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For all the 4HU fans past and present. Welcome to our negotiation. 

–Dama Kacey 
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For everyone who shed tears (including while at 35,000 ft) reading Hunter. 

We greet you - enjoy! 

–Dama Marisa
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Preface by Dama Kacey and Dama Marisa

While we were writing “Hunter,” we bounced around two questions we only got to touch on in the novel. Because we are incredibly lucky folks with a fantastic publisher, we got to pitch those questions to a number of phenomenally talented authors, and the following stories are the result. 

What stories do Hunters tell themselves? Stories are one of our favorite things. The stories we tell, the stories we love, can say a lot about us. So if you have a race of the most feared assassins in the entire galaxy...what stories do they tell themselves? What tales and myths and legends entertain kits in the den, and Hunters as they lounge between killings? In “Hunter,” the molly Mrren tells one of those tales to her charges, and in this anthology more are told to a young kit and her old merc companion.

How does a race of ferociously independent assassins react to one of the most damaging acts in their species’ history? Differently. “Hunter” reveals how a small handful of Hunters process such a staggering loss, but there were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Hunters across the galaxy. What did they do? What stories come out of such a catastrophic event? Here, we learn of a few more.

* * * * *
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Introduction
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“Memory!” Tom Coonradt called for the forty billionth time. His boot heels rang on the stone floor of the underground corridor as he strode along its gently sloping length. “Memory, come on, you know this isn’t fair! Where are you? If you want me to be your partner, you can’t always be hiding from me!” 

An orange-striped form leapt out of nothingness to land less than a meter in front of Tom, and he barely managed to check his forward speed before barreling right into the Hunter, who sat down on the ground and began insouciantly washing his face. 

“Freedom!” Tom said, reaching out to steady himself on the wall. “Have you seen Memory? She’s hiding from me again, and I wish she wouldn’t.” 

“She knows, and so she isn’t.” The orange Hunter, still looking pleased with himself for startling the Human, straightened up and then stood up on his back legs. “She sent me to bring you to her. She’s started working on something and wants your help.” 

“What is it?” Tom asked. 

“She wants to tell you herself.” Freedom crouched and leapt for Tom’s shoulder. The yearling kit misjudged the distance, and his right back foot slipped down Tom’s chest. Without a conscious thought, Tom reached up to steady the Hunter’s lithe body. Freedom’s back claws raked painfully down over the Human’s clavicle, but he didn’t fall. 

“Thank you,” Freedom said softly, embarrassment heavy in his tone. 

“No problem,” Tom said. “We’re all still learning here.” 

“Memory’s in the Library,” Freedom said. “I was going to make you guess.” 

“Trying to frustrate the old Human even more?” Tom asked, his voice gruff. 

“It’s funny to watch your face turn red,” Freedom said. 

“I’m glad my discomfort amuses you.” 

“Well, it did. But you didn’t let me fall, so I guess I won’t tease you like that anymore. Plus, you’re my sister-kita’s person, and she doesn’t like it when you get upset.” 

“Then she should stop hiding from me.” 

“I told you, she’s not. She found something she wants to show you. So turn around and head back to the Library. She’ll get annoyed with me if we take much longer, and her claws are sharp as Dama Tamir’s tongue.” 

Tom snorted a soft laugh at that, and turned slowly—so as not to overbalance Freedom—before heading back up the corridor the way he’d come. Six months ago, if someone had told him that he’d be living on a backwater mining outpost, partnered to a brilliant, capricious, deadly adolescent assassin-in-training, he’d have laughed himself silly and thought they were due for a psych eval. But that was before his merc contract had ended badly, with him getting screwed by the corrupt CO. Out of credits and options, he’d found himself hiring on to crew a supply scow and ended up here. 

Not that he’d known where “here” was. As a transient hired hand, he’d been restricted to the topside habitats. Until one night he’d taken a wrong turn on the way from the head back to his bunk and ended up in a dead-end hallway. He’d been exhausted, he remembered, and more than a little punchy, and the entire situation had just seemed so symbolic of his life right then that he’d started to laugh. 

And laugh. 

And laugh until tears rolled down his face and he collapsed, sitting with his back against the wall. He’d swiped the wetness from his grizzled cheeks, and his world had turned itself upside down. 

“Are you sad?” she’d asked. He’d jumped, he remembered, and looked down to see a mist-grey kitten curled on the floor next to his boot. 

“Where did you come from?” he’d asked, convinced he was going mad. “And why do I think you’re talking to me?” 

“I came from my Mother,” she’d said. “And probably because I am.” 

“You look like a cat.” 

“My Mother is a cat.” 

“If your mother is a cat, then you’re probably one, too.” 

“Not quite. I’m a Hunter...or I will be, when I’m grown.” 

“You’re a Hunter? What do you hunt?” 

“Whatever I want,” she’d said. “What are you?” 

“Out of luck,” he’d said. 

“Is that why you were sad?” 

“I’m not sad. I’m...Hell. I don’t know. This is the weirdest conversation I’ve ever had.” 

“Me too,” she’d said. “My name is Memory. I like you.” 

“I like you too, Memory. I’m Tom.” He’d reached one hand down to her, expecting her to sniff it, or bite it, or paw at it. She didn’t do any of those. Instead, she’d leapt up onto it and used it as a springboard to land in his lap and push her head up under his chin. 

Thus he found himself claimed by a Hunter kita. Though why she’d want a broken-down old merc like himself he’d never know. But he found that he liked being here, being part of Tamir’s clan. The old lady herself was as tough as they came, but she was honest and fair, and he liked doing random jobs for her to earn the odd credit. 

And there was always Memory. The kita grew like a weed. In the six months since he’d been here, she’d nearly doubled in size and had matured from a kittenish, childlike personality to a far more adult perspective. Though she still had moments of adolescent intransigence, such as when she hid from him or refused to tell him where she was going. 

It wasn’t far to the Library, which was really just a hollowed-out cave fitted with several GalNet terminals and unconnected servers that maintained Tamir’s private archives. After Memory had claimed him, he’d been given a tour of the outpost’s living quarters, and the tour had included a cursory look inside the room. But as the door irised open, and he stepped inside with Freedom on his shoulder, Tom realized that the cave had recently been enlarged. More terminals lined the rough-hewn walls, and bundles of wires trailed in various colors all along the ceiling. Like most of the rooms in the “family area,” the lights were dim and greenish, and the space had assorted shelves and ledges at various heights as well as smaller tunnel openings cut here and there in the rock. 

“I didn’t realize anyone had been doing work in here,” Tom said and immediately staggered backwards as a mist-grey ball of energy impacted his chest with a considerable amount of force. Freedom leapt clear, vaulting to one of the vantage points high above the doorway, while all ten of Memory’s claws snagged in the fabric of Tom’s outer shirt and made him glad he still wore light ballistic armor out of habit. 

“Tom!” Memory said, her voice piercing in her eagerness. “You’re here! I’ve missed you! Isn’t it exciting?”

“That you missed me? And if you missed me so much, why did you go running off as soon as I woke up?” 

“I told you, I had to check on something. I sent Freedom to get you, because I really couldn’t leave, but I needed you because this is so exciting! I’ve found our Hunt!” 

Icy-cold fear splashed through Tom’s mind. No, he thought desperately. She’s just a kita yet. She can’t go out into the galaxy to kill. Not yet. For the love of all that’s good, not yet. 

“Have you now?” he asked, keeping his voice steady with the aid of long years’ combat experience. He reached up with both hands to cradle her small form gently to his chest. “And what is your quarry?” 

“Memories!” she said proudly, nearly vibrating with glee. “It’s fitting, don’t you think? I was talking with Dama Tamir, and she was telling me stories of Hunters she’d known long ago, and it just came to me. Someone has to record these things. These stories and legends and tales of survival. It’s just as important as the breeding program, if we as a species are going to survive. I said that to Dama, and she agreed with me! It turns out she’s been recording the memories and stories of all the survivors who’ve come in and asked the other Hunters to send stories from their clans! Can you believe it? But she needs someone to go through and collate the stories, and catalogue them by theme and type and such, so the data is easy for others to access. She asked me if I wanted to do this important work, and I said yes! So I will be a Hunter of Stories, and you will be my partner!” She pushed up against his chest and rubbed the top of her head under his chin. 

“You will still be my partner, won’t you, Tom? I don’t want to do any of this without you. And I know you were a merc and are used to action and adventure, but...this is just so important! I can feel it under my skin!” 

“Sweetling,” Tom said, turning his grizzled head to lay his beard-prickly cheek against the top of her warm fur, “nothing would please this old merc more. My adventures brought me to you, and this is where I’m meant to be. I’ve had enough action to last me two lifetimes. I’d be honored to assist you in your Hunt.” 

“Our Hunt,” Memory said. “You and me together. Oh! I’m so excited, I hardly know where to start—” 

Once again, Tom found himself laughing as he watched the lithe grey form of his heart bound away and dart back toward the dimness of the Library’s expansion area. He didn’t know exactly how this was going to work out, but if she wanted him to hunt memories, then that’s what he’d do. 

He’d do anything for his kita. 

​“So where do we start?” Tom asked once he was comfortably seated at one of the terminals. “Seated” was a bit of an exaggeration, actually. He reclined in a couch with his pinplants engaged to a hardline connection to the nearby storage server. Everything, he noted, was self-contained and hard-wired. No networking at all. Interesting. 

“I already started,” Memory said from her vantage point curled on his chest. She had her own brand-new set of pinplants engaged to the same server, and he felt her call up a memory that began to play in his mind’s eye as if it had happened to him. “This was a story Dama Tamir told us when we were little. I remembered it today, and it got me thinking about these things. It’s a legend of my people, and it’s clearly used to teach a lesson to young kits and kitas...well. Just listen. You’ll see.” 

* * * * *
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Slayer of Stars by Jody Lynn Nye
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Tamir Alcuin settled her aching bones into the most comfortable chair in her remote planetary fastness. It gave her joy to see the eight new Depik kittens playing, with the certain knowledge that more of them were on the way. Though she had borne her own Human children, the Hunters were as close to offspring as she could imagine. As long as she lived—and that would still be some time yet—the task of rebuilding the shattered population of Khatash would never end. Their haven was as safe as she could make it, and as a retired bounty hunter accompanied by a number of retired mercs, that meant, short of a planet-destroyer, this nursery on its rocky world in the middle of nowhere would never suffer more than internal squalls, such as the kind happening at her feet. 

“You had more meat than I did!” Justice said, her green eyes slitting at her red-furred brother. “And you took mine!”

“No, I didn’t! Zemsta took half of my share. I only had a bite of yours,” Will insisted. 

“Now, now!” Tamir said, scooping Will and Justice from the floor. Immediately the kittens sheathed their razor-sharp claws and nestled into her palms, their momentary argument forgotten. So tiny, yet with the seeds of fearsome skill and indomitable, yes, will nascent in them. Someday they would be puissant killers, but not yet, not now. For a time, they were babies, and she loved them. 

“Tell us a story, Dama,” Justice demanded at once. She rolled over, showing a feather-soft belly. Tamir cuddled them against her chest and played with the little one’s fur. “You have lived since the first Hunter!”

Tamir couldn’t help but chuckle. When did I become a grandmother? she thought. 

“I’m not that old, Justice,” she said. “I’ve seen a few generations of your kind, but not all of them.”

“Story!” Memory demanded, charging over. She tumbled over her own oversized paws and ended up in a heap on Tamir’s foot. She added her to the pair in her lap. Justice and Will fought her as she claimed the prized position against her warm stomach. “You promised to tell us the lore of the Depik. I want to know all of it!”

“All right, then,” the old Human said. She glanced at the screens around the room. No crises brewing, and no messages from the Hunter ships still out in the spaceways. “Settle down! You ought to be asleep by now.”

“No!” Alsamt said. Their surrogate damita, the lion Sunny, curled her massive golden paws around her and the rest of the brood. Tamir saw that the kits were comfortable and full from their evening meal, but too wide awake to settle. Sunny’s “person,” Ref, a Human mercenary nearly of Tamir’s own age, sat by her as he did every evening, scratching her huge, round, golden ears. “Story!”

Tamir searched her memory for a good yarn. 

“Very well, kittens,” she said at last. “This one was told to me by Flame, the Dama who gave me her sigil. This is about the greatest Depik Hunter of them all.” 

“Greatest Hunter! Dama Tsan is the greatest Hunter!”

“She may be the greatest alive, but not the greatest in history,” Tamir said. Prickling at the back of her neck told her other Hunters were in the room, concealed by quintessence. “Join us,” she said. 

Esthik and Aryss let their veils of invisibility drop. Esthik didn’t look abashed at having been discovered, but Aryss did. The female Hunter still had little faith in the Human’s skills, but it increased daily. 

“And the rest of you?” Tamir asked. 

One by one, the three half-grown kittens shed their quintessence. Chich looked dejected. 

“I didn’t think Humans could sense us!” he said.

“Never mind,” Tamir said placidly. “Do you want to listen?”

“Yes!”

The trio looked for a comfortable place to sit. Sunny stretched out one enormous paw and gathered them in with the remainder of her own brood. They squawked out a protest, but didn’t resist. The younger kits immediately battened onto the elder kits, whom they looked up to. Pura and Hrava snuggled down together in their midst. 

“I have not heard this tale,” Aryss said.

“I have heard it, but not since I suckled my Dama’s milk,” Esthik said. He and Aryss curled on either side of Tamir. Small though they were, like all of the felinoid aliens’ kind, the Human was glad the chair was roomy. 

“Don’t give anything away!” Will demanded.

Impatient, Aryss cuffed him gently with the side of a paw. “Spoiling a story is like botching a kill,” she said. “It is not our way. Now, listen! We all want to hear.”

Tamir took a deep breath.

“Once, Khatash and its sister planets circled not one, but two stars, a blue-white primary, and a red dwarf secondary. Now, you may not know that stars are alive. They have a kind of consciousness.”

“Do planets?” Chich asked eagerly.

“Some, but not many. All stars are, though. Some are benevolent, others are cold and distant, but all of them are alive. Usually in the galaxy, stars come in twos, threes, fours, even sixes, so they have company on their long journeys around the galactic center. Singles are a rarity. The smaller red star—”

“What was its name?” Luna called out, and was battered by her siblings’ paws.

“I don’t know what it called itself,” Tamir said, amused. “I’ve never spoken with one. What would you call a red star?”

“Diamond,” Esthik said at once, then lowered his face sheepishly. Immediately, he washed a paw and applied it to his right ear. Aryss looked smug at his discomfiture. 

Red diamonds. Tamir liked the reference. She’d been paid often enough in the blood-colored crystals. 

“Why not?” she asked. “Diamond it is. And the blue-white primary?”

“We call it Garn,” Aryss said, folding her paws under her breast.

“Garn, then,” Tamir said, delighted that she had the attention of all the Hunters in the room. “Diamond was jealous of Garn. Its irritation with its larger and more powerful sibling had been brewing for eons. Everyone noticed Garn first. Garn shed more light and warmth on the planets that depended on them. In all the representations on Khatash and in galactic atlases, Diamond was an afterthought, with Garn front and center. Diamond was angry at the slight.”

“That’s not always good,” Hrava said thoughtfully, playing with her brother’s tail. “Being in plain sight makes you a target.”

Tamir smiled. “But your anger is a better weapon against you than against your enemies. In this case, Diamond started to send ultraviolet radiation flares toward Garn, hoping to draw attention from its larger sibling. The feelers of power were not immediately distinguishable. Garn went on shining, unaware of Diamond’s machinations. But soon, visible light followed the invisible, and on Khatash, Diamond’s movements became a concern.

“In the observatories around the planet, Depik astronomers saw Diamond’s tendrils of light moving outward, far more than the normal corona that it usually wore. In the main city, the chief astronomer, Beki of the Looking Outward clan, had a visit from the Dama of Silent Scream clan. Fatal Grasp demanded to know what was the cause of the red streaks that now crossed the night sky. 

“Beki showed Fatal the view of the surrounding skies through the observatory’s biggest telescope. The view set Fatal’s neck hair on end. It became clear that the smaller star had become unstable, in more ways than one. Beki feared that it was going to cause the blue-white primary to go supernova very soon. His sigil-tied assistant, a Wrogul named Oswald, confirmed, showing the Dama all the data they had been collecting. They didn’t know what to do to save Khatash. Once the process had begun, the Diamond star would lash out more and more, and larger, enveloping the primary. The resulting energy would cause Garn to lash outward and consume all the planets in the system. Although a Hunter, like every Depik, Beki could not conceive of any way to prevent the death of their homeworld and everyone on it. He believed it was his duty to inform the Hunters so they could try to save themselves. The chances that they would all have time to flee was in question. 

“Fatal Grasp refused to consider the possibility of annihilation. She told him to wait a day before making the announcement, and returned to her den. There, she called all adult Hunters in to consult with them. 

“Her deo, Last Breath, and two grown kitas accepted the news grimly, as did the other Hunters. Depik do not waste time on speculation or handwringing. ‘Watch, then find a way,’ has been their motto, probably since the first Hunter drew breath.

“‘What should we do?’ they all asked. 

“Fatal Grasp narrowed her long green eyes.”

“‘Invite the star to a negotiation,’ she said. ‘If it will not relent, we must kill it to save our homeworld.’

“Fatal’s personal craft was large by Hunter standards, since she often used it as a training vessel for youngsters. Armaments of every kind lay concealed in the walls, behind panels, inside furniture, and below the padding in sleeping quarters. It contained other necessary technology, some of it so new and groundbreaking that it would be termed ‘classified’ by the Humans. Offworlders, even those tied to the Hunters by sigil, had seldom been aboard it. The quintessence field that it generated had so much power that it could conceal nearby ships as well. She led a flotilla of thirty small craft, all cloaked, into the center of the system to confront Diamond. 

“Once in space, their screens showed how much radiation Diamond broadcast toward its larger sibling. It was the clear aggressor, provoking Garn to explode, possibly leaving Diamond as the only star in the system.

“Fatal ordered maximum shielding. All Hunters were to gather as much quintessence to themselves as they could to conceal and protect themselves. Even through their shields, the Hunters felt the overwhelming power of their secondary sun. Though it was a fraction of Garn’s size, it still measured one hundred fifty thousand kilometers in diameter. The ships made only tiny dots on the image of its disk. 

“They approached from the side opposite Garn, but did not come too close, lest they be caught in the lashing corona or the small star’s gravity well. 

“Fatal reached out with all her consciousness, probing. She had heard the legends that stars were living beings. If it was true, Diamond could be threatened or reasoned with. A nebulous presence, so large and overwhelming that she fought to keep the kitten-fear from driving her to retreat, invaded her mind. She let it explore her for a time until she believed that she had an inkling of whether and how it thought. It seemed surprised that she probed it back. It had little curiosity or imagination when compared with Hunters. At the intrusion by Fatal’s mind, Diamond threw flares of radiation in the direction that it felt her approaching from. Isolation, resentment, and fury loomed the largest in the massive presence.”

(“Because anger is a weapon our enemies can use against us,” the kittens chorused.)

(“Yes,” Tamir said. “Now, listen!”)

“Fatal Grasp smiled. These traits meant that she had a lever she could use against this creature, for creature it was. A sense of isolation indicated fear. She never knew before that a star could feel fear. Hunters had expertise in turning dread into a weapon.

“‘Welcome to our negotiation,’ she said. 

“What curiosity Diamond possessed was aroused at the Dama’s challenge. Since words were flat, meaningless concepts to something as huge and eternal as a star, Fatal created pictures in her own mind and pushed them toward the presence. She began with an image of the solar system: the two stars with planets, moons, asteroid belts, and all the other orbiting matter out to the heliopause, where the pair’s influence waned. Fatal sensed that resentment again when she focused on the flaming white disk that represented Garn. Resentful flares issued from Diamond’s heart, lashing out in the direction not only of the primary, but toward the hovering presence that reminded Diamond it was not the main source of power in the system. Fatal sensed the onslaught before it happened, and ordered her ship to retreat to a safe distance. Some radiation tickled her shields, but not enough to cause damage. 

“Then she sent images of the planets that orbited the two, Khatash and its sister worlds.

“‘These are not concerned in your argument with your sister,’ she said. ‘They must not suffer. Please move farther away from the primary, and leave us peace. Your name will become the legend of song and story. I, Fatal Grasp of the Silent Scream clan, vow that I will relate the tale to kittens at night for the rest of my life, and my line will carry on telling it until time ends, if you will show compassion for the innocent planets that lie in orbit around you.’

“Diamond refused. It was shocked to be addressed by such a puny creature, and told the Hunter so.”

(“Oooh,” said Hrava. “No one speaks to a Dama like that!”)

(“Exactly,” Tamir said with a smile.)

“Then to emphasize its refusal, Diamond expelled a mass of ultraviolet radiation at her ship, a superflare, such as red dwarf stars were capable of producing. She put up her shields. 

“Diamond’s refusal to cooperate with Fatal made the Hunter more determined than ever. But what could she do? She had no experience with a mad star, nor did anyone else on Khatash. She went home to observe and think.”

(“Watch, then find a way!” the kittens chorused. Tamir chuckled. They may have been small, but they were learning fast.) 

“Right. The Depik had always been aware that a threat might come from other living beings, such as the Veetanho and other warrior races, and those they had prepared for with traps and weapons, not to mention their own deadly skills.

“But what did you do when the enemy is so large that your own world could be swallowed by it easier than you would swallow a gnat?”

Esthik made a coughing noise that in a Human would be the clearing of his throat. “Observation.”

“Exactly. Now red dwarf stars, as their name suggests, are small. Diamond had reason to be jealous of its sibling’s size and power. It possessed less than five percent of Garn’s mass. On its own, Diamond could have powered a successful solar system and been the beloved morning and evening star. It had the misfortune to be the lesser half of a notable binary.” 

“‘We have to destroy it, or it will destroy us,’ Last Breath said when the flotilla had returned to the den. ‘But we have no weapons large enough. Who would ever have thought that the secondary would turn against us?’”

“‘It’s mad,’ Fatal’s kita Dagger Claw said. She had two kittens of her own and feared for their lives.

“‘Beki must inform the rest of the clans to begin evacuation,’ Bone Breaker, Fatal’s other kita, said.

“‘Where can we go?’ Last Breath demanded, hopelessness in his wide golden eyes. ‘We do not want to become immigrants on another race’s world. This is our home!’

“‘Do you expect us to stay and die here?’ Fatal asked, exasperated at her mate. ‘No. We may make preparations to leave, but we will not go. We will make the secondary retreat or disappear, and save Garn and Khatash.’

“‘How?’ Last asked.”

“How?” Tamir’s audience echoed, almost in one breath. She smiled at them before answering. 

“Quintessence is dark energy, and you may not yet know that there is more dark energy—just as there is more dark matter—in the universe than light matter. Hunters can control a small amount, enough to wrap yourselves in invisibility. Some of you have more talent than others, but Fatal Grasp had greater ability than any other Depik who had yet been born. Not only could she hide herself and those close to her in her cloak of quintessence, she could compel objects to do her bidding without laying a hand on them. That made her an unusually deadly assassin. Her clan was proud of her and believed in her, though this was beyond even the most extreme contract that any Depik had accepted.

“Her reputation among other Damas meant that her word was respected. She made contact with other clans, provided them with the images from the observatories, and asked for their help to save Khatash. 

“She asked them to help capture a star.

“At first, the others thought Silent Scream had proposed an impossible task. They had all seen the portents. The increasing number of red streaks across the night sky couldn’t be ignored. Many argued that destruction was not what they meant. More and more, though, upon consulting the astronomers and astrophysics, both Hunter and others, they realized that they had only three choices: flee, die—or fight. Within a couple of days, almost all the clans on Khatash had fallen in with Fatal Grasp’s plan. Every Hunter capable of wielding even the most minor amount of quintessence would aid her in forming a net to block the radiation coming from Diamond toward the primary and its planets and urge it as far away from the system as they could. If it exploded after that, well, that was not their concern. If they failed, those remaining behind were to begin evacuation to whatever planets would have them. Assassin skills were valuable. The surviving Hunters would not remain homeless for long. 

“The flotilla of Hunter ships that took off from Khatash was many, many times greater than the one Fatal had led before. The Hunters began to attract all the dark energy that surrounded the planet, then reached out into space for more. The void seems empty, but many forms of energy pass through it every day, ranging from the light of distant stars through mysterious gamma rays that penetrate all matter. Dark energy abounded. Where normally a Hunter had at her disposal a small bag of quintessence, entering such a rich area of space was like walking into a warehouse full. Fatal gathered to her all that she could, willing the outer layers of the growing ball of energy to surround and hold the rest. Though it was invisible, she felt as though she towed behind her ship a net the size of a small moon. The other Hunters did not have her amazing control, but they surrounded themselves with what they could command.

“‘It will not be enough,’ Dagger Claw said despairingly. She kept in close contact with her Dama on the journey from her smaller ship. She was all too aware of the small store of quintessence she possessed versus the massive object of their attention. 

“‘It will,’ Fatal said in a voice that ended the discussion. ‘Now, shield yourselves. We must pass between the stars and stop the secondary from its predation on the primary.’

“The Hunters had agreed on a navigation plan that began in the center of Diamond’s disk facing Garn and built outward. Because the stars were fairly close together in a small elliptical orbit that precessed slowly over years, the Hunters were assailed both fore and aft by solar radiation. Fatal knew that the chances were great that all the Hunters who flew with her could be lost. Most of them had kitas and kits they had left behind in the care of trusted mollies and bonded outworlders. In those rested the Hunters’ hope for the future. 

“When Fatal took up her position, the view of Diamond was so blindingly bright that she turned off all scopes. She had no need to see what was happening; she had to feel it. With that, she began to build her net. She played out a quantity of quintessence, setting it in space, and fastening it as though it was the center of a spider web—”

(“What’s a spider web?” Alsamt interrupted, lying on her back in the shelter of Sunny’s great paw.)

(“A spider is an Earth arthropod that catches its prey with sticky threads that it spins from its abdomen,” Tamir explained.)

(“Like a zenod,” Esthik said. “I will show you pictures later.”)

“Anyhow,” Tamir continued. “Fatal anchored the hub by sending narrow tendrils of power out from her hub so it floated between Diamond and Garn like a solar sail. She flew outward along one of the spokes a short distance, and flew in a circle along the spokes, tying more quintessence in place. The other ships nipped in and out, depositing their own mass of power, then retreating to a distance to draw more dark energy to them. Fatal was pleased that the quintessence held its form. It was her intention, but that didn’t mean that physics would cooperate with her. 

“She flew back and forth and around and around, weaving a great round mat to contain Diamond. The mat had to be over one hundred sixty thousand kilometers until it blocked the radiation coming from it toward the primary and the planets that circled it. A huge undertaking like this took time. Other Hunters withdrew to rest, but Fatal Grasp worked tirelessly. She had made her plan, and intended to see it through. Once a Hunter takes a contract, it must be fulfilled.

“Diamond seemed unaware at first that anything was happening in the empty space between it and the primary. Fatal kept her mind open to the secondary’s inner musings. Once in a while, the rogue shot out a flare of resentful energy, but not yet toward Garn. Fatal worked as quickly as she could. The force field was ten percent finished. About a sixth of her squad had retreated below the ecliptic to regroup and restore their depleted energy sources. 

“Already the concentration of quintessence had begun to reshape the solar system. Dark energy removed from areas created a genuine void through which dangerous radiation could penetrate.

“‘Do not take quintessence from around the planets,’ Fatal warned them. 

“One young Hunter, who had begun to do just that, quickly released what she had captured and instead jetted up above the ecliptic to gather fresh power. Fatal nodded her approval. 

“Last Breath, trained in power mechanics, flew the growing perimeter as Fatal added to it. He made sure the leading tendrils didn’t dissipate as the other Hunters contributed their power to the barricade. 

“Suddenly, Diamond noticed that something was occurring between itself and its target. It shot a massive flare directly at Fatal’s web.

“Fatal Grasp had no time to flee. Shouting a warning to the others, she aimed her ship behind the small circle. The flare hit the mass of quintessence, sending the ship tumbling. Strapped tightly into her couch, Fatal braced herself, knowing she had done everything she could, and sent up hopes for the sake of her people. All her systems went dark. She would be incinerated by the power of an angry star. This was the last moment of her life!

“But she did not die. She breathed in the dark. The heat of radiation had scorched much of her fur and made her eyes hot and dry, but she was alive. When her scopes came back online, she realized she had been knocked halfway to Garn. The mat of quintessence had absorbed most of the fury of Diamond’s attack. The mad star could be contained!

“Her communications system lit up with frantic messages from her deo and kitas.”

“‘I am all right,’ she said, though her throat felt tight. ‘It’s on alert now. Our task just got twice as hard.’

“‘Then we must work twice as fast,’ Bone Breaker said almost casually. ‘Moving in with another load of energy. Coming, Dama?’

“Fatal laughed. She loved her family more in that moment than she could ever recall feeling.

“‘On my way, kita.’

“Fatal drew all the dark energy she could reach into herself and bound it around her ship until she was a planet-sized mass of quintessence. Now that Diamond saw itself under attack, they had little time to finish the job, if they could. 

“While the mad star flung waves of radiation at them, the Hunter ships bravely wove Fatal Grasp’s web larger and larger. There was no time for finesse; she ordered them to make a net rather than a solid mat. If more superflares came, everyone was to retreat behind the inner core, which had weathered the solar storm almost intact. 

“Diamond’s fury grew. Its insanity became evident as more and more of its coronal mass heaved outward toward Garn. The red star began to swell. Fatal blanched. The net had almost reached her intended size. She wouldn’t be able to increase it infinitely. The Hunters worked as fast as their ships could move. No one spared themselves, putting themselves in danger from the growing aura of radiation. Diamond could explode at any time. 

“Within days, the net of quintessence had reached dimensions that Fatal believed would suit her purpose. If it didn’t, Khatash and nearly all Hunters were doomed. 

“She signaled to Last Breath and the rest of her courageous fleet. 

“‘Now,’ she said. ‘We snuff out this menace now.’

“The Hunter ships took their positions at the perimeter of the purring net and guided it toward Diamond. Fatal rode her creation as if she was on the back of a great running beast, feeling its enveloping, comforting power, larger than anything that any Hunter had yet created. She was coming for her prey. 

“The mad star became aware of the presence of an unimaginable amount of quintessence, the opposite of its bright energy. Isolation, anger, and resentment all turned to dread. It gathered its crackling power inward and lumbered away, out of the center of the system. Its massive gravity well absorbed a small planet and a wealth of asteroids from the belt as it passed. 

“The fireball, I am told, was easily visible from Khatash. The red sun left a tail of flames behind it that was snuffed out by an invisible presence that followed closer and closer as it ran. 

“It sent feelings of fear out, seeking Fatal’s mind. She rejected its overtures for mercy. It had made its choice, and she had made hers. Khatash must live!

“‘Faster!’ she ordered the fleet. The star moved slower than her ships’ ultimate velocity. They could catch it.

“The star had no intention of being caught. It did not want to be enveloped in the cloak of quintessence that the Hunters had prepared. Its rate of speed increased as it fled. The blinding light of its terror boiled part of the atmosphere from one of the outer gas giants and made the Hunters turn off their forward shields, but they pursued it relentlessly.

“Just as they were on the verge of catching it, the red dwarf star punched a hole in the fabric of space. The force of the disruption knocked every ship spinning away, losing their hold on the net. 

“Fatal rushed to regain control of her creation, feeling outward to make sure it was intact. In her mind, she kept the whole net spread open between her two hands and two feet. Her whole body steered it toward the errant star.

“But Diamond was not waiting for capture. It plunged into the hole in space. The red light was quenched, and the sector became suddenly dark. 

The opening shrank immediately behind the passage of the star, but not small enough to prevent Fatal Grasp from following it with her net of quintessence. She pursued her prey with the single-minded intent of an expert Hunter and the Dama who would do anything that she must to protect her family. 

“‘Farewell, my loves,’ was the final transmission that Last Breath and the fleet received. 

“Last, their two kitas, and the other Depik ships slowed, flying around and around the small aperture that remained. There was no trace of the mad star or the great Hunter herself.

“‘Dama?’ Bone Breaker called on every channel she could.

“There was no answer. Neither Fatal Grasp nor Diamond was ever seen again, but Khatash was saved.”

Silence fell in the room for a time, then Will raised his head in indignation. 

“A hole in space? I don’t believe in holes in space!”

“It does exist, little kit,” Tamir said, amused. “It’s where the gate in the Khatash system lies now. It has made it possible for Hunter ships to come and go to other systems far away that have similar holes. Gatekeepers control these openings now, with technology never known in Fatal Grasp’s day, so passage is safe—well, as safe as space travel will ever be.”

Aryss made a coughing noise deep in her throat. Tamir could tell she was deeply moved by the story. “Where is the Dama now? 

Tamir shook her head. “No one knows. She may still live, or the force of the star might have killed her when she finally captured it in her net. Solar radiation is a terrible force. We are protected here and on other habitable planets by our atmosphere. Ship shielding is a fragile barrier against the force of stars.”

“Why have we never heard of Fatal Grasp?” Hrava said. “Our molly never told us this tale.”

“That was her name before the hunt,” Tamir explained. “She lost her name and became Slayer of Stars. The kitas she left behind became grand and wise Damas, though never able to manipulate quintessence in the same way as their own. The clan, like so many of the past, disappeared into others over time. Any of you might be descended from her.”

“Or all,” Aryss said, examining her sharp claws one by one.

“This is a made-up tale, not truth!” Memory protested, raising a lethargic paw. Her large eyes were drooping shut. At last! “This is not real history.” 

“Of course it is the truth,” Tamir said with a smile. She reached for the nearest screen and turned it on. “I can prove it. Here is an image of Khatash, your homeworld. One day you shall return there. You see? It has only one sun, not two. That is Garn, shining peacefully in the center of the system. Diamond is gone without a trace, thanks to Fatal Grasp—I mean, Slayer of Stars. She succeeded in saving them all, and she left one star to shine down upon Khatash.”

“Oh,” the kita said. She curled up into a ball and drew her tail over her nose. “I must think about this.” 

“I shall kill stars one day,” Will said, snuggling tight with his siblings against Tamir’s belly. “The one that the Veetanho live under.” A moment or two later, he dropped off. 

“A true Hunter,” Tamir said, cuddling him and the others close. “Just like your ancestress.”

# # # # #
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“That’s a common theme, isn’t it?” Tom asked as his eyes blinked away the last of Tamir’s story. “Sacrifice.” 

“It might be,” Memory said. “We’ll see as we dig into some of the stories. Dama Tamir also had someone rig her comm receivers to decrypt quintessentially-encoded transmissions from all over the galaxy. Mostly to find survivors after Khatash, but she said that sometimes we just get the story, or part of the story, and no Hunter with it. Some of those might be stories of sacrifice. If we’re going to die, we’d prefer that it mean something.” 

“Like ‘it’s better to die free than to live a slave?’” Tom asked. 

“Precisely.” 

* * * * *
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Numbered Days by Jon R. Osborne
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“Going somewhere, old one?”

Bruun heard the humor under the malevolent growl. So much for the two beta-wannabees giving up or getting distracted. They had stalked Bruun for two blocks, waiting for a chance to catch him alone. Foolish pups.

Bruun turned to face the pair of Besquith blocking the entrance of the cul-de-sac alleyway. Between the setting sun and the tall buildings, deep shadows occluded the alley. None of the surrounding buildings showed signs of activity, their back doors and loading docks secured against the encroaching night. Perfect.

Bruun raised from his stooped posture. He was larger than either of the other Besquith, but only by a small margin. He had not come from a shock trooper creche, but he had years of feeding over these whelps. The silver hairs marring his scarred muzzle emboldened the younger Besquith. Maws of razor-sharp teeth split open in anticipation.

“I’ll give you cubs a chance to walk away.” Bruun’s lips peeled back to reveal his own fangs. Prosthetic teeth dotted his lower jaw. Besquith regrew lost teeth until they became old, which meant it was rarely a problem. Bruun had been forced to rely on artificial replacements for four lost in fights. “I suggest you take the offer and leave with your honor and pelts intact.”

Both younger Besquith chuffed with laughter. “You think you can bargain for your life, grey-snout? You should have had the decency to die before old age hounded you. Only cowards cling to life until they are feeble.”

“Is your plan to talk until I pass from old age?” Bruun flexed his hands, accompanied by the cracking of arthritic joints, and bared his claws.

The two younger Besquith spread apart as they crept forward. “You will pay, old wolf,” one of them snarled.

“Perhaps you should have taken his first offer.” A pair of jade green eyes appeared as a clump of black fur rose on Bruun’s right shoulder. The eyes regarded the confused Besquith warriors and slow-blinked. “Welcome to our negotiation.”

Bruun rushed the opponent on the left, while a black blur launched from Bruun’s shoulder, ricocheted off a wall, and latched onto the other assailant’s throat. The Besquith yelped in alarm and tried to claw its attacker away, even as the small form left a trail of lacerations and scrambled behind its victim’s neck.

Bruun’s opposition charged to meet him, arms and jaws open wide. The younger Besquith was faster and stronger, full of fury and vigor. Bruun was the veteran of hundreds of such fights. Even if age robbed Bruun of the advantages of speed and power, youth made his opponent predictable.

The younger Besquith’s jaws snapped at empty space as Bruun ducked and rolled. Pain raked Bruun’s shoulder as his foe’s reflexes meant one set of claws found flesh. Both sets of Bruun’s talons flayed the abdomen of the younger Besquith as the latter passed over Bruun. Momentum in opposite directions spared Bruun from the shower of viscera that splashed the alley.

The disemboweled Besquith scrabbled for footing on the blood-slick pavement of the alley, oblivious to its exposed innards slipping through gashes in its abdominal wall. Bruun crouched to meet another charge. His maw curved into a feral smile. “I admire your guts, whelp, but you’re finished.”

The younger Besquith lurched forward a couple of steps before it realized it was stepping on its own intestines. Blood loss finally caught up to the gamma’s brain, and it slumped to the alley.

“You could have shot him.” The black Depik slow-blinked from the back of the other prone Besquith. She flicked a ragged ear. “You could have shot them both and let me sleep.”

“And miss the chance for this to be the day?” Bruun’s shoulder throbbed. Damned youngsters were getting quicker. “Surely you wouldn’t want to sleep through it, Kuri?”

“I suppose not,” Kuri admitted. The Depik gave her equipment harness a quick once-over before leaping lightly to Bruun’s shoulder. At least she landed on the uninjured shoulder. “I assume this was not merely a roll of the dice to see if our number was up, but also a demonstration for our prospective client cowering behind the trash bins.”

“You are correct.” Bruun turned toward the entrance to the alleyway. “You may as well come out now.”

A flat, triangular feline head popped up from behind a row of refuse containers. As opposed to the diminutive Depik, the tawny H’rang stood two-thirds Bruun’s height. Despite their size, members of the larger feline race were abject cowards, paying others to fight on their behalf.

“A most impressive display. You are skilled at violence, yes?” the H’rang said, emerging from his hiding spot. His wide eyes swept across carnage in the alley, the pupils dilated. “Yes, I think so. I am M’resht.”

“M’resht here seeks to employ us as personal security.” Bruun dug through his gear bag as he spoke. He found the trauma nanite applicator and checked its charge. “He has to deal with a Besquith mercenary liaison, and M’resht fears he will get eaten.”

Kuri flicked her ragged ear. “Well met, M’resht. Welcome to our negotiation.”

The H’rang trembled.

* * *
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Two Years Ago

This stinks, Bruun thought. Not the Veetanho his cadre had been assigned to guard, although the rodent’s nervous musk was irritating, but the situation. The half dozen Besquith were all vor’sradem, survivors of time. Few Besquith lived to die of old age, especially not those of the warrior packs. Bruun had persevered, not through cowardice, but a combination of skill and luck. Had Bruun been bolder, he might have become a senior beta, but for all his prowess, he lacked ambition.

Now his alpha consigned him to lead the guard detail for Miiko, a timid mid-level Veetanho officer who was walking them into an ambush under the pretense of negotiations. Foolish rat! She believed the Pushtal would bargain in good faith.

Their party slowed as the Pushtal came into view. The leader and a half dozen guards waited at the agreed location. Who wanted Miiko dead, to send her out with aging Besquith ‘veterans’ for protection? The other Besquith fanned out and glowered at their opposites among the tiger-like Pushtal. This would be a good fight, if it weren’t for the inevitable ambush. Bruun studied the surrounding ruins, remains dating back to the Great War. Ambush points abounded among the tumbled ferrocrete. Perhaps this was the day his number came up.

“Greetings. I am Major Miiko,” the Veetanho wheezed as the party halted ten yards from the Pushtal.

“I am Daain. I see you adhered to the conditions for our meeting.” The Pushtal leader bared her fangs in amusement. “I am surprised the Veetanho are so trusting.”

“My superiors trust in my competence as a negotiator,” Miiko replied. “Shall we discuss conditions of your surrender?”

“We are not here to surrender, Rat!” The Pushtal’s ears flattened. “We are here to accept your tribute to allow your dropships to leave in peace.”

Miiko’s whiskers twitched in confusion. “No, you are to relinquish this valley and the landing field, and you will withdraw to a minimum distance of 100 kilometers.”

Bruun spied a glint in one of the ruins, light glimmering off moving metal. “Ambush!”

A laser snapped through the air where his head had been. Bruun rolled and pulled his weapon. He toggled his ocular set to infrared, revealing the crisscross trails of super-heated air left by the lasers. He tracked the closest to its origin from behind a fallen pillar and fired the grenade launcher underslung on his carbine.

Bruun didn’t have time to admire his handiwork as the grenade landed amid the sniper team. Pushtal were almost as poorly disciplined as Besquith, and one charged him and pounced. Bruun rolled aside, and four sets of Pushtal claws found only rocky ground. The Pushtal had enough time to twist and bare his fangs at Bruun before the old Besquith squeezed the trigger and 6,000 joules of laser speared the Pushtal below the right eye.

Bruun scrambled behind a fallen pillar for cover from the other sniper team, not watching his opponent spasm as the lower part of the Pushtal’s brain cooked. A flash of super-heated ferrocrete signaled the wisdom of Bruun’s decision. He loaded another grenade into the launcher attached to his carbine and resisted the urge to join the swirling melee.

The Pushtal outnumbered the Besquith, with two of the lupines victims of snipers. Makes it even, Bruun thought. Daain, the Pushtal leader, was throttling Miiko while pinning down her gun hand.

“You can’t do this!” Miiko gasped. “It’s against the rules...we had an agreement.”

“Foolish rodent. Not everyone plays by your rules.” Daain’s jaws opened wide, slaver dripping from her fangs.

Another snap forced Bruun to duck. He scurried behind the pillar to a new vantage point. He could no longer see if the Pushtal leader had ripped open Miiko’s throat. Hopefully she had. It would almost be worth not getting paid. Bruun popped over the end of the fallen pillar and lined up his sights for the grenade launcher. His ocular display flashed bright white as burning ferrocrete dust splashed his face. As Bruun fell back, his finger convulsed on the trigger.

The grenade launched skyward. Bruun had the presence of mind to roll beneath the curve of the pillar. The smoldering ocular set had saved his eye. Smoke rose from exposed fur on the left side of his face. The grenade detonated on the other side of the pillar. Two meters of ferrocrete shielded him from the blast and spray of shrapnel. Based on the yelps and yowls from the raging fracas, others were not as lucky.

Bruun crawled the length of the pillar. Several snaps popped over sixty seconds as the other sniper team finished off the Besquith stragglers. Bruun studied the terrain ahead—there was 200 meters of open ground before he could deny the enemy line of sight. He’d never make it.

At the end of the pillar, Bruun peeked out enough to spy the results of the conflict between Miiko and Daain. The Pushtal leader was slumped over the Veetanho. Had Miiko freed her sidearm and taken the Pushtal with him? Bruun spotted something else, a lump of black fur not dissimilar to his own, on the ground next to the Pushtal. 

Bruun’s ear caught a crunch of foot on stone. At least one of the Pushtal sniper team had tired of waiting and risked creeping out onto the battlefield. Bruun caught distant growls and hisses—more than one had approached.

“Is this all of them?” one of the Pushtal snarled. “It’s hard to tell with the carnage.”

“Look for the large black one,” another Pushtal voice said. “It was the only wolf with enough sense to take cover.”

“I see a piece of it.” The Pushtal hissed a laugh. It stepped into view, leaning over the black furry lump on the ground. It prodded the mass of fur with its laser rifle. “I wonder where the rest of it went?”

“Does it matter?” the other Pushtal demanded.

“Wait, this is moving,” the sniper said. He stepped back from the jet-black clump of hair and brought up his rifle.

Bruun rose and drew a bead on the sniper’s spotter, who was obscuring her partner. Her eyes flicked in Bruun’s direction a fraction of a second before he lazed a hole in one side of her skull and out the other. It would take the carbine two long seconds to cycle coolants through the lazing chamber; two seconds Bruun didn’t have.

The snap of the laser flash frying his partner made the sniper jump further from the small black mass, as though it were somehow responsible for the spotter crumpling to the ground. Movement caught the Pushtal’s eye as a much larger mass of black fur rushed him. The sniper spun to bring his weapon to bear on the new threat.

Bruun slammed into the Pushtal, launching the feline alien over the fallen leaders of the respective delegations. The sniper clung to his weapon for a precious second as he and Bruun sprawled on the rocky ground. The momentary delay was all Bruun needed to rip the Pushtal’s throat out. Bruun howled in triumph as warm blood trickled from his jaws.

Foolish old wolf! Bruun recovered his wits as the adrenaline ebbed. As the bloodlust receded, the pain returned. Bruun quickly scanned his surroundings. If there were any enemies left, they could have gunned him down while he wasted time howling like a whelp over its first kill.

A wheeze drew Bruun’s attention. Miiko’s hand twitched, accompanied by a gurgling rasp. Bruun crept to the Veetanho, still wary of unseen foes. He seized the fallen Pushtal leader by her equipment harness and hauled her off Miiko.

Blood drenched the Veetanho’s throat and chest where Daain had sunk her fangs. Miiko’s eyes fluttered open, and Bruun wrinkled his nose at the fear musk mingled with the scent of blood.

“Nanites,” Miiko wheezed, fumbling for her equipment pouch. “Please.”

Bruun stooped over the Veetanho and retrieved two items from Miiko’s equipment pouch. One was the combat trauma nanite applicator, and the other was Miiko’s slate. Of course Miiko had the only nanite applicator. Old Besquith were disposable.

“You want this?” Bruun waved the applicator until the Veetanho gave a feeble nod. Bruun held forth the slate with his other hand. “Mark my detail’s contract complete.”

Miiko stretched a shaking hand toward the applicator. “Please...then...I’ll...”

“Contract first.” Bruun moved the nanite applicator out of sight behind his back. He held the slate under Miiko’s trembling hand.

Miiko squinted and tapped the unlock sequence. She fumbled through screens until she found the contract. A coughing fit wracked the rodent’s body and blood flecked from her muzzle. With a sigh, Miiko slumped to the ground.

Bruun glanced at the screen. The contract displayed showed ‘incomplete—pending.’ Bruun grabbed the Veetanho’s hand and pressed a digit to the ‘complete contract’ button. For good measure he added a valor bonus and confirmed it with Miiko’s fingerprint. He waited until the slate synched with the communication network and uploaded.

Bruun holstered the tablet and rifled through Miiko’s equipment pack. A handful of hard credit chits in case incentives were needed, a magazine for her laser pistol (a stupid place to keep it), and ration pouches. The Veetanho weapon was low-powered compared to Bruun’s laser carbine, so Bruun pocketed the credits and dumped the rest.

Bruun relieved Miiko of the comm repeater and clipped it to his own harness. He would need to call up the chain to inform them of the Pushtal’s treachery. Ah yes, the Pushtal. Bruun flipped the dead Pushtal leader. Blood soaked her throat and chest, but there was no gunshot wound.

Bruun peered closer. A filament dangled from the Pushtal’s neck, ending in a tiny hoop five millimeters across. Bruun resisted the urge to touch the hair-thin wire. The garrote had sliced through the Pushtal’s muscular neck almost to the spine. Touching the nearly invisible strand could cost him a finger.

His eyes went to the black lump of fur. Common sense told him to put a laser through the still form. Not, not quite still. He nudged it with his carbine.

The unconscious alien was felinoid, similar in shape to the Pushtal, but diminutive. It couldn’t be more than half a meter tall. Like Bruun, the feline’s fur was jet black, obscuring the blood from multiple shrapnel wounds. A splash of silver mottled the tiny muzzle. 

Bruun checked the Pushtal leader’s battle harness—there it was, a trauma nanite dispenser. Bruun was no xenobiologist; he had no idea if the dying alien’s physiology even remotely resembled Pushtal. The nanites in the device recovered from Miiko were keyed for Veetanho, Besquith, or Flatar. If nothing else, the Pushtal nanites should stop the bleeding and maybe remove the shrapnel. It’s not as if he’d make things worse. Bruun dialed the dispenser to its lowest setting and applied it to the still alien.

Bruun synched his own comm to the repeater and opened the command channel.

“I need to speak to Alpha Sigvarz.” Bruun waited through the demands for authorization codes and his identity. “The Pushtal are double-crossing us. Now quit being a stone-less gamma and put me through!”

It only took a moment for a new voice to join the channel, one with the unmistakable timbre of an alpha. “Report.”

“I am with Major Miiko’s detail. We were ambushed by the Pushtal,” Bruun reported. His eyes swept the far end of the valley in case more Pushtal arrived. “The negotiations were a delaying tactic. The Pushtal have no intention of letting us leave unhindered.”

Bruun heard Sigvarz snap orders at those around her before she returned to the communication channel. “What is your unit’s situation?” Bruun didn’t miss the alpha’s lack of mention regarding Miiko. The Veetanho should have been giving orders, not relying on a beta to talk.

“I may be the sole survivor. I called in before I checked for living among the fallen—the pack over the wolf.”

“The pack over the wolf,” Sigvarz echoed. “Once the Pushtal are dealt with, we will see to your unit’s extraction. Gather any survivors and await direction. Sigvarz out.”

It could be a long wait, but the Pushtal probably hadn’t hiked out here, especially not their leader. The small alien had tried to murder the Pushtal commander in the middle of a firefight. Daain must have pissed someone off for them to shell out credits for an assassin.

Bruun doublechecked his comrades, even if it was a formality. Hand-to-hand, even aging Besquith were more than a match for Pushtal, but the snipers had tilted the odds in the felines’ favor. He collected their magazines in case he ran into more trouble. Once he verified his teammates had howled their last, Bruun checked the Pushtal. Dead. Good.

The small assassin remained motionless. No, the faintest of movement accompanied its breathing. Bruun had gone to the trouble to administer nanites; it felt wrong to leave the creature lying on the ground. He opened Miiko’s equipment bag and gingerly scooped up the creature. Shards of metal fell from its fur—shrapnel pushed out by the nanites as they did their jobs. Once he had the feline nestled inside, he zipped the bag most of the way and shouldered it.

Bruun clambered to the hiding spot of the first sniper. Bruun’s grenade had flown true, and the sniper was a mass of shredded meat and fur next to a shattered laser rifle, and a trail of blood-stained crumbling ferrocrete and rocky soil. The spotter had survived the grenade and crawled away. Bruun raised his carbine and picked a path higher among the ruins.

The red streaks petered out at an orange and black mass. The Pushtal was dragging itself by its forelimbs. One of its lower legs was missing, and the other was a twisted wreck of meat and bone. Where was it going? Bruun swept his gaze along the wounded Pushtal’s path. A troop carrier was parked amid the ruins ahead.

Bruun crept up on the spotter. If the Pushtal had any sense, they would have left at least a driver behind, if not also a gunner for the turret. Bruun recognized the carrier; it was an old Besquith model. The turret was too small for a gunner, it would be remotely controlled from within the carrier’s cabin. If the carrier was buttoned up and manned, it would be a tough nut to crack.

The wounded Pushtal didn’t notice Bruun until he moved into the spotter’s field of view. It squinted at Bruun and bared its fangs in defiance.

“I honor your perseverance,” Bruun snarled. “A shame you cannot face me claw to claw, fang to fang. I will give you a quick death.” The laser pulse flashed through the Pushtal’s right eye and incinerated its brain, killing it instantly.
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