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The Hunter ignored the voices.

She’d been doing so for endless cycles. Since she’d driven away her clan. Since she’d gone into the city one last time to have her pinplants removed. Since she’d chosen the jungle for her death, whenever it managed to get the best of her. 

You are the last, the voices said, even as she twisted her ears to focus on the rustle of iveri in the branches below her. Come to me.

She very well might be the last, from what the assorted beings she’d collected over the previous months had said. Perhaps other hunters stalked the jungles, far from clan and the broader world, though it seemed unlikely. 

More likely, other hunters still roved out in the stars, though without clan, they would do what she had done—survive for a time, but fade. They would refuse to die easily, of course, so it would take time to come to the end of their lives. 

Did they hear the voices too?

Why should they? The whispers wound through her skull, and she stared unblinking through the vines. They didn’t fail, not as you did. They weren’t here. Come to me.

The Hunter breathed through her nose, taking in the twined scents of bloodvines and treegore. She listened closely to the sounds of prey and predator making their way wide around her presence. 

You are the last, and you are here. What will you do?

Her tail lashed, bones rattling, and she breathed deeper, again, until her lungs creaked in protest. She snapped to her feet, padded to the end of her chosen perch, and tilted her head. 

“You do not climb well,” she said, fur shivering as the voices receded. 

“And yet, I climb.” The voice was deeper than hers, not as rough. A voice more often used than her own. The formerly sigiled beings talked too much. Like the voices that followed her, they were unrelenting. Their words grated, unwelcome. She was meant to be alone. 

She’d made a choice to be alone, as was proper, as was needed, so long ago. 

Yet they’d come, and despite herself, she had chosen not to force them away. 

“Why do you climb?” she asked, though she’d meant to ignore this too, as she ignored anything beyond the fight they’d taken up together. 

“We have plans to make, Hunter, and we need you for them.”

“You plan well enough.” The Hunter sat and curled her tail close around her with a dry rattle of bones. This sigiled being was the worst of those who had gathered. The most dangerous. 

This one had been well-loved by her Dama, and the Hunter could see why, but she hated it, the draw of this one. Zuul. Fighting race but not a fighter. Even hunters who chose not to hunt off-world still... hunted. They hunted hurts, energy, mechanical issues, and a myriad of other things that needed hunting. 

But this Zuul, fighter who didn’t fight, fought now and fought well. She watched the Hunter. Anticipated. Protected.

The Hunter snarled to herself. She did not need protection. Nor companionship. Nor beings to keep alive as she stalked the jungle, and yet... 

She twisted her ears, rattled the bones she’d long ago pierced through her tail, and refocused on the Zuul. Aryo.

“Well?”

“We believe more ships have arrived. Traffic from the station has picked up.”

They’d stolen assorted technology from the parties they’d destroyed, and Fip and Zia had been clever, tinkered, and created several ways to monitor the space above them. The Veetanho had learned quickly the safest way to navigate the jungle was to fly well above and never land inside. They flew above constantly, as though they had any chance of seeing inside, seeing her.

Though they weren’t looking for her, specifically. Only for whatever haunted the sprawling jungles and brought death to their people over and over again. 

“More Veetanho?”

“That we can’t tell. Perhaps they’ve brought reinforcements from the Mercenary Guild to secure their grip on Khatash.” Aryo finished pulling herself up to the Hunter’s broad branch and crouched, not bringing herself too close. 

The Hunter began to relax, then hissed. Do not anticipate me, Zuul. She’d meant to say it aloud, but the words snagged in her throat. 

“Fip is wondering why they’d bother with Khatash at all.” Aryo turned her long muzzle up and regarded the solid mass of the middle canopy above them. “Without the Hunters, it provides little for them, strategically.” Her voice roughened over the last words, and the Hunter flared her claws. 

“It provides plenty else that will kill,” she replied, twisting her ears back, “provided they can live long enough to control any of it.”

“Truth.” Aryo dropped her head and briefly met the Hunter’s eyes. “His theory is that they have no choice. The Hunters proved too much of a setback for the Veetanho here, and they lost influence in the Guild, or more has gone wrong, and this is serving as a retreat of some kind.”

“A retreat that will be their end,” the Hunter murmured, digging her claws into the wood under her. The vines woven through the branch shivered in protest, and the scent of treegore sharpened, bright and biting in the night air. “If more have come to join them, they are readying for a push into the jungle, or they have no choice.”

“So it seems.”

“Either way,” she continued as though Aryo hadn’t spoken, violence writhing through her words like bloodvines through tree bark, “they are desperate. Desperate prey can be more dangerous because they become unpredictable.”

“The desperate also make mistakes.”

“Indeed, sigiled Zuul.” The Hunter rolled her head on her neck, then swept her hand through the curls of wood she’d peeled away from her perch. “Let them be dangerous. Let them be unpredictable. Let them thrash their dying protest and scream their last breaths to the stars.”

“We have plans to make, Hunter,” Aryo said again. “Will you join us?”

The Hunter cocked her head and lashed her tail, listening closely to the shiver of old bones clacking with the motion. The voices did not return. 

“I will, Aryo.”

The Zuul straightened, the breath she took in audible. The Hunter supposed she’d never used the Zuul’s name before. Well enough. 

“Perhaps it is time to bring the jungle to the city.”

The Veetanho could bring all the reinforcements they could imagine. None of them would leave Khatash whole. 

* * * * *
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Fssik lifted his head and inhaled death, fear, and warm ocean wind. 

“Are you nervous, my Human?” he asked, pressing his long, furred body next to his companion’s legs as they walked down the ramp from the planet-side shuttle. 

“A little,” Ziva said. She dodged to the side to avoid plowing into another Human walking more slowly, and Fssik took the opportunity to leap into the air, twist his body around, and land squarely on her shoulder. 

“I would tell you not to worry, but I try not to waste my breath,” Fssik said, trying to inject some humor into his tone. “You know I will be with you every second.” 

“I know, my Hunter.” Ziva reached up to run her hand along his furred side, and she continued to navigate the crowd as they made their way out of the arrival terminal and into the blindingly bright Azure afternoon. 

With a thought, Fssik used his pinplants to engage the dark protective lenses that came from the slim, almost unnoticeable harness he wore around his ears and the back of his skull. The harsh light dimmed to a less-painful level, and he blinked rapidly then used his vantage point atop Ziva’s shoulder to take a look around. 

“This is a hospital?” Ziva asked, incredulity in her voice as she, too, stepped out of the flow of foot traffic so she could look around. They stood on an elevated terrace, with gracefully spiraling ramps curving away from them on either side. Ahead of them, lushly manicured green lawns stretched out for about three hundred meters, where they abruptly ended in a hedge of brightly flowered green foliage. The hedge, Fssik realized, was more than decorative, for it kept the patients and guests of the Cerulean Clinic and Spa well back from the face of a cliff that fell to the turquoise waters below. 

“Not hard to see where this place gets its name,” Fssik murmured in Ziva’s ear. “Between the sky, the ocean, and those three... artificial ponds? I’ve never seen so much clear blue in one view.” 

“They look like ponds,” Ziva said, pointing, “but they’re swimming pools. Look, see that pile there that looks like porous lava rock? It’s got a slide worked into it—and someone’s enjoying the ride!” 

Fssik turned and couldn’t help slow blinking as a milk-kit-aged Human slid, shrieking and splashing, down into the water where her adult waited with raised arms and a wide-mouthed Human smile. Like the cliff face, these swimming pools were wreathed in a colorful riot of local flora. He felt Ziva’s shoulders relax bit by bit as they stood there, taking it all in. 

“Ziva! You made it!” 

Fssik wrapped his tail around Ziva’s neck for balance when she turned at the sound of her name. 

“Alinore!” Ziva called out, hurrying forward with outstretched arms. Fssik braced himself on Ziva’s shoulder as Alinore and his companion shared a hug. “I didn’t know you’d be here already!” 

“We’re all here,” the older Merc said, and she let Ziva go after a good, long squeeze. “Can you blame us? Isn’t this place something?” 

“Beautiful,” Ziva said, taking a deep breath. Fssik knew, with her Human senses, Ziva wouldn’t pick up the hospital scents he’d noticed right away. That was a good thing, he decided, since she seemed to relax another degree. He looked around and noticed most of the people on the shuttle had already gone past. They were relatively alone. 

“I greet you, Merc and clan-sister,” he said, dropping his quintessence field. To her credit, Alinore didn’t jump, but she did look up at him with her Human smile. 

“Shoulda known you were lurking about, Flyboy,” Alinore said, using her unique nickname for Fssik. “Are you ready to let your Human go under the knife?” 

“Since it will be Esthik’s knife, if I understand your Human expression correctly, I have no objections. Where is our Healer? You said everyone was here.” 

“He’s down at the pool,” Alinore said, “with Ward and Lara. It will be Ward’s knife, technically, but Esthik will be there.” 

“Then I am satisfied.”

“You guys know I can hear you, right?” Ziva asked, humor threading through her words. 

“We weren’t sure since you haven’t gotten your Hunter upgrades yet,” Fssik said without missing a beat, his voice dry as ever. He did, however, rub his cheekbone against hers in an unspoken apology for his joke. She lifted her hand and rubbed the spot he liked under his chin, and he knew he was forgiven. 

“Well, let’s go down to the pool if they’re there,” Ziva said. “I could use a swim to work off the travel restlessness before bed. Early start tomorrow.” 

“The procedure takes most of the day.” Alinore nodded her agreement with Ziva’s plan and turned to lead them down the long, curving ramp toward the lower level and the multiple swimming areas. They followed a black concrete path stamped to look like it was made out of individual rocks mortared together. It wound through the lush blue-green lawn and the brighter pops of flowers and shrubs. They passed by the three pools Fssik had seen from the landing and continued around the corner to a more secluded area. 

“We’ve got this entire building and area reserved for our process,” Alinore said, waving a hand at a long, low-slung building framed with more trees and flowers. Every ten lengths, a covered alcove held seating cushions and reclining apparatuses suitable for most species. Each of these alcoves had quite a few plants in pots around them. Overall, it was a lush, lovely setting. 

“So, we have our own pool?” Ziva asked. Alinore turned and smiled over her shoulder and nodded. Fssik looked just past the building and saw that, indeed, another jewel-blue pool of water lay nestled in the grass and flowers situated just on the edge of the cliff, overlooking the ocean below. 

“I think it’s the best one in the resort,” Alinore said, her voice smug. “I don’t know what strings Ward and Auntie Tamir pulled to reserve this place, but I am not complaining!” She lifted her hand in a wave, and one of the figures in the water waved back. The breeze shifted, and Fssik lifted his nose to the air and caught the scent of three other members of his clan. 

Strange, he thought as they continued toward the water and greeted Lara, Ward, and the Healer Esthik. Not so long ago, I would have argued this group could never be a true clan, but here we are, working toward the same goals, and I feel just as much love for the Humans and the Wrogul as I did for my sister kitas when I was a tiny kit. 

“What are you contemplating so deeply, Hunter?” 

Fssik slow blinked behind his protective goggles and focused on the face of the only other member of his species in evidence. 

“Healer,” Fssik said and leaped down from Ziva’s shoulder to rub against Esthik’s side. “I greet you. I was just thinking this is a strange kind of clan we have here.” 

“I’ve chased that scent myself,” Esthik replied, returning the warm caress of his clan-brother. “But I cannot think to call it anything else, not after everything we’ve done and are about to do. Your Ziva, for example. She is willing to change her DNA just to be with you.” 

“I know,” Fssik said. “It is not a small thing, and though we went through our own adjustments to compartmentalize our nervous systems... this seems bigger somehow.” 

“Perhaps because Humans are bigger,” Esthik said with a shrug. “Who knows? But she is here, as are you, and it is good. Just as the water is good! You should swim. I think you will enjoy it. If you are relaxed, it will help Ziva relax before her surgery.” 

“Spoken like a sneaky Healer,” Fssik said, twitching his ears in amusement. Up ahead, Ziva let out a war cry and jumped into the water like a half-grown kit. 

“Why sneaky?” 

“Because you know that I will do anything for her, so if you want me to do something, you make it benefit her.” 

“Ah. Well, yes. But that’s just the way of things,” Esthik said, with the philosophical air of one who deals with life, death, and difficult patients. 

“Apparently so,” Fssik said. Then he sighed and reached for the catch on his harness. “Well, then, Healer,” he went on as he dropped the harness from around his body and continued toward the beckoning blue of the water. “Let us swim and relax so our Humans may do the same.” 

* * *​
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Fssik watched as Ziva’s eyes drifted closed, and her breath evened out into the rhythm of sleep. He lay curled on the pillow by her head, content to soak up the time together before being separated for her surgery. 

Esthik had been right. Healers were often annoyingly right, but Fssik couldn’t deny the swim had helped him relax and stretch after being confined to the small spaces inherent in interstellar travel. Ziva had enjoyed the exercise as well, and Fssik felt a deep satisfaction in both her joy and the satisfied repose that followed. 

After a while, though, his restlessness came creeping back. He trusted Esthik and Ward without question, but what they were doing was no minor undertaking. Ziva would be in recovery for some time, learning to use her enhanced senses and adjusting to the changes the protocol would create in her brain and body. 

His ears perked up as a thought occurred to him. They would be there for some time, and he didn’t know how soon it would be safe for Ziva to leave her recovery room. The time would go much faster if they had some basic supplies and comforts—things she liked, like the fat-encased wicks with the strong scents and soft soaps for her body and hair. This was a tourist destination as well as a medical facility... surely he could find that kind of stuff somewhere. 

Fssik rose to all four feet and stretched his back, then he leaned forward and rubbed his face against Ziva’s cheekbone. She’d settled quickly into a deep sleep, so she didn’t twitch, but he whispered that he loved her, and he would return shortly. Then he turned and leaped for the door of their room. 

A quarter-hour later, he wrapped his quintessence around him and walked out the resort’s front door. Esthik had still been awake, so Fssik had told the Healer where he was going and asked him to look in on Ziva. Esthik had given him a look that said he would have done so anyway and then slow blinked as he left. 

The night on Azure was as warm and pleasant as the day had been. The ocean kept the air comfortably humid, and Fssik felt a sort of frisson of energy as he walked into the streets outside the resort complex. It wasn’t terribly crowded, but there were plenty of beings in vehicles or using their own locomotion to move along the street in both directions. He picked one group of Cochkala to follow and slipped into the flow of traffic, trusting that eventually, he’d find a store of some kind. 

He found the bar first. 

The Red Eye was the kind of place Fssik pegged as a merc bar right away. Either it was a popular place, or there was some kind of event going on, because the music and the crowd spilled out through the front door into the open area between the bar and the street. Fssik stayed cloaked in his quintessence and wound his way through the lower extremities of Humans, Oogar, Lumar, and even a growling Besquith Alpha who looked around as if she were searching for someone to eat. 

Once inside the door, Fssik followed the scent of liquor through the roughhousing, dancing crowd to the bar, where a big Human stood pouring an amber-colored liquid from a tap into a mug. He hummed a strange, catchy little melody as he worked. Fssik jumped up onto the bar, let his quintessence drop, and then slow blinked when the Human didn’t flinch. 

“I greet you, Hunter,” the bartender said, still humming in the pauses between words. “What can I get you?” 

“I greet you, Human,” Fssik said. “Welcome to our negotiation. I’m interested in information rather than beverages.” 

“Information comes at a range of prices, Hunter. What do you want to know?” 

“Where can I find—” 

“Just a second, please, Hunter,” the bartender said. He put down the half-full glass and looked past Fssik, his eyes narrowing. Then he shook his head, flipped up a nearby section of the bar, and headed into the crowd. Fssik blinked, then pulled his quintessence around him and followed. 

“Oy!” the bartender yelled as he approached a group of mostly Human mercs tussling on the dance floor. He waded into the fray and grabbed one of the combatants in a kit-hold, then flung him to the side. The merc stumbled backward, reeling into the crowd, arms flailing. The crowd shifted and shoved him back toward the fight. He reached into his vest and came out with a knife that glinted in the flashing lights from overhead. 

Fssik leaped and twisted in midair to strike the merc’s wrist with his back feet. He knocked the arm aside and dug in with his digits, sheathing his claws so as not to draw blood but clamping on hard enough to grind tendon against bone. The merc howled and dropped the knife, and Fssik let go and landed on his hands before flipping back up to his feet. 

“I suggest you leave, now,” he said, speaking from within his cloak of quintessence. The merc flinched, looked wildly around, then cradled his wrist to his chest and turned to wade out through the milling crowd. 

Fssik turned back and saw the bartender had sorted out the situation. Or mostly so, anyway. He held two more mercs by the backs of their necks in the strong kit-hold and stared down at a younger Human male who was sitting up and wiping the blood from his nose. 

“Where’s your buddy?” the bartender asked, his voice gruff and low. Fssik dropped his quintessence and slow blinked up at him. 

“I crushed his wrist and sent him away.” He sat down in the middle of the dance floor and began washing his face. A murmured gasp rippled through the crowd, and Fssik saw several beings edge back from his position. “He pulled out a knife. Bad manners in a bar fight.” 

“Very bad,” the bartender agreed. “My thanks, Hunter. I’m going to toss this trash out, and I’ll meet you at the bar. Your information is on me.” 

“I accept the terms of your negotiation,” Fssik said, and slow blinked. The bartender cracked a tiny smile before resuming his lilting hum. He turned to haul the other two toward the front door, and, for the first time, Fssik got a look at the side of the Human’s head. Several pins glittered in a blue pattern just behind the man’s left ear. Fssik blinked, curious, but resolved not to waste his free information on questions that weren’t going to get him what he needed for Ziva. 

“I greet you, Hunter.” 

The voice was rough and threaded through with a little bit of pain. Fssik looked away from the departing bartender with his mysterious pins and focused on the young Human male who had been the object of the thugs’ ministrations. He, too, was a merc, Fssik realized as he pushed slowly up to his feet, groaning as he straightened. 

“That’s right, isn’t it? I don’t want to be rude. I’ve never actually met one of your kind before.” 

“Close enough,” Fssik said, borrowing an expression he’d heard from Ziva. “I am Fssik, of Clan Tamir. I greet you, young Human. Welcome to our negotiation.” 

“Negotiation? Do I have something you want?” 

“Start with your name,” Fssik said. He slow blinked and then followed up with a Human-style grin for good measure. “Want some help getting through the crowd?” 

“What? Sure,” the young man said. Fssik stood and leaped, twisting his body around in a showy somersault so he could land on his back feet on the young man’s shoulders. The crowd gasped again, and a path back to the bar slowly opened across the dancefloor. 

“Wow!” the young man said. “That’s awesome! How do you do that?” 

“Reputation,” Fssik said, allowing his voice to go dry and laconic. “Your name?” he prompted again. 

“Oh! Right. Um. I’m Lucky.” 

“Is that a name or a description? Because you didn’t look terribly lucky back there.” 

“You and Ginz showed up before I died, didn’t you?” the kid answered with a grin. “But no, it’s my nickname. “Lucky” Coonradt because somehow I always make it through without getting too badly banged up.” 

“That is lucky,” Fssik said and then shifted his weight to steady himself on the kid’s shoulders as he walked. “Do you know a Human merc named Tom Coonradt?” 

“Hmmm... maybe? I think I have an uncle... maybe a second cousin? He retired, though, a while back. Why?” 

“I think I know him,” Fssik said. Then, because he wasn’t sure how much information Memory’s companion wanted to get back to his former family, he twisted to look at the front door. Sure enough, the bartender was coming back through the doors, and the crowd shifted to create a path just as they’d done for the kid. 

“What did you say the bartender’s name is?” Fssik asked. 

“Ginz. Mikhail Ginzberg. Used to be a Mk 6 driver. He doesn’t allow fights in his bar.” 

“Wise policy. What’s the story with his pinplants?” 

“Ohhh...” Lucky dropped his voice so low, Fssik was sure no one standing nearby could hear. “No one really knows. There’s all kinds of stories. He won’t talk about it.” 

Fssik’s fur rippled as he shrugged. “A being is entitled to his privacy.” 

“Wait,” the kid said, improbably craning his neck to try and look at Fssik. “You’re not here to... you’re not going to hurt Ginz, are you?” 

“I’m not presently on contract, no,” Fssik said, hoping the kid couldn’t hear the humor in his voice. “If I were, you would not know I was here.” 

“Oh... I guess so. Hey, thanks, Ginz!” 

“You need to keep yourself out of trouble in my bar, Lucky.” The bartender flipped up the section of the counter and returned to his post by the beverage taps. Fssik watched with approval as the Human washed his hands before returning to his earlier task. “What, did you two make friends or something?” 

“Something like that,” Fssik said. 

“Well, I appreciate the help, Hunter. And like I said, I will give you what info I can, but I can’t let you conduct your business in my bar.” 

“It’s okay, Ginz,” Lucky piped up. “Fssik’s not presently on contract, are you Fssik?” 

“I am not,” Fssik said and leaped from the young man’s shoulder to the pristine surface of the bar. “I am just looking for directions to a store where I can buy some supplies for my companion.” 

“What kinda supplies do Depik need?” Ginz asked, his tone skeptical. Fssik dropped his jaw in a laugh. 

“The same as most beings, I imagine, but my companion is Human. I am shopping for her. I need the smelly, wax-dipped strings and things for her to wash with... that kind of thing.” 

Ginz’s face lit up with understanding, and a ripple of light flashed across his pin grid. “Oh! You’re buying girlie stuff for your... companion?” 

“Yes,” Fssik said. “That’s exactly it. I thought a resort town like this would have something suitable.” 

“Yeah, there’s a place. It’s an all-night convenience store, so they’ve got other stuff too, but they have the smelly candles and the bath salts and stuff. You know the spot, Lucky? Miana’s place?” 

“Yep! Want me to take you, Fssik?” 

Fssik looked up at Ginz’s sly smile and slow blinked to acknowledge his deft handling of the situation. In a rough bar like this, a young kid like Lucky was going to get hassled repeatedly. Far better to send him on an errand with a deadly escort. It was well played. 

“I would like nothing better, Lucky. After you finish the drink Ginz is going to pour for you, you may lead the way.” 

* * *​
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Fssik had given up on not pacing and was prowling through the flora surrounding the swimming pool when Alinore found him. 

“She’s going to be fine,” Alinore said. Fssik froze, dropped his quintessence, and pushed through the plants to emerge on the pool’s deck. His clan-sister looked down at him with a tiny smile and opened her arms in invitation. Guilt and gratitude surged through Fssik in equal measure, but he leaped into her offered embrace anyway. 

“She’ll be fine,” Alinore said again. “Ward and Esthik and Lara know what they’re doing. Hell, they worked on you, and you were fine!” 

“I know,” Fssik murmured, hating that he sounded like a tiny kit, lost and mewling for his dama. “I just... I don’t know why I feel like this, but it’s almost like I can’t breathe because I know she’s at risk, and I can’t do anything about it!” 

Alinore laughed and stroked him between his ears and down the length of his back to his haunches. 

“That’s love, dear one,” she said. “Love makes you crazy, and you Hunters were already most of the way there. I sometimes wonder if upping your bonding instinct was the right call.” 

“What do you mean?” Fssik asked. 

“You didn’t know?” Alinore asked. She held him close, still stroking his back, and began walking slowly around the perimeter of the pool. “It was part of the protocol when Ward separated your nervous systems. I don’t remember all of it, but Lara talked it through with Esthik and me. Hunters already have incredibly developed bonding drives. That’s why you’re born so devoted to your clans. But Ward increased the drive, just a little, to encourage you all to take companions who could help watch your backs. Now that the Hunters aren’t hiding in the shadows anymore, having a few friends seemed like a solid call.” 

“So, what I feel isn’t real?” 

She snorted in derision. “Does it feel real?” 

“It feels... overwhelming. All-consuming.” 

“Seems pretty real to me. Just as your immunity to the freeze ray is now real. Just as Ziva’s bond to you will be even more real after she’s done.” 

“They’re increasing her bonding instinct as well?” 

“Didn’t you listen to any of the briefs, Fssik?” 

He shifted in her arms and pressed against her instead of answering. Her resulting laugh rumbled against the side of his face. 

“Yes,” she said. “Ziva will have her bonding instinct increased for the same reason you did. If she and the other companions are going to live on Khatash, they’re going to need to stick closely to their Hunters to survive.” 

“So, she will love me more?” 

“I don’t know if it’s possible for her to love you more than she already does, dear one.” Alinore scratched deliciously under his chin, coaxing him to stretch his neck in pleasure. “Maybe it’s fair to say she will love you harder. She will love anyone she chooses to love harder than she otherwise would have.” 

“Do you mean Cartwright?” 

“Possibly. Is that still going on?” Alinore’s fingers stilled, and Fssik let out a tiny mewl of protest. She chuckled and started scratching again. 

“I am not certain, but I believe she still cares for him. She left rather suddenly to come here, so she may have some things to work out with him, but I suspect she really does care.” 

“You know... that might not be a terrible thing for us,” Alinore said slowly. “Not that I would condone trying to manipulate Ziva or anyone, but... well... there could be worse things for the clan than to have a tie with Cartwright’s Cavaliers.” 

“He does make her happy. I will talk with her afterward.” 

“If it seems right,” Alinore cautioned him. “Ziva may be your companion, Hunter, but she’s lived for almost two of your lifetimes. She can make her own decisions.” 

“As long as the decisions are good for her,” Fssik muttered, and Alinore laughed again. 

* * *​
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“Fssik...” Ziva’s voice, weak and thready though it was, shot through Fssik like electrified joy. He rose to all fours from where he’d lain curled on her chest and pushed his face up under her chin. 

“I am here, my Human,” he murmured, letting out a long, low rumble as he did. As soon as Ziva had been wheeled back to her resort room for recovery, Fssik had installed himself and begun to purr a low steady hum. He didn’t know why, but his instincts told him she needed it. He was still purring when Ward came in several hours later. 

“Oh! Have you begun your vibrational therapy, then? That is excellent, Fssik. Excellent!” 

“What are you talking about, Healer?” Fssik asked. His tone was sharper than he intended, but Ward had that effect sometimes. The Wrogul was a valued member of the clan, but he had a tendency to skip such things as polite greetings and jump right to whatever was on his mind. Fssik didn’t mind, per se, but it was always jarring to have someone act in such a blatantly rude manner, no matter how they intended it. 

“Your purr! Vibrations between 25 and 150 Hertz are extremely beneficial to healing tissue, particularly bone tissue. Though I didn’t make any skeletal adjustments on Ziva... but the soft tissue will be positively affected, I am sure of it! And it certainly won’t hurt your bond to be close right now.” The Wrogul Healer wheeled forward on his chair and began to hum a harmonic counterpoint to Fssik’s sounds. It reminded Fssik of the bartender from the night before. 

“Hmmm... yes, this is pleasing, very pleasing,” Ward said, breaking off his hum. Fssik could talk through his purr, but he wasn’t surprised the Wrogul could not, especially since his voice had to be electronically translated through his water-filled bubble. 

“Don’t keep secrets, Healer,” Fssik warned when Ward didn’t immediately go on. The Wrogul lifted two of his unoccupied arms in a shrug. 

“No secret, Hunter. Your Ziva is an excellent physical specimen. She is not, perhaps, as young as we would like for these adjustments, but her fitness level and excellent nutrition have kept her metabolism and physiological processes working at peak efficiency.” 

“So, what does that mean?” 

“It means she is doing very well, Hunter,” Ward said, turning away from the portable displays that showed graphs and numbers Fssik didn’t understand. He reached into the pocket of his white lab coat with one of his tentacled arms and pulled out a skinny, bright light. He used the tip of another tentacle to lift Ziva’s eyelids and shine the light into her pupils. 

“What does that do?” Fssik asked. He wasn’t suspicious, exactly; it was just that... well, this was his Ziva. 

“It confirms what the scans have shown me. We adjusted the composition of her retinal tissue and the shape of her iris. The scans say her dilation and contraction response falls within target parameters. In other words,” Ward added, swiveling his chair slightly so he could look at Fssik, “she can now see in the dark as well as most Hunters.” 

“That’s good,” Fssik said.

“Hmm. Yes. It is very good. Enhanced vision was one of the stated objectives of the protocol. Let us hope we were equally successful with all the other tweaks we made to her genetic code.” 

Ward continued his examination, and Fssik didn’t bother asking any more questions. He simply watched as his Wrogul clan-brother poked and prodded the sleeping Ziva. 

“Well,” Ward said eventually, wheeling away from Ziva’s bed with a satisfied air. “I am very pleased. These protocols appear to have delivered our best result yet. Of course, that could be because of the subject’s fitness, as I mentioned, but either way, she is really doing superbly!” He rubbed the tips of two tentacles together and leaned forward in his chair as he spoke. Fssik slow blinked at Ward’s obvious glee. 

“Congratulations,” Fssik said, making sure to keep his tone light. His tail twitched slightly every time Ward referred to Ziva as a “subject,” but Fssik knew that was as much his own anxiety about his Human as it was irritation with Ward’s word choice. In Fssik’s experience, healers and scientists all talked like that. 

“Thank you,” Ward said, wheeling his chair around the bed to look inside Ziva’s ear with an instrument. “Yes, this looks very nice. Her inner ear balance organs are not as refined as yours, but we were able to tweak them to give her a better sense of her body’s positioning in space. She will never be able to do some of the wild flipping stuff you Hunters can do, but she will be one of the fastest and most well-balanced Homo sapiens...” Ward’s patter trailed off with a hum of discontent. 

“What?” Fssik asked, his ears instantly alert, his fur quivering along his spine. “What is it? Something wrong?” 

“What?” Ward asked, then shook himself and refocused his eyes on Fssik. “Oh! No! No, her inner ear is beautiful. No, I was just thinking about her name.” 

“Ziva?” 

“Her species name. Humans are technically Homo sapiens sapiens, but it occurs to me she—and the other companions, now that I think about it—have become something else. If she breeds, her offspring will carry these changes in their genetic code. She is no longer simply Human. She is, in effect, a different subspecies.” 

“A Hunter subspecies,” Fssik said, without really realizing he had. 

“Yes! That’s exactly it. Not Homo sapiens, but Homo... venatores! From the Earth Latin for hunter! Ziva and the other companions will be Homo venatores. I must add that to the paper Lara and I are putting together. Yes.” He continued to mutter as he moved quickly down her body, glancing from her prone form to the monitor and back. Fssik continued to watch the Wrogul work, but a soft sound from the head of the bed brought him to all four feet as he whirled and saw Ziva slowly blink her eyes open. 

“F-fssik?” she whispered, her voice cracked and gravelly. 

“I am here, my Human,” Fssik said, stepping carefully up to rub his head gently under her chin. She let out a sigh and leaned her cheek into his caress. He let his eyes drift closed and breathed in the scent of her skin.

“Welcome back, Ziva,” Ward said, rolling his chair back toward her head. “How are you feeling?” 

“Groggy,” she said. “And... my eyes hurt.” 

“Ah! Excellent. Not that they hurt, but that they are sensitive to the light. Let me just...” Fssik opened his eyes and saw Ward fiddling with something on his chair. The lights in the room dimmed. He hadn’t been uncomfortable before, but he had to admit the dimness was soothing. 

“Is that better?” Ward asked. 

“Yes,” Ziva said. “Thank you. May I have some water?” Her voice was strengthening, and as Fssik closed his eyes again, he felt her hand come up to rest on his back. She scratched him just behind his skull, in that spot he liked best. 

“Yes! Of course!” 

Fssik tuned out their conversation when he felt the whirr of the bed’s motor and the tilting sensation that meant Ziva was elevating the head of the hospital bed. Instead, Fssik focused on his purr. He pushed the vibrations forth, willing them to move through the air and into her tissues, to speed her healing, to give her ease. 

“Fssik. Fssik! My Hunter, are you awake?” 

Fssik pulled himself back to the present and opened his eyes. He lifted his head and slow blinked up into the face of his person. 

“Naturally,” he said, pushing down the thickness of emotion in his throat. She stretched her mouth in a Human smile, and he inhaled sharply. Her beautiful eyes echoed his in the shape of their pupils, and they contracted down to slits of pleasure as he returned her joy back to her. 

“Ward says I should try to stand up. Want to stay with me?” 

“Where else would I go?” he asked. He ignored the slight crack in his voice that betrayed his usual cloak of insouciance. Ziva slow blinked at him and gathered him into her arms as she swung her feet to the floor. 

As he’d known she would, she stood easily enough. The blankets that covered her fell to the floor behind her, and she picked her way through them in an effortless, light-toed way that made Ward flush blue in delight. 

“Excellent!” the Wrogul crowed through his translator. “Your balance and grace are exactly what we hoped for, and so soon after the procedure... your neural pathways are already well established! Catch!” 

With no more warning than that, Ward picked up a small toy—Fssik thought it looked like a stuffed version of a flightless, aquatic Earth avian—and hurled it at Ziva. She let go of Fssik with one hand and caught it mere pad-tips from her face. Fssik blinked again, this time half in surprise; she’d been nearly Hunter-fast! 

“That is really, really excellent!” Ward said, his blue tint rippling with purples and greens of exultation. “This is the best result we’ve seen yet! How do you feel? Are you tired?” 

“No,” Ziva said. “In fact, I feel like I could go for a run or a swim... only I don’t want to leave Fssik.” 

“No,” Ward said. “Nor should you. We’ve reinforced the strength of your companion bond. You now need his company as much as he needs yours. It will be interesting to see if you can still pair-bond with another Human enough to breed. I suppose you could come to an arrangement with another Hunter companion if need be. I know there are some males. It will be fun to watch how this plays out.” 

“Happy to be of such entertainment value,” Ziva said, and Fssik twitched his whiskers in appreciation of her dry tone. “I’ll be sure to let you know if I’m still able to fall in love.” 

“We have no reason to suspect you will not. It was just a thought I had—” 

“Don’t worry about it, Ward,” Ziva said, smiling at him again. “You did great. I’m mostly just teasing. Besides, I’ve always thought love is more than a zero-sum game.” 

“Zero-sum... ah! Yes! Interesting concept. Though, given the relative amounts of oxytocin in a system...” Ward’s voice faded as he turned and rolled out through the door, still muttering to himself. Fssik curled in Ziva’s arms and watched him go, amusement threading through his continuous low purr. 

* * *​
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Fssik darted from under the broad-leaved plant that edged the walking path and flipped into the air. As he flipped, and his feet extended to land on Ziva’s shoulder, she flinched and looked his way a heartbeat before he landed. 

“Oof!” she let out. “Damnit! How did I miss you that time?” 

“I don’t think you did,” he said as he dropped his cloak of quintessence. He rubbed his cheekbone against her ear in reassurance and then leaped to the ground. “You felt something because you turned to look in my direction.” 

“You still would have slit my throat before I could do anything.” 

“Well, yes, but you have only been able to sense quintessence for a day and a half, my Human. You are still like a milk-eyed kita. You did feel something.” 

“Yeah,” Ziva said, continuing down the path. “Maybe.” 

“Describe it.” 

“It was like... I don’t know... like... did you ever play a game when you were little where you jumped on a trampoline?” 

“Perhaps. What is a ‘trampoline?’” 

Ziva let out an annoyed huff then shoved her long black hair away from her face. With short, staccato motions, she twisted it into a knot at the base of her skull. Fssik watched her do so as she walked. Ward was right. Ziva had always been graceful, but now, her body flowed like liquid. 

“A trampoline. Like a big blanket stretched between a bunch of springs, so when you jump on it, it bounces you back into the air.” 

“We played a game with my molly and her friends where they would put us on a blanket and toss us up to see who could best land on their feet. Is that what you mean?” 

Ziva turned and looked at him with a tiny frown, then shook her head and turned her attention back to her path. “Whatever. Close enough. Do you remember how, when the blanket was taut, you could feel the other kits moving on it?” 

“I suppose I could.” 

“It feels something like that. Like I’m on this vast trampoline, and there’s a ripple of movement coming from where you are.” 

Fssik slow blinked and even allowed his tail to twitch in joy. 

“So,” he said, careful to keep his voice even. “Feel that trampoline now, yes? How does it change when I do this?” He pulled his quintessence field around him, bending the light so it wouldn’t reflect off of his form. 

“Oh!” Ziva’s eyes widened. “Oh! I felt that! It felt like... like a ripple or a pulse through the fabric!” 

“Excellent,” Fssik said. He began to stalk slowly around her, and though she closed her eyes, she pivoted to continue facing him as he moved. 

“And now, it’s like there’s something under the trampoline, pushing it up... not large, but... but larger than before, I think. And it’s moving. Is that you?” 

“It is,” Fssik said, dropping his cloak. He stepped toward her and pressed his furred length against her calves. “Can you feel anyone else?” 

“N-no... wait. Maybe there’s something... no.” 

“You need to trust your instincts,” Esthik said as he stepped out of his cloak on the path beside them. “They will keep you alive on Khatash.” 

Ziva jumped and put her hand to her chest as she laughed. “Stars above, Healer, how long have you been there?” 

“Since we started walking,” Fssik answered. “It is interesting that you can feel me, but not Esthik. I am much more skilled with quintessence than he.” 

“That is likely the effect of the companion bond,” Esthik said. “There is a lot of neurological entanglement between the emotional bonding centers of the Human brain and the quintessential sensing nodes we built. It was the only way we could see to increase what needed increasing for the companions. The connections are similar in our own brains. Have you never noticed it is harder to hide from your clan-siblings than from anyone else?” 

“Of course,” Fssik said. 

“It is because you have emotional bonds with them, too. Nothing as strong as the companion bond, but it is there. Emotional closeness will always make a being easier to sense.” 

“That’s true even without quintessence,” Ziva said, her eyes crinkling a little as she smiled. “My mother could always tell when my father was close.” 

Esthik’s jaw dropped in a laugh. 

“That wasn’t without quintessence,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Ziva asked, narrowing her eyes. “My mother can’t sense quintessence.” 

“Maybe not as you now can, or as we do, but it exists everywhere, just as baryonic matter exists everywhere. The baryonic signals in the emotion centers of the brain have always interacted with quintessence. They do in every being everywhere. It’s not outside the realm of possibility that your mother began to sense that interaction with her baryonic nervous system. It would have been unconscious, of course, and more instinct than anything, but it’s not illogical. In fact, I hypothesize that all beings who emote have the potential to sense quintessential interactions. They just don’t have the infrastructure in their nervous systems. You now do.” 

Fssik looked from Esthik to Ziva and then back to the Healer. Fssik might have been on to something, but he didn’t want to think too hard about it, so he leaped up to Ziva’s shoulder. 

“That’s enough for this evening,” he said, looking at the stars and satellites overhead. “I don’t want you tiring yourself out, my Human. Let’s get you some food and then, maybe, a swim?” 

“I’m not tired,” Ziva said, reaching up to stroke the fur behind Fssik’s ears. He leaned into her touch and let out a low rumble as she continued, “Though I am hungry.” 

“I will see you both later,” Esthik said. “I’ve eaten, and I want to confer with Ward and Lara about a few things.” 

“If you see Alinore, please tell her she’s welcome to join us,” Ziva said. Esthik slow blinked in her direction and then leaped into the air, pulling quintessence at the top of the leap, so it looked as if he had simply vanished. 

“Show off,” Fssik rumbled. “He’s in a good mood. It must be because you’re such a perfect patient.” 

“Perfect?” Ziva laughed and moved her fingers to scratch under his chin. Fssik stretched his neck and let his eyes close in bliss. 

“Mmmhmm.” 

“I complain too much and push too hard. I’ve never been a good patient.” 

“The Healer hasn’t once had to threaten to gut you to keep you from reinjuring yourself. Trust me, my Human, you are a much better patient than those Esthik is used to.” He slow blinked and continued, “These scratches are lovely, but let us move toward food, yes?” 

Ziva let out a long, rippling laugh and obliged. Fssik opened his eyes as she walked, his ears twitching as he inhaled the scent of the lovely night. As ever, he caught the underlying tang of hospital, but the flowers on the night breeze were lovely, and the quiet rushing sound of the waves behind them filled him with a deep sense of calm. 

They made their way up to the main lodge and into the all-night restaurant. Ziva took a seat at the bar, and Fssik pulled his quintessence around him and hopped down to explore the long, highly polished surface. He saw her order and then excuse herself to go to the restroom, so he headed back to her spot so it wouldn’t be taken by anyone while she was gone. 

Anyone, for example, like the Sidar who approached and looked around. 

Fssik sat on the bar in front of Ziva’s stool and dropped his cloak. He kept one eye on the Sidar and began washing his face as if he hadn’t a care in the world. 

The Sidar—a male, judging by the size of his crest—saw him and shivered, his wings rustling under the long coat his species habitually wore, then he stepped forward and gave a small half bow. 

“I greet you, Hunter. My name is Frieloch.” 

“I greet you, Frieloch,” Fssik said, intrigued by the Sidar’s manners. He quit washing his face and rose to his feet. “I am Fssik of Clan Tamir. Welcome to our negotiation.” 

“So... I did say that correctly, yes? I have not given you offense?” 

Fssik slow blinked. “No. Not yet. Do you intend to?” 

“Offend you? Not at all! The opposite. It’s just that I was taught that Depi—Hunters are very particular about the courtesies.” 

“We appreciate courtesy, yes,” Fssik said, slow blinking again. The Sidar were a long-lived race, but he’d bet a red diamond the one in front of him was barely out of adolescence. 

“Well, please do let me know if I step wrong. I’ve not had the pleasure of speaking with one of your race before.” 

“You’ll know,” Fssik said and smiled in the Human way, so his fangs gleamed from the lights behind the bar. Frieloch shivered again and nodded, his crest bobbing up and down. 

“Yes. Well. You mentioned a negotiation. I... that is, we would like to offer you a contract for your services.” 

Fssik perked up his ears. He hadn’t taken any contracts since he’d last left Khatash. Like most active Hunters, he wasn’t exactly short of funds, and Ziva had her job with the Cavaliers, but an infusion of cash—especially if they could truly afford him—would be welcome. Staying on Azure wasn’t cheap, and, while the Clan covered the expenses, he would vastly prefer to contribute his share. 

“Can you afford me?” he asked. 

“Personally? Not at all. But I represent a group called Theela Financial, and it is they who wish to retain your services. A certain individual on Earth has been engaging in illegal activity that is interfering with our business interests there.” 

“If the activity is illegal, why not turn the individual in?” 

“To whom?” Frieloch asked. “Humanity is slowly rebuilding stability on Earth, but we do not really have time to wait for their law enforcement to be up to task. We need this individual neutralized soon.” 

“How soon? I am not planning on leaving Azure for another ninenight or so.” 

“That will be soon enough.” 

“Who is the individual? What race, and are they of adult age?” 

Frieloch nodded and shifted his wings under his cloak. “He is a Human named Cooper Hatfield, and he is past the Human age of majority. My mentor told me you would not accept a contract on a being who was not fully grown.” 

“Your mentor seems to know a lot about us.” 

“Hmm, yes. Well, I am authorized to offer you a sum of three hundred million credits. Half as a deposit now, half upon completion of the contract.” 

“Any stipulations? Must it look accidental?” 

“No. In fact, we want it to be obvious that it was a Depi... Hunter hit, though obviously not traceable back to Theela Financial.” 

“Obviously.” Fssik used his pinplants to do a cursory GalNet search on the target’s name. He wasn’t anyone Fssik knew, but neither was he on the list of beings for whom a contract would be inconvenient to the Clan, and the money was enticing. 

“Very well,” Fssik said. He rose on his back feet and held out his hand in the Human gesture of greeting and deal making. He rather liked the symbolism of it. “I accept the contract and your terms. You can remit payment to your room account here, on Azure, and it will funnel back to me via untraceable means.” 

“That’s convenient,” Frieloch said. 

“We have ins everywhere,” Fssik said with a smile. And while it was true, he was playing just a little fast and loose. The truth was, he’d hacked the Azure resort’s payment system when they’d arrived, just for something to do. The resort would never know the payment had been made. He’d funnel the extra funds through the backdoor he’d created and then permanently close it when he left. It would be, as he said, untraceable. 

“Excellent. Once you have completed the contract, place a secure call to the Law Offices of Ben Smith in Houston to inquire about a refund for your retainer. They will ask you to provide proof of some kind. They will not be picky, as long as it is clear the contract was successfully fulfilled.” 

“I can provide proof,” Fssik said, letting his voice go dry. Frieloch shivered again and then nodded quickly. 

“I am certain. Well, thank you, Hunter. This has been a fascinating... um... negotiation.” 

“Good night, Frieloch,” Fssik said, slow blinking again as the young Sidar turned and left through the door. 

“What was that about?” Ziva asked as she approached and slid back onto her stool. The bartender sauntered over and placed the food she’d ordered in front of her, and she smiled at him in thanks. 

“Nothing,” Fssik said. “Just meeting a new friend. Eat up. Let’s get you healthy.” 

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Tsan paced on silent feet. She kept an ear turned toward Tamir and Esthik’s conversation, but, as she was in her quintessence field, and neither knew she’d arrived, she had no need to contribute to it. 

They spoke of important things—new kits, the need for more worthy companions, Fssik and his Human—but the words skipped off the edge of her thoughts, like ships missing their insertion points. 

The blood beating through her called to a different concern, and she had yet to smooth it into a proper series of actions. 
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