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      Frankie Styles opened her dream-heavy eyes to see an oversized, shaggy cat-eared monster on her bed. Looming right over her face. Blocking out the soft amber glow of the little round-ball lamp she used as a nightlight. The monster’s amber eyes swirled hypnotically in near-dark.

      So it was going to be one of those days.

      “What?” she croaked.

      The short word covered so many possibilities: Why didn’t you ping me on the wristcom, Spike? Why is it you waking me up and not the ship’s AI—or a shrieking emergency alert? How did you manage to teleport silently into my bedroom again?

      That last one was easy. Spike—a creature built for infiltration—could burrow calmly into top-secret underwater lairs or boldly stroll right into the captain’s quarters aboard their snowman-shaped interstellar cargo hauler. The cyvlossic—outer part oversized feline, inner part half-cyborg—made security a theoretical concept more than an actuality.

      Also, Frankie didn’t lock her doors.

      Behind Frankie’s sleepy confusion floated the comforting, faint hum of the Spear’s air recyclers, soft as a whisper, mixing with the distant metallic creaks of deck plates flexing gently under maintenance bots. She hoped.

      Her cabin’s mostly bare interior smelled faintly of tea tree cleanser from yesterday’s bot visit, blended with the ghostly echo of Old Peters’ herbal cologne: peppery, nostalgic, oddly comforting.

      Spike just bumped Frankie on the shoulder. More a shove than a bump, the force of it pushed Frankie almost to sitting. When she sat straight, Spike shifted shuffled behind her and her pillow, crowding Frankie to ensure there would be no retreat back into cozy oblivion.

      Bed hog.

      “Don’t be putting your big old mitten paws on my pillow.” Frankie rubbed the sleep-grit out of the corners of her eyes. Her fluffy yellow-as-the-midday-sun duvet slid down past her hips, exposing her shoulders and belly to chill air with only a nearly worn-through “Stellar Bells” T-shirt to protect her.

      Cold. So they were still in the night part of the cycle.

      “What time is it?” She squinted at Spike.

      “Trouble,” Spike rasped in her gravel-rough voice, a sandpapered rumble that no matter what she said always managed to sound sinister.

      Great.

      Frankie swung her feet onto the rubber-pebbled flooring, her bare toes curling slightly as icy ship-floor reality chased off any remaining warmth. Grabbing her wristcom off its magnetic charging cradle on the wall just beside the bed, Frankie snapped it onto her wrist and shook it awake. The wristcom lit up obligingly, and unfolding a blue-tinted floating data screen showing ship status.

      Three in the morning, Frankie time.

      Hull and cargo—check. Well, no cargo, so that wasn’t a problem. Air and engines—fine. Still smoothly on course to reach Smithson Station by late afternoon station-time, just as planned.

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Spike put a front paw on Frankie’s shoulder—kinda heavy—and reached her other paw toward the screen. The beans on the bottom of the paw extended like nubs of mini-fingers. Frankie pretended not to notice, so weird.

      Spike swiped the display’s view to outside the ship. The ship was coasting, steadily decelerating along the usual inter-system transit lane through a field of sparse, glimmering ice asteroids. An empty stretch of peaceful space lay around them like black velvet studded with diamonds.

      Except for that blinking, angry-red pinpoint at the very edge of detection, sliding swiftly closer on the long-range scanner display.

      Coming in fast.

      “Ship,” Frankie called, lifting her eyes toward the ceiling panels, strips of softly luminescent blue set against the darker metal above, as if Ship herself weren’t always around her. “Can you identify that incoming vessel yet?”

      Spike shifted, now fully behind Frankie as she sat stiffly, deepening the indentations in the mattress. Effectively trapping Frankie between thick bands of warmth and worry.

      Spike set her second front paw on Frankie’s other shoulder. The weight pressed her butt deeper into the kinda thin mattress. When they sat this way, their heads were the same height, not counting Spike’s wild froth of fur. She needed a new bed.

      “Skolls,” Spike growled.

      “Not even funny,” Frankie said, pulse skittering into a higher gear. No way it was the Skolls. They’d been avoiding her—and she’d been avoiding them—since that time a Skoll ship fired on the Spear. Hadn’t worked out for the Skolls, who lost that ship when the Galactic Patrol confiscated it for fomenting mayhem too close to a transit jump-tunnel.

      Frankie flung the so-soft, so cozy, duvet away from her and stood, dumping her furry colleague untidily off her shoulder. If trouble was knocking this fine morning—or whatever this was—she wanted to answer fully clothed.

      And fully caffeinated.

      Yesterday’s black cargo pants lay rumpled at her feet, only one day dirty. Frankie sadly skipped past her soft slippers with fluffy insides, and padded the three steps to her wardrobe. Next to the tall, narrow duraplast double cupboard where she kept her no-days-dirty clothes sat the sturdy boots, the ones with reliable grav-magnets built into their chunky soles. Good in emergencies, especially when the gravity went wonky.

      What this emergency boot territory?

      As Frankie wrestled her hands into the long sleeves of a clean, soft cornflower-blue tunic hanging neatly in the cupboard—thanks, bots—the ship’s mellow female voice floated into the cabin.

      “Captain,” Ship said, “the vessel is shaped like a Galactic Patrol cruiser, but has engine signatures and utilizes communications channels common to Skoll Shipping.”

      Frankie twisted free of the tunic neck snug around her throat, gaze flicking back to Spike.

      Her fuzzy colleague was still manipulating the floating screen, paws delicately moving the data, eyes narrowed and intense, fur subtly bristling. Spike looked to be frowning.

      If oversized cat monsters could frown.

      “They’re not going to just pass on by, are they?” Frankie said, grim.

      Spike spared her the briefest sidelong glance—a perfect picture of feline disdain—and went back to pushing data around on Frankie’s screen.

      Frankie slammed her feet into the grav-boots and clicked the magnets to standby. The hug of her heels snuggling into the synthetic padding eased her heart a little.

      One of the Spear’s little service bots marched in the open bedroom door, one of the spidery ones with electromagnetized legs that didn’t reach her knee. It scuttled forward, carrying a steaming mug smelling richly of coffee in two of its legs. Frankie accepted it gratefully, letting the bitter-sweet steam soothe the tightness in her face.

      Blessings, little bot.

      She sat back on her extra-firm mattress edge to check the seals on her boots. The glowing sun of a duvet still radiated comforting residual warmth beside her.

      No time for that, now.

      There was no reason for the Skolls to be interested in her right now.

      Or ever.

      There was no one else out here. No trading outposts nearby. Nobody at all.

      They had to be here for her.

      Wonderful.

      “Ship, please contact SystA and start streaming a running secure-data feed now.” If they got blasted into atoms, her boss would at least know why.

      “I hate waiting,” she said to Spike. “Let’s call them first.”

      Spike flicked her paw, shoving the floating screen through the air toward Frankie. She’d already prepped the comm system, the Skoll ship’s ping blinking expectantly.

      Frankie opened a direct comm along their preferred band.

      “Hey, Skoll ship,” Frankie said, pushing false calm into her voice. “Nice to see you!”

      Silence stretched just long enough to tighten Frankie’s spine. Then a low, flat voice returned: “Spear. Prepare to be boarded.”

      Better and better.
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      Frankie didn’t like the idea of her ship being boarded. By anybody, really, but certainly not the Skolls.

      After she pushed Spike farther up the bed and out of direct visual line, Frankie expanded the communication channel to transmit visual from her cabin. She’d preferred comms from the pilot’s room, where the sleek consoles and nice seats lent professional presence—but there wasn’t time. And the Skolls didn’t deserve it.

      “Hi!” Frankie said brightly, forcing calm into her voice and a cheerful expression onto her probably sleep-lined face. “I’m captain of the cargo ship Spear, just making our usual run toward Smithson. What’s up?”

      The Skolls did not open a visual channel.

      Creeps.

      The voice was that of a Skoll, or Skoll-wannabe: low register, blunt, not musical at all. “We are seeking a cargo,” they said. “We expect it is on your ship.”

      Not “suspect.” Expect.

      Interesting.

      Frankie forced a casual shrug and a mildly puzzled expression. “Sorry to disappoint, but we’re dead-heading to Smithson. I’ve got nothing at all.”

      “That is irrational.”

      “Only cargo going out this way was glimmerantin beans,” Frankie said. Thanks to the Skoll’s near-monopoly on edge-space shipping. “Last time I hauled glimmerantin, the cleanup was more expensive than the profits. Those beans aren’t worth the stink.”

      “Irrelevant.”

      Frankie blinked twice at their dismissiveness. “Hey, you brought it up. Anyway,” she repeated, firm. “We’re empty, so there’s nothing to find.”

      A thick pause. Frankie stared at the flat black visual relay on their side, imagining that flat voice belonging to a giant green snake, wrapped around one of those tall snake-stands that look like trees. Tasting the air.

      The toneless voice returned. “Prepare to be boarded. We must inspect.”

      In the corner of Frankie’s floating screen, the scanner overlay tracked the incoming vessel as it catapulted toward her. Enormous, at least eighteen times the mass of her squat snowman ship. And probably eighty times faster, too. Especially with Spear’s engines throttled down on gentle coast.

      “No,” she said.

      Now the voice had a tone. Freezing cold. “You allow boarding protocol, we lock briefly onto your hull, and you go on your way. Alternately, we hook you, and drag you into our ship, and your transit to Smithson is deeply delayed.”

      Put it that way.

      “We understand,” the Skoll-voice continued, “you have live produce waiting at Smithson. Perishable cargo. Cannot afford delay.”

      Frankie scowled and crossed her arms tightly across her tunic. Then she remembered the Skolls were getting full visual and wiped the screen to cut off her camera. She looked at Spike, lounging on her pillow, licking a paw.

      “Ideas?”

      Spike tilted her shaggy head a little, eyes half closed.

      Sure would be nice to have a colleague who liked to talk and didn’t expect you to just read their minds.

      Frankie sighed—then suddenly brightened with inspiration. Caffeine must have kicked in. She flicked open the camera again.

      “Neither,” she said on the open channel.

      “Captain Styles—” the Skoll growled.

      Captain. She still loved how it sounded, even coming from these jokers. A proper title for the owner of a ship, even one crewed by nosy bots and a cranky hybrid cyvlossic.

      “Hear me out,” Frankie said. “We both know you carry heavy-duty scanners that can see clear through my hull as if it were made of glass.” Illegal scanners. Military-grade, and no little insult to Galactic Patrol regulations. “So scan us. We have nothing to hide.”

      Spike abruptly jumped off the bed and ran out the door, turning toward the kitchen and piloting section.

      Or maybe one of them did have something to hide.

      “Possible,” the Skoll acknowledged after another lengthy pause.

      Frankly smiled thinly. “That way, you, too, can keep moving. Convenient and fast.”

      The pause was even longer. Frankie sipped her coffee, inhaling deeply the rich, faintly bittersweet steam. The bots had used the good beans.

      On the map corner of the floating screen, the big ship was closing in fast.

      While she waited, her restless gaze tracked around her dull-gray wall panels, so depressingly neutral and plain. She needed to decorate her space. Not re-decorate, since she’d never really decorated in the first place. It was purely functional, this space. Just the bed, a gray-box of a nightstand, and the tall wardrobe-dresser unit that was crowded the corner opposite the head of the bed. Gray, of course.

      Maybe cream walls—a pale, buttery tone—would warm the space. Match her little glow-globe light. Paint the wardrobe something vivid to match the cheerful sunny yellow of the duvet. A sky blue, or cornflower, like her tunic.

      Then she could match her room.

      Maybe not.

      The Skoll voice returned finally, sharp but amenable. “Acceptable. Five minutes to scan.”

      Seriously? They had to be that close to her to activate the scan?

      Or they just needed to pretend that they did.

      

      Frankie swiped the screen closed. Coffee snugly in hand, she moved swiftly down the hallway—dull gray—and toward the more-welcoming kitchen area. As her sturdy booted footfalls rang softly against the rubber-coated metal plating, she pictured brightening this corridor, too. No cream here; busy working hallways needed easy-maintenance colors. Maybe spearmint green, clean and bright⁠—

      Maybe Ship had opinions on color schemes?

      Then again, Ship hadn’t yet been able to come up with a name for herself, so maybe not.

      Too many choices.

      Spike had already commandeered her side of their favorite table by the time Frankie arrived. Perched regally on the back of the three-sided eating nook, she licked a paw casually as if she hadn’t just bolted through the ship on who-knew-what errand.

      At least she’d left the sun-bright orange bench cushions free for Frankie.

      Small comforts.

      “Five minutes to scan,” Frankie said, setting her coffee on the nook’s smooth-but-always-sticky-looking table. Gray. “Breakfast?”

      Spike gave her a look. Frankie glanced around the narrow, neatly arranged galley—long L-shaped counter of dark, practical composite, supplies neatly stacked against the upper walls or tucked under the counter in extruded gray plasmetal cabinets. At the cyvlossic-only side dining area, a knee-high shelf set opposite their nook between the kitchen cabinets and the fridge-freezers. Two empty plates remained, scattered with crumbs.

      Breakfast had already been served.

      Frankie crossed over to the cold storage and pulled out yesterday’s leftover noodles and set them into the reheater. The warm air abruptly intensified with the aromas of peanut and ginger—a tangible reminder of last night’s snack experiment gone awry. Sticky sauce had rained onto distant counter corners. The non-caramel corn she’d created was delicious, even if spots still lingered stubbornly behind the counter’s reheater unit.

      While her noodles sputtered, Frankie retrieved a tofu crunch bar, settling back in resigned comfort onto the bright cushion, her half-full steaming coffee in front of her. The kitchen was cozy warm. Ship must have decided it was daytime now, no matter what the actual time.

      She felt nothing physical when the Skoll scan began. Lucky she lacked the cursed sensitivity some spacers complained of, describing scanner waves crawling like static under their skin.

      The “we’re done” ping from the Skoll ship came soon enough.

      “Spear. You are clear.”

      Frankie swallowed fast, curry noodles warm and fragrant in her throat. “Apology accepted,” she replied thickly. “So what are you looking for, anyway? We’ll keep an eye out.”

      “A sentient individual. We detect none aboard your ship.”

      Ouch.

      Spike snorted.

      “Fantastic!” Frankie said over-enthusiastically. “See you around, then!”

      The Skoll ship—registered as the Blasted Parts, according to Ship—accelerated abruptly. It flashed past them into deeper space.

      Frankie exhaled relief. “Well, that’s done,” she said.

      She could not have been more wrong.
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      The Skoll ship wasn’t their only visitor on the last leg of their trip to Smithson Station.

      Not four hours after that joyful interaction, Frankie lay flat on her back under the cramped counter in the pilot’s room, shoulders pinched painfully between the curve of a metal casing and the solid square of support for the copilot’s seat. She squinted upward in disbelief.

      How had Spike managed to shed enough fur in here to clog the backup navigation boards? And why, exactly, did those tufts smell faintly—annoyingly—of musty incense?

      The ping of an incoming comms hail startled her. Nobody should be anywhere near. She sat up fast, and her forehead collided with the underside of the counter, causing red blooms of pain to flash across her vision.

      “Ship,” she said, “tell them I’m coming.”

      She scrambled up into the wide pilot’s seat, flicked power switches on the console, and stared blearily at the five-monitor array. A crisp stack of blue-edged screens set neatly against matte gray composite. Designed to be functional and comfortable, the pilot’s room, at the end of the hall on the crew level of the ship, had a snug kidney-bean shape. Two chairs, wide enough for a cyvlossic to curl up and nap in. Behind, on either side of the sliding door to the hallway, sat the two emergency escape pods, not the sphere kind but the kind that looked like eclairs.

      The space was cozy enough during regular ops but packed a little tight when repairs were involved. While the Spear could be piloted from anywhere—and Ship, really, did most of the piloting—this was where you wanted to be for the fancy stuff.

      Frankie brushed stray fur from the controls, momentarily distracted as it swirled lazily in the gently shifting air currents.

      And landed in her lap.

      Spike padded silently through the open door, her shaggy bulk moving like a ghost. She jumped onto the copilot seat and regarded Frankie with a calm look of bland disinterest. Her matted fur stood stiffly in clumps, its stripes barely visible beneath the tangled mess.

      An incoming craft had swung out from the shadow of a nearby asteroid. The Spear’s bottom two big monitors tracked it clearly, showing it swiftly matching speed alongside their slower cargo hauler.

      Another Galactic Patrol-style vessel. Great.

      Frankie remembered a time when the G.P. were the only ones who had these monster ships. Should’ve known it couldn’t last, especially out here in edge space. Couldn’t be good that the Skolls were the first to grab one, though.

      The Galactic Patrol held power over the jump-gates and in the Central Cooperative Space districts. But star systems were big. Plenty of stuff just slid on by the Cooperative Realm’s premier defenders.

      She rubbed her forehead—she was going to have a bruise—when the verbal hail came through.

      “Spear, this is the Ever Ready.” Still, officious. We have a delivery for you.”

      “Ever Ready,” Frankie replied cautiously, watching Spike stretch out, her big paws kneading lazily at the worn orange upholstery of the seat. “You sure about that? We’re not expecting anything.”

      “Right. I have something to say, where is it?” The voice suddenly sounded a lot less authoritative. Like a teenager pretending they were the comms chief or something. “Ah. Um. Itsy-bitsy spider bites?”

      Frankie’s eyebrows lifted slightly. An imaginative little code phrase that screamed Systems Analysis. Apparently, Bruce was back on his fairytale kick.

      Systems Analysis was officially a data-processing company charged with gathering, analyzing, and disseminating critical information across Cooperative Space. Unofficially, it rescued lost people, made sure bad actors had worse luck, and generally tried to make this slice of the galaxy a better place.

      To do this, SystA employed an eclectic mix of people (and cyvlossics) whose talents might not be recognized—or welcomed—elsewhere. Spike had recruited Frankie to SystA after their near-fatal run-in with the Skolls.

      It was working so far.

      She flashed Spike a meaningful glance. “Heard from Bruce lately?”

      The cyvlossic tilted her head the slightest bit, eyes noncommittal. Meaning yes. Probably. Maybe.

      Would be really nice if opinions around here came via words instead of subtle matted-fur body language. Frankie tried to stop bugging at the new and growing bump on her forehead and focus on the situation at hand.

      “Ever Ready,” she said. “We stand corrected. Thank you for the package. Going to port it over?

      “Capsule send,” they replied in their grownup voice.“You can keep the capsule. It came with the package.”

      Frankie frowned at Spike, who had sat up again, her raggedy ears twitching forward at this interesting tidbit.

      “What’s in the package?”

      “Dunno,” back to teenager voice, sheepish.

      Apparently, Galactic Patrol was far more trusting than she was.

      “Great,” Frankie said. “Point it at the cargo bay—the big bottom bulb. I’m lighting up the outer bay doors now.”

      “Capsule away. Ten minutes to arrival.”

      Frankie closed the comms channel and looked at Spike.

      The matted fur around the shoulders. The tufts that screamed for brushing. All camouflage when Spike was out hunting information in places only mid-sized four-legged creatures could reach. But here, it was just gross.

      “Hey, how about a spa day?” Frankie said. “We go in the greenhouse room and get all steamed up, and then I brush your hair and you brush mine.” Frankie’s straight, dark hair was currently slashed at an angle from just below her left ear down to her right jaw.

      Spike lifted a paw and licked the tip. Four dagger-like claws popped out from those deceptively velvet-looking pads.

      Then she hopped off the chair, padding quickly out and down the hall. Headed for the cargo bay.

      Frankie hurried after. “Because fur in the nav boards is totally normal and not bad at all!”

      Spike was already past the kitchen. She wasn’t running, but she got to the end of the hall and punched the floor panel to open the first door of the airlock to the cargo bay before Frankie had even reached her captain’s rooms, halfway there. She had to slide to make it past the door before it cycled closed. They didn’t need to vent the air—the cargo hold had some—but just cycled through the second door.

      The cargo bay spread before her dark, enormous, echoingly cold. No gravity.

      Gripping the handhold next to the outer airlock door, Frankie powered up the sparse lane of running lights along the inside of the hull; they seemed to vanish into the distance. She illuminated the bump of the big airlock that led to the larger set of bay doors.

      It looked tiny from here.

      Her breath steamed in ghostly patterns before vanishing. They maintained about a half-standard air balance in here and a minimal warmth to keep the plants they usually portered alive. It was like a trip to the tallest mountains to come in here—sharp ozone scent, crisp and cold enough to burn exposed skin.

      The tallest mountains without much gravity.

      She checked that the retractable metal walkway was locked. The walkway—a finely-strutted metal-mesh gantry fringed with sturdy handrails, stretched straight out into the chamber. It could extend almost the length of this cavern of a hold, so she could get to cargo wherever it was without float-bouncing all over the place. At the moment it was was just a stub of itself, only ten meters or so.

      She stepped onto its metal grid floor, clicking her grav boots on, and then let go of the handhold. She reached back to grab one of the long orange puffy coats hooked to the wall beside the controls.

      Mittens in the pockets, yeah.

      Spike hovered at Frankie’s hip. Like a giant dust ball, each strand of fur fully extended. The cyvlossic could move in no-grav like it was water. Didn’t make sense, but there it was.

      Frankie pushed forward with steady steps, looking for the first set of tie-downs. Not so much a rope and hook, but a pair of retractable docking clamps on either side of a gate in the guard rail that could swing in. They mostly used the tie-downs for delivering personal cargo, like food and printer supplies.

      But it was also the right size for a standard escape capsule.

      “What do we do with another capsule?” Frankie asked Spike as the docking lights shifted from purple standby to green readiness. “Use it instead of the shuttle?” It wasn’t as fast as their box of a six-seater shuttle bus, but probably used way less juice.

      Spike hunkered near the floor of the walkway, watching the cargo bay door. Ignoring her.

      The outer airlock lights went purple. Its inner doors slid open. A scarred, gray globe capsule floated slowly out. It oriented itself to the lights on the gantry, propulsion units hissing faintly, and headed toward them. Its propulsion needed tuning
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