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      Sheets whispered as Lieutenant Commander Faith Benson pulled herself closer to Sergeant Clive Halliwell. It wasn’t as if there was much room to separate the two on her fold-out bunk, but when she’d nodded off, she’d gone onto her left side and he onto his right. So there was a gap. A little one.

      She pressed herself against his warm back, trembling at the feel of his powerful muscles against her flesh. His breathing had become hypnotic to her the last few days, his scent something she could bathe in. Looking into his dark eyes when he was above her, the way his stare became so intense, the way his skin wrinkled around the nub on his nose where it’d been broken in boarding action a few years back.

      What would it be like, just the two of them living together? No obligations. No one telling them how to live. No chance of something pulling them apart.

      Even in a small cabin like hers—the second largest aboard the Pandora—she was content. Having to squeeze between the fold-out furniture when he was in the cabin didn’t bother her. It meant forced intimacy. And what memorabilia would he add to the shelves lining her room? Not much. He never paid any attention to her silly trinkets, and she’d seen the cabins he and his Marines lived in. They lived as light as she did. Lighter.

      A simple life held a lot of appeal, actually.

      But a simple life together was stupid. This was just animal attraction. It was her body telling her that now was the time, and he was the one.

      Just basic reproductive nonsense trying to manage how she lived her life.

      She knew better, though. She’d screwed up and fallen for him. His arms around her, his lips on hers…it was something she looked forward to as much as the dream of attaining a ship of her own to command, a ship better than the dump she was serving on now.

      An alarm chimed, and the cabin lights powered on hesitantly.

      Halliwell growled and his head came up from the pillow. He came around like that, as if he were reliving something terrible in the seconds before wakefulness. Then he realized where he was, twisted around, and smiled at her.

      They shared a morning breath kiss, and it didn’t bother her at all. What more could better confirm her fears?

      “Want another go-round?” His voice was raspy.

      “You need to get out of Officer Country before someone spots you.”

      She rolled over him, taking pleasure in the way his hands caressed her. When she powered on a wall display and brought up the security camera interface, he stood behind her, kissing her shoulder. Who else on the ship was even tall enough to do that? It used to bother her, being tall. Not with him.

      “The passageway’s clear. Go.” But she didn’t want him to.

      He pulled on his underwear. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Dangerous. Don’t do it.”

      He snorted. “Yeah. Look. Seriously. Thinking. We get back to Station-42, I push for my separation paperwork. They can’t delay it any longer.”

      It hurt hearing him talk about leaving, but he’d already been forced to extend an extra stint. “They won’t delay it again.”

      “Right. And that’s another three months. I take all that extra money they owe me, I head back to Muresi. I work the local trade routes. Cargo handler. Crew chief. Hired security. Whatever. Three months later, you resign. We buy our own ship, a short hauler at first—something good enough for intra-system work—and we start a trader business.”

      “Hauling cargo? In a little rust bucket?” Her knees wobbled at the idea.

      “To start, sure. And we won’t have anyone bossing us around.”

      “Every job has a boss. What you’re describing, your boss is the bank.”

      “But if you know what you’re doing, you grow the business.”

      “Until you can afford a bigger rust bucket?”

      He tapped a finger against his temple. “I’ve got vision.”

      “So I see.” She confirmed the passageway was clear again. “Go.”

      He popped the hatch, winked at her, then darted out.

      She settled onto the bed, running fingers over the last of his heat. Would it be just another fit of self-destruction if she resigned her commission to become a pilot on some junker that tooled around in his home system? Would it be just another poke in her mother’s eye? Had going to the Academy really been that, or was it just another one of her digs?

      Benson sighed. “Hard to self-sabotage when you’ve got a mother who makes a career out of sabotaging you.”

      She closed the bunk against the bulkhead and snatched her underwear from the floor where it had fallen. His desperate tugs and yanks had stretched out the elastic, almost ruining them. She’d need to print out more soon.

      As she searched through her drawers for her workout gear, an annoying voice in the back of her head said she was getting too old for this.

      Passion? Heat?

      That was for irresponsible kids. She’d had plenty of time for it back on Kedraal and never pursued it.

      Too busy trying to impress her mother, the great and important Representative Sargota Zhanya.

      At least that’s how Sargota saw herself.

      The reality was, of course, different. Outside the home, Sargota still went by Benson, even though she had nothing but contempt for her absent husband. And her importance as just another lower chamber minister in the government?

      Benson shoved those thoughts aside and headed for the fitness cabin.

      Lights flickered when the hatch opened. It was chilly inside, which was fine with her. She didn’t like working up a big sweat, and today she needed to work cardio.

      She lowered a treadmill platform from the bulkhead and climbed on. The machine identified the program she was supposed to do and hummed to life.

      The walls turned reflective, and she got a look at herself: disheveled brown hair pulled back in a ponytail for the workout, jade eyes, full lips that were a little pale, like her flesh.

      And a puffy face.

      How did she start to fall apart so fast? She was thirty-one, but everything seemed to be failing for her. Even while watching her diet, she’d developed a small paunch. Slight. Just a hint of a curve. But it was a paunch. And her breasts had started to sag.

      It was being stuck on a ship like the Pandora. She was a distinguished graduate from the Kedraalian Republic Naval Academy. She should’ve had a fleet assignment by now. A tour on a flagship. Something.

      In her mind, she called the Pandora a rust bucket, but today the term brought a smile to her lips. She’d used that term to describe Halliwell’s business venture idea, but the term fit the Pandora as well. The ship was old and worn, and something was always breaking down.

      The bitterness built as she jogged, and before she knew it, her cheeks were red.

      She looked terrible. How did she hope to keep someone like Halliwell interested⁠—?

      The hatch opened, and Petty Officer Brianna Stiles stepped through. Centimeters shorter, with golden brown skin that glowed and stretched taut over perfect proportions, shapely lips that always seemed split in a smile. She made the same T-shirt and shorts ensemble look like a fashion statement. “Morning, Commander.”

      “It’s eighteen hundred.”

      “Way I see it, ma’am, it’s space.” She pulled a strength-building resistance bench out from the bulkhead just short of the treadmill. “We get to say what time it is.”

      Stiles had been the focus of attention since coming aboard at their last stop, and she knew it. And ate it up.

      Benson felt just hideous being in the same cabin with the younger woman.

      Did I ever look that young and vibrant and…perfect?

      The resistance system whispered as the petty officer pulled down on the overhead bar. “You been at it a while, ma’am?”

      Fifteen minutes short of an hour. Benson wasn’t sure she could make the rest. “I⁠—”

      Her comm device chimed. It was Commander Martinez’s tone. She accepted. “What’s up?”

      “I need you on the bridge.”

      Blunt. He was always blunt. “I’m not due for turnover⁠—”

      “Commander Benson, I need you on the bridge.” He had that edge now.

      “Give me a few minutes.”

      He disconnected without further guidance.

      Stiles’s deep breathing stopped as she released the overhead bar. “Everything okay?”

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “I’ll close the treadmill up, ma’am.”

      “Thanks.”

      Benson hurried back to her cabin, grabbed fresh clothes, her personal bag, and a towel, then slipped into the Officers’ Country head. Leave it to the Navy to carry on traditions like naming a bathroom the “head.”

      She toweled off on the way to her cabin and zipped her flight suit up as she made her way to the bridge.

      An alarm shrieked as she reached for the hatch access panel; she froze for a second.

      Then the alarm was silenced.

      She opened the hatch.

      Martinez leaned against the overhead systems, one hand wrapped around a stabilizing bar as he stood over Petty Officer Kohn. The younger man was hunched over a bank of displays on the port side of the cramped bridge space, thick brown hair mussed.

      The commander was short, lanky, with an angular face that was most obviously manifested in his sharp nose. He liked to compensate for his height by getting in people’s space and by looming over them.

      He ran fingers through the black hair that curved back in a widow’s peak. “Then what the hell happened, Chuck?”

      Kohn, who was himself gangly and long, shook his head. “I—” He tapped at the clunky console keys, keys that had long ago been worn down so much that the ruggedized plastic had no labels, and many of the heavily used keys had a melted look to them. “I don’t know.”

      “You damned well better figure it out.” Martinez turned and waved her forward with his free hand.

      “What is it?” She ducked on her way through the maze of overhanging systems and panels.

      Kohn’s dark eyes closed. “It doesn’t make sense, ma’am.”

      Martinez pointed to the plate of glass that covered the front of the bridge where it protruded over the lower deck. “Notice anything?”

      There were just distant stars and the black of space. Nothing⁠—

      “Oh.” She squeezed past him and leaned against the back of the pilot chair she used when running the second shift.

      Everything was crisp, clear, bright. The twinkle of distant stars wasn’t distorted.

      “We came out of Fold Space?”

      Martinez squeezed into the secondary pilot seat to her right and slid it forward. His hands darted across the various panels and consoles, fingers flipping switches and tapping buttons. “Thrown out.”

      To her left, Kohn licked his lips. “Can’t be thrown out, sir.”

      “You have a better way of describing this, Petty Officer?”

      Kohn’s head sank lower.

      Data scrolled across the displays of the pilot station: coordinates, trajectories, readouts from engines and sensors. None of the information looked right.

      She pulled her chair back, dropped in, then slid it forward. “Where are we?”

      “Well—” Martinez tapped a few more commands, then leaned over to her console and punched a button. “I can tell you where we’re not.”

      The sensor readouts populated her screen, showing the Kedraalian sector and their course, which should have taken them to the remote planet Baregis. According to the readouts, they were light years off-course.

      Hundreds of light years.

      It…wasn’t possible.

      The hatch opened, and a bleary-eyed, short man entered. His soft cheeks were unshaven; his blond hair was as mussed up as the petty officer’s. The short man sneered and glanced past Kohn. The look wiped out what could almost be described as a pampered attractiveness. “Something wrong?”

      Martinez waved for Kohn to give up his seat. “Wrong is an understatement, Mr. Parkinson. Perhaps you can make sense of what we’re seeing. Petty Officer Kohn apparently can’t.”

      Kohn shoved his seat back, head down, lips trembling. “It was a power surge.”

      “Please?” Parkinson held a silencing finger up until he was seated at the console. “Leave it to me.”

      Loathing burned in Kohn’s slitted eyes as he glared at the back of Parkinson’s head. “There was⁠—”

      “Zuh!” Parkinson shook his finger without looking back.

      Kohn turned away while the shorter man tapped at the keys with a confidence and finesse that truly was remarkable.

      The way Martinez showed his favoritism and let some of the crew run roughshod over the others had never sat well with Benson. It was a dysfunctional crew, certainly, but some consistency and some level of order was the best way to ensure cohesion.

      Parkinson exhaled through his nose loudly. “All right.” He twisted his chair around to face the commander, stubby thumb rubbing at a stain on his flight suit. “We’re not in Fold Space, and we’re hundreds of light years off course. Right so far?”

      Martinez nodded.

      Parkinson pointed to the view screen. “And that’s the DMZ.”

      Another nod while Benson crossed her arms over her chest. The drama was feeding Parkinson’s ego.

      “Fold Space drive is offline after failure.” Parkinson rubbed the side of his nose. “So are several other systems.”

      Kohn looked at Benson and mouthed, “Power surge.”

      She nodded enough for him to see.

      Martinez seemed absorbed in Parkinson’s little show. “Any ideas?”

      Parkinson rubbed his hands, bent forward, then pinched his bottom lip between his index fingers. Again, all dramatic. “Power surge.”

      Kohn rolled his eyes. “I said⁠—”

      Martinez turned back to his console. “Let it go, Chuck.”

      The young man’s shoulders slumped.

      Benson couldn’t take it anymore. “Petty Officer Kohn, you said this wasn’t possible earlier.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It shouldn’t be. But a power surge is the only explanation. All these systems are related.”

      “Related in what⁠—”

      Martinez cleared his throat. “Let’s pipe it down, okay? Chief Parkinson, this power surge shouldn’t be possible?”

      The tension that had crept into the engineering chief’s body during Benson’s exchange with Kohn slipped away once it became clear the focus of attention had returned squarely to Parkinson again. “No. Im-possible, actually. The redundancies at the hardware and software level…” He waved at the console. “But it’s there. The data doesn’t lie.”

      Benson shook her head. “Wait. I’m sorry I’m being so slow, but I’m hearing words that make no sense. If something is impossible, then it couldn’t happen.”

      Parkinson stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “Technically impossible.”

      “I’m not seeing the difference. We have redundancies built in. Safeguards. That makes it impossible.”

      “Technically.”

      Martinez glanced at her, lips compressed and pale. “Any safeguard can be overcome with enough skill.”

      Parkinson pointed at Martinez. “Bingo.”

      Kohn’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “That’s⁠—”

      “Sabotage.” Benson shivered. “You’re saying someone committed sabotage.”

      Martinez studied the console between them. “It’s the best explanation.”

      Sabotage! “But…who?”
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      Something clattered inside the maintenance bay subfloor, followed almost immediately by a bang against the floor, followed by a gasp.

      Benson knelt beside the open panel and squinted into the crawlspace. A white light seemed to suck the color from the dull, gray equipment lining the secure sub-compartment walls. Beneath the scuffed-up floor, another light flickered in the cramped space, revealing the bent legs of a dark blue flight suit. “Petty Officer Kohn?”

      “I’m fine.” The bent legs straightened. “The wrench slipped off the bolt.”

      “All right.”

      Chief Parkinson pressed his face into an open palm. “You’re not going to find anything inside that access panel.”

      Benson ground a knuckle into her chin and stared into the distance. “This is the auxiliary access juncture, isn’t it, Mr. Parkinson?”

      “Assuming Kohn’s in the right place⁠—”

      Kohn’s voice boomed from below. “Screw you!”

      Benson shook her head. “Same team, guys.”

      Parkinson smirked. “Assuming Kohn’s in the right place, yes, it is the auxiliary access juncture. However, this section of the maintenance bay is off-limits to anyone but Kohn and me, and we’re logged every time we come in, which is only for critical work.” He pointed at a video camera above the hatch that opened onto the main section of the engineering bay. “That camera and the one over the engineering bay hatch logs everything. Anything triggers it, there’s a security alert. You, me, and the captain would get notified the second someone opens that hatch. Oh, and by the way, only the three of us have the security code.”

      “Any other means of accessing this compartment?”

      He stomped on the floor panels. “Sealed off all the way around. You’d have to take a torch to the plates. Unless you came in through the hull.”

      Another scrape of metal preceded a hiss from the open panel.

      Benson nodded toward a workstation-mounted terminal in the corner across from the entry hatch. “Maybe you could check the logs to be sure nothing kept the alarms from triggering.”

      Parkinson threw up his hands. Rather than argue further, though, he thumbed the terminal to life and tapped through the interface. “To be clear, this isn’t possible.”

      “So you said.” Benson leaned against a bulkhead. “What’s even more troubling than it being impossible, though, is that we should be dead.”

      Parkinson’s back stiffened. “That is the bigger problem, now isn’t it.”

      “Fold Space has a tendency to be extremely un—” She grunted as something cool and slimy touched the skin of her back, then twisted around. The reflection of a clear gel on the section of bulkhead she’d leaned against caught her eye. “—forgiving about drift.”

      “Well, what matters is that we did survive.” He bent forward and focused on the terminal.

      “So long as no one detects that we’re here, maybe we can maintain that good luck.” She poked around on a shelf until she found a towel and wiped her back, but there was no getting the slimy stuff off completely. Her flight suit was ruined, and she’d need to toss the T-shirt as well.

      The engineer squinted at the terminal. “Which border are we closer to, the Azoren or Gulmar?”

      “Azoren, but we’re pretty close to both.”

      “Well, I guess luck can only go so far. If half the things I’ve heard about the Azoren are true⁠—”

      “Focus on the task.” Benson shivered. She didn’t need anyone getting drawn off into worries about tall tales about Azoren atrocities, least of all her. There hadn’t been a run-in with the Azoren or Gulmar in decades, not since the War of Separation, really.

      Parkinson screwed his face up into a curious half-smile. “What are you⁠—?”

      She wiped the clear grease glob from the wall. “Some sort of gel.”

      “Ah. Well, it is the maintenance bay. Probably silicone. It never breaks down. We use it for everything, especially on an old rust bucket like the Pandora.”

      “You find anything?” She glanced over his shoulder.

      “No.” He scrolled up and down in the text file. “Except…”

      “What?”

      He tapped the screen. “Well, I never really thought of this, but there’s a gap.”

      “A gap?” Benson leaned in closer. Numbers, text—it took her a second to recognize date and timestamps. “That’s nearly two hours from…three months ago?”

      “Nearly. When we docked at Persephone Station. We switched over to station power for the⁠—”

      “Transformer replacement. Right.” She’d almost forgotten about that. “Took on Petty Officer Stiles and Private Lopez.”

      “And that restricted cargo for Outpost 27.” One of his eyebrows arched. “Wasn’t that when Sergeant Halliwell was planning to separate?”

      “It was.” And the military had mistreated him yet again, forcing him to extend his enlistment “for the good of the Kedraalian Republic military.” They weren’t at war with anyone, so the obscure clause used to keep him in just seemed petty, especially now.

      “So, there is a gap.” Parkinson frowned.

      “And the cameras?”

      “Would have been offline.”

      “But we had people down here while the work was being done, right?”

      “Me. Well, and the captain took his turn, too.”

      “And there was no way anyone could have gotten in past you?”

      “No.”

      How could someone have gotten in, then? She dropped to a knee over the open floor panel. “Petty Officer Kohn, anything?”

      “The bolts are working free now. They’re really old and rusty but doing pretty good.” Kohn sighed. “Shouldn’t be long.”

      Parkinson chuckled. “Could’ve used some of that silicone.”

      “Someone must’ve at some point.”

      “Oh.”

      The intercom mounted next to the entry hatch squealed, followed a second later by Martinez’s voice. “Faith?”

      Benson groaned inwardly at Martinez’s complete lack of concern for protocol. She wasn’t a ridiculous stickler for it herself, but there was no way someone in his position should have been so dismissive of the basics.

      After a quick inspection of the bulkhead for even a hint of grease, she pressed the button. “This is Benson. Go ahead, Commander.”

      “I need you and Will to meet me in the galley.”

      “I’m sorry, did you say the galley?”

      “All hands. You can leave Chuck there if he’s still working.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Kohn’s muttering was barely audible from the crawlspace.

      Benson caught the smug look on Parkinson’s face that said he knew what was going on. He and Martinez had a dangerously friendly relationship, and that just exacerbated the problems between Kohn and his supervisor.

      Benson bent closer to the intercom. “Shouldn’t we be focused on getting the systems operational?”

      “No. We need to understand what happened; otherwise, it might happen again.”

      “Snapshotting the systems would allow us to troubleshoot it later, when we have time.”

      “We have time now, and we need to figure this out. A copy of system memory won’t⁠—”

      “Snapshots are perfect for this sort of troubleshooting. We put it all in offline storage and let the experts tear it apart later. We need to get the hell out of the DMZ.”

      “Faith…” Martinez’s voice took on the cool tone he favored when she’d gone too far. “I’m going to need you to calm down, okay?”

      The smirk on Parkinson’s face spread into a smile. She wanted to punch him so badly at that moment.

      “I am calm.”

      “You sound hysterical.”

      Centered, she told herself. Stay centered. Why was it always that if she challenged someone, she was being “hysterical”? “Commander Martinez, I’m calmly telling you that this is a bad call. We could start a war here.”

      “And I’m telling you to drop it. Toe the line. That’s an order.”

      Heat shot into her cheeks. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “I know exactly what I’m doing. Come to the galley. Now.”

      Parkinson stayed a meter behind her the whole way, wisely keeping any commentary to himself. The other members of the crew were packed into the small galley, most of them seated around the two tables. The white flight suits of the medical team occupied one end of the forward table, and the olive drab of the Marine flight suits occupied the rest of the table. Dark blue and black flight suit—the crew proper—occupied the other table. Benson returned the warm smile of Dr. Gaines—Eve when no one else was around. Her full cheeks seemed to be a little darker than their normal pale brown, and Benson instantly caught the reason why.

      Between Gaines and Petty Officer Stiles sat Commander Dietrich, the head of the small medical staff. His head was bowed so that his thinning, curly brown hair was pointed at Benson. The dextrous fingers of one of the best surgeons alive rubbed his pockmarked cheeks. It all said one thing: His eternally weary, brown eyes would be bloodshot, and there would be alcohol on his breath.

      How could someone so capable be so self-destructive?

      Martinez waved Benson to a spot just behind him. “All right, we’ve got everyone here, so let’s get started.”

      Stiles raised a hand. “Commander? What about Petty Officer Kohn?”

      It was delivered in such a sweet, innocent voice that Martinez couldn’t possibly make any sort of challenge out of it.

      And he didn’t. “He’s still working in the maintenance bay. What matters right now, though, is what we’re all facing.” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s cover that, okay? I’m sure you’ve already heard that we suffered a Fold Drive malfunction and we drifted into the DMZ. We’re a skosh closer to Azoren space than Gulmar, so⁠—”

      Dietrich’s head came up. “So we can die in a couple horrible ways.” Bleary-eyed. Slurred words.

      Martinez looked ready to flip. “Commander Dietrich⁠—”

      Gaines stood, brushing back a stubborn wave of graying black hair. “I’m sorry, Commander. It’s my fault. Ernie took an extra shift for me this morning. I should’ve been there for him today.”

      Dietrich shook his head. “Shifts don’t matter if the Azoren get hold of us!”

      Gaines put her hands on his shoulders. “Let me get him to his cabin. Please. He won’t be any more trouble.”

      Martinez put on a patient smile that was anything but. “Please review the video of the meeting when you’re done.”

      Halliwell hurried across to help Gaines get Dietrich to his feet and to the hatch, then returned to his seat. Parkinson made a point of theatrically shaking his head, and he shared a pained look with Martinez.

      Brilliant surgeon or not, Dietrich was burning through his support.

      Martinez rubbed his hands together. “Okay, back to the status. So we’re trying to troubleshoot our systems so that we know the right step to take next.”

      Halliwell raised a hand and cleared his throat when Martinez didn’t acknowledge. “Commander, why would we stay in the DMZ?”

      “Well, Sergeant, we don’t intend to stay here.”

      Parkinson chuckled, and Benson imagined the joy of just slugging him.

      Halliwell shot her a confused look. The question in his eyes was obvious: What’s going on here? “Shouldn’t we be making full speed for⁠—”

      “Sergeant Halliwell—” There was no missing the heat in Martinez’s voice. “—if you feel your long years as a Marine qualify you to make⁠—”

      Halliwell took a step forward. “I’ve been around long enough to know when someone’s fucking up⁠—”

      Martinez jabbed a finger at Halliwell. “You are out of line, Sergeant!”

      “For pointing out that you’re making the wrong call? Putting your people in unnecessary danger again?”

      “Don’t you bring up matters you’re in no position to understand, you hear me?”

      Benson closed her eyes and planted her feet. Her stomach flipped. Halliwell was swinging a torch in a room full of methane. She wanted to stop him, to whisper in his ear to let it go, but there was nothing she could do. He’d been pushed—by the military, by Martinez’s sloppy decisions, decisions that had cost lives.

      Cloth whispered over plastic seats, and it sounded like a little scuffle kicked up. “Clive! Clive!”

      It was Corporal Grier, Halliwell’s second. She and Private Lopez were wrapped around Halliwell, their boots anchored to the deck and their shoulders planted in their boss’s chest. Grier was a good few centimeters shorter than Halliwell but was built like a rock. That was good, because Lopez was a skinny kid. Together, they were barely enough to keep the sergeant in place.

      Benson hurried over, able to help now that someone else had already intervened.

      The olive color of Grier’s cheeks was red from the sudden exertion. She had driven her face into Halliwell’s chest so that her hook nose was bent sideways a bit. “Clive. Listen. Let it go. Just let it go. You’re not bringing them back, okay?”

      Lopez’s narrow features were rigid with shock, and his dark eyes seemed unfocused as he turned to Benson. “Commander?”

      Martinez was still shouting behind her, spitting out nonsensical half-sentences that mostly drowned out Parkinson’s half-hearted calming words.

      Madness.

      Benson nodded, trying to appear reassuring. “Sergeant Halliwell, that’s enough.” She put some steel into her voice.

      That got his attention—he stiffened. The calm that she’d always found so reassuring settled into his eyes.

      And that calm seemed to trigger a little bit of sanity in Martinez.

      He quit yelling. It sounded like his boots scraped across the floor.

      Parkinson chuckled nervously. “All right. Okay. That was fun. Right?”

      Halliwell smoothed the fabric of his flight suit. “I’m okay.”

      When Benson turned back to Martinez, he brushed at his own uniform, then turned away, hands raised to signal he was under control. But the fury that had been in his eyes before turning, the quaver in his voice when he was shouting gibberish—he had truly lost control there for a minute. The medical team had apparently seen it, but Lieutenant Clark had kept them calmly seated. Despite being wispy and pale, he often filled in for Gaines when she wasn’t around, providing stability for the medical team when stress levels rose.

      The captain kept his back to everyone for a bit, shoulders hunched. His and Halliwell’s heavy breathing were the only sound anyone could hear in a room full of people holding their breath.

      How could things become so broken? They were dead in space in the DMZ within a couple days’ jump of their deadliest enemies, people who had once sworn to retake the worlds that had driven them away after years of fierce battle, and Martinez was wasting time worrying about the particulars of how the Pandora had gotten there?

      Halliwell was right to challenge it as another reckless decision, and everyone agreed. It was clear in their eyes.

      She squeezed the sergeant’s shoulder and whispered, “Let me deal with this.”

      “I’ve got two Marines in cold sleep because of him and that idiot engineer of his.” Halliwell’s voice was as cold as the chemicals keeping his people in stasis. “He’s irresponsible, and if it means getting him stripped of his command, I’ll testify.”

      Martinez finally turned, the color now gone from his cheeks. He smiled again, sniffled, then sighed. “All right. All right. We’ve got a lot to do if we’re going to get things moving again.”

      Parkinson’s head bobbed quickly. “We’re working on it.”

      The reassurance seemed to calm Martinez even more. “Let’s get to our stations, then. Um, cooperate with Chief Parkinson if he needs you. And keep your eyes⁠—”

      A klaxon roared.

      It wasn’t the systems failure alert from before, which was somewhat reassuring. The sound was more familiar, a sound that normally brought dread with it.

      Martinez spun around and pressed a button to silence the alarm, then another to activate the intercom. “Chuck, what’s going on?”

      His jaw muscles bulged as the seconds dragged by.

      Finally, Kohn’s voice was there. “It’s not me, Commander. That’s a real signal.”

      Martinez’s eyes locked on Benson. “Get to your stations, people.”

      She hurried out after the captain, leaving the others gathered into little groups. “An SOS?”

      “That’s what it sounded like.” His boots rang on the stairs up to the top deck.

      “In the DMZ?”

      “Somewhere.”

      It would have to be close by. The systems wouldn’t trigger for an SOS that was too old for them to respond to. The hatch to the bridge hissed open as they approached, and Benson once more ducked through the maze of overhead systems until they were at their pilot chairs. Their fingers flew across the consoles, bringing up sensors, communications, and data searches. They needed to locate the origin of the signal, the type of ship, the exact message embedded, the timestamp.

      Martinez’s eyes darted left and right. “SOS all right. Not one of ours.”

      “Shit.” Benson stared at the display of the sensor system. “I’ve got a location.”

      He turned. “Where?”

      “Deeper in the DMZ.”
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      Data scrolled across Benson’s main display, a dull amber on charcoal gray. That was the best the old system could manage. On a normal shift, the scuffs and flickers bruising the console were just a part of the worn charm that made Pandora home. It was like the seat she was in—almost a perfect fit after years of repeated use. It carried her scent, and the scent of dozens of first officers before her over the ship’s decades of service. Like the metal and plastic of the console, the screen was scratched and battered. She had to squint to pick out some details. But no amount of squinting was going to bring the data into any sort of meaningful clarity.

      Somewhere, about fifty thousand kilometers beyond their current position, a ship had suddenly started broadcasting an SOS.

      In the heart of the DMZ, even closer to Azoren space.

      Where no ships should be. And somehow, there were two, counting the Pandora.

      Benson ran a thumb around the rim of her drink container, which held the cool, bittersweet stimulant drink she favored when starting her shift. To her right, Martinez leaned back in his seat, eyes closed.

      “This is the RSS Pandora, location sixty-two thousand kilometers rimward into the DMZ on the Kedraalian side of the line bordering Azoren space. We’ve suffered a Fold Drive malfunction and have now received an SOS from a ship deeper inside the DMZ, on the Azoren side of the line.”

      He had been repeating the message for several minutes, trying to get it just right before sending it to the closest Republic relay station via a directional Fold Space transmitter. And even with that, it would be days before the closest resource could possibly respond.

      They would need to be gone long before then.

      And Martinez was setting a ridiculous requirement that they have the problem sorted before they went anywhere, which meant studying the assorted system and audit logs.

      For what?

      Kohn was right: This was impossible. There was no way the system could miss that they were drifting while in fold space. A micronic drift could be enough to lead to disaster, and because of that the monitoring had multiple redundancies built into it for safety. With a Fold Space drive like the Pandora had—one of the only things going for it—the fold achieved was in the range of millions. If you drifted millimeters at full power, the system adjusted immediately, and if it couldn’t, it alarmed.

      It was that simple.

      After all, those millimeters in Fold Space could equate to kilometers in normal space, which could in theory have the ship unfolding into someone else’s planned unfolding space. Or if the drift was bad enough, the ship could unfold into a star or planet. Space might be vast and mostly empty, but you had to have your math down perfect if you wanted to travel out of dimension, where distances were vastly compressed.

      Which looped her back to the start: How had this not been detected?

      “We are now preparing to head into the DMZ on a rescue mission to see if anyone aboard this endangered ship can be saved. Commander Leonard Martinez out.”

      Benson’s heart skipped a beat; her back pressed hard against the seat—he’d actually hit the transmit button! “What are you doing?”

      He didn’t look up from the console as he typed. “Our job. There’s an SOS out there.”

      “In enemy space.”

      Martinez tapped his headset: I’m busy. “Will, I want the secure compartment sealed off. You and Chuck make sure systems are functioning and online.” The captain stared through the thick glass into the depths of enemy space. “We launch in five minutes.”

      Five minutes? That was insane. Not even Martinez could be so reckless!

      He put his headset on the console and massaged his forehead. “You have something to say?”

      “Launch in five minutes, meaning what?”

      “Meaning launch in five minutes. You losing the ability to comprehend now, Faith?”

      He couldn’t be thinking clearly. This was her shift, her call. “You’ve been on duty for fourteen hours. You need to rest.”

      “Are you questioning my authority, Lieutenant Commander Benson? Because an incident like this requires the ship’s captain to make command decisions. So if you’re going to challenge my⁠—”

      “Not yet.”

      “Good. Because we have a rescue operation waiting for us out there.”

      “On the Azoren side of the DMZ.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “The hell it doesn’t; it’s not a Kedraalian ship.”

      “We’re SAR—search and rescue.”

      “For Kedraalian ships.”

      “For all ships.”

      “That could be an Azoren lure. We cross that line, we could give them grounds to start a war.”

      “Our charter and commission doesn’t leave us a choice.”

      But it did. They could walk away. Nothing required a ship to risk certain destruction, and going into Azoren-claimed space was certain destruction.

      The minutes passed with him scratching the beard that he normally kept immaculately trimmed. It had grown thicker than its usual fine, thin tracing from sideburn to chin, and she’d missed it. Was something distracting him? Perhaps it was the Marines he’d gotten killed on the Elmayer finally getting to him. Of course, thanks to their resuscitation systems, there was always a chance they could be resuscitated once the Pandora docked at a good enough facility to⁠—

      She twisted her head around. “Do the Azoren even use resuscitation systems?”

      “The technology predates the War of Separation.”

      “But do they use it? If they really believe in this super-race nonsense, maybe⁠—”

      Martinez sighed. “We don’t even know it’s an Azoren ship.”

      “In Azoren space?”

      The systems indicators flashed green on both consoles. They were operational.

      Martinez grumbled beneath his breath and tapped the keys that activated the regular drives; the Pandora accelerated forward.

      They were heading deeper into the DMZ, into Azoren space!

      Dots danced in front of Benson’s eyes. “We need to consult with higher-ranking officers. We can’t just⁠—”

      “Lieutenant Commander Benson.” Martinez turned his chair toward her. “This is my call.”

      “But you’re putting lives at risk. A dozen people.”

      He leaned toward her. “My. Call.”

      She stared down at her console. Could she try to relieve him of command? Had he actually done anything that would justify an act like that? He hadn’t technically violated any regulations, even with the Elmayer incident. He’d danced crazily close to irresponsible but stayed just this side of it. There was just too much latitude given to a ship’s captain, especially on a ship like the Pandora.

      But there were lives at stake. She should have had a say!

      A strange tone accompanied an amber indicator on her console. Then another.

      His console was getting them, too.

      Her heart sank. “Sensor sweep?”

      “We probably set off a thousand sensor buoys with the energy wash when we came out of Fold Space. Triggering a few more isn’t going to change anything.”

      “But now we’re clearly, actively moving deeper into the DMZ. Into Azoren space. There’s no way someone can reasonably claim we accidentally did this.”

      “We’re saving lives, Faith.”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      The hatch opened, and Parkinson stepped through. He settled at the engineer station to her left. The earlier smug smile was gone. His face was now strained, his jaw set.

      He tapped keys on his console, then swallowed loudly. “I can troubleshoot the Fold Space drive from here.”

      Martinez was leaning back in his chair, elbows on the arms, thumbs hooked under his chin. “That would be⁠—?”

      The hatch opened again, and Benson swung around. Gaines smiled, then made her way through the tight space. She was short enough that the overhang of systems wasn’t a problem, but she was thick and wide in the hips. Brushing against chairs was inevitable. Once she was at the forward station, she leaned against the auxiliary console behind it.

      “I saw the alert to the medical bay.” She crossed her arms.

      Martinez bowed his head. “Commander Dietrich should have responded.”

      “He’s detoxing.”

      Benson caught the flash of color in Martinez’s cheeks; she tried to appear calm. “This is becoming a problem.”

      The way Martinez rolled his eyes said she hadn’t made the point hard enough.

      Gaines twisted around to stare at Parkinson’s back. “Will, could you give us a minute?”

      Parkinson groaned and powered down his console, then stormed off the bridge.

      The chunky doctor tugged at her lashes and brushed a few from her fingers. “No good can come from feeding the fire between those two.”

      Martinez arched an eyebrow. “Will’s a professional.”

      Gaines smiled pleasantly. “I wanted to chat with the two of you earlier, when this was becoming a problem again for Ernie.”

      Benson could almost feel the tension rolling off Martinez. She wanted to suggest he follow Parkinson out, but this was the captain’s mess. She could only do so much. “It’s not that we don’t have faith in you, Eve. It’s⁠—”

      “I know.” There was no breaking Gaines’s spirit, not after everything life had dealt her. The smile grew stronger. “The timing of this emergency couldn’t have been worse. This is the anniversary of Melissa’s death.”

      Melissa. Dietrich’s wife. As high profile a physicist as he was a surgeon. How they had ever expected a marriage to last was beyond understanding.

      Like me thinking things can work out with Clive?

      A bittersweet look washed over Gaines’s face, and the smile faltered a little. “Losing someone you love in space is never easy. You just never can shake the feeling that maybe you could’ve made a difference somehow if you’d just been there.”

      It suddenly hit Benson: Gaines’s partner had been on patrol somewhere near DMZ space when he’d disappeared some time ago. And then her kids’ deaths… “How’re you holding up?”

      The humor returned to the doctor’s brown eyes. “Well enough. I’ll get Ernie cleaned up. Shouldn’t be but a few more hours. If you two could just…give him a little slack. He was supposed to be on leave.”

      But all leaves had been canceled for the search-and-rescue crews for the same reason Halliwell’s separation had been denied: a freeze due to shortages.

      Benson cleared her throat. “We’re probably going to need him if this ship turns out to have any survivors.”

      “I know.”

      “And Petty Officer Stiles? Is she going to be able to handle this?”

      “She’s going to do just fine. Her scores from training and her evaluations from her last assignment—everything points to someone more than capable.” The warm smile seemed to grow even warmer, like a proud mother.

      And Stiles’s record did point to someone who should be capable. But Dietrich had a history of burning through nurses and med-techs. The stress of SAR life, with the long hours and the demands of trying to put people back together after explosions or emergency airlock accidents…it was a pressure cooker, even for the best. Stiles just seemed so young. And immature.

      But with Gaines to make up for Dietrich’s rough edges, maybe everything would be okay.

      Martinez seemed to reach the same conclusion. “All right. Get him cleaned up, have Stiles get your kits together. We should be ready to board in—” He glanced down at his console. “—less than ninety minutes.”

      “We’ll be ready.” Gaines patted Benson on the shoulder, then squeezed back out.

      Parkinson returned several minutes later, still stewing but keeping to himself while troubleshooting the Fold Drive.

      Minutes counted down as they accelerated toward their target. The g-force was manageable, but it always produced a little bit of a headache for Benson. About forty minutes in, their own sensors finally chimed: They were picking up the target ship.

      Martinez projected the initial sensor imagery on the view screen, which seemed to be enough to draw Parkinson out of his studying. He hunched down between their seats with a whistle.

      Benson had the same reaction. The ship wasn’t too much smaller than the Pandora and thankfully didn’t have an obvious military configuration.

      She fed the imagery into the identifier database. “When was the last time we got an update on Azoren military ship profiles?”

      Parkinson snorted. “We haven’t seen an Azoren ship in fifty years, right?”

      Martinez cocked an eyebrow. “You sound skeptical.”

      “Well, we’ve had a lot of little incidents out here on the border, haven’t we? Unless you believe it’s all accidents.”

      “Space travel can be dangerous.”

      “Sure. But even if it’s true, we haven’t seen an Azoren warship in that long. That ship isn’t going to show up in the database.”

      It didn’t. Benson ran the scan again but got the same result. “It’s not a known warship.”

      “Too small.” Parkinson stroked the patch of whiskers under his lips. “Merchant. Smuggler.”

      Martinez squinted as another sensor sweep updated the image, revealing more details. “Look there. Along the starboard side. Is that a rupture? Close to stern.”

      “Yeah. Big one.” Parkinson traced a finger along what looked like a substantial gash about three-quarters of the way back. “Weapons hit?”

      “Maybe.”

      Benson waited for another sweep to provide more details. The vector control systems had reversed thrust, so they were decelerating now, but it felt like they were speeding toward something that should have been approached cautiously if at all.

      She felt herself drawn to the hole in the ship. It was big, the sort of thing a heavy weapon would produce. “What’s a merchant ship doing all the way out here?”

      Parkinson chuckled nervously. “Yeah. Bad, bad place to be.”

      It was. “How long has it been powered down?”

      “Too far out to guess that.”

      Martinez tapped a few keys. “Has to have been a while. There’s no heat coming off of it, no sign of power. Probably days.”

      Benson squinted at the fourth sensor scan. “So how’d that SOS fire off?”

      “I…I don’t know. Luck?”

      “There’s been way too much luck today. We drift out here and survive, we pick up an SOS from a ship that’s been dead in space for days…”

      “Don’t question luck.” But the look on Martinez’s face said he was, too.

      He was nervous now, same as her, same as everyone else in the crew would be. It was in the set of his jaw and the way his fingers just hovered over the console, shaking.

      What had he expected, a Kedraalian ship? They were on the Azoren side of the line!

      Another sensor sweep provided greater detail, and the rupture in the hull took on an even stranger shape.

      She pointed to the way the gash seemed more bent or warped. “That doesn’t look right. A blaster bolt or laser would have melted the hull away. Particle beams wouldn’t do that, either.”

      Parkinson grunted. Martinez just stared.

      Benson shook her head. “We shouldn’t be here. This ship, there’s something odd about it. I mean something really odd.”

      Martinez put his headset on. “All hands, this is the captain. We’ll be at the target in thirty-one minutes. I want the away team ready to go in twenty. I’ll be leading the team. Corporal Grier, you and Private Lopez will be providing security. Petty Officer Kohn, you’re with us.”

      He tossed the headset back down and licked his lips. Nerves.

      Benson ran another check against the database of Azoren ships: nothing. “It’s not registered.”

      Martinez nodded slowly.

      “You can’t go in there.” She looked to Parkinson for support, but he returned to his station. She leaned closer to Martinez. “Lenny, this is just crazy. Don’t.”

      He flashed a smile and pushed up from his chair. “We’ll be in and out in an hour. Trust me.”

      “What the hell are we doing?”

      He took a step past her, then stopped. “Following orders, Faith.”

      When he exited the bridge, she went back to studying the scans. She couldn’t figure out what sort of orders Martinez was talking about, but she was sure they weren’t any she’d ever heard of.
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      Light moved ghostly white across the gray metal skin of the other ship’s hull. The things that caught Benson’s attention immediately were the little details—the placement of antenna arrays in a fold that provided extra protection and concealment; the way the skin seemed to have no breaks or marring. It was a newer vessel, and it had a design behind it that didn’t map well to the appearance of a simple merchant vessel.

      Just forward of midship, Parkinson took the drone under the belly. It swung wide around a large bulge and headed aft again.

      “Wait.” Benson leaned closer to her console to get a better look at the display. “What’s that bulge?”

      The engineer shrugged. “Sensors.”

      “Midship?”

      “Makes as much sense as a module fore and aft. Extended like that, you can compensate for your own shadow, especially if you have a matching module topside and farther aft.”

      “I didn’t see one topside. Can you get a closer look at it?”

      Parkinson pinched the bridge of his nose, annoyed. “Sure.”

      The drone headed back, lights sweeping over the protrusion in the hull.

      “There.” She pushed the image in on the viewscreen and highlighted a dark line. “See this?”

      “Looks like a cover.”

      “Out of alignment enough to cause a shadow?”

      “Happens all the time. As long as everything’s airtight, you’re good. There’s no drag in space.”

      “But everything else has been flush. Not a single panel out of alignment by a centimeter. The ship looks like it rolled off the production line yesterday.”

      “So this cover took some damage.” The irritation was in his voice now.

      “Push in closer.”

      Light pierced through the shadow, revealing something inside.

      “What the—” Parkinson squinted at his console.

      The interior revealed through the cover was spacious.

      Benson drilled down. “Do you have a smaller camera on that drone?”

      “Sure, but it’s tough to maneuver.”

      “Could you see if it can fit through that opening?”

      “Yeah.” Just like that, the irritation was gone as he was drawn into the puzzle himself.

      The video shifted, taking on a narrower perspective that started within a protective sheath and then stretched out into the opening. A sliver of a shadow crept across the hidden cavity as the camera stalk extended.

      Benson’s connection to Martinez hissed, then his voice came through the headset loud and clear. “Umbilical connection established. Faith, any updates?”

      He was going to be annoyed that they hadn’t finished their fly-by of the damaged area, especially if they didn’t have a good reason.

      And she couldn’t make out what was inside the bulge yet. “This is a new ship. And it’s not a simple merchant vessel, either.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Well…” Couldn’t the camera mechanism go any faster? “We’ve seen some things on the hull that just don’t map to merchant vessels.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like…the sensors.”

      “The sensors? We’re getting ready to enter the airlock, and all you’ve got is a hunch about the sensors?”

      “And…” She glanced at Parkinson for help, but he was focused on the camera controls. “Well, I think…”

      “Faith, I can’t have any surprises here.” Martinez’s voice grew soft. “Lives are on the line.”

      “Oh, shit.” Parkinson froze the camera.

      Benson turned. “What?”

      “That’s a gun!”

      “Why would merchants have a gun hidden?”

      “To deal with pirates.”

      The gun was big, turret mounted, with four barrels. From the look of it, it was a blaster. “A quad-mount light blaster turret on a merchant ship?”

      “Um.”

      “If that cover is shielded, you could get up on other ships pretty easy, couldn’t you, Chief?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Up close, that would make the gun about as effective as medium blasters.”

      “It would.” He slumped in his chair, defeated.

      “So it’s not likely a merchant ship weapon.”

      The hatch opened, and Halliwell stormed through, eyes slitted and shoulders hunched. She could imagine his inner dialogue: I should be going across.

      Parkinson seemed a little flummoxed by the big Marine’s presence but finally managed to get out, “No, not a merchant-class weapon, not for a ship that size, at least.”

      Halliwell slowed as he approached the front of the cabin, eyes now locked on the image of the weapon. He was confused but held any questions for the moment, instead leaning against the same console Gaines had earlier used for support.

      Benson smiled just enough to signal that he was doing the right thing. “Commander Martinez, did you hear what Chief Parkinson said?”

      “Yes.” Martinez was even less enthusiastic now. “We’ll proceed with caution, but I want a look at that hole in the hull. I’m getting ready to send our Marines over.”

      Our Marines. That didn’t sit well with Halliwell. Not. At. All.

      Parkinson nodded. “Yeah. Drone is on the way.”

      The camera pulled back out, then the view returned to the other camera as the drone skimmed along the hull, heading aft again. The engineer whistled as the tear in the hull came into view. With the drone’s camera and finer control, they quickly had a better sense of the size and scale of the damage, with imagery from inside the ship and out.

      Halliwell crossed his arms. “That’s not a weapon hit.”

      The way the hull twisted and bloomed out, Benson agreed. “A blast from the inside.”

      “Yeah. You see the blackened sections in that compartment?” He leaned forward, one hand on her shoulder, the other tracing the scorching. “Fire. Lots of fire. Something may have been burning in there before the blast. A lot of external shots won’t produce that.”

      Once again, Benson’s sense of control faded, as if she were being drawn in by the wreck, floating. “You could almost fit through that hole without any risk to your environment suits.”

      “Almost. I’d never go near a jagged surface like that.”

      She’d heard stories of Marine zero-g training gone wrong. You always avoided unnecessary risk.

      In the umbilical video feed, the harness was on its way back to the Pandora from the other ship’s airlock. Benson sent that video and Martinez’s camera feed to separate displays. “We’re getting clean video from you and the umbilical.”

      Martinez repositioned inside the airlock. “All right. Airlock on the other ship is blown now. I’m heading across with Chuck. We’ll stage the medical gear.”

      Halliwell tapped Benson on the shoulder. “This is off.”

      She muted and lowered her voice to match his. “Off? How?”

      “How isn’t it?”

      It was off. Everything was wrong about it, but she needed to hear it from him. “But what? I mean, specifically, what’s getting to you?”

      “All of it. It just feels…” The Marine sighed. “Right after I made corporal, my platoon was part of this bizarre operation. It was supposed to be a pirate intervention in the Zulasse system. Six days, we were on gunships patrolling the system, constantly going from one area to another. Never saw a single pirate ship, but we saw other ships. Unmarked ships. Guys in black armor, no insignia.”

      “Directorate?”

      “SAID? Maybe. Or GSA.”

      No one liked the Security and Intelligence Directorate, and Benson had never met anyone who would talk openly about the GSA—the Group for Strategic Assessment. They were both spook organizations, but at least the GSA was military. “Why would they be behind this?”

      “Dunno. Can you get me a connection to Corporal Grier?”

      Benson pulled a spare headset from under her console and handed that to Halliwell while connecting to his second. “Corporal Grier? Do you copy?”

      “Loud and clear, Commander.”

      “Sergeant Halliwell wants a word with you.”

      Halliwell edged over to the pilot station Martinez normally used and brought up a display. “Show me what you’re seeing, Toni.”

      Benson winced. If things had gotten so bad between Halliwell and Martinez that video feeds couldn’t be trusted, there was a problem.

      Benson turned back to Parkinson. “Best guess—what kind of ship do you think would have a little surprise like that in it? Pirate?”

      He tugged on the patch of whiskers beneath his bottom lip. “Depends on which kind. It’s not a huge advantage if you’re just trying to get up on a merchant vessel. I mean, it’s overkill.”

      “But if you’re targeting something big and slow. Something that comes out of Fold Space and can’t make a fast run to port.”

      “Yeah. But those ships have better armor and weapons than the small merchants a pirate normally goes after.”

      “So a privateer. Someone interested in specific targets? Choice targets?”

      “You think these guys would run operations like that?”

      “The Azoren?” It sounded a little far-fetched for a government supposedly overrun with war hawks. “Maybe it’s Union. The Gulmar will do pretty much anything for money, right?”

      Using proxies to raid enemy shipping lanes made sense for a government that favored companies fielding private security forces over maintaining a large standing military. Then again, perhaps the Azoren had changed after decades of isolation. That assumed they hadn’t already wiped out the Gulmar and the other factions that had split off from the Kedraalian Republic.

      If they had, how long would it be before they turned their attention back to the Republic that had driven them off?

      “Faith?” It was Martinez. “I think we’ve got a cargo hold. Maybe it’s a merchant after all.”

      His video revealed the other ship’s airlock. Grier and Lopez were beyond the inner hatch, standing in a large, open compartment that flashlights couldn’t fully reveal. The lights caught stairs and a catwalk, cargo straps and tools associated with cargo. But it wasn’t big enough to be a meaningful merchant vessel cargo hold.

      No atmosphere. No power. Dead in space. A big hole in the hull maybe caused by some sort of fire. That didn’t bode well for survivors.

      But she couldn’t make out any fire damage in the big, open compartment or any other sort of damage for that matter. “You think they failed to seal everything off when the hull blew?”

      Martinez pushed the medical equipment into the open space. “Maybe. It would’ve had to have crippled emergency systems.”

      “Maybe that’s what was blown up.”

      “Yeah.”

      He popped open a panel on the bulkhead beside the inner hatch, revealing a familiar emergency interface. So after decades, some things hadn’t changed. Even the language seemed to be the same. A couple switch flips, and the panel lit up.

      “Power.” Martinez grunted. “Batteries. That explains the SOS.”

      “Enough to be running their sensors?”

      “No, but enough that they should’ve been able to seal everything off.”

      Benson sneaked a look at Grier’s video feed. She was deeper into the cargo hold; she’d found a sealed hatch opposite the airlock.

      Sealed.

      There should’ve been an atmosphere. Even if it was unbreathable, there should’ve been something. What could have caused everything they were seeing? What made sense? Nothing.

      They needed to get out of there. “Can you access their systems?”

      “No way they’ll have anything unprotected.”

      “Basic logs—life support, whatever. See if there’s any record of what happened. If not, we need to go.”

      “We’re not going anywhere until we’ve confirmed there aren’t any survivors.”

      “No atmosphere? Everything powered down? A big hole in the ship?”

      “We’re checking it out, Faith.”

      “You’ve already done more than was reasonable, Lenny. We went into the DMZ!”

      “Every signatory of the armistice accepted the laws of basic SOS responses. We’re perfectly within our rights while meeting our obligations.”

      “Our obligations are to this crew, not this stupid⁠—”

      “Slow your roll, Faith.”

      “Slow my…?” Heat shot through Benson.

      “You want to make command decisions, you’ll have a chance to. Academy grads with your marks always do.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you’ll have your turn, okay? But not right now. The Pandora isn’t your ship.”

      Making it about her ambition was a cheap shot. She’d never hid her low regard for search-and-rescue, but she was an exceptional officer, and Martinez knew it. She should never have been assigned to his ship.

      Halliwell was staring at her, lips compressed; he’d heard the exchange.

      Grier’s voice crackled through Halliwell’s connection to her. “Commander Martinez? We’ve got a hatch here. What do we do?”

      “Hold position, Corporal.” Martinez helped Gaines and Stiles through the airlock, then cranked the outer hatch closed. He waved Lopez over to help get the rest of the medical gear inside, then the two of them cranked the inner hatch closed.

      Grier patiently ran her flashlight along the bulkhead. “Clive, you seeing this?”

      Halliwell pushed the microphone arm closer to his lips. “Your video’s solid. You see any cargo in there yet?”

      She edged along the bulkhead. Her light revealed plenty of braces and mounts for cargo cases, but not cargo. “Nothing.”

      “Pirates would’ve burned their way in, wouldn’t they?”

      “Or blown the cargo hatch, yeah.” Grier drifted back to the hatch.

      Martinez approached, his light faint on the sealed hatch. “Corporal Grier, you test that hatch yet?”

      “No, sir.”

      Halliwell tapped the microphone tip, and the light along the arm switched from green to red; he was muted.

      Benson did the same. “You see anything?”

      “An empty cargo hold.” Halliwell clenched his jaw tight. “What’s the point of this? He should be able to get something off that emergency panel, right?”

      “Apparently not.”

      Lopez joined Grier at the hatch, cranking it open while Martinez shone his light through the crack. It was sloppy work. He should have been on the crank with Lopez while Grier had her weapon at the ready.

      Martinez liked doing unconventional things. Risky things.

      With the hatch open, the video showed a passageway that cut right and ran straight before cutting left. No lights, still. No bodies. No indication of any sort of what had transpired.

      Halliwell shook his head. “You said something about pirates?”

      Benson nodded toward Parkinson, who was absorbed in piloting the drone along the rest of the hull. “He found a pretty impressive gun camouflaged to look like a sensor module.”

      “Why should we care about whether or not pirates survived an accident?”

      “We probably shouldn’t.”

      Gaines and Stiles were at the open hatch. They’d broken out the medical gear contained in the cases they’d pulled across, and each had pouches strapped around their legs and packs slung over their backs. Stiles had secured a light to the backpack straps.

      It was the perfect time for Martinez to make the call to abandon the mission. The ship could be left to the Azoren or Gulmar to retrieve. Someone would be coming soon enough now that
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