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“And how does that make you feel?” she asked.

Hugh Saracen’s thought process was interrupted. 

He looked over at his therapist and said, “Really, Selene. ‘How does that make me feel’?”

“Your thoughts were spiraling; I had to snap you out of it,” Selene Nirgal, the mining ship Krakken’s only doctor and therefore also therapist explained as she held her hands up in a shrug. She struggled to suppress a smile.

“Hugh, we’ve been out here for months, and this is our seventh session since we agreed to begin therapy. I’ll be honest, you’ve made progress,” she said, keeping the session on topic.

“But–” Hugh interjected.

“But we’re still working; that is, you know therapy is a process. It’s good that you haven’t had an episode since we left Mars. We’ve built on the foundation you laid with your previous therapist,” she said reassuringly.

“You’ve been through a lot, Hugh. Between losing Marcie – who was as much your friend as your colleague – in the accident back on Mars and the difficulties in your marriage that brought you here,” Selene said, recounting the events that brought Hugh to the Krakken.

Hugh snorted at the mention of his marriage but held back the acidic comment that would have accompanied it only a few weeks ago: progress.

Recognizing the snort for what it was and choosing to ignore it, Selene pressed forward saying, “Have you tried reaching out to Dalton?”

“I wrote him when I left, but – and I know we talked about it – I just can’t pull all my feelings together in a way that makes sense. That I could put down in a letter,” Hugh replied.

“Well, that’s why we’re here. Let’s spend a few minutes talking about those feelings,” she prompted.

Hugh laid out his feelings of abandonment, anger, fear, and loss all aimed at his husband, Captain Dalton Simmons of the Benevolent and Protective Order of Explorers.

Selene listened and made some suggestions to help Hugh sort through his feelings.

“But,” she said, “it seems like the letter can wait for now. There’s time for that later.”

“And speaking of time, it looks like our time is just about up for this week, and I think we’ve reached an organic stopping point,” Selene observed as she checked the time on the chrono on the wall behind Hugh.

“Before we end, I’d like to go over some techniques for you to employ when you start to spiral like you did earlier. The first is recognizing that you’re doing it...”

Selene Nirgal then walked Hugh through the exercises that would help him on his journey to recovery.

When the session had officially ended Hugh thanked her as he always did. He left her small office feeling lighter and better armed to face the months ahead with his new colleagues. As he walked through the corridors, he stopped at a viewport to take in the inky, star-strewn depths of space. 

l

The last mildly interesting ball of rock that they could see in the Asteroid Belt had shot past at several hundred kilometers per hour relative to them weeks ago. Since then it had been the same unchanging field of stars as they continued their journey to Saturn’s moon Titan. The captain had been correct: space is incredibly boring. 

The Asteroid Belt had failed to live up to the expectations Hugh had held, especially when he thought back to the harrowing tales Dalton had told him of Belt duty on assignment for the BPOE. The tales had always been of how his ship had narrowly avoided a collision with some asteroid only known by a number and an orbital path. 

For some of them Dalton had been steering the ship, for others he was just another of the white-knuckled crew wondering if this was their final duty. Having now traversed the Belt himself, Hugh wondered if those tales were old-fashioned Bolt Patrol embellishments or just plain bad navigation.

Hugh chided himself for thinking of Dalton, even if he was now in the man's professional domain. Dalton was in the past for Hugh, just as much as the Asteroid Belt would soon be. If only the Belt had been more interesting.

"We are now at the mid-point of the latest BPOE demarcation of the Asteroid Belt," the Krakken's first mate John Zhong announced over the ship's intercom the next day.

The newest members of the ship’s Collection Crew, Hugh and Ann Bell, were off duty and enjoying some free time staring out a viewport looking for one of the belt's residents.

"I always thought the Asteroid Belt would be more, I don't know, belt-like," Hugh said, still staring into space.

"I know," Ann agreed. "What's our total?"

"Three asteroids that we've both seen, one just by me and two for you, so you're ahead by one," Hugh recounted from memory.

"Then what's all the fuss about?" Ann asked, turning to look at Hugh.

"Not to be that guy, but we told you that space is mostly empty," a man’s voice said from behind them.

"Jeez!" Ann said, startled.

"Come on, Mac," Hugh said.

Christopher MacGuillicutty laughed. The long-serving member of the Collection Crew everyone including his wife always called ‘Mac’ held out a hand in apology for having startled them – even though that had obviously been his intent.

"Sorry," Mac said between heaves of laughter, "you greens do need to learn some situational awareness, though. The surface of Titan is way more active than Mars, especially when we're down there with the machinery."

"Still, Mac, you don’t want us to have heart attacks before we get there," Hugh replied.

"Oh there's plenty of time for you to recover, especially with as talented a physician as our own Doctor Nirgal," Mac countered.

"You got me, again," Hugh said. "So are you just stalking the ship looking for people to startle, or was there something you needed to tell us?"

"Oh, right! I almost forgot. Pradesh wants to do some simulator training after dinner," Mac said in reference to their boss, the Collection Crew’s Chief Pradesh Stevens.

"More sim time already? We've barely had a chance to process what he threw at us last time," Ann said.

"Like I said, the surface of Titan is a dangerous place, and Pradesh is a very thorough educator. You probably won’t encounter most of the scenarios he has on his list but you'll remember them if the ground ever shifts under your boots," Mac advised. "I know I still do."

"Well alright then," Ann said, "better dead in a sim than cryogenically preserved on Titan I suppose."

"That's the spirit," Mac said, "Now come on, it's time to eat."

When Captain Zhong finally announced that they had officially cleared the Asteroid Belt, the total number of asteroids Hugh and Ann counted between them had been eight. They had spotted another together and then Ann spotted the last confirmed asteroid by herself. This meant that she won the bet between her and Hugh and so he wound up with an extra shift of deck-scrubbing duty, though when the shift came Ann was there with him, helping.

The two greens had grown close in those first couple months aboard ship even though neither of them shared much about the life they had left behind, beyond their professional bona fides that is. It was clear to everyone, including the two of them, that they both had things they were not yet ready to discuss. The newness of their shared experience had been enough to forge a bond of friendship. 

If not for Ann and the rest of the crew bottled up with him on the Krakken, Hugh would have lost his mind before they had even crossed over into the Asteroid Belt. To be alone out here in this old bucket would drive anyone beyond sanity. 

Of course, Hugh would never let anyone hear him call the Krakken a bucket. No matter how worn the bulkheads were or how much the patina of oxidation on many of those same bulkheads made him occasionally question the wisdom of his choice.

One afternoon the Krakken’s Propulsion Mate Wally Marsten caught Hugh idly swiping his index finger across a particularly reddish-brown section of bulkhead.

"Hey there," Wally said in greeting.

"Hey Wally, how's it going with the generators?"

"Smooth acceleration," Wally replied as if reading his mind, "and don't worry," he continued, "these bulkheads are some of the most solid in the mining fleet."

"I didn't, I mean, I'd never..." Hugh trailed off, embarrassed at being caught in a moment of doubt.

"Like I said, don't worry about it. I thought the same thing when I first signed on. Hell, we all did. Some time when you're sure Captain Zhong isn't around, ask Mac to tell you about his experience on his first run.”

“He made the mistake of asking the captain about the sturdiness of her ship. He spent the next month on bulkhead-inspection duty as he tells it," Wally said with a chuckle.

"Bulkhead inspection duty?" Hugh asked, "I didn’t think that was one of the maintenance tasks?"

"It's not, but the captain figured that since Mac was so concerned about the state of her bulkheads that it would calm his nerves if he had the chance to inspect them all up close. By the time they made Saturn’s gravity well he swears he’d scanned and visually inspected every millimeter of bulkhead."

"No he didn't," Hugh said, not believing Wally's tale.

"I'm serious," Wally countered, "ask him yourself. Didn’t you ever wonder why he knows the inside of this ship better than just about anyone other than the captain herself?"

"Fair point," Hugh conceded, "In that case, what a sturdy and beautiful ship we serve on."

"Don't oversell it," Wally cautioned, "If the captain hears you, she might break out the hand scanner she keeps in her quarters so you can check the integrity of every bulkhead for yourself."

"Understood," Hugh said with a nod. "Say, you have lunch yet?"

"Was just heading that way," Wally replied.

"I'll join you," Hugh said.

Walking down the corridor to the galley, Hugh realized there was a certain beauty to the lived-in look of the Krakken's interior. From the organic patterns on the wall to the rounded corners on the bolted down tables and benches in the mess. 

He prompted Wally for some more tales of runs past, which Wally was happy to oblige. Hearing about the exploits of his new crew mates was entertainment enough that Hugh did not even wince at the weird taste of the protein packs they each ingested.
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Months into her shakedown cruise near Martian space the pride of the Benevolent and Protective Order of Explorers’ fleet, the BPOE Phoenix, glided silently through the night, all systems humming. One of the perks of having remained so close to home base for their shakedown cruise was the regular shipments of fresh stores for the galley. Captain Dalton Simmons, always one for creative efficiency, enjoyed the frequent opportunity to test his crew's docking skills. That these restocking missions also kept them on real food was just a side benefit he had insisted, no matter how hard Commander Stephanie Grove, his executive officer, had stared at him in disbelief.

"Seriously, captain," she had said while standing next to him as they watched the latest cargo ship pull alongside the Phoenix from the viewport in his office.

"I am very serious, Commander," he replied while barely suppressing a smile as he turned his head to look at her.

His persistence paid off and he was ultimately rewarded with first a sigh of resignation and then a small smile from Grove, who had held eye contact with him.

"I think," she replied, "that all that time spent planet-side has made you lose your taste for protein packs."

"Are you implying that I've gone soft, XO?" he asked, all humor vanishing from his face.

"Not at all, sir," the XO replied as her spine reflexively stiffened, "but I would humbly advise that the captain may not want to overuse his privilege. Others in the fleet might begin to wonder."

"You been talking to Nillson's XO again?" Simmons asked as he moved to sit at his desk.

He folded his hands together on top of the desk as he sat, sighing at the thought of his rival, Captain Wanda Nillson of the BPOE Cumberland.

"Captain Nillson’s XO Lieutenant Commander Rice and I have only been discussing official BPOE business, captain," she reported. 

"Though Cathy – Lieutenant Commander Rice, that is – did say that Captain Nillson passes along her compliments. ‘The Phoenix is a fine ship’, I was instructed to pass along."

"She would say that," Simmons replied with disgust. 

"She's needling me on purpose because she knows I'm about to break her speed records. She'll demand they put an asterisk next to the record because the Phoenix is a new ship and not some twenty-year-old comet-counter like the Cumberland."

"I had no idea you and Captain Nillson shared such a rivalry," Grove replied.

"BPOE wilderness training," Simmons explained. "I still don't understand why trainees have to spend a month in the Martian desert when all of our service is in space, but Wanda and I were a team. She turned everything into a competition. Who could conserve the most rations, who could grow the largest mushroom, who could go for the longest hike conserving the most oxygen..."

The look that had overtaken Commander Grove's face made Simmons close his own mouth.

With a wave of his hand he said, "Anyway, Captain Nillson and I have had a sometimes-friendly rivalry ever since then. The fact that she made captain three years before me is something she has not let me forget. I'm going to enjoy breaking her record."

"And when will we have the opportunity to do that, sir?" Grove asked.

As they felt the Phoenix's docking clamps take hold of the resupply ship, Simmons said, "Not long after this final resupply. We received new orders an hour or so ago. According to BPOE command, the Phoenix has been properly shaken down, and we are to make for Jupiter space to chart some weirdness in the orbits of the Trojan asteroids after a brief stopover at Mars for some crew transfers and a refuel."

"Very good, sir," Grove replied.

"And yes, Commander; it appears that I'll be enjoying protein packs again soon enough," Simmons said, finishing his XO's thought.

"As you say, captain," she replied, with the tiniest of smiles on her normally calm face. "Shall I make preparations?"

"Let’s have one last good meal before we head out. Gonzo is joining me this evening for dinner, would you care to make it three?" Simmons offered.

"Yes sir, I'll be there," Grove said with just noticeable hesitation.

"I'll make sure Gonzo behaves," the captain said reassuringly.

"PC Rodriguez and I are both adults, captain," she stated.

"As you say, Commander," he replied neutrally.

The Phoenix’s three senior officers gathered in the captain’s mess that evening as planned.

"You mean it's back to protein packs after this meal?" Gonzo asked between forkfuls of his freshly prepared dinner of squab with Brussels sprouts and roasted potatoes.

"Not quite that quickly, Gonzo. You know damned well that we have stores laid in for months. What do you think this is, some mining ship?" Simmons retorted, though he felt a small twinge from his attempt at humor. 

Commander Grove had not noticed it, but Gonzo had. The captain and his Propulsion Chief had served together for years, and it was only the grace of Fleet Command and Gonzo's insistence that he preferred working on generators to telling people what to do that had kept him from the captain's chair before his old friend. Gonzo had been Simmons’ first and only choice for PC of the Phoenix, and given how things had turned out on the home front, Dalton was very relieved to have his old friend there with him; as much for the psychological support as for his talent with keeping ships together.

But notice the twinge Gonzo did. Good friend that he was, he smoothly changed the subject, but not without first getting in a dig at his sparring partner, the XO.

He said, "Fair enough, captain. I know that some people can't wait to get back to their plastic bags of mush for nutrition, but I'm happy to eat real food – or an approximation thereof – for as long as possible.”

"Anyway," the PC continued while continuing to shovel food into his mouth twice as fast as his dining companions.

When challenged on his eating speed Gonzo would always reply 'You never know when something is going to break, so we propulsion-types have to eat quickly to make sure we don't pass out from hunger while saving everyone else's lives.' 

People would usually nod slowly and walk away at that point, leaving the man to his food.

"Where in the Jovian Trojans are we headed, exactly? That's a pretty large chunk of space. It's like telling us we're headed that-a-way," Gonzo said while waving his non-fork hand in no specific direction.

"Six-two-four Hektor is our specific destination," Simmons said. Gonzo’s performance had done its trick and the captain was back in the room with them and not on a mining ship somewhere between Mars and Saturn.

"If I remember correctly, " Grove said, having chosen to ignore Gonzo’s bait, "Six-two-four Hektor was the first Trojan asteroid known to have its own orbiting satellite."

"And now it's picked up another, and Fleet Tracking wants us to head out and make direct observations of the area to do the math on where it came from, and if the cause of Six-two-four Hektor beta is going to present any hazards to navigation," Simmons confirmed.

"The life of the explorer!" Gonzo toasted.

Captain Simmons and Commander Grove raised their own glasses reflexively, but they did not return Gonzo’s sentiment.

"It's a good chance for us to start contributing to the fleet," Simmons pointed out.

Grove nodded in agreement, adding "This isn't your first space assignment, Chief, so I have no idea what you were expecting."

"Just some good red-Martian-blooded adventure," Gonzo replied. 

"Or at least some pirate interdiction," he added as he took a sip from his glass.

"Phoenix will get her turn at the pirates, don't you worry. Let's just make sure our new ship is up to the challenge. The last thing I want is for the artificial gravity to fail when we're in the middle of a high-G burn trying to run down some pirates," Simmons said.

"I did promise my family that I'd retire without having my internal organs unnecessarily turned to goo," Gonzo observed.

"To not having one's organs turned to goo," Simmons toasted, earning a lopsided grin from his old friend and barely concealed disgust from Grove.

"Captain," she said, "can we please change the –"

An alarm sounded, cutting her off. A voice called for general quarters from the ship’s intercom, signaling for the crew to report to their damage control and battle stations.

Grove had intended to put her glass on the table and stand up to investigate why they were at general quarters without the captain or XO being notified first. Instead her glass bounced off the table and floated off at an angle from her hand as the liquid sloshed around inside, breaking off in small globules. Grove herself was launched into the air and bounced off the ceiling. She swore briefly as her microG training took over and she oriented herself to the room's control panel.

"What the Hell is going on, XO?" Simmons barked as he tried in vain with Gonzo’s assistance to corral the bits of potato and other remains of their dinner before they threatened to clog the ventilation system.

"Finding out sir," Grove replied as she slammed the intercom button with the palm of her hand and herself barked, "Control Deck, XO: What the Hell is going on?"

"XO, Control Deck," Came Lieutenant Stane's voice, "Lieutenant Gray in Propulsion is reporting that the artificial gravity system went offline approximately thirty seconds ago."

"We're aware of that, Lieutenant," Simmons said as he floated through the room, capturing the escaped bits of their dinner in a plastic bag, "Does Lieutenant Gray know why?"

"She's working on that, sir, she reported that they were already tracing down the fault," Stane relayed.

"Understood, Lieutenant. Stand down from General Quarters and sound the MicroG alert. Let's get everything strapped down. Hold us steady. Wouldn't want anyone's organs turning to goo due to a previously scheduled high-G maneuver," Simmons smirked at Gonzo as he said this last bit.

"Aye, sir, Control Deck out," Stane said, closing the circuit.

"Gonzo," Simmons started to say.

Before he could finish, Gonzo looked over his shoulder and said "Already on my way, captain. You'll have your gravity back ASAP." he had already been at the door to the captain's mess.

"Stephanie, please report to the Control Deck and take over for Lieutenant Stane. I'd rather he were focused on his own duties at the moment rather than trying to coordinate this quite literal mess," Simmons said to his XO.

"Aye, captain," she replied.

"And Stephanie, please have a crewperson report here to clean up this mess. I need to change into a fresh uniform before I report to the Control Deck," He said, indicating the stains already setting into the fabric of his uniform.

"Aye, captain," she replied again, this time doing her best impression of a stone as she resisted the urge to crack a smile at the image of her normally composed captain floating in a halo of food wearing a stained uniform with a plastic bag in his hand.

Instead, she launched herself out of the captain's mess and into the general mess hall, barking the order.

"I need a crewperson in the captain's mess with a foodvac and cleaning kit now! Move!" she shouted above the din of the off-duty crew who were replicating a large-scale version of the food-capturing performance that Grove had just left behind in the captain’s mess.

When the crew person arrived moments later, they found the captain inverted and securing the last large piece of food in plastic. Simmons acknowledged the crew person and then excused himself to get changed. 

Thankfully for Dalton's pride, the crew was too busy dealing with the loss of the grav plating to notice the large stains on his uniform. He, however, noticed their efficiency and attention to their duty as they went about securing the ship.

Once back in his quarters, he opened a comms circuit to the Propulsion Deck.

"Chief," Dalton said loudly as he shrugged out of his soiled tunic, "where's my gravity?"

"Chief Rodriguez is personally effecting the repairs now, sir," Lieutenant Gray's voice reported, "He estimates that gravity will be back online within the minute."

Sliding the new uniform tunic over his shoulders, Dalton replied, "Thank you, Lieutenant, Simmons out."

Dalton flung himself across his quarters, the muscle memory from years of service in microG serving him well as his left hand grabbed the mid-level handhold as his right hand flipped the comm circuit to the Control Deck. The entire maneuver had taken seconds and he had secured his zipper while in flight.

"Control Deck this is the captain. Sound General Quarters again and advise everyone they have thirty seconds to secure any floating materials and themselves to the deck. Simmons out."

"Aye, sir," Commander Grove replied over the circuit.

Simmons closed the comms circuit and oriented himself to the deck. His feet were planted firmly and his knees bent in the grav-restoration protocol he had helped develop while they were building this ship. He only hoped that nothing expensive had been left unsecured. 

Just as the thought passed, he felt a gradual pull in the direction of the deck and suddenly down was down again and he no longer had to engage his core muscles to remain in the standing position. It was then that he heard a crash coming from the head.

"Well shit," he said to the empty room. 

That noise could only have been the shaving mug that Hugh had given him on a past anniversary. Every tour in microG Dalton had always worried it would crash into something, and now that he had a ship with grav plating he had forgotten all about it. Now it was very likely in pieces all over the deck of his head. He would have cleaned it up himself, but instead called for maintenance to do the task, with special instructions to secure all the pieces. Maybe he could glue it back together. 

Dalton opened the door to his head and confirmed that it had been the mug. He knelt and began to pick up the larger shards. Tears began to well up in his eyes and he closed his hand around the shards he had gathered. A sharp edge pierced the skin of a finger and he shook his hand, dropping the pieces back to the floor as he swore.

Muttering another curse, he stuck the injured finger in his mouth and walked back into the living area of his quarters to retrieve his dermal regen stick. He jammed the device into a pocket before stepping through the hatch back into the corridor, leaving the broken mug to be cleaned up later.

Dalton would have cleaned up the mess right away, but he needed to get to the Control Deck to check their status. Chewing up the corridor with his long strides, he toyed with the idea of having Gonzo turn off the grav plating again – temporarily – so he could just hurl himself down the corridors like in the old days. 

Old days! It was just two years ago that we all served in microG! Only months for some of the crew, he thought.

For their part, the crew appeared to be relieved that the gravity was working again, so Simmons filed away his thoughts with the intent of having the XO run some more grav plating failure drills. 

After a short trip on the lift he strode through the hatch onto the Control Deck and took in the room as he approached the center of the deck.

As she pushed herself from the captain's chair Grove said, "Captain on deck."

"Captain," she continued while standing next to his chair, "as you have noticed artificial gravity has been restored. PC Rodriguez reports that the issue was with some wiring that couldn't handle the electric load."

"Dammit," Simmons said, "I told them that we shouldn't go with the lowest bidder on the support systems for the grav plating." He turned to his comms officer and said, "Ensign Stevens, get me Propulsion."

"Aye, sir, circuit open," reported Stevens.

"Gonzo, what's the verdict?" Simmons asked.

"Well, captain," Gonzo replied from invisible speakers, "whoever was responsible for building this tub used substandard wiring for the grav plating power distribution coming off the generators. When Lieutenant Gray ran a scheduled load test the wiring just gave out. Luckily, I made sure to lay in spare parts before we left Mars orbit, including top-grade wire.”

"I've installed a bypass for now and my team will have the new permanent wiring installed in an hour," he concluded.

"The person or persons superiors who were responsible for our unscheduled drill notwithstanding, we're lucky to have a competent PC. Next time dinner's on me," Simmons replied.

"Ah, but captain," Gonzo began, and Simmons could feel the coming insubordination through the bulkheads of the ship.

"Thank you, PC. Control Deck out," Simmons said, cutting Gonzo off before he could get himself in trouble.

Ensign Stevens cut the circuit and confirmed it verbally.

"And thank you, ensign," Simmons said as he slumped ever so slightly into his chair, finally remembering his injured finger. 

"The worst thing is," he said as he tried to subtly favor the finger, "I never got to finish my dinner.”

“XO, it seems that our emergency is over for now, I'll be in my quarters with a protein pack and a bulb of water. You have the ship," Simmons said as he stood and returned to the lift.

"Aye, sir," Grove responded, "I have the ship. And captain, I recommend the tuna salad. This batch is quite good."

"Noted, Commander."
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Ann Bell woke with a start. The guilt she still felt from her mother's death had lapsed into a tight knot of anxiety. It was a knot that Ann had learned to live with and largely ignore. 

Susan Bell no longer appeared to her daughter as she slept. In those dreams the dead woman would thank her daughter through tears for having gifted her the sweet release of death. Other times she would be shouting and cursing Ann for having murdered her. 

The recurring nightmares had ceased for good as the Krakken coincidentally passed through the Asteroid Belt. Or so Ann had thought. Soaked with sweat, she sat up in her bunk and caught herself before she cracked her head against the bunk above hers. Mere inches over Ann's head, Hugh slept soundly after their long day of maintenance and training. She was jealous of Hugh for his easy sleep.

Ann swung her legs to the floor and padded across the bunk room to the head. She filled a bulb of water from the spigot and took a long pull from her straw. After a few sips her breathing had slowed, and her heart no longer pounded. She wiped her face and neck with a towel, dropping the now damp cloth into the hamper. She tried not to think whether she had laundry duty in the morning. That is when she would worry about that – in the morning. For now, she returned to her bunk with a full bulb of water that she tucked into her personal cargo mesh.

The bulb went into the mesh because Captain Zhong insisted they follow microG protocols as much as possible. This was to minimize the risks of damage to the ship or the crew should they lose acceleration, the Newtonian action that gave the Krakken's crew the illusion of gravity. 

For anyone from any of the worlds that were not Earth, having a set of rules for survival was just a part of life. If you lived in one of the domed cities of Mars you knew where the nearest emergency breathers were, just as the residents of Callisto took their daily anti-radiation medicines and regularly swapped out their dosimeters. Humanity had spread into the solar system, but humanity was still working out how to not be killed by it, though the dosimeter design field had grown into a significant portion of the Jovian-local economy as the population had expanded.

Ann had all but emptied the bulb before she finally found sleep again. The constant background humming and rhythmic rattling of the ship did its best to lull her and she slept until the lights came up to start the ship's day. 

When she woke, Hugh had already risen and was running a wet towel over his body, his toothbrush sticking out of his mouth. "Goo mrnn," he mumbled through minty foam.

"Hey," Ann replied, rubbing her eyes. 

She still felt tired but knew that she needed to get herself in gear so as not to be late for her morning duties. Checking her screen, she confirmed what she had known in the night. Today Ann had laundry duty, with her fellow Collection Crew member Rich Theming.

So far Ann had successfully spent the least amount of time with Rich. She knew he had a family back on Mars. Though unlike her, it was a family he looked forward to returning to. For Ann, all that awaited her back on Mars was a pair of cremation urns mounted side-by-side in the outer wall of the dome she used to call home before she ... before she had done what her mother had asked. 

Whenever the topic of families back home had come up, Ann had thus far tuned out of the conversation, and so she knew that Rich had a partner, probably a wife, and at least one kid. She knew that they were also a favorite topic of conversation with him. This would be a tough shift, and not because Mac was a sweaty sleeper.

Ann caught up with Rich in the galley and decided to do her best to get the conversation going with him to steer him away from talk of his family. She sat down with her cup of coffee at the table where he sat. 

"Good morning, Rich," she said after a sip from her mug.

"Hi Ann, ready to fold some fitted sheets?" Rich replied with a smile from behind his own mug.

"Always," Ann said, and then paused when she realized that she had almost launched into an anecdote about the challenge of changing her mother's sheets.

Rich caught the expression that crossed her face, and as he opened his mouth to reply, was interrupted by Mac, which made Ann jump, spilling coffee down the front of her coverall.

"Sorry about that!" Mac said, "I just came over to apologize in advance for any, you know, sweaty sheets you have to deal with," he said sheepishly. 

"Guess it's a good thing you're on laundry today, eh Ann?" he added with a hopeful smile.

Ann grimaced at Mac as she wiped coffee off her chest. 

"I guess so," she said, unable to suppress a smile.

"Is this your first shift on laundry?" Mac asked, eager to move on from his gaffe.

"It is," Ann answered, "But I find it hard to believe this is Rich's first shift there," and inwardly she winced, recognizing that as a giant opening to a tale about laundering diapers or grass-stained trousers or something equally family-oriented. 

Luckily for her, the spilled coffee had served as a sufficient distraction. 

"I've done more than my share of Mac's sheets," Rich said with a mock-haunted look. 

"I've been tempted to climb into a surface suit on a few occasions," he continued, giving Mac a pointed look as he mimed sealing himself inside the protective gear they would wear on the surface of Titan.

"I have somnolescent hyperhidrosis, Rich; cut me some slack," Mac said in an attempt to defend himself.

"You wet the bed through your skin, Mac," Rich countered.

"Um, guys," Ann said, waving the coffee-soaked towel between them.

"Right, sorry," Mac said, "The whole reason I came over was to give you tips with the machine. Rich is a stickler for following the posted procedure, but those were only good when the machines were new."

"You trot out this spiel every time we get past the Belt, Mac," Rich said.

"That's only because I have respect for the captain's equipment," Mac said. 

"Anyway," he continued before Rich could interrupt him, "You only need to use three-fourths of the indicated detergent, but give her an extra five minutes to spin out before shifting to drying mode is all I wanted to say," he finished with a wink at Rich.

"Which, if you'd let me finish, was what I was going to say we do anyway. I had John approve a change to the procedure when we were inbound on the last run," Rich pointed out.

"Oh, well, right on then, and again sorry in advance about my sheets. Max won't touch ours at home. I make sure we stay on the job mostly because I like the break in laundry duty," Mac said, referring to his wife and fellow Collection Crew veteran Maxine MacGuillicutty.

He smiled broadly at what he considered to be a hilarious inside joke between him and his wife.

"I heard that," John Zhong shouted from the other side of the galley. 

"Since you're such an expert, maybe I should revise the duty roster," he said.

"Ah Hell," Mac said, "This is what I get for trying to help."

Ann failed to stifle a laugh and Mac, defeated, patted her on the back and wandered off to find a plate of something to hide behind.

l

The interactions with the other members of the crew had grown easier for Ann, since she had no choice but to interact with them. It was more than just her guilt: she had spent so much time caring for her mother in the past couple of years that she had forgot how to act around people her own age, around people who did not seek out her every perceived flaw and call attention to it whenever the pain became too much for them to bear. 

Ann had been suffering more than just nightmares about her mother, she had also caught herself daydreaming more than once. Something would randomly remind her of Susan Bell and Ann would be lost in thought about some moment that would inevitably take a disturbing turn. Thankfully Ann’s duties were nothing vital to the immediate survival of the crew. 

Greens were never trusted with those jobs, not in the first months of the run, when no one had seen them in action. As such, Ann and Hugh were assigned the tasks that could be corrected long before they caused irreparable harm to crew or ship. Because of this Ann’s daydreaming had yet to cause a problem more serious than momentary embarrassment. This did nothing for her assimilation into the de facto family that was the crew. 

It was quite the trick to remain aloof inside a metal can millions of kilometers away from the rest of humanity, but Ann stubbornly refused to let down her guard completely to the rest of the crew. Not even to Hugh, who seemed to be dealing with his own issues.

Several more days passed, and Ann wrestled with her competing desires to both keep her secrets but be a part of the family they were slowly becoming as she worked at her tasks. She was certain that none of the crew would understand her predicament, so confessing to them would just mean that no matter how good a job Ann did for the next two and a half years, the captain would make a note for the moment they returned to Mars and Ann would be led away in cuffs.

But still, it was a long time until they were going to be breathing the same air as anyone in real authority, and that was a long time to be alone. She had been lonely long enough while caring for her mother. Wasn’t she due some company?

Ultimately Ann decided that as much as she needed keep her secret, she needed to let down her guard if she was going to retain her sanity on this long voyage. 
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"All hands prepare for lateral maneuver,” said First Mate John Zhong’s voice over the Krakken’s intercom.

“Lateral what?” Ann said, looking at Hugh, who shrugged his shoulder and looked over to Pradesh, who sighed.

“A Lateral Maneuver,” Pradesh said in a manner that seemed to capitalize the letters, “is a course correction.” 

He checked his screen. 

“Right on schedule, too,” he added.

“For what?” asked Hugh.

“The Lateral Maneuver,” Pradesh said with a small smile hidden behind his mustache.

Hugh pulled his own screen from a pocket in his coveralls, “I could just look it up myself, you know.”

Pradesh laughed, and explained, “We’re approaching Jupiter, where we’re going to do a slingshot maneuver to pick up velocity and thus save tons of fuel.”

“We need to make some course corrections to line up the proper vector as well as to avoid Jovian Local traffic,” he added.

“A traffic jam in space, seriously?” Ann said.

“Yes. Now then, let’s secure our duty stations so nothing slides onto the deck when the ship changes its definition of ‘down’,” Pradesh said with the tone of an order.

“Callisto Operations Asgard Base, this is the Krakken on approach for grav assist,” John spoke at his console after opening a QiComs channel to the overarching authority for Jupiter space. 

“Please provide vector and inclination for our approach,” he requested.

“Roger, Krakken,” came the voice from the Control Deck’s speakers, “Make your vector two-one-seven and your inclination seven point three radians.”

“Acknowledged, Asgard,” John replied.

“Krakken, please be advised we are observing an acceleration restriction in Jupiter Local space for the duration of your maneuvers,” the voice continued.

“Ship-relative acceleration not to exceed two-point-five g,” it finished.

“Understood and logged, Asgard,” John replied, “Krakken out.”

John turned to the captain and raised an eyebrow.

“We weren’t planning to do much over that anyway, were we?” he asked, knowing the answer already. 

“And I know I say this every time, and you always tell me to get over it, but radians? Really?” he said in mild disbelief at the arcane method of measurement.

“Get over it, John, and as for the restriction, knocking one point five g off our acceleration for the maneuver would cost us a fair bit of momentum,” captain D.B. Zhong replied, “We’ll just have to get a little closer to the planet than we had planned.”

“Deb, weren’t we planning to replace the rad shielding at the end of this Run?” John asked the captain with some concern.

“We are, but you know there’s more than enough to skim the cloud tops and come out okay,” she reassured him.

“You become a gambler when I least expect it, you know. This is why we aren’t married anymore,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“Maybe your reason,” the captain retorted.

“And won’t Asgard be a bit miffed at our course deviation?” John asked.

“As far as I’m concerned, Callisto is way too interested in the operations of my ship,” the captain said with a note of contempt in her voice.

“There’s a lot of nothing out there that they lord over. They live around the largest planet and don’t even get me started on the name of their station. They think that makes them special,” she added.

“See also: Radians,” John interjected.

“Precisely, and let it go,” she said with a chuckle, “but they are not special, and my ship needs the momentum to get us to Saturn with the supplies we have.”

“So to Hell with them?” John asked.

“More like a creative interpretation of our assist maneuver instructions. Besides,” she continued, “Pradesh loves Jupiter’s cloud patterns. It’ll be my birthday gift to him.”

“Always thinking of others,” John said sarcastically, “yet another reason.”

l

The Collection Crew had been responsible for securing everything that was not in the Propulsion room, Infirmary, or on the Control Deck, and the entire crew had been on a tight schedule to get it done before the acceleration shift to two-point-five g. The experienced crew double-checked Ann and Hugh’s respective efforts, and only a few corrections had to be made. The crew then secured themselves at stations for the trip though Jupiter Local space.

The Collection Crew had the rare luxury of sitting at the viewports, though their job was not site seeing, it was junk-spotting. According to BPOE charts, Krakken had a clear path through local space (even with the captain’s unsanctioned ‘corrections’), but the moons of Jupiter were a booming community and orbital flotsam and jetsam were constantly growing in number, all of it in a decaying orbit ultimately destined for the depths of the banded orb that dominated their lives. So the Collection Crew kept a watch for anything that LIDAR and the charts might miss. Waylaid at Jupiter with a hole in the ship would ruin them all, if not outright kill them.

The ride itself was fun for thrill-seekers, and Ann found herself particularly enjoying the repeated shifts in orientation while Hugh longed for the comfort of rocks and consistent gravity.

The Krakken had officially crossed into Jupiter Local space when they had crossed the orbit of the tiny moon Megaclite, even though a dozen or so more moons had been discovered and named beyond that orbit since the local space convention had been set. Megaclite itself was not visible, as it was on the far side of Jupiter and yet too small for their eyes to perceive even if it had been nearby. 

Captain Zhong had attached a pilot’s console to her command seat. She made the adjustments to bring them in line with her version of Callisto Operation’s instructions. The barrel roll had not been strictly necessary, but beyond the sheer fun of having the stick it was a good last-chance to make sure nothing was loose – including her crews’ stomachs – before they shot themselves outside the range of easy help. Past Jupiter’s orbit was the Outer System.

The Krakken continued to pick up speed, stealing a tiny fraction of Jupiter’s orbital energy as the ship dove toward a point just outside the edge of Jupiter’s atmosphere. They had just passed two g of acceleration when the QiComs chirped.

“Krakken, you appear to be off course. Please correct and return to assigned vector,” the voice from Asgard Base ordered.

Captain Zhong acted as if she had not heard the communication. Her attention was focused on her flight plan, the actual path of her ship superimposed over a line on the screen in front of her.

John looked over at her from his station on the Control Deck and raised an eyebrow.

“Krakken, you are in violation of Jupiter Space Transit Law, BPOE code twelve section four. Return to your assigned course, cut acceleration, and stand by for further instructions,” the voice stated firmly.

“You, uh, going to answer them Deb?” John asked.

Captain Zhong shook her head.

“Nope, cutting our engines now wouldn’t do any good anyway, we’re too deep into the well. We can deal with Callisto on our return trip. We’re going too fast for them to catch us with any of their patrol craft, and they don’t want to waste the fuel chasing us, anyway.”

“Sometimes you still surprise me, Deb,” John said as he shook his head.

“I do my best; now hold on – we’re reaching
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