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For everyone who was told they were too small to make a difference.

And for Sable—wherever you are.





  

"The universe rewards the clever and punishes the cautious. The clever and cautious? Those are the ones who live."

— Mura Proverb








Prelude: Five Years Before

The Cygnus job should have been easy.

That's what Kira kept telling herself as she crawled through the ventilation shaft, her sister's heartbeat a steady pulse on the comm link. Sable was three levels up, holding position near the extraction point, her voice a warm anchor in the cold silence of the corporate tower.

"Thirty seconds," Sable murmured. "Security rotation hits at 22:47. You've got a window."

Kira didn't answer. Didn't need to. They'd run hundreds of jobs together, first as apprentices in the Velvet Claw's training program, then as partners after they'd bought out their contracts with three years of increasingly audacious scores. They knew each other's rhythms the way most beings knew their own heartbeat.

The vault door loomed ahead—Helix-9 series, the same model Kira would encounter years later on Sigma-9, though she didn't know that yet. Didn't know that this night would become the dividing line of her life, the before and after that would reshape everything she thought she understood about trust and betrayal and survival.

"Kira." Sable's voice carried an edge now. Something wrong. "There's movement on level four. Unscheduled."

Kira's claws found purchase on the vault's access panel. Her whiskers read the electromagnetic signature, already calculating the bypass sequence. "How many?"

A pause. Too long.

"Sable?"

"They're not security." Her sister's voice had gone flat. Professional. The tone she used when things were about to get very bad very fast. "Barkas strike team. Full hunting formation. Someone sold us out."

Kira's whiskers caught the pressure change before the sound reached her—bodies moving through corridors, displacing air in the way only hunters did.

The world tilted.

Kira's mind raced through possibilities: abort the job, find a different exit route, rendezvous at the backup extraction point. They'd planned for contingencies. They always planned for contingencies.

But the Barkas were already moving. Their footsteps thrummed through the metal, vibrating up through her paw-pads—the heavy confident stride of predators who knew they'd cornered their prey.

"Go," Kira said. "I'll find another way out."

"Absolutely not. I'm not leaving—"

"Sable." She put everything into the word. Every year of partnership. Every debt of blood and trust they'd built together. "You know I'm faster in the vents. You know you can't follow where I'm going. Get to the ship. I'll meet you there."

Static on the line. Then: "Twenty minutes. If you're not at the ship in twenty minutes, I'm coming back for you."

"Don't you dare."

"Don't make me." A pause. "Partners, remember? You don't get to die without my permission."

The connection cut out. Kira heard her sister's footsteps retreating, quick and light, moving toward the extraction point with the graceful efficiency of a Mura who'd been running from danger since she learned to walk.

Twenty minutes, Kira thought. I can make it in fifteen.

She abandoned the vault—the job was compromised anyway—and dove into the ventilation network, navigating by whisker-sense through darkness that pressed against her like something solid. The Barkas were loud, their hunting formations designed to flush prey from hiding rather than to catch shadows. She slipped past them like smoke through fingers, her Claw-Pads finding purchase on surfaces they'd never been designed to grip.

Fourteen minutes. Thirteen. Twelve.

She emerged from the vents onto a maintenance platform overlooking the docking bay. The ship was there—their ship, the first thing they'd bought after going independent, the symbol of everything they'd built together.

Sable was there too.

So was the Barkas strike team.

From the shadows, her sister fought—claws flashing, movements too fast for human eyes to follow, the deadly grace of a Mura cornered and fighting for survival. She was magnificent. Terrifying. Beautiful in her violence the way only predators could be beautiful.

She was also outnumbered six to one.

Kira moved before conscious thought could stop her. Her claws found the first Barkas's throat from behind, arterial spray painting the air in patterns she'd see in nightmares for years afterward. The second turned too slow, her strike catching him across the eyes. The third—

The third was waiting.

The stun bolt hit her square in the chest, locking her muscles mid-stride. She went down hard, her cheek striking the deck plating with an impact that tasted of blood and failure.

Through paralyzed eyes, she watched Sable fall.

Her sister's body crumpled with a grace that seemed wrong—too soft, too slow, as if the universe itself couldn't quite believe what was happening. Red spread across the deck in a widening pool. The scent hit her before her eyes could process—copper and salt and something uniquely Sable, the scent she'd known since they were kits.

No.

No no no no—

The Barkas commander stepped into her field of vision. His face wavered, scrambled to static by the stun bolt's interference—but she'd remember his voice for the rest of her life.

"Shame," he said, studying Sable's body with the clinical detachment of a hunter examining meat. "We wanted both of them. This one was supposed to be the valuable one."

Valuable. The word burned through the paralysis like acid. Supposed to be.

Someone had told them which sister to prioritize. Someone who knew them. Someone who'd been close enough to understand that Sable was the planner, the strategist, the one who made the impossible possible—while Kira was just the hands that executed someone else's brilliance.

Someone sold us out.

The Barkas commander crouched beside her, his boot filling her vision. "Orders from above." His voice carried something like frustration. "Someone wants you breathing—for now. I don't know why, and frankly, I don't care."

Someone. Not the betrayer. Someone else. Another player she didn't know existed.

She couldn't speak. Couldn't move. Could only stare at the spreading pool of her sister's blood and feel something fundamental break inside her chest.

"But know this: the Barkas remember their enemies. Every job you run from now on, every crew you build—we'll be watching. And someday, when you've grown comfortable again, when you've almost forgotten this night..."

He leaned closer, his breath hot against her ear.

"We'll be there."

They left her lying on the deck, paralyzed, watching her sister's blood cool in the recycled air of a docking bay that suddenly felt like a tomb.

Twenty-three minutes later, when the stun effect finally wore off, Kira dragged herself to Sable's body and held her until station security found them both.

She never found out who sold them out.

She never stopped wondering.

And five years later, when Marcus Chen contacted her about a job too big to handle alone—a job that required a crew, required trust, required everything she'd sworn never to risk again—she said yes.

Not because she believed in the score.

Not because she trusted the Broker.

But because somewhere in the galaxy, someone still owed her a debt of blood.

And Kira Voss always collected.


Chapter 1: The Approach

The sensitive whiskers along Kira's forearms caught the tremor first—a rhythmic pulse through the metal, three levels down, where the maintenance crews wouldn't start their shifts for another two hours.

She pressed herself flat against the ventilation shaft's ceiling, digitigrade legs coiled beneath her like springs waiting to release, claws finding purchase on the molecular-bonded surface of her Claw-Pads. The adhesion was perfect—a product of Mura engineering that the manufacturer had specifically designed for infiltration work, though they'd marketed it as "industrial climbing equipment" to dodge questions from station authorities. The equipment cost more than most operatives earned in a year, but it was worth every credit when the alternative was falling.

The metal was cold against her belly, her thermal-regulating undersuit working overtime to keep her body temperature from bleeding through and registering on any infrared sensors that might be watching. The air in the vent was stale, recycled through systems that hadn't been properly maintained in years—she could taste the chemical signature of inadequate filtration, the subtle funk of organic matter slowly decomposing in the station's blind spots.

The tremor resolved into footsteps. Two sets. Heavy. The distinctive cadence of human security personnel—boots designed for presence rather than stealth, hitting the deck plates with the confidence of beings who expected their footsteps to inspire fear rather than invite discovery.

Unscheduled patrol. Interesting.

The orbital freight hub Sigma-9 ran its security on a predictable eight-hour rotation—a pattern Kira had spent three days learning before tonight's insertion. Three days of watching, cataloging, memorizing the movements of every guard who worked this section. She'd noted their favorite rest stops, the corridors they hurried through and the ones they lingered in, the timing variations that accumulated over a shift until she could predict their positions to within thirty seconds. Every shift change. Every preferred route. Every blind spot in their overlapping coverage zones. Someone had changed the variables without informing her.

She didn't like variables. Variables killed infiltrators. Variables were what separated the professionals from the bodies that station morgues processed without ceremony. She'd known operators who'd died to unexpected patrols—good people, skilled people, people who'd done everything right except account for the one thing that couldn't be predicted.

But you're still alive. That has to count for something.

The footsteps passed beneath her, voices drifting up through the grate like smoke from a fire she couldn't see. Something about a card game, a debt unpaid, the universal tedium of guards who thought themselves safe in their routine. Their conversation was mundane, almost comforting in its ordinariness—two humans complaining about their supervisors while walking a route that should have been empty for another forty minutes.

Their scent followed: sweat-salt, cheap stimulants that they probably bought from the vendor near Docking Bay 3, the sour tang of boredom that humans exuded when their jobs failed to engage their attention. Underneath it all, the particular musk of male humans in their middle years—testosterone declining, cortisol elevated, the biochemistry of beings who knew they'd peaked and resented the universe for it.

One of them had eaten something with too much garlic recently. The other was wearing cologne that tried to mask his natural smell but only succeeded in creating a confusing layered signature that Kira's senses had to decode like a puzzle. She cataloged the information automatically—habit and training combining into instinct, filing away data she might never need but couldn't afford not to have.

Humans always smelled of their emotions. They couldn't help it. Their bodies broadcast their internal states through a symphony of chemical signals that Mura had evolved to read the way humans read facial expressions. It made them inefficient as predators but remarkably useful as marks—beings whose intentions announced themselves through scent before they ever decided to act.

Useful, sometimes. But inefficient.

Kira waited until the vibrations faded to nothing—counting the seconds with the automatic precision of someone who'd timed her survival to the tremor of approaching danger more times than she could remember. When sixty heartbeats had passed without change in the ambient vibration pattern, she flowed forward through the darkness.

The vent system on Sigma-9 had been designed by Mura engineers two centuries ago, during the brief alliance between her people and the Human Colonial Authority. That alliance had ended badly—most Mura-human arrangements did, crumbling under the weight of cultural misunderstandings and conflicting territorial imperatives—but the architects' work remained, embedded in the station's bones like a gift from the past to the future.

The history was complex, taught to every young Mura as a cautionary tale. Two centuries ago, the Colonial Authority had made a deal with the Mura Collective: technical expertise in exchange for trade rights. For three decades, it worked—Mura engineers built stations humans couldn't have designed, scouts mapped routes through nebulae human sensors couldn't penetrate.

Then came the Calla Incident. A Mura captain made a decision that humans called piracy and Mura called territorial reclamation. Seventeen humans died. The Colonial Authority demanded the captain for trial; the Collective refused. The alliance collapsed within a year.

Relations had improved since—economics eventually trumped politics—but the trust had never fully returned. Mura and humans worked together now, but warily. Always warily.

She could feel their legacy in every junction, every carefully calibrated angle. The ventilation shafts were wider than strictly necessary for air circulation, the surfaces textured with grip patterns that only clawed feet would appreciate, the layout designed with three-dimensional thinking that accounted for beings who moved up and down as easily as forward and back.

The designers had built in paths that only Mura could traverse: junctions too narrow for human shoulders, angles that required digitigrade flexibility to navigate, surfaces textured for claw-grip rather than boot-tread. A gift to future generations of infiltrators, hidden in plain sight where no one but Mura would ever think to look. Humans saw the vents as purely functional—air circulation, nothing more. They never thought to wonder why the angles were wrong for their bodies, why the surfaces seemed designed to reject their grip.

Clever ancestors, she thought, navigating a junction by the subtle shift in air currents across her whiskers. The temperature differential told her that the passage to her left led to a ventilation exhaust—warmer air, stale with recycled atmosphere, carrying the chemical signature of the filtration system's minor inadequacies. The passage ahead held the distinctive electronic taste of active power conduits, a faint ozone tang that spoke of energy running through cables just meters away. The passage to her right smelled faintly of the synthetic lubricants used in corporate offices, mixed with the distant hint of human sweat and the floral perfumes that office workers used to mask their natural scents.

Each direction offered its own story, its own risks, its own possibilities. She processed them all in the space between heartbeats, selecting her path with the unconscious efficiency of a predator who'd learned to read the environment the way humans read text.

Almost as clever as me.

The target was close now. She could feel it in the electrical hum that permeated this section—the distinctive frequency of a secure data vault, its shielding creating a subtle dead zone in the station's electromagnetic background. Two more junctions, a vertical drop of fifteen meters through a maintenance shaft that human engineers had declared inaccessible decades ago, and she'd be inside the corporate offices of Helix Dynamics.

Inside, a certain encrypted chip waited in a wall safe that their security consultant had assured them was impenetrable. The consultant had been well-paid to believe that. He'd probably even convinced himself it was true.

Their security consultant had never met a Mura-Tek specialist.



The office was dark. Kira preferred it that way.

She dropped from the ceiling vent with practiced silence, her paw-pads absorbing the impact with the soft efficiency of evolved hunters. Her weight redistributed across the expensive carpet that probably cost more than a year's docking fees—hand-woven something-or-other from a colony she'd never visit, chosen by some interior designer who thought luxury was measured in credits per square meter.

The room resolved around her in shades of gray and silver, her low-light vision painting the space in comfortable shadows that felt like home. Where humans would have seen only darkness, she saw everything: the contours of furniture, the gleam of polished surfaces, the subtle patterns of dust that told her no one had been in this room for at least twelve hours. The air was still, undisturbed, carrying only the faint chemical signature of cleaning products and the electronic tang of equipment left running in standby mode.

Desk. Terminal. Abstract art that cost more than taste—probably some human artist trying to capture emotions they couldn't smell. And there—the safe.

She padded across the carpet without a sound, her paw-pads distributing her weight across the expensive fibers with the unconscious precision of a thousand similar approaches. The room was large by corporate standards—thirty square meters of personal space that announced its occupant's position in the company hierarchy as clearly as any title. A window dominated one wall, currently shuttered against the eternal night of space, its polarized surface probably capable of displaying any number of scenic views for executives who preferred their reality curated.

The safe was built into the wall behind a painting of some human sunset, oranges and reds that would have stabbed at her eyes like physical assault if the lights were on. Human visual preferences ran toward frequencies that Mura found actively painful—another reason to work in darkness, another reason to pity species whose evolution had failed to provide them with proper nocturnal adaptation. The painting itself was probably valuable—humans assigned strange importance to colored oils arranged on fabric—but Kira couldn't have cared less about its artistic merit. It was an obstacle to be moved, nothing more.

She lifted the painting aside with careful claws, whiskers already reading the safe's electronic signature before her eyes confirmed the model. The electromagnetic pattern was distinctive: Helix-9 series, biometric and code-locked, running on firmware that had been considered cutting-edge three years ago.

Three years. In security terms, that was a lifetime. That was an invitation.

She almost felt insulted.

Her Claw-Pads interfaced with the access panel, the molecular bonding finding purchase on surfaces the manufacturer had assumed were too smooth to grip. The sensation was always strange—feeling her fingertips meld with the metal at a molecular level, becoming temporarily part of the surface she was touching. The technology had been developed for zero-gravity construction work, but infiltrators had found other uses for it within weeks of its release.

The firmware exploit she'd purchased from a contact of Thresh—a young tech prodigy she'd never met but whose work spoke for itself—slid into the system like water into a cracked hull. Three seconds of negotiation between her equipment and the safe's confused security protocols. The encryption unraveled, the biometric check reported a phantom authorized user, and the internal mechanisms surrendered to superior code.

Click.

The door swung open. Inside, resting on velvet that probably had a name and a pedigree and cost more than the chip itself: the data crystal. Small enough to fit in the pad of her palm. Valuable enough to fund a small colony's expansion.

She took it. Slid it into the concealed pouch at her hip, where scanner-baffling fabric would hide it from everything short of a physical search. The fabric was military grade, liberated from a Barkas supply depot two years ago—another job, another story, another narrow escape that she didn't like remembering.

For one moment, she let herself feel it—the satisfaction of a hunt completed, prey secured, the clean efficiency of a job done right. Her kind didn't smile, not the way humans did with their bared teeth and stretched skin. But if they did, this would be the moment. The crystalline perfection of professional competence.

Then she heard the footsteps.



Her whiskers caught the vibration before the sound reached her ears—two heartbeats of warning before the office door cycled open. The tremor pattern told her everything: three guards, not two. Heavy boots, moving quickly. Not routine patrol. Response team.

Someone knew. Or someone got lucky. Doesn't matter which.

Kira didn't freeze. Predators didn't freeze. She calculated.

Door opening. Light incoming—fluorescent, harsh, designed for human eyes. Three guards armed with standard station security sidearms, positioning for a sweep pattern. Response time from the vent: four seconds, but they'll see me halfway there. From the window: six seconds, but quieter, and the angle means they won't have a clear shot until I'm already through. They haven't seen me yet. The light will change that in point-three seconds.

She moved.

The ceiling vent was too far. The window. She flowed across the office in three strides—her digitigrade legs eating the distance with the efficient grace of a species that had evolved to sprint through underbrush and leap between branches. Her claws extended to grip the window frame as the door finished its cycle and harsh fluorescent light stabbed into the room.

"What the—"

She was through the window before the guard finished his question, glass shattering around her in a constellation of fragments that would make forensic analysis interesting. Her digitigrade legs absorbed the impact of the narrow maintenance ledge outside—a strip of metal designed for equipment servicing, not meant for beings to walk on but perfectly adequate for a Mura who didn't need much space.

Three stories up. Wind whipping past her ears, carrying the scent of recycled station atmosphere and distant cooking from the residential sections. Perfect.

Behind her, shouts. Someone reaching the window, leaning out, trying to track her movement. An alarm starting to wail—the three-tone sequence that meant "unauthorized personnel detected" on Sigma-9's security protocols.

Irrelevant. All of it irrelevant. The maintenance corridor was twelve meters to her left, accessible via a service ladder that humans would need to climb rung by rung, each grip a conscious decision, each movement a risk of falling.

Kira simply flowed up it, Claw-Pads finding grip on the metal rungs faster than thought, her body a continuous motion of coiled muscle and perfect efficiency. The ladder wasn't designed for this—wasn't designed for beings who could climb at running speed, who could leap from grip to grip without pausing to secure their hold, who treated vertical surfaces the way humans treated flat floors.

She was in the corridor before the guards reached the window. In the next vent system before they reached the ladder. Halfway across the station before they finished calling it in.

Clean, she thought, navigating by whisker-sense through the familiar darkness of ducts and maintenance shafts. Not perfect—they saw something. A silhouette, maybe. Enough to know what species, but not enough for identification. They'll report a Mura infiltrator, but that describes a lot of people. Clean enough.

The chip sat warm against her hip, a small weight that represented everything she needed: payment on delivery, enough credits to keep flying for another few months, enough freedom to choose her next job instead of taking whatever desperation demanded.

Not enough to matter. Never enough to matter.

But enough to keep going. Enough to survive another day.



The Silence waited for her at Docking Bay 7-C, a small ship that looked like exactly what it was: fast, quiet, and modified in ways that would make a customs inspector weep.

Kira cycled through the airlock and felt the familiar embrace of her territory wrap around her. The smell of recycled air that carried only her own scent-marks. The darkness calibrated for Mura vision. The temperature two degrees lower than human preference.

Home. Such as it was.

She secured the chip in her smuggling compartment—a space behind the nav console that didn't exist on any schematic—and allowed herself to relax. Not fully. Never fully. But enough to let her fur settle, her whiskers unknot, her heart rate drop from operational to resting.

The ship's systems hummed around her, a frequency she knew better than her own heartbeat. The Silence had been hers for seven years now, since she'd taken it as payment for a job that had gone sideways in ways she didn't like remembering. It was the only constant in a life defined by movement.

She stretched, feeling the pleasant pull of muscles that had spent too long coiled for action. Then she began her post-job ritual: equipment check, injury assessment, route planning for the handoff.

Claw-Pads: green across all contacts. The molecular bonding held steady.

Thermal-Mask: charged and functioning. Her heat signature had stayed suppressed throughout the infiltration.

Scent-Dampener: forty-seven percent capacity remaining. The prototype she'd acquired three years ago was still the best on the market—better than the best, technically, since it wasn't on any market. The chemicals that masked her pheromone signature had a limited shelf life, but she knew a chemist on Outstation Vega who could synthesize more.

No injuries worth noting. A slight ache in her left shoulder from the window exit—she'd pushed off at a suboptimal angle. Something to remember for next time.

Route to the handoff: six hours at standard cruise, through two jurisdiction boundaries, ending at a dead-drop on—

Her comm chirped.

Kira's ears flattened. She didn't get unexpected calls. Her contact methods were layered through three separate anonymizer services, accessible only to clients and one or two professional acquaintances who knew better than to bother her without reason.

She let it chirp three more times before answering, keeping her voice flat. "Speak."

"The Whisper. Always so warm and welcoming." The voice was smooth, human, carrying the careful neutrality of someone who'd spent years learning not to give anything away. "I have a job for you. The kind you don't refuse."

Kira's hackles rose despite herself. She knew that voice.

"Chen."

"It's been a while, Kira. Three years? Four?"

"Three years, seven months, fourteen days." She didn't mention the hours. "You still owe me for the Nexus extraction."

"Which is why I'm calling. I have something that will more than settle accounts." A pause, calculated for effect. "Are you interested?"

"I'm listening. That's not the same thing."

"It never is, with you." She could hear the smile in his voice. Humans and their expressions. "I can't discuss details over an open channel. Meet me at the Rust Pipe, Meridian-7. Two days. I'll be in the back."

"I work alone, Chen. You know that."

"I know what you tell yourself." Another pause. "Two days, Kira. At least hear me out. You owe me that much."

The channel closed before she could respond.

Kira stared at the comm for a long moment, her tail-tip twitching in a rhythm she didn't consciously control. Marcus Chen. The Broker. The only human she'd ever come close to trusting, and look how that had turned out.

I don't owe him anything, she told herself. He helped me disappear after Sable. I helped him out of that mess on Corsica Station. We're even.

But they weren't even, and she knew it. The mathematics of favors between their species didn't balance the way human accountants imagined. He'd saved her life. She'd saved his career. By Mura standards, the debt ran deeper than credits.

She deleted the message. Tried to sleep.

The message returned an hour later. Same words. Same smug certainty.

And behind it, unspoken: I know about your debt. I know about the Velvet Claw. I know you're running out of options.

Marcus Chen had always known too much.



Sleep didn't come easy. It rarely did anymore.

Kira curled in the pilot's alcove, the smallest and most enclosed space on the ship, where the darkness wrapped around her like a second skin. The alcove was barely large enough for her body, designed for emergency rest during long-haul flights, but she'd converted it into her sleeping space years ago. The confined dimensions felt safe rather than claustrophobic—a den, a burrow, the kind of protected space her ancestors had sought when the world became too large and threatening.

Her dreams, when they came, were the usual: running through corridors that never ended, the scent of blood she couldn't source, a voice calling her name in a frequency below hearing. Sable's voice, maybe—or the echo of memory playing tricks on a mind that refused to let go of its dead.

In the dreams, she was always chasing something she couldn't catch, fleeing something she couldn't see. The corridors twisted and folded, architectural impossibilities that defied the logic of waking life. Sometimes she found herself in vents, navigating by whisker-sense through darkness that seemed to have weight and texture. Sometimes she emerged into bright spaces filled with faces she didn't recognize, beings who watched her pass with eyes that knew things she didn't want to know.

She woke twice, once to check the perimeter sensors (clear) and once because her whiskers had detected a micrometeorite impact on the hull (negligible). The third time, she simply gave up and watched the stars through the viewport, letting her mind process what her instincts already knew.

The stars were different out here—colder, somehow, their light traveling through distances that defied comprehension. She could name dozens of them, knew which ones harbored stations and which ones marked dead zones where ships disappeared and were never seen again. The galaxy was vast beyond understanding, and she was one small predator moving through it, hunting and being hunted in equal measure.
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