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I made a promise to you when I published “Krakken and Phoenix,” and that promise was volume III of the trilogy, this very book right here, would be in your hands in 2021. How hard can it be to write a book in a year, when it’s not your primary or even secondary responsibility? Very hard, but it turns out it can be done; you hold the proof in your hands.

As always, my greatest thanks and all my love to my wife and partner in everything that matters, Kathryn. Her patience in listening to me ramble on about these books, or the meta—details of these books is, honestly, saintly.

Many Huge Thanks to my colleague / work—buddy and Titan Run Superfan Sabrina. She jumped at the chance to do a beta—read to ensure that there were no gaping holes in this story and on essentially zero notice. She made the book even better than it was. Any gratitude expressed here is inadequate to that which I have for her help!

Finally, as ever, thank you to you! You read about Hugh, Ann, Dalton, and the rest as they all ran away from Mars and stuck around to find out what happens. Your time is precious and knowing that you’re out there letting others know about the Titan Run Trilogy means a lot.

Just so you know, this is the end of this tale, but it is not the end of the Titan Run Universe! Visit TitanRunTrilogy.Space to stay up to date.

Now then, rig for microG; it’s time to get back out there.
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Captain Dalton Simmons of the BPOE Phoenix was normally a patient man. Maddeningly patient at times in the opinion of his XO, Commander Stephanie Grove. This past week had found Commander Grove wishing for some of that old aggravating patience.

Simmons had been agitated — to Grove’s practiced eye — from the moment the Phoenix had received the distress call from the mining ship Krakken. According to Asgard base on Callisto, the Krakken had been en route to Mars from Saturn on the return leg of the Titan Run.

Grove knew that the captain’s husband Hugh had joined up with that ship not long after the Phoenix had left Mars on her shakedown cruise. That had been just over two years ago. Simmons had never chosen to confide the details of his marriage to his XO, but she had gleaned enough in their tour together to know that it was something the captain had done that caused Hugh to sign on to the Krakken. 

The crew of the Phoenix had been enjoying a quiet round of shore leave at Asgard Base when the call came in. On the captain’s orders Grove had overseen the recall of the minimum crew complement necessary to effect a rescue. Then the captain had done something Grove considered risky at best: he had given their Propulsion Chief the go—ahead to bring online an experimental generator configuration to boost their speed.

To his credit PC Rodriguez — Gonzo — was talented, thorough, and careful when it came to what he thought of as his ship. If this had happened in the first year or even the first eighteen months of their tour together Grove would have likely filed a formal complaint with BPOE Command about this reckless choice. Instead, she had come to have respect for Gonzo’s abilities and as such was able to cautiously marvel at just exactly how fast they were accelerating through the void.

Their artificial gravity generator was the magic box that made all this possible. The Phoenix had been designed to test the efficacy of the device. Other than a few (damned inconvenient then, funny in retrospect) hiccoughs early on it had proven itself. It not only gave them a consistent sense of down irrespective of their acceleration, it also shielded them to a large degree from the effects of that acceleration. Which was why the crew of the Phoenix was not currently hemorrhaging en masse as they hurtled toward their rendezvous with the crippled mining ship at an unthinkable twenty—five Gs of acceleration. Standing on the deck of the Phoenix, everyone certainly felt noticeably heavier, but only as if they wore weighted suits. For her part, Grove enjoyed the opportunity to get in some high—g workouts when she was off shift. When she was not keeping an eye on the captain, that is.

When it became apparent that the modifications Gonzo had performed would not blow them all to pieces any time soon, the PC met with Grove and the captain to offer his report to this effect. Simmons had been distant in that meeting. 

Afterward Gonzo and Grove had met and agreed that they would need to take turns keeping an eye on the captain. Their inability to effectively communicate with their rescue target had shaken the captain, who feared the worst. But there was more to it than general concern. Gonzo refused to break his old friend’s confidence, and so Grove took it upon herself to find out what the deal was.

Commander Grove stood in front of the hatch to the captain’s quarters with a bottle of Martian gin in her hand. She had unzipped the tunic of her uniform approximately seven centimeters down from full zip. She had considered this the appropriate length to convey openness without appearing to be out of uniform. She checked the captain’s schedule on her screen one last time to confirm that he would most likely be in his quarters, took a deep breath, and rang the chime with her bottle—laden hand.

“Come in, Stephanie,” the captains voice said as the hatch opened in front of her.

“Captain,” she said as she stepped through the bulkhead.

Having never been into the captain’s quarters, she took a moment to orient herself within the space, taking note of how casually he had tossed his own uniform tunic onto the chair that had been placed by the door. Wrinkle—proof fabric or not, Grove would have reprimanded a lower—ranking member of the crew for treating their uniform in such a manner. In this case she stifled an urge to cough and put what she hoped was a pleasant smile on her face as she met the captain’s gaze.

“Privilege of rank,” Simmons explained, having noted her observing his tunic.

“Understood, sir,” she said, reddening slightly, “I brought some gin,” she said hopefully as she held up the bottle.

“I thought we might have a drink, and chat, it’s long past time that we—,” she continued.

Simmons held up a hand to interrupt her, saying,” Gin, can’t stand the stuff. Here.”

He stood up and pulled a bottle of something brown from behind a hidden panel in his liquor cabinet. He turned to face her and smiled.

“Gonzo doesn’t even know I have this,” he said conspiratorially.

“What is it, sir?” Grove asked.

Dalton grabbed a pair of glasses from the top shelf of the cabinet and poured two fingers of the liquid into each glass. He then applied two drops of water from a bulb into each glass before holding one out for Grove.

“I know why you’re here, Stephanie. While we’re drinking behind closed doors, you can drop the ‘sirs.’ It ruins the flavor of the liquor and this is much too good to be ruined,” Dalton said as he inhaled deeply from his glass, appreciating the aroma.

He swirled the liquid around before taking a sip, and then smiled as the warmth filled him.

Grove eyed the glass suspiciously and gave it a cautious sniff.

“Smells like the soil plant back on Mars,” she observed as she wrinkled her nose.

“You mean ‘peaty,’ Commander. The word is ‘peaty.’ This is very old scotch. Proper scotch, from Scotland, back on Earth. A rare treat. I figure since you’re here to pump me for personal information and check my emotional well—being we may as well enjoy the experience,” he said with a half—smile.

“Sir, that is, captain, I...” Grove began. 

She rarely found herself at a loss for words, even when the captain was candid — which he often was. This degree of candor caught her off guard. She had mapped out an entire verbal battle plan for the evening. Stephanie was determined to learn more about the captain’s personal life and general emotional well—being, as he had said. And whether or not she would need to get Medical involved. The captain had torpedoed her plan before she had been able to much more than sit down.

“No plan survives first contact with the enemy,” she muttered into her glass as she had an exploratory sip, suddenly understanding why the captain had been so excited to share this with her.

“What was that?” Dalton prompted.

“Guilty as charged, captain,” Grove replied as she found herself savoring the aftertaste of the scotch. 

She understood why the captain kept it hidden. A small part of her also appreciated that it was something the captain had chosen to share with her instead of Gonzo. After all, the captain and Gonzo had risen through the ranks together.

They drank in silence for some minutes, each considering the topic which they both knew Grove had come to discuss, neither willing to broach the subject first.

Finally, Dalton cleared his throat and spoke.

“I’m well aware of your concern, and I’ll confess that it’s not entirely unfounded. My husband is on that ship and I still don’t know if he was injured in whatever accident blew out their QiComs. Won’t know for several more hours,” he said, punctuating the admission with a heavy breath.

“Captain, I,” Grove began to reply.

Simmons held up a hand, “I owe you a full explanation. I can only guess at what pieces you’ve been able to pull together and what sort of picture that paints, so let me fill you in.”

Dalton walked Grove through the whole story, starting with when he was assigned to the Phoenix design project. He described how he had become buried in the project and had taken Hugh’s presence in their home for granted, to the point of not being the emotional support Hugh needed when his close friend and colleague Marcie had died in front of him out on the Martian surface. 

Dalton related how Hugh had left his research job when the Phoenix was preparing to leave for her shakedown cruise, choosing to join the crew of the Krakken, and how the news had come to Dalton in a video message – after the Krakken had broken orbit for the Titan run. Dalton wrapped up his tale by describing Gonzo’s subsequent counsel, the letter Dalton had sent, and how Hugh had not yet responded. And then they had received the distress call.

“So,” he concluded, “I understand why you — and Gonzo — are so concerned about my mental health. But, I promise you, I’m still fit for command. I won’t pretend I’m not worried, that wouldn’t be human, but I can do my duty to this ship and her crew.”

Grove inspected the captain with a level gaze that she normally reserved for lower—ranking officers whom she was evaluating. She considered what the captain had just shared with her, wondering if his candor was a deflection tactic. If it had been an emotional appeal to distract her — to give her a reason to refrain from having the hard conversation she had feared she might need to have when she came here this evening.

Ultimately, she decided that the captain was playing her fair. She knew that he had too much respect for her to feed her bullshit in an attempt to prevent her from going to the Chief Medical Officer.

“Captain, I’m sorry you had to go through that. It sounds like quite the ordeal,” she said eventually.

“Don’t feel bad for me, Stephanie. I’m squarely in the wrong on all of this,” he said with a sigh before taking a long sip from his glass.

“Then I’m glad you were able to realize what a jerk you were to your husband, and that you’re trying to do right by him,” she countered, earning herself a mildly surprised look from the captain.

“And still, no one deserves to worry about someone they love the way you have been these last few days,” she added.

The captain chuckled a bit, causing Grove to cock her eyebrow questioningly.

“The Commander Stephanie Grove that joined this crew two years ago would never have dared speak to her captain like that,” he observed.

“I’ve been getting a lot of that lately,” she said, “people telling me I’ve changed, that is.”

“You’ve grown, Commander. And that’s a good thing. I saw that potential in you when I was staffing this ship. I deserve to be called a jerk, and it’s a bit refreshing to hear it from someone who isn’t Gonzo, to be honest,” he said with another laugh.

He drained the final drops from his glass and held it up to ask Grove if she was ready for another.

She nodded and handed her glass to the captain.

As he prepared the next round, he said, “I’ve been meaning to have a chat with you, too, by the way.”

“Like I said, you’ve grown as both a person and an officer since taking this post. I feel I haven’t offered much in the way of direct mentoring. However, I see great things for your career, and I want to make sure you’re ready for them,” he said as he handed her glass back to her.

“Are you changing the subject, captain?” she asked.

“I am. Captain’s prerogative, Commander. Now then,” he replied.

Dalton and Stephanie conversed through their second and then a third round in their glasses. The captain shared some of the lessons of command that he had learned — including the concept of a crew’s Inflection Point. For her part, Grove chose to open up about her own personal life to the captain. She filled in the blanks about her own upbringing and career that her official record did not reflect.

Their conversation eventually arrived at an organic conclusion. Grove bade the captain goodnight close to midnight ship’s time. She then made the short trip down the officer’s corridor to her own quarters, where she dressed for bed feeling the warmth of both the scotch and the suddenly improved relationship with her captain. She went to sleep with the knowledge that Captain Simmons would be okay, and that her uniform hung smartly in her closet – ready for another day’s duty.

Seven hours later, as Grove was preparing to leave her quarters for the start of her shift on the Control Deck, her screen beeped. Pulling it out of the pocket where she had only moments ago stowed it, she hit the button to activate the comms.

“XO, go,” she said.

“XO, Control Deck,” came Ensign Stevens’ voice, “We’re approaching our rendezvous coordinates with the Krakken.”
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It was just over a day before the BPOE Phoenix was due to rendezvous with the mining vessel Krakken. Dr. Selene Nirgal, the Krakken’s only proper medical officer, was focusing intently on a report for the BPOE doctors who would take over care for her only current patient, the injured Collection Crew member Hugh Saracen. Selene would normally have finished this report with a handful of thoughts. Unfortunately, her cybernetic connection to the ship’s computers had been severed when they had been struck by uncharted debris that had destroyed the ship’s FTL communications system, the QiComs.

The QiComs unit was not only Selene’s connection point to the Krakken’s computers, but also to the wider Interplanetary Network that connected all of humanity just as the old Internet had before humanity had become a multi—planet species. And so, Selene focused on the screen in front of her, disconnected from the IPNet. She scanned the data it displayed to ensure that she had not forgotten to include anything that the Phoenix’s doctors would need to know when they assumed treatment duties for Hugh, who lay in one of her diagnostic beds in a medically induced coma.

She was so engrossed in her efforts that she failed to notice when Ann Bell, another member of the Krakken’s Collection Crew and backup—backup medic, entered the infirmary.

Selene started violently when Ann cleared her throat to announce her presence. Ann retrieved the doctor’s screen from the deck of the Infirmary and handed it back to her with an apology for having startled her.

“No no, it’s my fault for not paying attention,” Selene said as a puzzled look crept across her face.

“What’s up? You’re not due to relieve me until nineteen hundred hours,” she asked.

Ann pointed to the chronometer on the wall of the Infirmary.

“It’s actually nineteen eleven. I was about to apologize for being late,” Ann replied.

“Oh wow,” Selene said with a smirk, “We can’t get the QiComs fixed fast enough. I’m used to knowing the time just by thinking about it.”

Ann nodded and smiled sympathetically. She then turned to look at Hugh and the diagnostic readout on the display connected to his bed.

“Doesn’t look like anything has changed since my last shift,” Ann observed with a small sigh.

“Not really. His overall health is declining just as I had predicted. The good news is that a BPOE ship should have a much better equipped infirmary. They’ll be able to get him healthy again,” Selene said hopefully.

Ann nodded again, this time somberly. She knew Selene had done everything she could, and that help was almost there.

Selene nodded toward the terminal at her workstation and said, “Give me a minute to finish this report?”

“Of course,” Ann replied as she crossed the infirmary.

She sat down at what the rest of the crew had come to think of as Ann’s chair. It was bolted to the deck between the diagnostic beds, at their head.

With a flourish and an exhalation, Selene indicated moments later that she had completed her work.

“Go on,” Ann said waving her hand in a shooing motion, “get out of here and get some rest. You have a big day tomorrow. Lots of talking with other doctors.”

“Aye, aye,” Selene said as she described a loose salute with two fingers and a yawn.

“See what I mean?” Ann noted with a smile.

Selene nodded through another yawn.

“I do. Goodnight, Ann. As always if anything changes come get me,” she imparted as she threw up a hand in goodbye.

Selene grabbed her screen from her workstation and stuffed it into a coverall pocket. She left the Infirmary with one more wave and a smile to Ann. Ann nodded once in acknowledgement.

Her charge in good hands, Selene stepped through the Infirmary’s hatch into the Krakken’s main corridor. No sooner had she turned to walk to her quarters when her stomach growled, reminding her that she had not eaten since Rich had stopped by the Infirmary that morning with a protein pack. She did an about face and instead of her quarters made her way to the Galley.

As she walked the corridor, Selene’s mind returned to Hugh’s injuries. Even though she knew help was only hours away, she still tried to synthesize every article she had read from the local copy of the medical archives in the Krakken’s computers. She twisted the puzzle mentally, trying to fit what was in those articles into the gaping holes in her understanding of the problem. She wanted to find even the smallest way to improve his condition, beyond slowing his decline. Without access to the IPNet she was cut off from the bulk of the data and computational power that her currently useless implant could have used to solve this and save Hugh’s life.

Lost in these thoughts, Selene scratched absently at her head as she stepped through the hatch into the Galley. She almost collided with the Krakken’s first mate, John Zhong.

“Oh shit,” she said as she looked up with a surprised expression.

She jumped reflexively as he side—stepped out of her way.

“Sorry John,” she apologized.

John began to chuckle, which then devolved into a full—blown laugh. He reached out to a nearby bulkhead to support himself, weakened as he continued to howl. 

It proved infectious and soon Selene joined him in laughing at the ridiculousness of the moment; and more importantly, providing an outlet for the stress they had all carried with them. It had been a rough week or so since the accident that cost them the life of their Propulsion Chief Gus Swenson and injured two other of their crewmates.

Selene tried to speak to apologize again, but whenever she made eye contact with John the giggles returned. Eventually calm returned and then both sighed of them loudly as they wiped tears from their eyes.

“Sorry about that, John,” Selene finally succeeded in saying.

John waved her off, saying, “No harm done; it’s good to know my reflexes are intact, though.”

“Guess I can skip that test at your physical,” Selene replied.

“Speaking of –” John began.

“—Hugh is still stable, declining almost imperceptibly, but in no danger of crashing,” she responded, intuiting his question.

“And also ‘speaking of,’ how’s the ship?” she asked.

John sighed again, this time with a small shrug of resignation.

“We’re in no danger of losing atmosphere or acceleration, but I really hope that BPOE ship has some spare parts we can use. Like QiComs,” he replied, nodding at her head.

She touched the spot on her head where the antenna fibers that masqueraded as hair disappeared into her scalp.

“I definitely agree with you there,” Selene said as her stomach renewed its complaint.

“Oh man,” she said as she grabbed at her abdomen, “I should probably tend to the mission that brought me here. If you’ll excuse me?”

“Of course!” John replied, “I need to get on with my own tasks as it is. G’night, Selene.”

“Goodnight, John,” Selene replied, turning to make her way to the food storage area in search of something ready to eat.

John Zhong stepped out of the Galley’s hatch and strode down the corridor, checking his screen. He had a general list of items to ask the BPOE for but wanted to lock in the specifics as best he could before their rendezvous. The last thing he needed was Gus – no, dammit, Wally – complaining that they had been given the wrong type of part.

His first stop was the Algae Reactor Bay. The large alcove was the closest functional area to the Galley and had not escaped damage when whatever it was had struck the Krakken. 

Ann had led the effort to repair what she could, but no one else had the same knack for keeping the algae happy as Hugh did. A couple of reactor cylinders had crashed since the accident due to some imbalance or another that the remaining crew had been unable to diagnose in time. These containers would be flushed and sanitized for any parasites or other contaminants. Only then would a sampling from a healthy cylinder be used to start a fresh batch. A couple of cylinders was no big deal, but if too many more crashed it would begin to impact the ship’s ability to regulate oxygen levels and process waste. 

John tapped his screen against the reactor’s control interface and received a list of parts and supplies that Ann had requested. Her notes indicated that these were the parts that would get the reactor operating at one hundred percent capacity. 

Looking through the requisition as the software categorized items into his master list, John sighed. He swore that whatever Saracen had been doing, the foodstuffs derived from the algae he tended just tasted better. Ann did a fair job, but in this one thing she was no Hugh.

As she was on duty in the Infirmary caring for Hugh and the rest of the crew were otherwise occupied, there was no one present for John to review this requisition list with. So he moved on.

“Right,” he said to the ship, stepping away from the Algae Reactor Bay.

He worked his way toward the Collection Crew quarters. He smiled to himself, knowing that this would be an efficient stop.

At a junction a few meters from the algae reactors, John happened on the Collection Crew’s chief, Pradesh Stevens. Pradesh was intent on his own screen but had the situational awareness of many years’ hazardous duty. He was therefore prescient enough to look up in time to greet the First Mate rather than collide with him.

“John,” he said.

“Hey Pradesh, I was just looking for you,” John replied amiably.

“How may I be of assistance?” the chief responded, doing a bad job at hiding the fact that he was annoyed at having been delayed from whatever task he had been en route to.

“What’s our status?” the first mate asked directly, sensing Pradesh’s desire to get back to his own work.

Pradesh exhaled and pointedly did not glance at his screen.

“I assume Wally will provide you with an update on ship’s systems, so I’ll limit my report to our maintenance tasks. In brief, the ship is still a mess from that collision and my crew is exhausted from all the extra work of being down one point five people.”

“However, fear not – we will not give a poor impression to the BPOE crew that comes aboard. As for the details, here’s my annotated report,” and with a swipe of his finger across his screen, Pradesh sent a link to the file he had been studying to John’s screen.

John nodded and tapped open the file to confirm it was in good order.

“One point five people down?” John asked after a beat.

“Ms. Bell is dividing her time by taking shifts in the infirmary. Given that the alternative was an over—tired ship’s medic, I’ve reapportioned fifty percent of her tasks to the remaining Collection Crew,” Pradesh explained as he nodded in the direction of the report on John’s screen.

John nodded in understanding.

“Thanks Pradesh, carry on. I’ll work the relevant parts of your report into my own to the captain,” he said.

“Very good. I’ll make sure to flag any updates for your attention as they are made,” Pradesh assured.

“Perfect, thanks. Catch you later,” John replied, departing down the corridor with a quick parting salute for the Collection Crew chief.

Pradesh grunted in reply, his attention already returned to his screen as he too resumed his previous vector.

John remembered the algae reactors and turned to call after Pradesh, but the man had already vanished into one of the side corridors. John tapped his screen against his hand – he would just have to ask Ann whenever they happened to cross paths.

John stepped through the hatch into the Collection Crew’s quarters. He did not make it into this section of the Krakken very often but was always pleased with how tidy the crew kept their space. His hopes of an efficient group interview were however dashed when the only member of the crew present was Rich Theming.

Rich had been aboard the Krakken for enough Runs that John considered him a fixture. He was an accident prone at the worst moment fixture, but despite that the man was good at his job. John had heard that Rich had been thinking of retiring from the crew after this Run and he sighed a bit at that thought. He considered Rich as much a friend as a member of the crew.

“Hey Rich,” John said as he approached Rich’s bunk at the far end of the room.

“John! What brings you all the way out here?” Rich asked.

John waved his screen back and forth, explaining, “Just getting an in—person status on the ship to make sure we’re ready for our rendezvous with the Phoenix when she gets here. Anything you’d like to make sure gets repaired that Pradesh might’ve missed?”

Rich shot a look at John.

“You know as well as I do that Pradesh has already thought of everything we might need twice over,” he replied.

“Still, though,” he continued thoughtfully, “I know he’d be happy to eat raw algae if it came to it, but I wouldn’t mind some proper food. I’d settle for protein packs or some algal flavoring if that’s all the Phoenix has to spare.”

John nodded and was about to reply in agreement when a voice just outside the bunkroom hatch called out, “Yes, please! I know you all don’t think I’m a picky eater, but even I prefer not to eat raw algae.”

The voice belonged to Christopher MacGuillicutty, another member of the Collection Crew that everyone – including his wife and fellow collector Maxine – just called “Mac.”

“Noted, Mac,” John replied with an overly exasperated sigh to cover the smile that stuck itself on his face at the man’s appearance. 

Mac was a one—man morale booster; his mere presence in a place was always enough to lighten the mood. 

“Anything else you want me to add?” John asked.

“To what?” asked Maxine – just “Max” to everyone who knew her – as she entered the bunkroom behind her husband.

“I think he’s taking our dinner order,” quipped Mac.

“About time, too,” he continued, “How many years have we worked on this ship? You’d think we’d have got room service perks by now.”

John and Max chose to ignore Mac; Max offered a questioning eyebrow to John with a nod to go on.

John explained once again what he was doing, in response to Max’s silent question.

Max considered his request for a moment and then said, “Pradesh has already given you his list?”

John held up his screen and nodded.

“Then yeah, just the foodstuffs. Pradesh thinks of everything else, but I swear I’ve caught him eating right out of the algae reactor cylinders,” she said with a chuckle.

John joined them in the laughter, making a double note about foodstuffs in his report. In addition to the other areas damaged by the accident, it had also caused a fire in the ship’s food storage area. Much of their food supply had been torched in the blaze before they could put it out. If not for the pending arrival of the Phoenix, they very well might have been subsisting on raw algae before reaching the BPOE base on Callisto.

“Right then, everything else proceeding apace?” John asked the married couple.

By the looks of their coveralls, they had just completed a particularly dirty task.

“We’ll be ready for the Phoenix, if that’s what you’re asking,” Max replied.

“Yeah, plenty of room for food in the storage bay,” Mac added with a touch of sadness in his voice.

“The fire took out all my favorite protein pack flavors,” he added.

“Your favorite flavor is ‘protein pack,’ my dear husband,” Max said as she nudged him with her shoulder.

“You know me too well,” he conceded, adding, “let’s get out of these dirty coveralls. That ship will be here before too much longer and I’d like to be presentable.”

With that, Mac and Max left the main bunkroom for their private quarters, closing the hatch behind them.

Rich sighed and laughed softly, shaking his head.

John offered him a look.

“I’m just ready to be home,” Rich explained.

“Missing Serena and the kids?” John asked.

“More every day – in a way I never have before,” Rich replied.

John nodded.

“I wish I could say I understand, but...” he offered.

Rich waved a hand at the first mate.

“No worries,” he said, “We’ll get there – and I promise to get there unscathed.”

“That’d be a first,” John muttered to himself.

“What’s that?” Rich asked.

“Nothing, just making a note,” John replied.

“Thanks for the update, Rich,” John continued, “I’m off to continue my tour.”

“See you in the Galley,” Rich said with another wave before returning to whatever had held his attention when John had first entered the bunk room.

John’s smile remained as he walked the corridor on approach to the Infirmary. Even though Selene had already filed a full report he wanted to do a final check. He also wanted to see Hugh. He knew the facts from Selene’s verbal report, but he still felt a responsibility to look in on the man himself. As he neared the Infirmary’s hatch, he heard Ann’s voice. Something in her tone made him pause before going in.

“...don’t think I can keep it to myself any longer. I’ve talked around it in my therapy sessions with Selene and at first ... Hell, for a while the therapy was helping even without me being totally honest.”

“The nightmares, the hallucinations – they all went away. But the nightmares have started up again and I have to tell someone. Technically you can hear me, that’s what Selene said. But I don’t know if you’ll even remember once you’re awake again. Even if you did remember I know I can trust you with this, Hugh,” she said before stopping to clear her throat.

“Anyway, here goes,” she said, taking a deep breath.

“It – my mother – that is, she didn’t die from her disease. I mean, she would’ve, she was! But she begged me at the end, wore me down until I did exactly what they told us not to do. I ... I killed her, Hugh. I cranked that knob all the way up past the safe limit. Hell, I modded it to go even further, and then she was gone, I...”

Ann stopped talking again and John could just make out the sound of muffled sobs coming from the Infirmary. He cleared his throat to announce his presence and stepped through the hatch into the Krakken’s medical space. 

Ann’s head shot up from where it had been resting in her hands. She stood up abruptly. She swiped at the tears on her flushed face, which turned a deeper crimson first from embarrassment and then from rising anger.

“How long were you standing out there,” she asked pointedly.

“Ann, I only just wanted to say –” John began, lifting his arms up bent at the elbows.

“How. Long?” she repeated, driving each word out of her mouth.

John’s arms dropped to his sides, and he exhaled heavily.

“I’m pretty sure I heard everything. Ann, what you did isn’t really a crime. Not anymore, I mean,” he said empathetically.

Ann cut him off with an angry swipe of her hand.

“I know what the law is,” she spat at him, “I took the damned training course like everyone else who operates those damned machines. I knew what I was doing.”

“I bet you did, but that’s not my point. We’ve had all kinds of people try to run away from their troubles by joining our crew. What’s a better getaway than three years in deep space, right?”

“I’m more familiar with Martian criminal law than anyone not working for the courts should be. I know for a fact that assisted suicide is a rarely—prosecuted misdemeanor with a four—year statute of limitations,” John explained.

“And there are a lot of people who would consider three years stuck in this tube with the rest of us worse than any Martian prison,” he added, attempting to lighten her mood.

It had seemed like something Mac would have said were he present, but John said it anyway.

Ann barked a harsh laugh at his final thought, but then appeared to consider what John had said.

“I mean, I was planning to stay on for another run and there’s nothing for me down on Mars anyway, not really,” she said after a beat, giving voice to her thoughts.

Then she fell quiet, shooting John a panicked look. The frantic worry that had her searching the Infirmary for a weapon to conceal not too long ago had returned.

“Ann, what is it?” John asked, concerned by her expression.

“The Phoenix,” she said her voice rising as she continued, “BPOE has jurisdiction out here and ‘rarely—prosecuted misdemeanor’ or not I bet they’ve worked out I’m responsible for my mother’s death back home and from what I’ve heard after counting space rocks their favorite thing to do is arrest criminals.”

John shook his head.

“We get regular wanted lists from the BPOE – again, sometimes people still slip through our interview process – and your name wasn’t on any of them. Just to be safe, I’ll make sure you have minimal contact with their people,” John told her.

At first Ann acted as though she had not heard him, but after several seconds her demeanor began to shift as she comprehended his intention.

“Thanks John,” she said, visibly relieved.

“But,” she continued with a note of concern in her voice, “you still haven’t asked me why I did it.”

John thought for a moment and then said, “I heard what you told Hugh, I don’t know if it’s my place to ask that question. Isn’t it something you and Selene should be working through in therapy?”

“Oh, I will, I promise; but Hugh can’t respond right now and with Selene it’s going to be a thing. You already know the details. Do you have a few minutes? This is something I need to just do before I really interrogate it with Selene” Ann said, her tone pleading.

“Yeah I have a few minutes,” he said immediately, his list of tasks forgotten.

John sat down at Selene’s workstation as Ann took a deep breath and leaned against the foot of the unused diagnostic bed.

“I’m not sure how much you know about my mother, but Susan Bell’s public persona as a razor—sharp critic who rarely doled out praise wasn’t just a public persona...” Ann began.

She told John how her mother had fallen ill. She had driven away nurse after nurse while her condition worsened. Ultimately her mother’s sharp tongue and a series of reluctant staffing agencies had forced Ann to leave her own career to care for her mother as she faded away.

Ann described the pain—dampener device in great detail as even the years and a billion kilometers could not erase from her memory what she had learned in that training course. She talked through those last months, the weeks that led up to the end. The angry, suffering woman from Ann’s nightmares and hallucinations appeared in her mind’s eye as she talked. She faltered.

Her voice caught and tears formed at the corners of her eyes. She scrubbed at them with the sleeve of her coverall but as she tried to finish the story she broke down completely. She apologized to John as her shoulders shook with quiet sobs.

“Hey,” John said sympathetically as he stood up and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“It’s okay. I already know the rest, remember?” he added with a tone that caused her to laugh bitterly.

Ann seemed to find equilibrium for a moment, then burst back into tears.

“I’m so sorry,” she said between sobs, “I...I didn’t think it’d come out like this.”

“No need to apologize. Just breathe. Take your time,” John answered patiently as he reached out again.

After several beats Ann took another deep, halting breath and exhaled sharply. She cleared her throat and rolled her shoulders, making eye contact with John, who handed her a couple of tissues he had found in a box on Selene’s workstation.

Ann took them from him gratefully, dabbed at her eyes. She blew her nose and deposited the tissues into the nearest waste container.

“Thanks John. I think I’ll be okay. I’m sure I’ll need to rehydrate after Selene works her therapeutic magic on my emotions, based on that display just now,” she said with another short laugh, similar to the noise she remembered her mother making when she had found something ironic.

John smiled sympathetically and instinctively made to stand before stopping himself. He looked at Ann questioningly as he remained seated.

“No no, it’s okay. I’m feeling better; well, a little more centered now that I was a few minutes ago,” she said, noticing his actions and intuiting his intent.

John nodded once and stood.

He looked at Ann and said, “Again, apologies for eavesdropping, and you’re safe here. You’re part of the family. The BPOE isn’t taking you anywhere. Besides, I need you here to keep the ship running.”

Ann barked another laugh and returned to her chair between the diagnostic beds. She studied the readouts on the display over Hugh’s head and clicked her tongue. She pressed some buttons on the interface, adjusting his medication levels slightly.

“Weirdly, the BPOE can’t get here quick enough,” she said while still looking at the display.

“Amen to that,” John replied quietly.

“I’m around if you need anything,” he added.

With that he left the Infirmary, only stopping once he was far enough down the corridor so as not to be heard by Ann. He blew out a long breath and leaned against a bulkhead, running a hand through his hair. The Krakken’s crew had already suffered so much, and now he learned that she had been carrying this with her the entire time. John took a moment to compose himself. Only once he felt centered did he continue on to the Generator Room.

John closed the hatch to the Generator Room a little louder than was strictly necessary. He did not want to surprise Wally at whatever task he might be tending to. There was no need to do more damage to the Krakken beyond what she had already suffered. He found Wally at his work bench with some component disassembled before him, a diagnostic tool in his hand.

“Hey John,” Wally said without looking up from the tool’s readout.

“Hey Wally, what’re you working on?” John asked in reply.

“It’s the broken QiComs unit that we swapped out before leaving Mars. I thought I might be able to get it working before the Phoenix got here so it’d be one less thing we had to ask them for,” the ship’s acting Propulsion Chief explained.

“Mm hmm,” John replied.

“Turns out it looks like the problem is that the entanglement unit shorted out and the particles fell out of parity with their sister particles, so...” Wally said, trailing off as though that explained everything.

“Ah,” John said.

“So unless I jump on one foot humming the ‘Ode to Joy’ while pointing at the unit, there’s no way I’ll ever get it back into entanglement,” Wally finished, having turned to look at John.

“That so,” John murmured.

“John,” Wally said as he put down his tool.

“Yeah?” John replied.

“You seem a little distracted,” Wally observed.

John realized he had not actually heard anything that Wally had said after ‘Hey John,’ and he shook his head slowly. He thought for a moment whether he should say anything about his conversation with Ann. Wally was a de facto member of the Krakken’s command crew now. He had a right – and more importantly a likely need – to know about her admission.

“Sorry,” John said after a moment, “I’ve just come from the Infirmary, and –”

“Yeah, seeing Hugh like that leaves me with trouble focusing for a while, too,” Wally interjected.

“It’s not that. I mean, yeah, that’s hard to see, but I just had a, well, revelatory is the wrong word, let’s call it a cathartic conversation with Ann,” John explained.

“Sounds like it hit you pretty hard,” Wally replied, adding “Can you share?”

“I probably should, given your new status,” John answered.

Wally sighed.

“There’s a lot of not great things that seem to be happening to us these days,” he said.

“So what’s going on with Ann?” he asked.

John related the entire conversation to Wally, stressing the parts where John promised that the Krakken was a safe space, a refuge for Ann until the statute of limitations ran out on her apparent and heretofore undiscovered ‘crime.’

“We get criminal reports from the BPOE?” Wally asked.

“Gus never told you about those?” John asked back, a little surprised.

Wally shook his head.

“I’m starting to realize that there’s probably a lot of the administrative side of this job that Gus never felt the need to tell me about,” he said.

John clicked his tongue.

“We’ll have to do something about that,” he said, making a fresh note on his screen.

Holding the screen up a few moments later, he said, “Speaking of the administrative side of this job, do you have any updated requests for the requisition list I’ll be providing to the Phoenix?”

Wally considered John’s question, still somewhat distracted himself by what he had just been told about Ann. After several moments of fiddling absently with his diagnostic tool, he tapped it against the housing of the broken QiComs unit and looked at John.

“Did I already ask for one of these?” he asked, indicating the same unit.

“Didn’t have to,” John replied, “it was already at the top of the preliminary list I put together.”

Wally made a noise of acknowledgement and lapsed back into thought.

“I mean, if they can spare a couple cubic meters of raw matter, I can fabricate just about anything else we’d need that they don’t already have,” he eventually said.

“Right, I’ll up our request to two cubic meters of raw matter,” John said as he updated his list.

“That’s crazy about Ann. I always thought something was off with her, but I’d never have guessed...” Wally began.

“There’s something a little off about all of us or we wouldn’t be out here in this tube, a billion kilometers from the rest of civilization,” John pointed out.

“What Ann did is technically a crime, but it was an act of mercy,” he added.

“Yeah, but Susan Bell was no peach, John. I can imagine being her only human contact would get to be a lot after a while for anyone, especially her daughter,” Wally countered.

“I know what you’re insinuating, Wally, and even if there was malicious intent – which from knowing Ann for two years now I don’t think is the case at all – I’ve already offered her asylum aboard the Krakken and that’s the final word on it. Ship’s rule,” John replied sternly.

“The captain is good with it?” Wally asked.

“I ... haven’t had a chance to fill her in yet,” John replied, clearing his throat.

Wally nodded solemnly.

“It’s her rule, Wally. She set it down years ago. The Captain, First Mate, and Propulsion Chief have authority to grant asylum as we see fit. It’s in the contract,” John explained.

Wally nodded again, saying nothing.

“You’ll see it when you get your PC contract,” John finished.

“My what?” Wally said, his eyebrows raising.

John touched his hand to his forehead.

“Ah dammit. Look, I said nothing. Deb’s going to make the offer after we get Hugh sorted out. Keep that to yourself?” John asked, embarrassed.

“Yeah yeah, no problem. I had a feeling that was coming, but out of respect for the two of you – for all of us mourning Gus – I didn’t want to say anything,” Wally admitted.

John nodded sadly, saying, “Yeah, I swear I expect to hear him cursing as he pulls himself out from the backside of one of the generators, lubricant all over his coveralls.”

Wally laughed at that all too familiar memory, nodding in agreement.

“It’s been so crazy. I haven’t even processed that he’s not just taking a vacation in his quarters or something,” Wally said.

“Me either. We’ll honor him properly, like I said once we get Hugh sorted out and get our ship back in order. It’s what Gus would’ve wanted,” John said.

“Right. Fix the damn ship first, there’ll be time for mourning once the coolant lines have been properly purged,” Wally said in a fair imitation of Gus’s voice.

They stood in silence for a moment, lost in their own fond memories of the man they had just lost in the accident that had crippled their ship, injured Rich, and almost killed Hugh.

“I should see if there’s anything I can salvage from this busted thing,” Wally said a few moments later, turning back to his workbench.

Clearing his throat again, John said, “Sounds
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