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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Spear’s kitchen smelled like burnt toast and victory.

      Frankie leaned against the L-shaped galley counter, inhaling the familiar cocktail of industrial soap and cyvlossic kibble, overlaid by the scent of her failed attempt at an “authentic Wala-style breakfast.” The dark rye toast had turned to charcoal while she’d been trying to figure out how to fold the spinach and dried fish into the creamy rice. But even the acrid smell couldn’t dampen her mood.

      They were home. Her ship, her rules.

      Her slightly scorched breakfast.

      Spike sprawled across the back of their favorite dining nook, the one closest to the door, past the round center table in the center of the kitchen. Her scruffy gray-black-orange fur spread in every direction like she’d been hit by an electrostatic burst. One massive paw dangled, occasionally batting at a suspicious-looking tear in the orange padding on the bench back of the U-shaped nook with the kind of lazy disdain only a cyvlossic could manage.

      New kibble must’ve been good.

      Frankie grabbed the “Galaxy’s Best Captain” mug Beth had given her and poured real coffee—not the synthetic swill that tasted like burnt rubber, but actual beans from the agricultural station near Smithson Station. The smell alone was worth the price. Rich, dark, with hints of chocolate and home and not being sneaky for once.

      She settled into her usual spot in the breakfast nook, across the table from Spike, sinking into the battered orange cushions that had molded themselves to her shape over hundreds of meals. The gray metal table still had that sticky spot near the edge where she’d spilled honey last week. Or was it two weeks ago? Time blurred together in the black between jump points.

      The seedling Tala from White Moon Landing had given her caught the morning-tinted light from the overhead panels, its red-tipped tendrils already creeping up the wall beside the reheater. In just a week (or two), it had claimed a quarter meter of vertical space, creating a delicate lattice of green against the dull gray bulkhead. Every time Frankie looked at it, she remembered White Moon, quantum dots, and the fact that Spike had a data port hidden somewhere in that matted-fur belly.

      And she could use it.

      On the black speckled rubber-metal floor, beside the PermaPot holding the seedling, two half-empty paint cans waited like patient promises. Blue Sky and Butter Morning. She’d been staring at them for days, and then staring at the utilitarian gray walls in the kitchen. In the hallways. In her bedroom.

      But something held her back. Indecisiveness? Not really. Imposter syndrome, more like.

      She’d bought this ship, and the cargo routes it was licensed for, from Old Peters more than a year ago. Since then, it had been shot at, stunk up for a month by a shipment of glimmerantin beans, and used for rescuing damsels in distress (well, cyvlossics who wanted to run away from home).

      So why did she still feel like a visitor? Like the Spear wasn’t really hers—not deep down. It was still Old Peters’ ship in all the ways that mattered. She was just borrowing it.

      Go on. Make it yours.

      Easier said than done.

      Her wrist comm beeped a reminder, and Beth’s message hovered in the air again, purple-gold priority seal mocking her procrastination.

      Call me. No, it’s good news.

      Three days. Three days she’d been finding excuses. The nav array needed recalibrating (it didn’t). The number two escape pod was making a funny noise (barely audible). The cargo manifest for their next run required extensive review (it was two lines long).

      Frankie pressed “remind me later,” again, and the message disappeared.

      Good news from Beth usually meant someone in the Cooperative Realm’s central government had actually done their job. Another orphan support program had squeezed through committee, maybe. Or Beth had been promoted again and wanted Frankie to attend the ceremony. Which meant formalwear. Which meant a trip to Zichi. To the Capital, with its empty air and perfect manners and memories sharp enough to cut.

      She loved her friend, the only one she’d really kept after the destruction of her home planet. And Beth was a great cook—probably could make a Wala-style breakfast in her sleep. But Beth loved the Capital, and the politics, and the whole song and dance.

      And why shouldn’t she? She was good at it. Not like Frankie, poster child for the Child Orphans of Wala. If only that photo, the one that caught everyone’s imagination—and their sick, sad pity—had been of Beth instead of her.

      The comm beeped again. New message: Frankie, seriously. Call me.

      Then: I can see you’re receiving these.

      Then: I’m using the priority channel in five minutes.

      “Shit.” Frankie sat straight. She looked at Spike. “Beth’s on the rampage.”

      Spike yawned, displaying an impressive array of teeth that had made more than one dock worker reconsider their life choices. Somehow, the gesture conveyed both I told you so and this is what you get for procrastinating.

      The priority channel meant encryption so thick it made the air taste metallic. It meant real-time video that would show every stain on her tank top, every wild curl escaping her hasty ponytail.

      “Maybe I should change?” She looked down at herself. The lubricant stain from fixing the gray-water recycler had dried into an interesting pattern that looked almost artistic if you squinted. At least the tank top was purple. Used to be purple, it actually looked more lilac now.

      Spike’s tail twitched. One. Precise. Flick.

      Frankie slouched back into the bench seat, and took another sip of the wonderful coffee.

      The comm screen erupted, a circle of purple and gold, the Regent’s seal filling the small table between Frankie and Spike with officious light. Priority override. No more hiding.

      Frankie’s finger hovered over the accept button. In the background, that panel in the wall buzzed—a loose connection she’d been meaning to fix since buying the ship. The coffee maker gurgled. The seedling rustled in the circulation vent’s breeze. All the sounds of home, about to be invaded by⁠—

      She hit accept.

      Beth’s face materialized above the table.

      Oh, no. Oh, no no no.

      Her best friend was glowing. Not the metaphorical glow of happiness, though that too, but actually luminous. Like someone had replaced her blood with liquid starlight. Her ebony hair, which Frankie remembered in practical braids or a graceful swoop, was now an architectural marvel of loops and spirals that defied at least three laws of physics. Her formal jacket was cerulean blue when it wasn’t shifting between colors

      And her smile. Frankie had seen that exact smile once before, when they were twelve and Beth had figured out how to hack the Complex’s dessert dispensers. They’d eaten chocolate until they were sick, laughing on the bathroom floor at three in the morning, sugar-drunk and invincible.

      “Finally!” Beth said, and even her voice sparkled. “I was about to send a diplomatic courier. Do you know how much paperwork that involves?”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I absolutely would. I’ve already filled out the first three forms.” Beth leaned forward, and the projection flickered slightly—even priority channels had their limits out here in the edge systems. “Listen. I have news! Amazing news. Life-changing, universe-altering, practice-your-surprised-face news.”

      Frankie’s stomach began a slow slide toward her grav boots. In her experience, life-changing news was rarely the good kind.

      “Beth—”

      “I’m getting married!”

      The words hung in the recycled air like unexploded ordnance. Spike’s other eye opened. Both ears swiveled forward. Even the buzzing panel seemed to pause.

      “Married,” Frankie repeated, testing the word. It felt foreign in her mouth, like speaking High Galactic after months of dock-worker slang. “You. Getting married. To another person. On purpose.”

      “I know!” Beth clasped her hands together, and Frankie noticed the ring—subtle by Capital standards, which meant it probably cost more than the Spear. ”I can barely believe it myself. But Frankie, he’s wonderful. He’s brilliant and kind and he actually listens when I talk about agricultural subsidies. He has this project with singing orchids—they harmonize based on light frequencies—and yesterday he spent three hours explaining the bio-acoustic principles and I understood maybe half of it but I wasn’t bored once!”

      The words tumbled out in a rush so unlike Beth’s usual measured diplomatic cadence. This was twelve-year-old Beth, pre-politics Beth, Beth who used to practice speeches in their shared bathroom while Frankie threw soap bubbles at her for emphasis.

      “That’s…” Frankie groped for words. “That’s wonderful. Who’s the lucky⁠—”

      “Alain diCimino.” Beth’s glow dimmed slightly, watching Frankie’s face.

      The Regent’s second son.

      The kitchen tilted. Or maybe that was just Frankie’s inner ear giving up. She gripped the table’s edge, fingers finding the sticky spot like an anchor.

      “The Regent’s…” The words wouldn’t come.

      “I know what you’re thinking.” Beth’s expression shifted, political training reasserting itself. “It’s calculated. It’s climbing. I’m selling out even more than I already have. But it’s not like that. He doesn’t even want the succession. His older brother can have all that nonsense. Alain just wants to grow his singing plants and maybe teach at the university someday. He makes me laugh, Frankie. When was the last time someone at the Complex made me actually laugh?”

      Frankie couldn’t answer that. She was still processing “Regent’s son.” The Regent, who’d taken them in after Wala imploded. Who’d dressed them up like dolls and paraded them through the systems as symbols of Cooperative benevolence. Who’d meant well, probably, but who’d never understood that kindness could be its own kind of cage.

      “Wedding’s in six weeks,” Beth burbled, oblivious. “On Zichi, of course. The whole Complex is already in preparation mode. You should see the flower arguments. Someone suggested Orr roses and three senators nearly declared war. The Trade Committee actually issued a formal statement about ‘inappropriate outer-moon-centric displays.’ It’s ridiculous and I love every minute of it.”

      “Six weeks?” Frankie’s voice came out strangled. Spike poured herself onto the bench and padded around to Frankie. The cyvlossic flopped down beside her, her head on Frankie’s thigh. Without thinking, Frankie set her hand on Spike’s flank, and grasped a clump of warm fur.

      “That’s… soon,” she finally said.

      “I know! But we didn’t want to wait, and besides…” Beth’s expression shifted again, becoming softer and somehow more intense. “I chose the date specially. To make that horrible anniversary into something beautiful.”

      The tilting sensation became a full spin. Frankie knew what was coming. Knew it in her bones, in the place where trauma lived.

      “The twenty-second.” Beth’s voice was gentle now, careful. “The Wala anniversary. I thought… I thought we could transform it. Make it a day about love and new beginnings instead of…”

      Instead of endings. Instead of fire and ash and a nine-year-old girl in a famous photo, staring at the camera like the world had broken.

      Which it had.

      “Oh.” Beth must have seen something in Frankie’s face. “Oh, honey, I didn’t think—I mean, I did think, I thought it would be healing⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” Frankie said automatically. Her hands were shaking. Spike started to purr. Two decades—more—since Wala was destroyed. Two decades since she became an orphan, a ward, a symbol, a footnote in history books.

      And Beth wanted to paste a wedding over it like fixing a hull breach with decorative tape.

      “It’s not fine.” Beth leaned forward, close enough that Frankie could see the worry lines that politics had etched around her eyes. “I can see that. But Frankie, that’s exactly why I need you there. You’re my best friend. You’re the only one who understands what that day means. The others…”

      “The others?”

      Beth’s expression went carefully neutral, diplomat-blank. “I reached out to all of them. Every surviving orphan. They… declined. Very politely. But firmly.”

      Of course they did. Frankie could imagine those conversations. So sorry, Beth. Previous engagement. Can’t possibly make it. Send our best. Please don’t ever call us again.

      “But you’ll come.” It wasn’t quite a question. “You have to come. It won’t be right without you.”

      Frankie closed her eyes. What had they said to each other? “My door is open. My hand is yours.” Anything, for Beth.

      Anything but this.

      “It’s just, I… this is a lot.”

      “I know,” Beth looked off screen. Was someone there? “I know it is. And I know you hate the Capital, and formal events make you break out in stress hives, and the last time you wore a dress we were—what, twelve?”

      “Fourteen. That diplomatic reception where I spilled sauce on the Praxian ambassador.”

      “Right! See? Memories.” Beth’s smile was wobbly now, real emotion breaking through the polish. “Good memories mixed with the awful ones, but still. We survived, Frankie. We made it out. And now I’m getting married to a man who makes plants sing, and I want my best friend there to tell me if I’m being an idiot.”

      Frankie looked at her cup, the coffee growing cold. At Spike, in full noisy sprawl. At Beth, whose shoulders were stiff with worry.

      “Don’t answer right now.” Beth straightened, pulling her political face back on like armor. “Think about it. But think fast. I need to know soon for security clearances and seating charts and about a thousand other ridiculous details that apparently require Senate subcommittee approval.”

      “Security clearances. Right.” Because attending a wedding on Zichi meant background checks and diplomatic protocols and media cameras and people asking about that day, that picture, that moment when she learned that the universe had teeth.

      “I love you,” Beth said suddenly. “Whatever you decide. I love you and I miss you and I wish… I wish things were different.”

      “Yeah,” Frankie said. “Me too.”

      The call ended, leaving purple-gold afterimages floating in the air. Frankie lifted her hands to her wayward hair, closed her eyes, and tried to imagine herself at a society wedding in the heart of everything she’d run from.

      “Well,” she said to Spike. “Shit.”

      Spike yawned. The purring continued.

      The Spear hummed around them, steady and sure. Somewhere in the walls, that panel resumed its buzzing. The seedling rustled in the air from the vents. The freezer sighed.

      Home. Her home. Her burnt-toast-scented, snowman-shaped, jump-gate traveling home.

      Six weeks until she’d have to leave it.
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      Frankie had been staring at the blank message screen for forty-seven minutes.

      Dear Beth, I’m so happy for you but I can’t possibly⁠—

      Delete.

      Beth! Congratulations! Unfortunately, I have a prior⁠—

      Delete.

      Beth, I would rather eat liver-flavored protein paste for a year than attend a formal Cooperative Realm wedding on the anniversary of our planet’s destruction.

      Definitely delete.

      She slouched deeper into the wide, comfy pilot’s chair, feet propped on the nav console in direct violation of every safety protocol she’d ever learned. The Spear’s bridge wrapped around her like a gray metal cocoon, all curved surfaces and blinking lights and nothing that needed her attention since the autopilot was on. The pilot’s seat—worn in all the right places—welcomed her in ways the vast cargo hold or even her own quarters could never quite manage.

      A pilot, she belonged here. A captain? Yeah, right.

      Through the main viewport, the stars wheeled slowly past. They were in a lazy orbit around Smithson Station, waiting for their next cargo assignment and definitely not hiding from ceremonial obligations. She had the inset lights on half, that perfect twilight glow that made the five-monitor array pop against the mainly matte gray composite of the console. The two wide screens on the bottom, three above, had guided her through asteroid fields and ion storms alike. The gentle electronic hum of the ship’s systems created a lullaby she could feel in her chest as much as hear with her ears.

      The air tasted different here than in the rest of the Spear—metallic with a hint of ozone from the electronics, but also carrying the faint musk of Spike’s fur—everywhere!—and a persistent note of coffees past. The environmental systems could scrub anything from the air, but some scents just became part of the ship’s signature, like the ghost of Old Peters’ pipe smoke that sometimes seemed to materialize in the corners.

      A shuffle, and a sniff, signaled Spike was coming on deck. Frankie didn’t need to turn to know it was the cyvlossic—the subtle change in the room’s atmosphere, the shift in scents from somewhat sterile to something earthier, wilder, was unmistakable. And the fact that no one else was on board.

      The open door from the hallway was deliberately wide. Old Peters had insisted every passageway, entrance, and tool on the Spear accommodate beings of various sizes and abilities. Spike took full advantage of it, pressing the door panel controls near the floor to get into rooms, banging her shoulder into cupboard doors that would open with a gentle push. And here, claiming the co-pilot’s seat with a single sinuous motion. The chair, built to accommodate a generously-proportioned human (and Old Peters when he had to wear the back brace), seemed almost inadequate for the cyvlossic. But she made it work.

      The blue glow from the console screens cast strange shadows through her uneven coat, making her look even more otherworldly than usual. One pointed ear, tipped with a distinctive black tuft, tracked Frankie’s movements while the rest of her appeared to settle down to sleep.

      As if. Spike’s sharp, mostly green eyes might be closed, but Frankie knew the cyvlossic missed nothing. Those eyes, when open, held an unsettling intelligence that reminded anyone who took the time to look that Spike was no ordinary grossly oversized cat. Konrad Orr’s synthetic “enhancements” had created something far beyond ordinary, though Spike herself stayed mum on the details of her origins or capabilities.

      “Maybe I could contract a communicable disease,” Frankie mused aloud.

      Spike’s ear twitched. Dismissive.

      “You’re right. Beth would just send one of the Regent’s doctors or something.” Frankie deleted her latest attempt and started over. How did you tell your best friend that her happiness was giving you hives?

      The comm panel chirped. Not Beth’s priority channel, thank the void, but the other highly encrypted connection. Systems Analysis.

      Spike’s ear twitched. She lifted her head to look at the console.

      Maybe Bruce had another job for them. One that would take them even farther out into edge space. And would take months. And had to be started right away.

      “Accept connection,” Frankie called out to Ship so she wouldn’t have to sit up. The ship’s intelligence connected the call.

      The central monitor flickered, and Bruce’s face filled the screen. His dark square visage was made even more angular by the strong side light in his fake-wood-paneled office. His thick black hair ended with geometric precision at the same level as his equally dense sideburns, connected by a sharply trimmed mustache that looked like it had been drawn with a ruler. Everything about the man screamed precision and control, from his perfectly pressed collar to the way his eyes catalogued every detail they landed on.

      Bruce was the kind of person who could blend perfectly into any bureaucratic setting while simultaneously monitoring six covert operations across three star systems. As a manager at Systems Analysis—or SystA, as insiders called it—he coordinated field operatives from the organization’s headquarters on Rosing Station, strategically positioned at the crossroads of major trade routes but conveniently out of the common way.

      SystA’s official purpose was to gather, analyze, and disseminate critical information across Cooperative Space—a data-processing company that maintained stability and security by identifying threats before they materialized. Unofficially, it rescued lost people, ensured bad actors had worse luck, and generally tried to make this slice of the galaxy a better place.

      “Frankie! he boomed. “Spike! How’s my favorite stealth team?” He frowned in Spike’s direction. “Molting?”

      Spike lurched up to sitting. When she sat on her haunches, Spike’s head came even with Frankie’s. She glowered at Bruce.

      “Chatty as ever, I see. Well, good work at White Moon Landing. Your report was… concise.”

      Frankie shrugged. ”You said to keep it short.”

      “I said to include relevant details. You failed to describe the quantum processor.”

      “Figured Spike would do that, being the tech genius and all.” Frankie glanced at her partner, who was now staring at Bruce with the kind of intensity usually reserved for prey. “How did you—never mind.”

      Bruce knew everything. It was his most annoying quality. But he also loved fairytales, didn’t argue about their expense reports, and knew where to get the best food on every moon, base or planet.

      “Your next assignment⁠—”

      “Outer edge space?” Frankie interrupted. “Leaving now? We’re ready.”

      “Ah, no.” Bruce ran a hand down his immaculate beard. “Interesting times for the Great Houses on Zichi.”

      Frankie’s mouth snapped shut. Spike’s ears swiveled forward.

      Zichi.

      “We’re nowhere near Zichi,” Frankie said, hearing the whine in her voice, ignoring the glare that Spike was giving her. “There must be another team closer.”

      Bruce rattled on as if he hadn’t heard her.

      “Orr intel has gone sloppy. We can’t tell if Konrad is sick, or if someone else is at the wheel. Our monitors on their cyvlossic network have degraded—we see that packets are still being sent, but the response channel’s gone dark.” His expression didn’t change, but something in his tone made the hair on Frankie’s neck stand up. “The kind of changes that usually precede significant political realignment. Find out who’s actually holding the leash now.”

      Great.

      Beth was probably in the middle of it.

      Just great.

      “And you want us to⁠—”

      “Nothing official. But since you’ll be on Zichi anyway⁠—”

      “I’m not going to Zichi.”

      “—for the Blais-diCimino wedding⁠—”

      “I’m not going to the wedding.”

      “—you could keep your ears open. Observe. Report anything unusual.” Bruce’s eyebrow rose. “Unofficially.”

      “Bruce.” Frankie sat up straighter, feet hitting the deck with a clang. “I’m not going to Zichi. I’m not going to the wedding. I’m staying right here in my ship, doing absolutely nothing except my standard shipping routes and possibly painting my bedroom.”

      “I see.” Bruce’s tone suggested he saw entirely too much. “Fridrika Styles Faldasdotter.” He said it correctly, “steel-ays,” like people on Wala used to say it. Like nobody said it now.

      Devious. Kind, but devious.

      “If you change your mind, the situation with the Great Houses is… delicate.” He tapped his lower lip twice. “The kind of delicate that could affect trade routes, supply chains, the price of coffee on twelve different stations.”

      “You’re trying to manipulate me with coffee?”

      “Is it working?”

      “No.” Maybe, a little. The good coffee came through Zichi-controlled routes. “Besides, I don’t have clearance for Capital society anymore. They’d spot me as edge-space trash in five seconds.”

      “Your diplomatic status was never revoked.”

      Frankie stared at him. “Impossible. I left. I very specifically and dramatically left.”

      “The Regent has a long memory and a longer reach. Your codes are still active. Your clearances are still valid. Your place at the table, so to speak, is still set.” Bruce’s expression softened. “They never let you go, Frankie. They just let you think they did.”

      The bridge suddenly felt too small. Fifteen years of running, and she’d been on a very long leash the whole time.

      “I have to go,” Frankie said. “Ship things. Urgent ship things.”

      “Of course. But Frankie? If you do happen to find yourself on Zichi, unofficially observing unusual patterns among the Great Houses, I would be very interested in your unofficial observations.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      The connection cut. Bruce always had the last word.

      Frankie slumped back in her chair, staring at the stars. They stared back, unhelpfully silent.

      “No,” she said to Spike. “Whatever you’re thinking, no.”

      Spike stretched, a process that involved all four legs extending in different directions and her spine achieving configurations that would make a yoga master weep. She then sat up, fixed Frankie with both green eyes, and said in her steel-sawing voice:

      “Zichi.”

      “No.”

      “My vacation. My choice.” Each word came out like gravel in a cement mixer, the result of whatever had damaged her vocal cords long ago. “You promised.”

      She had, indeed, promised. The last two vacations had gone south, relaxation-wise. That one deep under water had even made Spike sick.

      “I promised you could pick our next vacation destination. I didn’t say when.”

      “Now.” Spike’s eyes gleamed. “Pet spas. Mineral baths. Heated stones.”

      “You hate being groomed.”

      Spike’s tail swished, unmoved. “Sun. Real tuna.”

      “Spike—”

      The cyvlossic closed her eyes a moment, maybe sending a message. Or, actually, powering up the other big monitor. An advertisement for Paws of Paradise started to play. At least the audio was off.

      “Holistic wellness?” But Frankie leaned closer. The pet spa actually listed cyvlossics as potential clients. One shot showed a sleek, pampered cyvlossic, all cream and honey, lounging on silk cushions while attendants brushed its perfect fur. “How many cyvlossics are even on Zichi?”

      Spike was one of an endangered species, supposedly. From an out-system planet, supposedly. Konrad Orr had obtained permission—who knew how—to try to breed them, in an effort to stabilize the population. What he’d really done was make a litter of enhanced hybrids, with implanted memory boosters, stronger skeletons, voice boxes, who knew what.

      “All of them,” Spike said.

      Of course. Frankie sat back. Orr’s cyvlossics were spies. “Gifts” to each of the Great Houses, which had no idea of their special skills. The Great families merely knew they were rare, and valuable. As status. Of course, they’d bring them to the capital city.

      Spike’s expression was pure innocence, which on her face looked like she was planning murder. “Excellent vacation. Besides. You need to see Beth.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “And Morgan.”

      Frankie’s protest died in her throat. Morgan. The only person besides Beth who might make Zichi bearable. The charming disaster of an Orr who’d somehow become… what? Friend was too simple. Complicated was too vague.

      She thought of his ridiculous color-changing clothes and his terrible timing and his too-floppy hair and the way he’d looked at her when⁠—

      No. Bad train of thought. At least he’d found Celine, and stopped looking that way at Frankie. She hoped.

      “I am not calling Morgan Orr. What would I say? ‘Hey, Morgan, want to be my plus-one to the most politically charged wedding of the decade? We’re making new memories to cover up that atrocity your father caused.”

      “Don’t call. Surprise him.”

      “That’s worse!”

      “Romantic.”

      “It’s not—we’re not—” Frankie gestured helplessly. “It’s complicated.”

      Spike padded over to the nav console and pulled up a star chart with one paw. A direct route to Zichi. Five weeks travel.

      Shit.

      Spike pushed the engine specs. Now the estimate was four weeks.

      “We’re not pushing my engines for a pet spa.”

      “For Beth.”

      “That’s cheating.”

      Spike highlighted a spot on the route. Minerva Station. “Great noodles.”

      She did like their noodles. Dammit.

      Well, they could head that way, and if she changed her mind, Frankie and Spear could pull away. Stay at Minerva station. Fly to some new moon.

      “Fine.” Frankie threw herself into the back of the chair and put her feet up on the console again. “I’ll write Beth tomorrow.”

      Spike sat back from the console. She licked a front paw.

      A minute later, a ping on Frankie’s wristcom. Beth.

      Fantastic! Can’t wait to see you! Who’s Spike?

      “What. Did. You. Do?”

      Spike didn’t even have the grace to look guilty.

      Frankie was never going to partner with a hacker again. Never, ever.

      But she had to admit, the cyvlossic was right. Frankie was also never going to say no to Beth, not in the end. Whatever terribleness lay ahead, seeing Beth glow was worth it.

      One of them should glow.

      Four weeks to Zichi. Four weeks to remember how to be Citizen Styles again.

      She was definitely going to need better clothes.
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      The Spear dropped out of transit space with its usual shudder-thunk, and there it was. Zichi.

      Home.

      Not-home.

      The word stuck in Frankie’s throat like recycled protein paste.

      She’d forgotten how blue it was. Not the cerulean and sapphire of planets with lots of oceans, but the deepest blue that came from one giant sea. From this distance, the single massive continent looked like someone had pressed a dusty thumb into the center of deep velvet, leaving a brown-red bruise surrounded by a thin ring of green. The fertile coastal strip where everyone lived, pressed between desert and sea.

      The planet’s small-moon-sized orbital station grew larger in her viewport. It had expanded since she’d left. Two new rings spun out from the original cylindrical structure like growth rings on a tree. More traffic, too. The geometric precision of the shipping lanes made her inwardly sigh with familiarity. Everything moving in perfect synchronized patterns, every ship in its designated slot, every trajectory optimized for efficiency.

      So Cooperative it hurt.

      The Spear sidled into the approach pattern among all the other incoming traffic, and Frankie let the autopilot take over. Her ship looked exactly like what it was against the sleek Cooperative vessels—a joke. No, a working trader’s vessel that just happened to be shaped like a snowman, three stacked spheres, not a bit of it sleek. Carbon scoring on the hull that she hadn’t bothered to buff out. A mismatched panel on the starboard
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