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The bridge of the Queen Grace sat still in the faded blue lights of the ‘evening’ shift. Control booths and command consoles once used in the execution of history’s greatest war now sat full of quiet, lazy men and women in sharply pressed white uniforms overseeing the myriad of shipboard activities and amenities as the pearlescent behemoth lazily hauled itself through its most recent star system on ancient engines.


In the recessed stations most of the deck officers paid token attention to their responsibilities while undertaking any manner of personal distractions. Some read or listened to stories though their jacks. Others flirted over the leather-lined partition walls in the most sacrin and silly ways one could only hope to see deep in the depths of tedium. At least one rather heavy mole was actually face down on his console, snoring away while signups for the talent show once again went largely unheeded and thus his position was rendered little more than justification for an advertising bullet point.


Mike was a bit more busy than that, but not by much. The navigator watched the holographic projection in his feed as it plotted out the estimates until the next gate and periodically updated him on the utter lack of anything coming in the way between them and their destination. The tabby had arguably the worst job on deck, worse even than the first mate who sat elevated above the recessed operation bays in a position that once gave military captains full view of their people and the tactical situation. Sure he had to be awake if a decision was needed. But then when had a decision ever been needed on the Queen Grace? At least a decision that didn’t revolve around the buffet.


The Feline shook off his stupor and turned his attention back to the display. His boredom so deep that he could almost swear the lines making up the navigational grid were waving and twisting. Slowly moving out of place, reshaping themselves into a tessellating, twisting coil of never-touching lattices.


It took painfully long for him to realize that it wasn’t simply his mind drifting. Thin holo whisps of purple, blue and orange knit themselves about each other and began to slowly contract in on themselves. Strands like those made by some mechanical spider wove themselves with unsettling precision. Each new strand pushed back one of the old until the center of the design seemed at once full and empty. Awash with both white light and empty void that suggested a hole without end.


“Hey, Mike, what’s that?” Molly, the seal girl who controlled the ship’s waterpark hauled herself up over the partition to look down on the impossible shape. She was at first impressed, then confused, then concerned. Worry that only grew as she looked down at the perplexed tabby who clearly had no answers to give her.


“Uh Sir” Mike yelped up to the First Mate. The lazing chameleon blinked the near nap free from his eyes and looked down at his navigator. Mike felt the annoyance radiating on to his back. He also felt it melting away as the man paced up behind him.


And then it was gone. The insanity before his eyes vanished and in its place the normal navigational grid. Mike looked up to his CO and fellow bridge officer, both of whom looked back down at him with confusion and at least some worry.


“I saw it too, Sir.” Molly chimed in as if to make clear that what they’d caught sight of wasn’t some prank or daydream. 


The Chameleon scoffed and raised to his full lanky height looking over to one of the other stations. He gave a nod to the data in his HUD readout and then looked back at the pair, tilting his head and nudging Mike in the arm. “If it shows up again, tell me. For now just keep an eye on your work. These old computers may just be getting a bit buggy is all.”
-----------


It never ceased to amaze. A lone redheaded chipmunk stood stark still at the viewport of her suite. A massive window of super-strong composites curved out to fill the naked eye with all of the grandeur space had to offer. Twisting nebula of purple, gold and blue twisted like pixie dust amid the open space between unsettled gas giants. A star field bigger and brighter than any one could see planeside twinkled its foreign light on the wide eyed girl while the Queen Grace trolled its way between gates, chugging ceaselessly on towards its destination.


Only God knew how long the munk had stood there. Her heart fluttering as daydreams kissed the back of her mind. Only one thing could make this more perfect for her. One person. A situation the maiden even now sought to remedy.


“Mistress?” The voice filled the suite even as quiet maglevs began lowering the room back into its comfortable cradle within the larger body of Queen Grace.


The girl looked back to see a brown furred squirrel a decade her senior. Big blue-green eyes shone under bangs of brown headfur. A modest maid uniform of purple-black with white frills hiding a modest, genetically perfected body of smooth curves and modest proportions.


“Mistress Katharine.” The squirrel chattered once more making her way into the room. “I am sorry to bother you, but I am to remind you of your appointment at noon.”

Katie turned to the squirrel and quirked her brow. Elaborate lines twisted and snaked their way into the form of her typical HUD with a day calendar popping into place with a spark of pixie dust.


“Oh. Right. Thank you Natty.” Katie sighed as she turned to the vanishing star field. Her shoulders drooped just a touch as the last of the scene was replaced with a mural painted in place to offer a sight supposedly on par with that seen though the viewport. A glorious fresco of the queen for whom the ship was named. A grand testament to one of Katie’s more beloved ancestors. Decked out in green and white while holding a blue rose, her soft matronly face holding a bitter sweet smile while looking out over the sprawling kingdom as the Lord’s light shone down on the Capital city and the star scraper which served as its seat of power.


Yet she couldn’t help but feel that her great great grandmother would have been far more contented with the stars.


“I’ll be out there in a moment, Natty.” Katie sighed softly “I hope they haven’t been waiting too long.”

The princess counted off the seconds as her most trusted maid left. Counting down from forty-five with an anxious impatience before finally stopping around eight ad making her way out of the bedroom into the main area of the suite. At the far end Natty stood along with three figures. The biggest and by far most important looking was a boar easily twice Katie’s body mass. His whole body stuffed into his flight suit like an overfull potato sack. Marks of both military rank and pips denoting knightly honors rested comfortably on his shoulder and collar, and he wore them without a hint of pretense or arrogance.


Beside him were two figures. A sharp-looking thrush with almost as many honors stood to his right. She lacked both the stature and scars of her senior yet had the same cold determination. Some signs at her neck showed the telltale marks of cybernetic enhancements which probably covered much of her body under the suit. The other looked far less disciplined. A pink tree frog standing at sloppy attention to his left. Even a girl as scatterbrained as Katie could see how uncomfortable she was. So much so that she almost wished to dismiss her there and then just to save her the stress.


“My Lady.” Natty chattered as she gestured to the trio “This is Ser Novak, head of your security detail for this trip. He would like to speak with you momentarily about the security situation if you would be so gracious.”

“Of course.” The chpette chirped with a lyrical lilt that held back most of the manic energy it would normally contain. “Forgive me for keeping you all waiting.”

Novak touched the index and ring finger of his left hand to his forehead in a salute and gave her a curt bow. “I am sure you are busy, Highness.” The gruff man said with a voice like a wooden mallet. “I promise you that we won’t take up much of your time. However it is important that you know our security plans should an emergency arise. For your safety, you understand.”

“Yuh huh! Er, Naturally.” Katie nodded “Though I have full confidence in your ability to keep me safe.”

“I am honored to hear so, My Lady.” The boar grunted “But in a worst case scenario I need to be sure you will know what to do in order to remain safe as well. First, I should introduce my subordinates. To my right is Ser Khan, and to my left Squire DeCruz. Our spear is already loaded in the slingshot bay and we will be prepared to scramble at a moments notice in the unlikely event of an attack.”

Katie nodded and looked at the old knights companions again, careful to give a look that would hopefully ensure they felt as if she had given them careful assessment. It wasn’t really needed, nor would she know how to do such a thing regardless. But it helped perk the two up when she finally gave an approving nod, and that was enough.


“Now then, in the more likely but still unlikely event of some other disaster such as an internal security threat, we will be taking shifts along with staff security to keep the area around your room monitored at all times. Every staff member has been screened and while they don’t know specifically who you are I am confident they will pose no threat to you or any other VIP. Though in case they do every member of my spear will be armed at all times, ensuring a rapid and decisive response.”

“Oh I’m sure it won’t come to that, Ser Novak.” Natty chittered pleasingly “But I’m sure it will help set my Lady’s mind at ease hearing it all the same.”

“Now in case of a serious threat.” the boar pushed on, heedless of the flattery “the suite is designed to drop down towards the center of the ship. The Queen Grace was refitted from an old Dreadnaught dating back to the Succession. As such its armor, shields, and updated weapons should provide ample security for almost any situation. However, in this worst case scenario the suite will be locked into a ‘black box’ module. A heavily armored casing with enough life support for several months and secure transponders with a strong QE signal. Thus, Princess, so long as you remain within your suite during any emergency then even the ships reactors suffering a catastrophic failure should not put you at any risk.”

Katie nodded eagerly to his words. “So, stay in my room and everything will be fine. Got it. Anything else?” she chirped. Some small part of her took slight notice at the bemusement on Natty’s face, and the frustration on Ser Novak’s snout.


“Only one more thing, Highness.” He snapped his fingers as the frog girl stood to attention. His cold grey eyes rested on her as she fumbled around in the air sorting though her HUD, until finally opening a display for Katie to view.


“A few nobles sent along gifts to help keep you amused during the voyage, Princess. I’ve just sent you a manifest of the items in question. All have been screened and personally inspected both by Ser Khan and the head of ship security. With your permission we would be pleased to have them brought up to your suites for you. But we can assure you that all are absolutely, positively, anxiety-erasingly safe. Princess.”

The princess giggled at the antics of the amphibian woman and nodded her approval. She watched as the pink frog gave a messy salute, followed by the two others saluting the princess as well.


Katie returned the sentiment with a small nod of approval and the bright, innocent, almost naïve smile that had so captivated the media outlets of the home corp. With that the trio turned on heel and made their way out of the room leaving her and Natty alone once more.


“It looks like many of these gifts are from potential suitors, Mistress.” Natty chuckled. The squirrel already busy at work going over the manifest.


“Suitors?” Katie blinked “Why?”

Natty quirked a brow. She opened her muzzle to say something, then fell silent and sighed. “Shall I put in an order for room service while we await the delivery? You haven’t eaten anything since breakfast and you know how you get when your blood sugar drops.”

“If you’re hungry, Natty, then sure! Also, maybe send some down for those knights. I thin they have low blood sugar too.” With that the Princess turned back towards her bedroom, already humming a small tune to herself as her mind faded into other, more important, more wolf-shaped matters.

----------


The shields of the Carnivore flared and crackled in violent protest. Ablative layers of hard light plating struggled with the strain of beating back rocks from the small asteroid the massive ship now hid behind. 


It was the only choice, really. Dead in space as they were the powerful Nhilis class vessel would have been a sitting duck for any number of smaller craft able to avoid the main guns and strike from any sort of range. Unfortunately printing repair parts for the engines had proven difficult, and the power drain of keeping the shields up was slowing things down even further. 


There had been the usual discontentment. Hushed whispers of frustration and even contempt. Panic in the ranks. A few hands on the lower deck even spoke of stealing an escape pod and flying it out near the main space lanes hoping that whoever picked up the transponder would recognize the Cygnus Combine as a proper corp and respect whatever treaties had been signed.


No talk of mutiny, though. Never mutiny.


Bonny stood to one side of a heavy metal door taking up a whole corner of the medical bay. The Mink girl looked tired. Stimulants and wetware shoved into here head made sleep almost impossible. Instead she stood watching the medbay entrance across from her with her uncovered eye twitching and fidgeting restlessly under the heavy brow.


She watched as the door finally slid open. A lemur in a white and green schoolgirl outfit wandering in. Face obscured by a heavy scarf that covered everything below the eyes. The figure flicked a finger idly over the blade of a wicked kusarigama. Blood was already drying on the sharp carbon composite edge and even more was splattered over the figures clothing and fingers.


“It’s done?” Bonny asked wearily.


The lemur nodded ad slipped the kama section of the weapon into the looped chain wrapped around his hips. Sharp, unnatural orange eyes darted to Bonny and then to the scanner pad next to the door.


“I wanted to wait until you got here.” She muttered “Safer that way. Shut the door.”

Once the room was secure Bonny put her paw on the scanner pad and winced at the small needle that stuck right into the center of her palm. It was primitive, sure. Everything on her ship was. Grime and dirt and decay. A rotting corpse ever hungering for flesh and steel just to keep going.


Bonny knew this. She knew it better than anyone else on the ship. Certainly better than her father ever had. They needed to set out again soon, or else they might not set out at all.


The heavy door slid away into the wall, revealing what had once upon a time been storage used for the more volatile printer chemicals. Things that could easily produce any designer drug or combat stim a low life may wish for. Now such materials sat in the normal storage room, the threat of retribution from the Captain more than enough to keep the crew in line.


Instead she looked upon another figure. A mink, easily a decade her senior. His fur unnaturally white with shock-violet hair and a willowy build that would speak of kindness to anyone foolish enough to make the assumption.


Mechanical arms were hard at work re-dressing and examining the myriad wounds on the man. A heavy iron rimmed socket where the figures right arm should have connected instead sparked as worn components were replaced and minute upgrades made according to whatever new plans had been ripped from Cygnus’ eccentric geniuses.


Nearby holo displays showed streaming readouts of vitals and neurological data all indicating a state of near-coma. The same readouts steadily fed updates on the perpetually adjusted chemical cocktail used to keep him in this state. Once upon a time Bonny would have struggled to make heads or tails out of the jumble of numbers and graphs. Once, back when she was little more than her father’s bed warmer, The mere idea of even trying would have terrified her to her core. Not now.


The cub drank in the familiar statistics and read them like some holy scripture until she was certain everything was within the tolerances the ship doctor had assured her were ideal. She made a few small adjustments to the sedative levels, just enough to help provide a bit more rest and combat the jumble of cybernetics the chemicals had to fight against. The figure in the pod made no move to indicate the dosage change had any effect, but Bonny was contented.


“I don’t think the crew is motivated enough, Scratch.” Bonny muttered the name. One she’d chosen for him so long ago. Back when she’d chosen her own. “Get me a list of ships due to come though these gates in the coming weeks. I think they need a more concrete prize to aim for.”

