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      To Brentley and Ashleigh⁠—

      You know who you are. I love you both.

      The taco cat story is coming. Eventually.
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            THE IMPACT

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffee tasted like burnt plastic.

      Jarik stared into his mug—chipped ceramic that had survived three crash landings and one divorce—and wondered, not for the first time, why he’d chosen this life. The brown liquid inside had a film on top. It wasn’t supposed to have a film. The Marginal Profit was all he had left though. Six years of his life poured into a ship that was slowly dying underneath him.

      “Status report Val,” he muttered.

      Val responded with a crackling wheeze. “All systems functional. The left stabilizer is vibrating at the wrong frequency again. Cargo bay door is stuck half-open.”

      “Can you close it?”

      “It thinks it’s already closed.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Take it up with the door.”

      Jarik rubbed his temples. The Marginal Profit limped through the Glitter Belt Nebula at half speed. Outside the viewport, space glittered with crystallized stardust—beautiful, but hell on the sensors.

      “Shortcut,” he muttered. “Save three days, they said. Avoid the Interstellar Transit Authority checkpoints, they said.”

      Val crackled. “I did warn you.”

      “You said ‘this route has a fifteen percent chance of catastrophic malfunction.’”

      “Exactly. Warning.”

      Jarik was about to point out that fifteen percent wasn’t exactly reassuring when the proximity alarm went off. Not the polite chirp of passing traffic—the full panic-inducing klaxon for imminent collision.

      THWUMP.

      The impact threw Jarik forward. The mug slipped from his three-fingered grip, spilling coffee across the console. A panel sparked—fine three seconds ago, now spitting fire. The lights cycled red, yellow, then settled on a purple that had no business being there.

      Of course. The thought arrived flat and cold. A shortcut to save three days ends with a hull breach. Perfect.

      The coffee machine ground and rattled in the galley. It had been doing that for weeks.

      “What—“ Jarik lunged for the controls, “—was THAT?”

      “We hit something.”

      “Hit something? We’re in SPACE!”

      “Yes. I’m recalculating the statistical likelihood of⁠—“

      “Just show me the cameras!”

      Jarik pulled up the external feeds, cycling through views. Cargo bay: still attached. Hull plating: intact. Port side: nothing. Starboard: nothing. Forward view⁠—

      He stopped. His mouth fell open.

      There pressed against the viewport like someone’s idea of a practical joke was a cat.

      An actual cat. Orange tabby. Plastered against the hull in hard vacuum, staring directly into the camera with enormous amber eyes.

      Jarik blinked. The cat remained.

      “Val?”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a cat on my windshield.”

      “Confirmed. There is a biological entity matching the classification ‘domestic feline’ on the forward viewport.” Val’s tone shifted, processing. “Sub-classification detected: Familiar. Mythological designation. Statistical probability of encounter: 0.00003 percent. Disregarding as sensor error.”

      “It’s not an error. I’m looking right at it!”

      “Then I have no explanation for its continued existence in hard vacuum.”

      “How is it alive?”

      “Unknown. It’s not wearing a space suit.”

      “I can SEE that!”

      The cat ignored the vacuum. The cold. The several thousand kilometers per hour. Fur rippling in a breeze that shouldn’t exist. Tail swishing.

      Its mouth moved. Jarik leaned forward. Squinted. The cat’s lips formed deliberate shapes—intentional communication. The words were obvious:

      You missed the turnoff.

      “That’s impossible,” Jarik said.

      “Which part?”

      “All of it!”

      The cat raised one paw. Tapped the windshield. Three precise taps. Tink. Tink. Tink. The sound echoed through the cabin—through vacuum.

      Jarik recoiled, then caught himself. The cat stared back, unblinking.

      “Options.” Jarik kept his voice level. “I can leave it there and file the weirdest insurance claim in history. Or...”

      “You’re considering bringing it aboard.”

      “I’m considering not having whatever-this-is stuck to my ship for the next three jumps.”

      “It doesn’t look distressed.”

      It didn’t. The cat looked mildly inconvenienced—a customer who’d expected better service.

      The cat tapped again, pointed at the hull, at itself, made a gesture that said, Well? Any time now.

      Jarik groaned. “Tractor beam?”

      “Operational.”

      “Will it work on... that?”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “I hate this job.” Jarik activated the beam. “Targeting forward viewport.”

      The tractor beam hummed. Through the viewport, pale blue light enveloped the cat. Fur standing on end. Eyes wide. With a sound like bubble wrap popping in a cathedral, it vanished.

      “Airlock status?”

      “Cycling. Pressurizing. Also⁠—“

      The inner airlock door hissed open. Glittering dust poured in, smelling of ozone and something sweet. Through it came the cat, tail high, whiskers forward, tracking stardust across the deck.

      It looked at Jarik. Jarik looked at it.

      “Hello,” the cat said.

      His voice was crisp. Precise. Politely condescending.

      Also, cats didn’t talk. That was a pretty firm rule of biology.

      “You...” Jarik’s voice trailed off.

      “Yes?”

      “You... you were in space.”

      “Briefly.” The cat hopped onto the navigation console, scattering coffee droplets. “You really should clean this. It’s unsanitary.”

      “You’re a talking cat.”

      “And you’re a pilot who can’t navigate. We all have our surprises.” The cat examined one paw, licking it thoughtfully. “Also, you did miss the turnoff.”

      “There IS no turnoff! This is a nebula!”

      “A needlessly granular distinction.” Those eyes were far too intelligent. “The point is, you’re off course. Approximately thirty minutes now.”

      “How do you—“ Jarik shook his head. “You know what? No. I’m not doing this. I’m going to sit here, finish this disaster of a haul, and pretend I hallucinated all of this.”

      “Mm.” The cat stood, stretched, and walked across the console with absolute confidence. Its paws landed on several buttons. None of them looked important. “Is that what you’re calling it? Flying into a resonance field?”

      “What do you know about resonance fields?”

      “Quite a bit, actually. I’m very well-educated.” The cat hopped onto the captain’s chair—Jarik’s chair—and began kneading the cushion. “Unlike some people who take shortcuts through clearly marked hazard zones.”

      Jarik’s hand hovered over the cat, unsure whether to grab it or check his own pulse. “You were floating in vacuum.”

      “Drifting, technically.”

      “You should be dead!”

      “Should is such a limiting word.” The cat settled onto the chair, curling its tail around its paws. “I prefer to focus on what is. And what is, currently, is that you’re about to have visitors.”

      The proximity alarm shrieked again. Jarik spun to the console, where new contacts bloomed across the scanner. Three ships. Five. Seven. Large ones moving in tight formation.

      “Please tell me those are friendly,” Jarik said.

      Val sounded uncertain. “No transponder codes. No identification markers. Energy signatures are⁠—“

      “Don’t say unusual.”

      “—running on power sources I don’t have in my database.”

      The cat’s ears flattened slightly. Its tail stopped mid-swish. “Ah.”

      “You know what those are?”

      “Unfortunately.” The weariness vanished, replaced by practiced nonchalance. “And they know me. I’ve been avoiding them for three systems now.” He looked at Jarik. “You really should learn to recognize an intercept pattern.”

      “A what?”

      “Those ships aren’t here for the view.”

      The lead ship’s running lights blazed on. They formed a pattern: a glowing pawprint, rendered in gold, surrounded by symbols that seemed to shift when Jarik looked at them directly.

      His stomach dropped. “What is that?”

      The cat sighed—an actual, human-sounding sigh. “That is the Familiar Reclamation Bureau of Licensing.” It hopped down from the chair and padded toward the cargo bay. “I suggest you start evasive maneuvers. Unless you enjoy paperwork. They have mountains of paperwork.”

      “The what Bureau? Wait—where are you going?”

      “To make myself useful. In theory.”

      Jarik looked at the console, where a small flame flickered near the spilled coffee. “Don’t touch anything!”

      “Too late,” the cat called back, and pressed a glowing button with its paw.

      The ship lurched. The lights cut out. And somewhere deep in the hull, something began making a noise that made Jarik’s teeth ache.

      In the darkness, lit only by the glow of approaching ships and that ominous golden pawprint, the cat’s eyes reflected amber.

      Val’s voice crackled back to life. “Incoming transmission. They’re hailing us.”

      “Ignore it,” Jarik snapped, wrestling with the controls. “Just get the engines back online!”

      “Working on it. They’re very insistent about the hailing.”

      The cat hopped back onto the console, settling in like it had all the time in the world. “They’ll give you a few minutes before they do anything drastic. Bureaucratic protocols.”

      Jarik flinched, then forced himself to look at the cat, at the approaching fleet, at his ship’s systems struggling to reboot.

      “So,” the cat said. “You want to know how I got here?”

      “Not really!”

      “Perfect. I’ll start from the beginning.”
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            PASSENGER WITH PAWS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Beginning of what?” Jarik didn’t look up from the console. His fingers flew across the controls, trying to coax the engines back to life. “We don’t have time for⁠—“

      “It was a Tuesday,” the cat said.

      “I don’t care what day it was!”

      “Or possibly a Thursday. Time gets slippery near dimensional rifts.”

      Jarik slapped the console. A panel sparked, went dark, then flickered back to life. “Val, status!”

      “Main power at forty percent and climbing,” Val reported. “Engines will be online in approximately four minutes. The Bureau ships are three minutes out.”

      “That’s not good math!”

      “I’m aware.”

      The cat watched Jarik work as if he were an energetic insect. “You’re very tense. Have you considered meditation?”

      “Have you considered shutting up?”

      “Frequently. I reject it on principle.” The cat shifted position, taking up more space despite being roughly the size of a small pillow. “I’m Brentley, by the way.”

      Jarik’s hands paused for half a second. “...Brentley?”

      “Yes.”

      “The cat’s name is Brentley.”

      “It’s a power name.”

      “It’s a middle-aged accountant name!”

      “Precisely.” Brentley’s tail swished. “No one expects an accountant to steal a starship. It’s excellent cover.”

      “You stole a—“ Jarik caught himself. “I don’t care. Val, what are those ships doing?”

      “Still approaching. Still hailing. New message: ‘Surrender the familiar or face immediate impoundment.’”

      “What’s a familiar?”

      Brentley raised one paw, examining his claws. “Technically, I am. Though I prefer ‘freelance miracle.’ Or ‘former deity.’ ‘Occasional nuisance.’ ‘That cat from the wanted posters.’”

      Jarik looked at him. “Wanted posters?”

      “Seventeen systems. It’s a personal record.”

      “Why are you WANTED?”

      “Difference of opinion regarding ownership.” Brentley yawned, showing far too many teeth. “They think I belong to someone. I think I belong to the concept of freedom itself. We’re at an impasse.”

      Something in the engine room wheezed and clattered, like Val having a coughing fit.

      “Val, tell me that was us and not them.”

      “That was us. The port engine is having an identity crisis.”

      “Can it have it later?”

      “I’ll ask.”

      Jarik dragged a hand through his short, coarse hair. The Bureau ships were getting closer, his engines barely functioning, and there was a talking cat on his console who apparently had a criminal record.

      “Alright,” he said. “Fine. You’re wanted. By these Bureau people. Why?”

      “Ah.” Brentley settled into a more comfortable position—sprawling across three different controls. “That’s where the story gets interesting.”

      “Val, can you scan him? Figure out what he actually is?”

      “Attempting scan now.”

      Soft blue light washed over Brentley from the ceiling. The cat’s fur stood on end. His whiskers vibrated.

      Val choked. “That’s... that’s not possible.”

      “What?”

      “Biological readings are contradictory. Standard Felis Catus, but also something else. Multiple somethings. The classification keeps changing. Also detecting... echoes. Multiple life signatures layered on top of each other. Eight terminated. One active.” Val paused. “That shouldn’t
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