters on base, they’d begun attending advanced classes in town twice a week, just before the Mercenary Guild invaded. 

With a swirl of reddish tail, Sonya was out of sight, heading toward the bathroom Ripley shared with her. She knew Sonya wasn’t ignoring her; she was just catching up with news on the city campus. In almost all cases, Sonya followed Ripley’s lead, which was fine with her. 

Her slate pinged with an inbound message from Dana, their mom. 

“Ripley, we’ve cut a contract to service shuttles to bring in some more credits. I know you’re off duty, but do you want to meet it on the ramp?”

“Do I?” Ripley laughed and quickly used her claws to tap out a reply. “You bet, no problem.” In less than a minute she had a uniform vest, tool belt, and equipment satchel slung over her shoulder and was running out of their quarters toward the ramp. 

* * *
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Shadow knew he was late. Late by like two days, sure, but things like that happened. He’d been thousands of kilometers away, out past Alice Springs, meeting with an Aboriginal shaman group during their walkabout. He’d spent a day with them, talking and learning. 

Like all his previous encounters with the Humans native to Australia, they were more accepting of him as a Zuul—and an alien—than many in the community near their home. On the bush plane back from Alice Springs, he’d spent the hours making notes in his slate and marveling at the seemingly primitive Humans’ spirituality. 

He parked his bike in the carpool and got off, making a beeline for a side entrance. He didn’t make it 10 steps. 

“Welcome back, Shadow.”

He stopped and hung his head. “Father.” 

“I’d appreciate it if you would let me know before you appropriate company funds to go all woop woop.” Shadow looked down even further, his ears folding back in apology. “Can you tell me why you felt it so important to do this?” 

“It was a shaman I’ve been trying to meet for a year,” Shadow said, trying to see if his excitement would rub off. “He’s danced in the stars, had a vision of being in space, and I wanted to learn—” 

“Wanted to learn how he did it,” Alan Porter finished for him. Shadow gave a single nod. “You can’t keep doing this. Twice during the war, you disappeared. There were occupation forces in Darwin and Melbourne. They could have come here at any time. What do you think they’d do if they caught a Zuul living with Humans?” 

“I don’t know,” Shadow admitted. “I was just curious.” 

“I get that; I really do. But the answers to whatever questions you have aren’t out there in the desert. Your people are up there, in the stars.” 

“I belong here with you, Father.” 

Alan gave a slight smile and put out a hand to pat his adopted son on his sloped, furred shoulder. Shadow was smaller than his four siblings. If he were a dog, like he resembled more than anything, he’d be called the runt of the litter. He was also the least physical of them, the least interested in worldly things. He was always fascinated by ghost stories, various religions, and, lately, the faith of the Aboriginals. 

“Professor Delridge is going to be here next week. He wasn’t going to stop, but I cashed in a favor.”

Shadow looked up at him, eyes wide. “Fuck me dead!” 

Alan laughed and ruffled the fur. “You’ve left your chores undone, and you owe me 125 credits now.”

“But the flight was only 15 credits!”

“I’m including what you already owed with the total.” 

“Does that mean I can’t see Delridge?” Shadow’s ears dropped, and his eyes grew huge.

“Don’t be an idiot, boy,” Alan said and took pity on him. “Can you help get the renovations of the cafeteria done by next week?” 

“Piece of piss,” Shadow said. “Easy!”

“Then get cleaned up and go to work.” 

Shadow grinned, tongue lolling as he trotted out of the motor pool and toward the quarters. 

* * *
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Sonya outwaited the fog on the bathroom mirror, staring as her reflection resolved in front of her. Her red-brown fur, still drying, lay sleek against her face, the darkness of it making her golden eyes glow. Her ears, larger than her siblings’, twitched until she exerted an effort to hold them still. 

Muzzle, long gleaming teeth...she snarled at herself and snapped her head away, unsure what she was even looking for. She couldn’t make herself Human, though she’d asked about that when she was a tiny potato with legs. She couldn’t make the Humans around her into Zuul, even if their smell lingered when they left the room, or—she growled, low in her throat. Nothing she could do would stop the sidelong glances whenever she left the compound. 

Everything felt off today, and she grumbled to herself as she got dressed, annoyed as much with herself as the world around her. So some American tourist had shrilled about how cute she was out in town today; what did it matter? She’d heard worse from Humans she thought better of, and it wasn’t the first time seeing her had made someone realize how much they miss their dogs. Most Humans were idiots. She had more important things to occupy her brain.

When she opened the bathroom door, attenuated scents told her Drake was still around, Ripley and their mother had left, and Rex hadn’t been home since morning. She considered locking herself in her room and getting back to work on the half-melted engine she’d nabbed, but too much restless energy surged through her for that. 

With a low growl, she grabbed her ear buds, shoved them in for a visible excuse to ignore everyone, and stalked back out of the house toward the office. Dailey, the crotchetiest of Silent Night’s flight line mechanics, would still be at work. Unlike the majority of Humans, he could be relied on to point her toward something that needed fixing without wasting her time, or his, with useless words and overexplaining. 

Diagnosing and solving a problem would settle her thoughts as it always did, and she’d be something like fit company when everyone gathered back at home. 

She stopped short of the hangar, eyes widening, a fresh scent barely registering against the conglomeration of fuel, Human, and machine. Forgetting Dailey for a minute, she turned her head, narrowing her eyes, working to trace it back toward the source...There. 

A few minutes’ trot away from the flight line and toward the office. 

“Shadow!”

“Sunny!” Her brother leapt up from his crouch, loping forward to meet her with his tail low and fast. 

“You’ve been gone awhile.” She bumped his shoulder, not quite a punch, and dropped her jaw in a grin. “Get bored out in the wild?”

“Never. Knew you’d come tracking me if I was any later.”

“Ripley, probably. I’d just knock down the wall and take over your room.” Sonya studied him, deciding not to ask the questions crowding her mind. She loved her siblings, she did, but they were all just as weird as Humans, sometimes. Shadow most of all. 

“That’s my Sunny. No need for adventure when you can get more space for projects.”

Usually that would have landed as the banter it was meant as, but on this particular day, Sonya’s ears flattened, and her mouth snapped shut. She shook her head, trying to ward off the anger, but she saw Shadow notice, and his silent concern grated more. 

“Speaking of projects, I interrupted yours, and I’ve got to get back to mine.” She tried for a neutral tone and nearly had it. “Glad you’re back, Shadow.”

“Sun...” he started to say something, one ear twisting back before he shrugged. “Glad to see you too.”

She murmured something and trotted away, swallowing back the growl trying to rise in her chest. If only they’d been raised anywhere but Earth. Sonya couldn’t picture their lives without Dana and Alan, even on the worst days, but she could have done without Humans as a whole, ruining her day with their offhand squeals. 

Hands clenched into fists, she stalked past Dailey, grabbed a slate with the latest checklist, and busied herself reading through the day’s traffic. Somewhere in there would be something to distract her. 

* * * * *
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Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm

Dana looked up from her slate as Alan entered. “You catch Shadow?” 

“Red-handed.”

“He tell you some furphy?” 

“No,” Alan said and shook his head. “He admitted he’d been woop woop, out Alice Springs with some Aboriginals.” 

“What are we going to do with him?” She looked suspicious. “You did ground him like we talked about?” When Alan went over to his desk and made like he was looking through papers, she put her hands on her hips. “Bloody hell, Alan.” 

“He’s a good kid.”

“He’s an alien.”

“He’s your son.” 

Dana sighed and nodded slowly. “I know, and I love him, but that doesn’t change what he is. Different species, different motivations. We don’t completely understand them—we may never. He needs to understand consequences.”

“Do you regret our decision?”

“Never for a minute,” Dana said emphatically. “They’re as much my kids as if I birthed them. I love all five. I think I would have died if Shadow hadn’t recovered when he got that sickness. But like I said, it doesn’t change that they’re not Human.”

“I hoped this Coshke their leader talked about would come and get them, only nobody did. Then they got older, and...” Alan shrugged.

“They became ours,” Dana said. Alan nodded. 

“I put Shadow to work on the cafeteria project as payment.”

“You’re too easy on them,” Dana said. Alan nodded again, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Then he sobered. 

“We’re just so lucky the war never got here. The fighting in South America and Texas? It’s enough to make you chunder just thinking about it.” 

“Makes me sick, too,” Dana agreed. 

“I wanted to help.”

“I know, dear.” 

“With most of the company on contract, what did we have?” He shook his head. They both knew all too well. Less than a platoon, and no real transport. A single ancient Phoenix-class dropship, and no starship. They’d sat and watched the war play out on Tri-V. “We have to find out why the lads haven’t reported in.” The war had ended a month ago, and he’d immediately sent out a message, but with the speed of messages in the Union, it might not have even reached its intended destination yet.

“No ship,” she reminded her husband. “Without Starbright, what can we do? Hiring a ship is too expensive. I’ve run the numbers a hundred times. We’re almost broke, and now we hear we can’t take contracts?” 

“Yeah, we’re short on options.” 

“At least the CASA finally gave us the bloody waiver,” Dana said. 

Alan nodded. They’d applied to independently service light orbital traffic right after the war ended. The starports in Melbourne and Sydney were both still largely non-functional. They couldn’t produce hydrogen because the cities’ fusion power plants were at low output. F11 stores on the planet were nearly exhausted. 

The Australian authority that controlled who could land where was called CASA, Civil Aviation Safety Authority. Like most Aussie government, it didn’t work fast. However, constant complaints of orbital operating companies in the region finally got CASA to respond and authorize Silent Night to use their private orbital class facility to service ships under 1,000 tons. Since they had a small fusion plant that had been serviced just before the war, they had plenty of power to make hydrogen. 

Alan looked up through the building’s roof as a rumble rolled across the complex. “Something will come along. It always has before.” The compound vibrated as a shuttle’s landing motors roared; the first shuttle was landing for service. 

“Ripley is excited to visit the shuttles as they go through,” Dana said. 

“I’m sure she is.” Alan made a face. The money they would make from selling fuel would hardly pay for the F11 being slowly consumed in the reactor. Still, it was better than nothing. “Still no sign of Rex.”

* * *
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Ripley shielded her eyes against the shuttle’s bright descent motors. She marveled at the design, unlike anything used by Humans. When it came to shuttles, Humans preferred shuttles with aerodynamic surfaces, which would approach in a glide path, then use rockets or jets to slow their landing, more of a STOL. This alien shuttle was a flattened sphere and only used rockets to plummet straight down. 

“Wouldn’t want to be around that thing if a motor fails,” one of the ground staff said, eyeing the descending shuttle skeptically. 

“Union tech is more reliable than Earth tech,” she said. He nodded but seemed unconvinced. 

The engines’ sound changed from a roar to an ear-splitting scream. Ripley turned up the feedback on her ear protection, specially designed for the shape of her head and exceptionally sharp hearing. Turbofans were particularly hard on her ears because they had dangerous sound spikes in the ultrasonic that Humans couldn’t register. 

The shuttle waited until the last second to increase power and slow before dropping six pairs of spider-like landing legs. With a thump and groan, it settled to the ground like a big fat cane toad. The rockets cut as soon as it was all the way down. The ground crew, professionals that they were, waited a long 10 count before moving in. 

The shuttle had a pair of heavy loading ramps, one on each side, which were lowered by powerful hydraulics. Ripley could tell the ship had been designed for heavy hauling and fast landing. It wasn’t efficient at all. Ripley took her slate and walked over as the ramp began to lower. When a Jeha slithered out, she was a little surprised. 

“I was not expecting a Zuul,” the alien said, its clicking language rendered into English by Ripley’s translator. 

“I wasn’t expecting a talking millipede,” Ripley countered. The Jeha reared up a bit, massive segmented antenna waving in surprise. “You’re requesting 120 tons of hydrogen?” 

“Correct,” the alien said. 

“Our rate agreed upon is 100 credits per ton, and a 50-credit ground service fee.”

“I am aware of the charge,” the Jeha said. “It is outrageous.” 

“You are welcome to go elsewhere for your fuel.” 

“There is no elsewhere,” the Jeha countered, “as you are well aware. If my ship in orbit does not get the fuel, we are stuck in this backwater hell-hole of a planet.” Ripley waited and stared at the bug. “Fine,” it said finally and held out its Universal Account Access Card, or Yack, as most Humans called them. 

Ripley took the card and slid it into her slate, triggering a transaction of 12,050 credits. She held the slate out to the alien, who touched the screen with its antenna, verifying identity. The credits were debited. “Thank you,” she said and handed back the card. The alien clicked something that didn’t translate and went around Ripley to watch the fuel transfer. 

Ripley waved to the ground crew, who immediately began attaching the hydrogen transfer umbilical. In only a minute the fuel was being pumped aboard the shuttle. While the transfer was taking place, she walked around and studied the craft. It lacked any aesthetic touches at all. The rounded hull was carefully formed in segments and welded together with precision. According to the GalNet, the Jeha were a non-merc race, ship builders of some renown. 

She ran into the Jeha—whom she assumed was the pilot—near one of the engine pylons. “Can I ask you a question?” 

“I suppose,” the Jeha replied. 

“Why does your shuttle design have no aerodynamic surfaces?” 

“Some worlds don’t have atmosphere,” it explained. “Why bother?”

“Because some worlds do,” she replied. “Having a lifting body or wings won’t detract much from a shuttle’s function, and it will decrease operating costs in an atmosphere.” The Jeha turned its black beady eyes on her. “It looks nicer, too.”

“Looks nicer?” the Jeha asked. “Who cares how it looks?” 

“Fueling complete, Ripley!” the crew chief called out. 

She turned to ask another question of the Jeha, but it was already heading for the boarding ramp, its legs propelling it in a constant wave-like undulation. “Rude bug,” she said, and followed the ground crew to help them secure the fueling cables in their underground storage. They barely got the blast shielding in place and had cleared the area before the Jeha fired the ascent engines, and the shuttle lumbered back into the sky. 

Ripley touched her radio transmit button. “Did that Jeha request clearance to take off?” she asked. 

“No,” the traffic controller replied. “Is the crew okay?” 

“Yeah, we’re fine.”

“Should I file a complaint with the government?”

“The Terran Federation is still getting its act together down here,” Ripley said. “By the time anyone can do anything about it, the bug will be long gone.” She made a note from now on to have the ground crew tie down each shuttle so the craft’s crew knew they couldn’t simply blast off when they felt like it. 

Word had gotten out, and she was busy all afternoon as a parade of various shuttles flitted in and out of Silent Night’s mini-starport. She had her hands full moving cargo for the shuttles as well as fueling them. Most of the cargo was goods for evacuating mercs, though no actual mercs. The fuel was mostly to be sure the three big hydrogen bunkers didn’t run too low. Silent Night’s little fusion plant could only turn seawater into hydrogen so fast. 

Her most enjoyable service call so far was a shuttle from none other than the Winged Hussars, one of the Human Four Horsemen. The most famous merc units on the planet, the Horsemen were descended from the only four merc units to come back alive from the first time Humans went to space. She liked the Hussars the best because they were a space navy unit—and a dardy one at that! 

The other bonus was the Hussars had aliens in their unit. Lots of them. The pilot of the shuttle was a reptilian elSha, and its copilot was a Human woman. Not only did they get along, but from their interaction, they seemed to be the best of friends. The shuttle was a unique design proprietary to the Hussars. A big delta wing design with foldable canards, it also had shields and dual ventral/dorsal laser arrays. They’d delayed leaving almost an hour to give Ripley a personal tour. 

“You grew up on Earth,” the copilot asked, “didn’t you?” 

Ripley had been schooled by her parents to volunteer as little as possible to outsiders about her and her siblings. The woman had long, blonde hair almost the same shade as Ripley’s fur. She looked stunning in her black coverall uniform with the blue stripes down the arms and legs that denoted a pilot. “Yes,” she admitted. “My parents saved us on a contract.”

“Wow,” the woman said. “I’m Lieutenant Jane Kowalczy. My family helped found the Hussars.”

“So you own it?” 

Jane laughed. “No,” she said. “The Cromwells own it.”

“How does that work?” 

“It’s complicated,” Jane said, then changed the subject. “One of the Egleesius captains is a Zuul, you know. Captain Drizz of Nuckelavee. He’s a pretty cool guy.”

“Are there a lot of Zuul in the Winged Hussars?” 

“I don’t know how many,” she said. “Hold on.” She closed her eyes, and Ripley realized she had pinplants. “Personnel records say 48 Zuul. That’s not a lot. I know many are in security and the marines, though. Pegasus had a whole Zuul platoon, but they were killed in the war.” 

Ripley was sad to see Jane go, and she wondered what it would be like to sign up with the Winged Hussars and fly away into space with them. They wouldn’t care she wasn’t Human, and might not even care she hadn’t been raised by Zuul. Sonya was always worried they were trapped between two worlds. Ripley tried not to let it get to her. Still, her tail hung low as the Hussars’ ship took off. 

* * *
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Shadow shook sweat from his head and sighed. The afternoon heat was higher than normal near Brisbane. It didn’t help that every time a shuttle came in, it sent blasts of rocket exhaust everywhere. He straddled a truss on the new cafeteria’s roof, a hammer in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. He could see a pair of the local kids’ dogs under a shelter near the motor pool. He felt for the primitive animals; not being able to sweat properly must suck.

Dogs were a problem for him and his brothers. Their parents hadn’t been able to ban the animals from Silent Night’s compound, though Shadow suspected Alan had tried. The simple truth was Zuul looked a lot like German Shepherds, at least in the general design in their heads. Of course, the similarity ended there. For one, Zuul had reversed knees. Shadow considered it a common-sense design; it allowed his people to leap, turn, and accelerate in ways no Human could match. 

Their internal physiology was close enough to Humans. Most mammalians in the galaxy were as well. Heart, liver, lungs, something like kidneys, a lymphoid system, etc. He’d read a lot about it in school. Earth was an interesting planet—only a member of the Galactic Union for a century, however they’d been close to colonizing their star system without Union tech. So they’d written a lot about how many races resembled terrestrial life so closely. 

Shadow wasn’t much of a study on many subjects. He wasn’t called to one thing or another like his brothers and sisters—his calling was more transcendental. However, he did like biology to some degree, and he had to agree with the scientists. It was interesting that he could eat the food on Earth just fine—there were plenty of things he and his siblings could eat that would give a Human worse than a gut-ache. In fact, any race in the galaxy that couldn’t find something to live off of on Earth—meat, vegetable, or other—would be considered an exotic. 

Either way, he didn’t hate dogs on Earth. He didn’t like them, either. Usually he and his siblings tended to cause a dog to go berko. Their parents had a video of Shadow and the other pups trying to engage a company member’s Great Dane in play. Reportedly the dog had never been the same until its dying day. 

The real problem was every bloody Human who encountered him and his siblings tended to treat them like dogs. Talking down to them was common. Sonya was the worst at dealing with it, and Rex’s response was to crack the shits. Humans couldn’t usually tell when Sonya was moping, but it was easy to tell when Rex started snarling—and he was a big bloody Zuul.

Shadow clipped the water bottle to his tool belt, grabbed the pneumatic nail gun, and went back to work. Bang, bang, bang, check to be sure the runner was secured, scoot down, nail again. As long as he kept up a routine, it was good, mindless work, which let him think about the trip out woop woop. 

The Aboriginal holy man had said Shadow had a calling, and suggested he consider spending more time with him. Of course, he couldn’t. Their age was part of the problem. Shadow and his siblings were only 14 years old; adult for Zuul, according to GalNet, but barely teenage for Humans. They were citizens of Australia, thanks to the Porters’ multi-year legal fight when Shadow was young, but that didn’t change that the age of majority was 18 on Earth. If Shadow took off, the Porters could and would have him hauled back. 

He moved again and nailed more of the stringers. In another hour Shadow had reached the end of the roofline and stopped to take another drink. He was around 10 meters off the ground and glad his people didn’t suffer from vertigo or fear of heights, like so many Humans tended to. He didn’t mind the job much. Truth be told, he felt guilty for taking the money for his trip, and this would set him right. 

A rumble announced the arrival of another shuttle. Shadow looked up to see a spidery-looking craft swinging in to use the short runway. At least this one didn’t fly over him, adding a red-hot blast of jet exhaust to the already blazing day. By the time he’d run down the other ridge line, the spindly shuttle was gone and another was coming down. 

“Mother and Father must be happy with the plan,” he said. 

“The shuttle service deal?” one of the men working below him asked.

“Yup,” Shadow replied. “Fair dinkum idea.” He grinned, tail twitching, and looked up at the sky. Evening was approaching. He could already see three stars.

Three stars...

“Shadow!” someone yelled. He couldn’t answer, because he was falling through space. 

* * *
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Rex was in ecstasy. The thin canopy before his eyes flashed with streaks of plasma as his drop pod plummeted through the thin atmosphere. He was a meteor, plummeting at 2,200 kilometers per hour. 

They called the sport Hóngsè Niu. Rex had no idea why. Strap on an orbital drop shield, climb in a shuttle, and jump out at 100 kilometers. You decide where, but you had to be the first to arrive at the target. You got points just for surviving. More points for how fast you got down. Still more for being closest to the target. The point totals scaled, with on target being the most.

Rex had wanted to play Hóngsè Niu since he’d first seen it on Tri-V around age 10. Father said he’d gone troppo for even thinking about it. Drake’s thing was surfing. Rex liked surfing, too. In fact, he’d won enough money off the local shark biscuits to afford his drop shield and entrance into the Hóngsè Niu tournament. 

“Number 98B, you are officially in the drop zone,” his radio crackled. The high gain signal barely penetrated the ionic disturbance caused by his drop. In another few seconds, he’d be LOS, or loss of signal. He took a final sighting with the simple radar beacon before it blacked out.

The drop pods were steered by flexing your body, and in turn, the shape of the pod. It took serious strength to do it, something he had in spades. Zuul were usually about 25% stronger than a Human. Rex had spent a thousand hours in Silent Night’s gymnasium working out, and twice that swimming, running, and surfing. He was 125 kilograms of raw muscle and sinew; from what he’d read, that was the upper 1% for his species and sex. 

The pod slowly grew hotter; the heat dissipation system was barely sufficient. It was designed that way. Sweat began to soak his fur. Rex didn’t care, his heart was pounding, and his breath came in great gulps. It was the most exciting thing he’d ever done in his 14 years of life. 

The plasma discharge began to clear, and he could finally see the ground. The radar beacon wouldn’t work now—from this point on, it was a visual game. Zuuls’ visual acuity was on par with Humans’, though less precise at long-range, detailed observations. 

Rex made corrections based on nothing more than a tiny glimmer, more perceived than seen. The ground was coming up fast; the simple altimeter was scrolling down at a dizzying speed. His right hand itched with the need to pull the chute, but the second he did, he would have minimal control of his destination. The parachute was slow and hard to control compared to the pod’s quasi-aerodynamic shape. The ground was only seconds away. He’d never been more alive. 

The altimeter read just 2,500 meters over ground. He took one last look down and spotted the landing zone, a massive white circle with a stylized red herd animal in the center. It was a kilometer to the northeast. 

Rex contorted his body, and the wind of his more than 300 kph velocity buffeted him though the shield, deflecting his course. When he looked at the altimeter again, it was under 1,000 meters. He jerked the chute release, riding an adrenaline rush more powerful than the time he’d almost been crushed by a monster wave into a reef. 

The chute blew out the back of the shield and reefed, slowing its expansion for a gut-wrenching quarter second. Bang! It jerked him so hard, his muzzle slapped into the inactive radar. He tasted blood. Worse, less than a second later, he smashed into the ground and blacked out.

“He’s alive! Bloody alien doggo is alive!” 

“Yeah, I’m alive,” Rex growled and moved. He hurt from head to tail, but he was alive. 

“Guy’s totally  an idiot.”

Rex was finally able to focus, and could see three Humans, all standing around him. He was lying on a field of grass painted white. “How close?” he managed to ask. 

“Twenty bloody meters,” one of them said. “The only one to hit the white.” 

Rex cocked his head back and howled. 

Two hours later, the aerocab dropped him off just down the road from Silent Night’s compound, so he could walk the last kilometer. His Yack had a cool 10,000 credits—minus the cab ride. Second place in the Hóngsè Niu competition was his greatest accomplishment to date. Bonus, he’d gotten back before anyone had noticed he was gone. 

The trooper at gate security barely looked up from his slate as Rex walked through. He had a slight limp, and some medical gauze and tape, mostly hidden under his fur. The drop pod was safely deposited back in the storage unit just outside Brisbane. An alien shuttle was on the landing field, and he saw Ripley talking with the crew. 

Drake’s quad was parked by their barracks, so he was back from harassing the shark biscuits. The base was just as dead as it had been after the end of the war. He even spotted Shadow working on the roof for the new cafeteria. He’d been gone for days; dad must be pissed. As he walked, he raised a hand to wave at his brother. For a moment, he thought Shadow was waving back. Then Shadow slipped sideways and plummeted toward the ground.

* * *
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Ripley ran a hand along the wing of the shuttle, admiring its rakish design, and the way it was mated to the fuselage. A nod to visual appeal linked with utility of purpose. It was clear the wings were variably swept, too, and there were hard points under the wings for mounting weapons or fuel tanks. 

She’d been too busy admiring the shuttle to notice the pilot climbing down from the cockpit via a ladder until she spoke. 

“Kobo Ask’sha!” 

Ripley blinked as she turned. The translator hadn’t rendered it into English. What strange race must it be? Her ears pricked forward, quivering at attention—the pilot was Zuul!

She was dressed in a sort of vest with shorts. A slate was attached to one thigh, and she had a partial helmet that allowed her muzzle to protrude, while still providing a snap down visor to protect her eyes when flying into the sun. When she took off her helmet, her ears were back, and Ripley immediately felt the other’s anger. 

“You are a rude one,” the pilot said, and this time it was translated. “Who is your Kal’shin?” 

“I...I don’t know,” Ripley replied. What’s a bloody Kal’shin?

The pilot took a step back and cocked her head, ears and tail coming up in alert posture. “You speak the local language?” 

Ripley froze. Her parents had coached all the pups to be careful around aliens, lest they become too curious about their origin. They were the only aliens to have Australian citizenship, and that wasn’t public knowledge. If she’d known the pilot was also a Zuul, Ripley would have avoided her. She tried to think of some furphy the pilot might believe.

“Were you born here?” 

“No,” Ripley answered quickly. Then slumped her shoulders in dejection. This wouldn’t go well, no matter how she handled it. “We’re orphans,” she said. 

“We?” the pilot asked. “How many are you?” 

“Five,” Ripley explained. 

The pilot looked at her closely, then came even closer and sniffed at Ripley’s neck. Ripley backed away quickly. Sniffing another in such a way was something she’d only done with her siblings and parents. It was instinctive with them; they’d done it since they were pups. Alan and Dana had copied the action to make the pups feel more comfortable and loved. 

The pilot backed away, her eyes narrowed and tail high and still behind her. She shook her head. “I don’t recognize your clan scent,” she said. “A lot of merc units were lost in the last century.” She opened her eyes and looked at Ripley. “Are you happy here?”

“Yeah,” Ripley said, nodding. “It’s our home.”

“Okay,” the pilot said. “My name is Chuuz.” She took out a computer chip, slid it into the slate on her thigh, and removed it. “My contact information is on this chip. I’ll see if I can find out who your clan was. Would you like that?”

“Sure,” Ripley said, feeling conflicted. She pulled out one of the contact chips for Silent Night and gave it to Chuuz. She would have done it anyway after the ship was serviced. The other nodded and took it. “What do you need for your shuttle?” 

Ripley went about directing the ground crew providing Chuuz’s shuttle with the required fuel and power. Every time she glanced at the Zuul pilot, Chuuz was also watching Ripley. To say it made her nervous was an understatement. This went on until her mother came running out of the nearby hangar. 

“Ripley!”

She turned as Dana ran toward here. “Mother?” 

It was clear Dana wanted to yell something and only just managed to restrain herself. “What are you doing?”

Ripley wasn’t sure how to respond. After all, it was Dana who’d assigned her to the incoming shuttles. “I’m doing what you told me to, Mother.” She tried to keep the annoyance out of her voice, but knew she’d failed. 

Dana leaned in closer. “Why didn’t you tell me the pilot was a Zuul?” 

“You didn’t tell me what to do if we ever met another Zuul, only to be careful talking around aliens.” 

“Ayden,” she said, turning her head. 

“Ma’am?” the ground crew supervisor replied.

“Take charge.” Dana ordered. “Ripley, come with me, please.” Dana glanced toward the shuttle and saw Chuuz watching curiously. The two locked eyes for a long moment. 

Ripley felt a surge of fear. What did I do wrong? She was about to complain when her ears swiveled toward a sudden chorus of yells. She turned to look and first noted Rex nearby. He was frozen in place, looking in the mid distance. Ripley followed his gaze, movement drawing her attention. Shadow’s gray form was plummeting from the roof of the incomplete cafeteria. Dana screamed. 

* * *
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Sonya whipped around, slate clattering to the floor.

“Girl, what under the alien-infested moon are you—”

With her mother’s scream echoing in her ears, Sonya couldn’t register Dailey’s words. She sprinted out of the hangar, leaping clear of a too-small Human and homing in on her mother’s scent. Ripley’s, too, tangled with something both familiar and wild, but she didn’t have time for mysteries. 

Where were they? They couldn’t be too far, even her hearing couldn’t pluck her mother’s voice from kilometers away. She lifted her muzzle, forgetting to be subtle, and breathed deeply as she ran faster. 

There.

Rex’s scent as well, and then she rounded a long building and skidded to a stop, working to make sense of the buzz of activity. 

Her mother, smelling of fear even from this distance, crouched on the ground. Rex was snarling, not the most unusual thing, but this held a spikey wave of worry her much larger brother rarely felt. 

A cluster of Human workers in a ragged circle, one off to the side talking to the air. Comms, she reminded herself, and realized she’d stopped moving and wasn’t looking down where they all were. 

“Sunny!” Ripley twisted back to look at her, and Sonya moved without conscious effort, racing for her sister’s side. 

Unable to avoid seeing, any longer, the unmoving form of her littlest brother. 

* * * * *
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Chapter 3
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Brisbane Australia, Earth, Cresht Region, Tolo Arm

“He should be dead,” said Dr. Tanner, Silent Night’s chief physician. He was watching the medical table’s readouts dance up and down in the peculiar pattern of a Zuul’s physiology. 

“He landed on the lumber cut table,” Alan Porter said, shaking his head. “Zuul appear to be tougher than a stack of particle boards.” 

“Nothing’s broken?” Dana asked. Alan looked at his wife. She was white as a sheet, eyes red and tears slowly leaking from her eyes. 

“No,” Dr. Tanner said. “He’s got a minor concussion, that’s it.” 

“Then why hasn’t he woken up yet?” Dana asked. 

Tanner shrugged. “Don’t know. Brain scan shows strange higher-level function. If he were Human, I’d say he was dreaming. I’ve scanned them all, and far as I can tell, this isn’t what Zuul dreams look like.”

“Give him some nanites,” she said. 

Alan gave a little start. Nanites weren’t cheap, and they were in financial deep water. Bloody deep, if the company and their ship didn’t show up soon. He didn’t think they had enough funds to stand up a platoon. More than likely he’d be lucky to get contractor work for a bigger company. The Australian government wouldn’t care, either. They’d want their taxes. 

“That’s a waste of nanites,” Tanner said. 

Alan gave a quiet sigh. 

“Alan,” Dana pleaded. 

Alan turned his head to the left. The window on the examination room opened into a small waiting area, which was crowded with four more Zuul. Hugely powerful black furred Rex. Tan Drake, not as big but just as tough, if not tougher. Ripley with her straw blonde fur and pale blue eyes watched intently. Next to her Sonya with her rich red fur, perfectly still. 
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