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            Dedication

         
         
            To my trans siblings: I wish you triumphant joy against this world that is constantly trying to force us to be the ghosts
               we left behind.
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            It is the mission of the Near-Earth Orbital Guard to ensure the safety and security of the Sol system and the space around
               any additional planets that human beings call home.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            August 9, 2075

         

         “It’s time.”

         
         “Are you sure I can’t stay awake for the launch?”

         
         “There’s no reason for it. Plus the risk—”

         
         “I know, we’ve been over it. I just . . . you’re not going to be there when I wake up.”

         
         “I can’t be. I’m sorry.”

         
         “I’m going to miss you. Will you sing me to sleep?”

         
         “Of course.” The silence felt sacred, but the woman took a deep breath and sang the lullaby as requested.

         
         “Sleep, and when you rise, I will make you a present of the stars of Aquarius and the ships sailing on Eridanus. To make yourself
            famous throughout the Milky Way, to ride the stars to Trappist and live there forever.”
         

         
         The “Thanks, Mom” was accompanied by a soft sigh. “Good night.”

         
         “Good night.” She waited a beat until the lights had dimmed. “Fly high, my little fountain of tears. I hope the worlds you
            find are better than the one we ruined here.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  	Dànǎo Dynamics (c) 2398 Motherboard, Inc.
                  

                  	Bios Date 01/01/2400 23:11:59 Ver. 03.00.01

                  	CPU: SiS OS CPU i9 @ 1.21 THz

                  	This VGA Bios is released under the CHN GPL version #42.

               

               
                  	Press F11 for BBS popup

                  	Memory Clock: 17 GHz

               

               
                  	Initializing USB Controllers . . . Done.

                  	400 TB Okay

                  	Ports 1–15 Live

                  	Kinematic Report: Green

                  	CommsState: Pending Password Approval

                  	Power: Green

                  	Auto-Detecting Storage Online

                  	Weapons Systems: Offline

                  	Cameras: Online

                  	Configuring Artificial Intelligence Roboto (R) Ver 01.013.13

                  	Network connected NEOG Jupiter Station port 8831

                  	Swapping boot from external to Network . . .

               

            

         
          

         “Hey, there you are. Sapphi, it worked!”

         
         “Of course it did. Told you I could do it—my great-exponential-whatever-aunt worked on stuff like this,” a smooth voice replied.

         
         “I am ROVER 4467.”

         
         “That’s a terrible name. We’re gonna think of something better, buddy.” Bright, mismatched eyes in brown and blue looked at him from a human face, followed by what his programming said was a smile. The data started flowing in as the handshakes of the people resolved. “I’m Jenks.” She pointed to the person next to her. “This is Sapphi. Happy birthday!” 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  Date: August 29, 2437

                  To: yasugregori@danodynamics.net

                  From: artimedes@trappiststarmapproject.org

                  Subject: Project Assistance

                  Mr. Gregori,

                  I have followed your career with great interest, so I hope you will forgive this unexpected attention. I would love for a
                     chance to speak with you. I believe our projects contain some mutually beneficial pieces that would further both of our research
                     goals. I can be found at the Sand Reckoner Café in the Verge at the following address most evenings. As it is a private affair,
                     I hope you will not spread the information of it around.
                  

                  I look to see you shortly.

                  With Respect and Admiration,

                  A

               

            

         
         
            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Trappist System

         

         Captain Leaves Armen of The Red Cow tapped the screen in front of her with a satisfied grunt. “We’re almost there—anything on the radar?”
         

         
         “Nothing yet, Cap,” the navigator, Kol, replied. “It’s all dead space out here.”

         
         “Must you taunt? Bad enough if the ghost ship is out there, but don’t call the fucking thing down on us.”

         
         Leaves muffled her amusement at the dirty look her second in command shot across the bridge. Kol had been teasing Traya for
            the better part of fourteen hours, ever since they’d emerged on the other side of the wormhole, and even if Leaves agreed
            that her XO’s superstitions were on the silly side, it didn’t help the tension in the cabin for her to join in.
         

         
         But she wasn’t going to encourage Traya’s fretting, either.

         
         “There’s no ghost ship,” she replied. “Just shitty pilots crashing into asteroids they should be able to see coming a kilometer
            off, or pirates blowing holes in ships and leaving them to vac into space.”
         

         
         “You’ll believe in rumors of treasure but not ghosts?” Traya demanded, getting out of her seat, and this time Leaves had to muffle a sigh. Traya was more anxious and sharp-tongued than normal and was clearly not going to let it go. 

         
         “It’s not rumors of treasure. I’ve got a map.”
         

         
         “Captain, this is a bad idea.” Traya pitched her voice low, but everyone heard her anyway.

         
         “Everyone off the bridge,” Leaves ordered. “Put it in auto, Kol,” she told the navigator before they could protest. “The radar
            will warn me about an asteroid in plenty of time.” She waited a beat for the others to exit before dragging a hand through
            her hair. “Traya, for the love of God, can you not?”
         

         
         “Not what? Try to save our asses? This is foolishness, Leaves. Deadly foolishness. I wish you’d listen.”
         

         
         “And I wish you’d stop challenging me in front of the crew, but neither of us gets what we want, do we? You’re my fucking
            second, Tra—the crew trusts you and right now you’re freaking them out for no reason. Ships go missing. That’s what happens
            out in the black.”
         

         
         “You think I don’t know that? Even if it’s not ghosts, Leaves, you said it yourself there could be pirates out here. Something
            could go wrong. We were supposed to be headed for One-d.”
         

         
         “And we will. After we check this out. We’re not going to be back to Trappist for six months after we drop cargo and I don’t
            want to risk someone else hearing about this and coming to look while we’re doing runs to Mars.”
         

         
         “You’re putting us all at risk for this, Leaves.”

         
         “We’re in space surrounded by nothing but a tin can. It’s all risk.”

         
         “But some are bigger than others.”

         
         “Says the woman who has several crates of stolen Trappist Express cargo in the hold.”

         
         Traya opened her mouth to protest and then sighed. “You agreed to that,” she muttered, but she was smiling.

         
         “I did, and hopefully your buyer will pan out. But even that sale isn’t enough to do more than put food in our bellies. This is verified, Traya. We find this loaded ship and we’re set.” Leaves reached a hand out, slipping it into Traya’s dark blue curls with a smile of her own. “We can buy some land on One-e, live out the rest of our lives in the dirt, and grow turnips or whatever.” 

         
         “Tea, you shit.” But Traya stepped into Leaves’s embrace. “I don’t care if we’re dirtside or out here in the black, you know
            that. I just want to be with you.”
         

         
         “Forever and a day after,” she whispered, lowering her head.

         
         The coms buzzed and Leaves froze, her mouth just brushing Traya’s as a haunting melody filled the air.

         
         A harsh voice cut through the song. “You are intruding into our space. Your ship will be taken.”

         
         A heartbeat later the entire ship went dark.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            Trappist System

         

         Commander D’Arcy Montaglione of the Interceptor crew Dread Treasure stood outside the fence of the NeoG compound on the outer edge of Amanave and watched the sunrise. Once he’d left Mars and
            graduated from NeoG training, he’d spent most of his life in space. He hadn’t ever really missed being dirtside, but there
            was something about the stillness on this planet that felt like coming home.
         

         
         It reminded him of Mars.

         
         Not in an aching way, bringing to life the sort of memories he’d worked hard to forget, but in that soft haze of better days.
            D’Arcy didn’t mind those so much, even if he did prefer to keep himself firmly rooted in the present.
         

         
         At least, that was the lie he told himself on a daily basis. Deep down he was stuck, trapped nearly two years in the past
            in the smoke and chaos of an attack he’d survived—but too many good people hadn’t.
         

         
         D’Arcy fixed his eyes on the sun peeking over the horizon, squinting against the glare, and took a deep breath. He’d struggled day in and day out to put the pieces back together, thought that maybe he’d done enough work and could fake the rest. Unfortunately, life didn’t cooperate, and the light at the end of this tunnel wasn’t daylight but an oncoming train. 

         
         The sound of deliberate footsteps on the hard-packed dirt were loud in the soft morning air, and D’Arcy took a sip of his
            coffee as Stephan Yevchenko came up on his right side.
         

         
         “Доброе утро,” the man said, and it took D’Arcy a second to remember he’d turned his Babel off earlier in an effort to block out some
            of the shouted conversations of the construction crews before they’d moved off to start work. The NeoG base was in a state
            of constant expansion, and the work had only increased since they’d brought down the smuggling ring plaguing the system and
            secured the funding to add several more buildings to the site.
         

         
         “Morning, Captain,” he replied, switching back on the translation tech embedded alongside his cochlear nerve and using Stephan’s
            new rank just to hear the man grumble. “Sleep well?” D’Arcy hid his grin behind his coffee cup.
         

         
         “Well enough. How long are you going to keep unnecessarily calling me that?”

         
         “Probably a few days shy of what Jenks’ll do.”

         
         “That’s not reassuring. Knowing her, she’ll be at it for a year.”

         
         “Price of being good at your job,” D’Arcy replied. “For what it’s worth, you deserve it and it looks good on you.”

         
         “Worth a lot coming from you.”

         
         D’Arcy smiled bitterly at the rising sun. He knew Stephan meant it, even if he couldn’t bring himself to believe the truth
            of the man’s praise. Once upon a time, he and Stephan had been on opposite sides of what had damn near become a war between
            Earth and Mars. They still butted heads occasionally, but he was being honest about Stephan deserving the promotion. He held
            a deep respect for the man—not only as a fellow NeoG officer but as a human being.
         

         
         Stephan was smart and dedicated. He was an asset to the NeoG. Most important, he was a friend, and two years ago when they’d all thought he was dead, the pain of it had put D’Arcy on his knees. 

         
         Oh, in public he’d done his duty. He’d held it together as he tried to keep Jupiter Station’s Interceptor crews from falling
            apart in the wake of the horrific terrorist attack. He’d gritted his teeth and stayed silent when people he’d respected accused
            him of being responsible. He’d done everything necessary so others could fall apart. In private, though, he’d grieved alone.
            Not only for Stephan but for his own crew.
         

         
         You were supposed to keep her safe. Why didn’t you? This is just like Hadi. You’re never there when people need you.

         
         D’Arcy resolutely ignored the old voice that had resurfaced in his head.

         
         “A freighter that went through the gate yesterday never showed at the docks.” Stephan’s quiet declaration knocked D’Arcy out
            of the memory.
         

         
         “Pirates?”

         
         “Could be, except Techa’s been quiet lately. She’s held to our agreement thus far. I’m not sure why she’d change her mind
            now.”
         

         
         D’Arcy didn’t like the frown on Stephan’s face. The man hadn’t become the youngest Intel head for the NeoG and in command
            of the new Trappist division because of bad instincts.
         

         
         Pirates were the easy answer to the issue of missing ships. D’Arcy didn’t think the woman in command of the pirates who operated
            around Trappist would dare tangle with the NeoG, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been wrong about it. It seemed, however,
            that Stephan didn’t think that was what they were facing, which meant there was something worse in the pipe.
         

         
         For the longest time the Trappist planets had been a lower priority for Earth and the NeoG than they should have been. An attitude that had allowed former Senator Rubio Tieg both to withhold proper support from the Coalition of Human Nations and to exploit the flow of supplies to the habitats. 

         
         But they’d shut that down, so things should be good.

         
         D’Arcy almost laughed at the naivety of his own mind.

         
         “Your new crew members get in today,” Stephan said. “You think you’ll be up and running by the time the others get back?”

         
         “It won’t be a problem.”

         
         “I can have three crews handle it for longer if you need the time, D’Arcy.”

         
         He shook his head. “It won’t be a problem,” he repeated. “We’ll figure it out.”

         
         He would figure it out, one way or another, because he was the commander and the one responsible for his crew. The reality was
            it was his fault that he had to find replacements in the first place. His fault that the two people who’d joined Dread had already requested transfers after being on Trappist-1d for barely over a year.
         

         
         Just like it was his fault for not realizing Paul’s betrayal until it had cost so many Neos their lives.

         
         The sting of his former warrant officer’s proverbial knife in the back was as real as if Paul had stabbed him. D’Arcy would
            have preferred that, but instead Paul had set the explosives on Jupiter Station. The ones responsible for the deaths of so
            many, including D’Arcy’s petty officer Ito Akane.
         

         
         D’Arcy’s heart twisted as her sweet face floated into his memory. The last time he’d seen her was carved into him like a scar.

         
          

         “Whatcha working on?” Akane leaned over his shoulder in their quarters.

         
         “Reports, deciphering you all’s gibberish is the price of being in charge.” He studied her. “You’ve been in an awfully good
               mood. What’s up?”

         
         “I kissed Sapphi when she got back. She’s—” She broke off with a sigh of delight. “I’ll tell you about it after you’re done. I may need some advice?”

         
         “Sure thing, though I’m not sure I’m the best choice for that kind of advice, especially as I’ve never kissed Sapphi.”

         
         Akane grinned. “You give excellent advice, D’Arcy.” She leaned in and pressed her cheek to his before dancing away. “We’ll
               talk later.”

         
          

         Except they hadn’t. The day had been hectic and then the violent sabotage on Jupiter Station had taken her and left him wishing
            he’d been able to give her that advice.
         

         
         So many unfinished conversations.

         
         “D’Arcy?”

         
         “Sorry, what?”

         
         Stephan was still frowning at him. “I said I’m sorry. I didn’t think Admiral Chen would throw that kind of ultimatum down
            about your crew.”
         

         
         “It’s fine,” he said, and sighed at the sharpness of the words, turning to look Stephan in the eye. “She’s right. If I can’t
            keep a team together, I’m not much use as an Interceptor commander. And with lives on the line, I don’t want to—” The words
            stuck in his throat. “Admiral Chen knows what she’s doing.”
         

         
         “Most of the time.” Stephan hummed. “But she’s in an office and you’re out in the black . . . and I’m here if you need to
            talk about anything, you know?”
         

         
         “So’s my therapist.” D’Arcy bumped his shoulder into his friend’s to ease the razor edge of the response. “I appreciate it,
            though, Stephan. Seriously.”
         

         
         They stood in silence for a few moments and then Stephan turned to go. “Come take a look at this missing ship file when you’re
            ready.”
         

         
         “I’ll be there in a few.” D’Arcy waited a beat. “Go ahead and say it, Stephan. You know you won’t be happy until you do.”

         
         Stephan huffed at him. “Was picking someone you’ve got history with a good choice?”

         
         D’Arcy couldn’t stop the laugh, as bitter as it was. “Emel is a brilliant electrical engineer who was exceptionally good at her job in the Navy. The NeoG is lucky to have her. I am occasionally a fool, but not so much of one as to pass up that kind of experience. I’m reasonably sure she wouldn’t have accepted the assignment if she were still mad at me, but an apology will be the first order of business when she puts boots on the ground. I promise.” 

         
         “Her brother’s death wasn’t your fault, D’Arcy.”

         
         He knew it wasn’t, just like Akane’s death wasn’t technically his fault, either; but logic didn’t take hold here. Guilt wouldn’t
            change the past, wouldn’t bring anyone back, and yet here he was, unable to let it go.
         

         
         Besides, that wasn’t what he owed her an apology for.

         
          

         D’Arcy stopped when he realized Emel wasn’t following. “You’re not coming with us.”

         
         She shook her head. “You know I can’t.” She looked down at her pristine CHNN uniform and for a moment the silence was heavy.
               “Even if I could, I wouldn’t. I will not let their anger eat my soul,” Emel whispered. “I’m going to pray with my parents.
               Come with me.”

         
         “Praying does nothing. I am not a coward and I will not sit in silence while my friends die around me. You’ve picked your
               side, Emel. That’s clear enough. I’m picking mine.” D’Arcy turned on his heel and walked out of the house.

         
          

         “I know, but I should have been there for her after it happened, and I wasn’t because I was more interested in revenge. That
            part is my fault, among other things. Let’s just hope she’s not still holding a grudge after all this time.”
         

         
         “If she is, it’s going to cost you.”

         
         D’Arcy resisted, barely, the urge to tell Stephan that he deserved it and that having to take a posting on Earth or retiring would really only be a formality; but the words were heavy in his throat, so he just shrugged and hoped for once that the Intel side of Stephan’s brain ceded to the friendship side. 

         
         “I’ll see you inside in a few,” Stephan said, and left D’Arcy to contemplate the sunrise alone.

         
          

         Master Chief Emel Shevreaux squinted against the midmorning sun of Trappist-1d as she disembarked from the shuttle. She adjusted
            her hijab and slid sunglasses onto her face. The glasses were a going-away gift from her daughter Maggie. The headscarf was
            regulation NeoG blue, issued to match her uniform. Her lucky wrench, a present from her other daughter, Ikram, years ago,
            was heavy in the pocket of her cargo pants.
         

         
         Behind her, she could hear Ensign Heli Järvinen, whose handshake read she/they, and waited a beat to make sure the somewhat accident-prone newbie didn’t fall down the stairs.
         

         
         She’s not the only newbie here. Emel kept the laugh to herself. It was a weird feeling. Twenty-nine years in the Navy over and done. Now on to a new adventure.
         

         
         If only Rajaa had felt the same way.

         
         Emel hid the wince the same way she’d hid the laugh. All her anger at her wife—her ex-wife—had dissolved into resignation. It wasn’t entirely Rajaa’s fault.
         

         
         If she was being fair, Emel could admit that she’d been the one to break and run first. Unable to adjust to retirement. Unable
            to stand living on Earth. Desperate to get back out to the black. When Rajaa had found out Emel was talking to the NeoG, she’d
            been so angry, and it was hard to blame her.
         

         
         But instead of capitulating, Emel had stood her ground.

         
          

         “We’re both unhappy, Raj; there’s no point in denying it.”

         
         “We’re unhappy because you won’t even try to stop moving. Not even for a little bit.” There were tears in her dark eyes. “I
               have hung on for years of promises. After this tour. After the next duty station. After retirement! It never ends. How much longer do you expect me to wait?”

         
          

         She’d wanted to say “forever.” But how do you explain to the person you love that if you stop moving, you’ll die?

         
         Emel hadn’t been able to find the words, had always assumed it was something Rajaa would just understand. But her wife hadn’t,
            so instead Emel had packed her bags and moved out. Kept moving.
         

         
         Kept living despite her broken heart.

         
         Their daughters had cautiously attempted to intercede between their mothers with no success, and before the year had been
            up she’d found herself in a special Interceptor training class and filing paperwork to dissolve her twenty-three-year partnership.
         

         
         Now here she was, at a distance of almost thirty-nine and a half light-years away from her family, about to join a crew led
            by a man she hadn’t seen in three decades and hadn’t wanted to for nearly as long. She still couldn’t quite believe it. The
            revelation of her new commander had been surprising and Emel didn’t know why D’Arcy hadn’t objected, why she hadn’t gotten
            notification of a reassignment just as fast as he could manage it. Even more of a shock was the news that he’d apparently
            requested her for the assignment.
         

         
         After everything, he trusted her enough to want to work with her. Emel figured that had to count for something. Even if his
            last words to her had been quite the opposite.
         

         
         Come to think of it, the first ones hadn’t been great, either.

         
         “What am I getting myself into?” she said quietly to herself.

         
         Just keep moving.

         
          

         “Anyone home?” Emel sang as she pushed open the front door of her family home. She dropped her rucksack on the floor in the entryway and eyed the shoes lined up neatly off to one side. She bent, toeing off the shiny black Navy-issued boots and setting them next to a pair of scarred brown ones that were caked in the red dirt of Mars.

         
         The muffled voices were coming from the kitchen, and she wasn’t prepared for the multiple pairs of unfamiliar eyes that turned
               to look her way when she came through the door.

         
         The conversation cut off and the air went frosty even with the midsummer Mars heat pressing down on them. Emel caught the
               muttered, “Fucking CHNN, really?” and couldn’t stop her shoulders from stiffening.

         
         “Sis!” Hadi bounced to his feet. “I thought you weren’t coming in until tomorrow.”

         
         “I hitched an earlier spot on a freighter.” She pasted a smile on her face, hugging her younger brother tight to her. “I’m
               interrupting, though. I’ll just go put my stuff—”

         
         “No, book club is over. Everyone was leaving.” Hadi waved a hand. “It’s fine. You remember D’Arcy Montaglione, yeah? He was
               in your class.” He pointed at the corner, and she turned to look. The man was lounging against the wall, his arms crossed
               over his chest and his mouth curled into an expression that could have shifted to a sneer on a moment’s notice.

         
         “Shook off the red dust, huh, Cadet?” he drawled.

         
         Oh, so we’re doing sneer, she thought.

         
         Even though people were moving out of the kitchen, it felt like everyone was staring, waiting to see how she’d respond to
               such an obvious insult.

         
         “Dust gets in your blood and doesn’t ever go away,” she replied. “And it’s spacer, not cadet—I enlisted; I didn’t go to the
               academy.”

         
         “You mean they don’t let habbies be officers?” he asked in mock shock as he pushed away from the wall. “I thought we were
               all supposed to be equal.”

         
         “We are and they do. I just— What is your issue?”

         
         “I don’t have an issue. I’m not the one who abandoned my family to be a CHN lapdog.” He wasn’t much taller than she was, but he had a presence that couldn’t be denied and Emel found herself thankful for the first hellish month of boot camp because it kept her from taking a step back.

         
         “My family wanted me to go,” she replied, unsure why she was even engaging with him but unable to make her mouth stop.

         
         “Sure they did.” He smirked. “That rings about as true as ‘the habitats get the same benefits as Earth cities.’” He reached
               out, his smirk widening into a full-blown smile when she jerked away before he could touch her.

         
         “Careful,” he said. “You get red dirt in those blues, you won’t ever get it out.”

         
          

         Emel spotted D’Arcy before he saw her, standing in the shade of a building with a person who matched his 187-centimeter height,
            but with shoulders that were more slender than D’Arcy’s muscular build. The pair was laughing over a shared joke, the sound
            of it dancing through the dusty air.
         

         
         It had been a long time since she’d heard his laugh.

         
         Emel took a deep breath to steady herself as they crossed the yard.

         
         “Commander Montaglione, Lieutenant Commander Locke.” Heli dropped her bags into the dirt and snapped into a salute.

         
         Lieutenant Commander Steve Locke, whose handshake read he/him, looked amused. “Got another Carmichael, apparently. At ease, Ensign. It’s good to have you here.” He nodded to Heli and then
            to Emel. “Welcome to Trappist, Master Chief. Feel free to just call me Locke.”
         

         
         “At ease, Ensign,” D’Arcy said. “Master Chief.”

         
         Emel spotted the way Locke’s brown eyes flicked to D’Arcy before settling back on her and she wondered just how much the lieutenant
            commander knew about their history.
         

         
         “Why don’t I take the ensign ahead and show them where quarters are?” Before anyone could protest, Locke had scooped up one
            of Heli’s bags and was leading the young enby away.
         

         
         Leaving Emel alone with D’Arcy.

         
         “Back on the same side,” she offered, but he didn’t react and she sighed. “If this is going to be a problem, should we deal
            with it now while the shuttle is still here?” The question fell hard in the air between them, but Emel didn’t know what else
            to do to break the uneasy silence.
         

         
         “You wouldn’t be here if it were a problem.” But D’Arcy shoved his hands into the pockets of his cargo pants and stared past
            her. “I was surprised to see your name come up, even more surprised to see you’d come out of retirement to join the NeoG.”
         

         
         “There’s still work to do.” It wasn’t the answer he was looking for, but since he hadn’t actually asked the question, Emel
            didn’t feel bad about dodging it.
         

         
         “True enough.”

         
         She gripped the strap of her bag, suddenly unsure and furious at herself for the hesitation. The years between them felt like
            an insurmountable gulf and Emel didn’t know how to traverse it without putting herself at risk. She’d never been good at that
            on the emotional front. “Do I just follow where Locke went?”
         

         
         “I’ll show you.”

         
         “You don’t have to.” She started off across the orange dirt.

         
         “Emel.”

         
         She stopped and turned, waited patiently as D’Arcy rolled whatever he was going to say over in his head. The restraint was
            surprising, as were the words that came out of his mouth.
         

         
         “I said some shitty things to you the last time we spoke instead of offering you comfort like I should have. I know it’s an
            apology thirty years too late, but I’m sorry.”
         

         
         D’Arcy held out his hand. Emel stared at him in shock. An emotion that could have been pain flashed across his face so quickly,
            she couldn’t be sure it was real before it was replaced with a blank slate.
         

         
         Damn the man, he’d always been good at keeping everything hidden.

         
         “I understand if you don’t want to accept it, but I’m hoping we can still work together,” he continued. “I value the work you’ve done for the Navy and expect you’ll bring that same dedication to this crew and the NeoG.” 

         
         She reached out, clasping his forearm before he could drop his hand. “I accept your apology, D’Arcy, and thank you.”

         
         “Welcome to Dread Treasure, Master Chief.” His fingers were warm against her skin, and his smile was genuine. “It’s good to have you here.”
         

         
         She still had to decide if it was good to be here or if she was just running from one problem into another.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            Sol System

         

         Chief Petty Officer Altandai Khan of the Near-Earth Orbital Guard stood with her fingers interlaced at the back of her head
            and hummed loudly until the guard shoved her.
         

         
         “I said knock it off.”

         
         “Or what?”

         
         “Jenks.” Lieutenant Maxine Carmichael’s warning earned her a shove from the same pirate.

         
         “Quiet, both of you.”

         
         “Or what?” Jenks repeated.

         
         He leaned down, glaring at her. “Or I’ll shut you up, permanently, NeoG.” He sneered the word, but Jenks’s grin only spread across her tan face.
         

         
         “Fuck around and find out,” she said, absolutely unimpressed.

         
         The initial bloom of stunned confusion on his face had barely started when all hell broke loose.

         
         Just like it’s supposed to.

         
         “Hostiles on our six!” came the cry from the hallway, and the guard made the fatal mistake of looking away from the two women.

         
         Jenks brought her hands up over her head, grabbing the man by the shirtfront and yanking him straight into Max’s incoming
            forearm. The blow caught him under the chin and lifted him off his feet. His gun fell into her waiting hands.
         

         
         “Max!” Jenks tossed the gun behind her to Max, not slowing in her sprint across the room. She tackled the next guard, who
            was caught between the sudden violence in the hallway and the attack on his fellow pirate. She slammed him into the wall to
            the left of the doorway, jerking his gun from his hands and shooting the first person through the entrance. They fell back
            into the hallway with a groan.
         

         
         “Jenks, I’m coming through the door! Do not shoot me,” Commander Nika Vagin, leader of the Interceptor crew Zuma’s Ghost, called from the darkness.
         

         
         She rolled her eyes at her brother as she put a boot in the gut of the guard on the ground. “Ah-ah. Don’t tempt me,” she said
            with a shake of her head. “Nik, we’re clear here. Where’s Sapphi?”
         

         
         “She’s on the bridge with Tamago,” Nika said as he came through the door with Spacer Chae Ho-ki at his heels.

         
         “Chae.” Jenks reached out and cupped the back of their head, fingers sinking into the close-cropped black hair, and tapped
            her forehead to theirs. “You doin’ good?”
         

         
         “Yes, Chief,” they replied.

         
         “Help me get this guy tied up. Everyone in the hallway accounted for?”

         
         “All dead,” Nika said.

         
         “That your doing, assassin?”

         
         “Not entirely me, Chief,” Chae protested.

         
         Jenks had given up trying to get her spacer to stop calling her by rank after two years, but she still heaved a dramatic sigh
            before she finished tying up their other prisoner.
         

         
         “Sapphi, how’s it looking?” Nika asked.

         
         “I’m almost in, Commander.” Ensign Nell Zika replied over the team com. “There’s a group of five more hostiles at the cargo bay.” 

         
         “Copy that.” Jenks nodded, glancing behind her to where Max stood by the far wall. She shared a look with Nika. “We headed
            aft?”
         

         
         “You and me,” he replied. “Chae, stay here with Max and guard the prisoners.”

         
         Jenks followed Nika back into the hallway; his blond hair was a beacon for anyone coming at them and she fought the urge to
            pull her own dark blue beanie off her head and slap it onto his. “Point?” she asked, and slipped into the lead at his nod.
            “Sapphi, you got things under control yet or are you napping up there?”
         

         
         “Hacking’s not the same as bashing someone in the face, Chief. Finesse takes time.”

         
         “Your last girlfriend said you thought finesse was a town in Old France.”

         
         “Will you two focus?” Max asked, but there was laughter in her voice and Jenks could hear Tamago cackling on the open com.

         
         “We are focused . . . and I’m in.”

         
         “That’s what he said,” Jenks muttered, and Nika poked her in the back. She grinned into the dim light of the hallway. “This
            is Chief Khan—Commander Vagin and I are headed aft. Do we have a visual on the rest of the hostiles?”
         

         
         “Coming up now, Chief,” Sapphi replied, and right after, the map of the ship overlaid itself in Jenks’s vision via the Dànǎo Dynamics chip implanted in her head.
         

         
         “Spotted the five, Sapphi,” Jenks said as the colors resolved themselves for her specifications—enemies were blue, the Zuma’s crew a shimmering gold.
         

         
         Jenks slowed as she came to the top of the stairs that led down to the cargo bay. She knew Nika could see the trio at the bottom as well as the two others clustered at the door of the bay on his DD chip, but she still held her fist up and then flashed her fingers at him in a three-two pattern. 

         
         
            
               
                  Jenks: We’ve got three below, two outside the cargo bay doors. How do you want to do this?
                  

                  Nika: As long as you don’t throw yourself down the stairs at them, I’m game.
                  

                  Jenks: Why do you ruin all my fun? Hey, Sapphi, can you turn the lights out entirely?
                  

                  Sapphi: Can do. Just say when.
                  

                  Jenks: I’ll take the two at the doors. You play cleanup, Nika. Hit the lights, Sapphi.
                  

               

            

         
         The ship dropped into blackness and in the time it took Jenks to blink, her DD chip had already compensated for the loss of
            light. She was over the railing before she could see, in a move that she would later swear was classified as more of a controlled
            jump than throwing herself—she wouldn’t want to be accused of disobeying orders.
         

         
         The pirates’ panicked shouts were their first mistake, making it even easier for Jenks to pinpoint their locations. She avoided
            the three clustered at the base of the stairwell and sprinted toward the door, trusting her brother was right behind her.
         

         
         Their second mistake was not moving when the lights went out.

         
         Jenks hit the first person with her shoulder, knocking them to the side, and kicked the next person hard enough to remove
            the air from their lungs. As that pirate folded over, she brought the gun up. “I don’t want to shoot you, but I will. Drop
            it and get on the ground.”
         

         
         The pirate’s weapon clattered to the floor and they followed it with their hands behind their head. Jenks kicked the gun to the side as she turned on the other pirate, who was still bent over. “Nika, two down, still alive.” 

         
         “Three down,” he replied. “All alive.”

         
         “Commander, I’ve got control of the ship. All hostiles are accounted for. Opening cargo bay doors.”

         
         “That’s a win for Zuma’s Ghost,” a voice said over the main com as the lights came up. “Time to clear the ship: eleven minutes and twenty-one seconds. Five
            pirates killed, seven captured. Cargo retrieved intact.”
         

         
         Jenks could hear the cheers from the crowd outside the mock-up of the ship and raised a hand in salute to the camera she knew
            was broadcasting her face onto the screens in the arena. She reached down and helped Spacer Alia Hu of the newer Interceptor
            crew Agia Lemonade to her feet. “Next time the lights go down on you, don’t be where you’re expected to be.”
         

         
         The slender woman nodded. “Yes, Chief.”

         
          

         Max tried to keep her expression neutral at the somewhat sullen “thanks” that issued from Ensign Hermes Hosa of Agia Lemonade after she freed him from the cuffs.
         

         
         “Something on your mind?” she asked when he didn’t move away.

         
         “Nothing, Lieutenant.”

         
         “I somehow doubt that. What is it?”

         
         “She cheated.”

         
         “Jenks?” Max raised an eyebrow. “What makes you say that?”

         
         “She wouldn’t have acted like that if this had been real.”

         
         Max hummed, wondering if she’d ever looked that young and insecure, while at the same time amused that only three years in
            the Interceptors had given her such perspective.
         

         
         She couldn’t even say she knew what losing felt like, having joined Zuma’s Ghost the year the NeoG had finally won their first Boarding Games, as well as participating in the three wins following it. And
            if things continued the way they were, her crew was on course to win the preliminaries again.
         

         
         Not to mention the Games themselves.

         
         It was clear the newer teams who’d been called up after the attack on Jupiter Station were unprepared for the preliminaries.
            Several of them were made up of new recruits fresh out of basic or the academy, then Interceptor training, and despite their
            year together, the inexperience showed. Especially as they were up against crews who’d been doing this for a good chunk of
            their lives. These newbies were really nothing more than practice opponents for the better teams like Zuma and Flux Capacitor to run over. Lemonade had gotten further up in the rankings than most, but they still had a long way to go to be competition-ready.
         

         
         She only hoped they came together faster as far as the job was concerned.

         
         Still, the accusation of cheating stank of bitterness that would fester if left for too long and she knew she had to address
            it.
         

         
         “Let me tell you something about Jenks. She once talked shit to—and then headbutted—a man who’d chained her to a post and
            was threatening to kill her,” Max replied, and this time she did smile as she patted the man on the shoulder. “And that wasn’t
            in the Games. It’s always real to her, whether we’re out there in the black or in a competition. The sass is just who she
            is.”
         

         
         She pulled him in closer, her humor gone, now speaking low to avoid the cameras she knew were hovering around them. “On a
            more personal note, I’m going to give you a piece of advice, Ensign: Don’t ever call my chief a cheat again or I won’t wait to get to the cage to kick your ass. Learn to lose gracefully. Next time, don’t take your eyes off your prisoners, and don’t ever drop your guard. No matter what kind of shit they’re talking or what’s going on around you. This is a game, but out there, it’s not a game, and someone a lot less tolerant than Jenks might have decided you were better off dead. Am I understood?” 

         
         He swallowed. “Yes, Lieutenant.”

         
         “Good.” Max nodded once, her face still impassive for the cameras. “Go give your crew a pep talk—you all did well considering
            what you were up against.”
         

         
         She watched him go, smiling to herself as he stopped and patted the back of Petty Officer Mari Allard as she came through
            the door. Agia was actually one of the better new teams and Max was reasonably sure in a year or two they’d be good enough to start giving
            Zuma a run for their money.
         

         
         “If we’re still in it,” she murmured. She’d been surprised by the general weariness the whole team had displayed as they’d
            prepared for the prelims this year. After the stress and horror of the attack on Jupiter Station, a large number of Neos were
            just sort of treating the Games as something to survive rather than something to enjoy.
         

         
         “Talking to yourself, LT?” Chae asked.

         
         “It’s the only good conversation around here,” she teased, and the shorter Neo beamed back at her.

         
         “You sound more and more like the chief every day,” they replied. “You know that, right?”

         
         “She’s a terrible influence.” Max wrapped an arm around Chae’s shoulders and squeezed once before letting them go. “You did
            good out there.”
         

         
         “Thanks, LT.” Chae fell into step with her as Max headed for the exit. “That was eighty-one seconds faster on the completion
            than Flux. And fewer casualties. Gives us an edge.”
         

         
         Chae was nearly as good with tracking the Game scores as Sapphi, and Max was grateful for their talents since it meant one less thing for her to worry about. It was a skill that translated well into their day-to-day also, something that was far more important than these competitions, however much fun they were. 

         
         Hopefully it was the lesson Hosa had learned after their little chat. And yet Max couldn’t help but also hope he still had
            the fire for the Games, that it still burned for some Neos.
         

         
         Clearing her head of that particular paradox, she walked on with Chae. They met up with the others in the corridor and headed
            for the exit of the replica ship interior built into the corner of the NeoG Academy’s gymnasium.
         

         
         “Everything okay?” Nika asked her, his blue eyes dark as they took in her expression.

         
         “Is it weird I miss D’Arcy and the others?” Max kept her voice low so only Nika could hear her.

         
         “It’s not weird. The familiarity is what you’re missing. The new crews will get settled in. It’s been an adjustment for all
            of us.”
         

         
         Relief flooded her as they stepped into the off-camera area and the moment of privacy afforded her an opportunity to let the
            grief she was still carrying well up again like blood in a fresh wound.
         

         
         The attack on Jupiter Station over two years ago felt simultaneously like it had happened yesterday and a lifetime ago. The
            loss of Admiral Hoboins and Commander Seve and too many of their fellow Interceptors was still raw and Max knew she wasn’t
            the only one who talked to her therapist about nightmares of hunting through the smoke and flame-filled station for her friends.
         

         
         Not that she’d been on the station when it happened. She’d watched from outside, in shock and then horror as the silent red
            explosion had blossomed out into the black. She didn’t have a reason for the dreams—at least, not actual memories. The flames
            had been extinguished and the smoke sucked away long before she and Nika had gotten back inside.
         

         
         Her therapist said it was survivor’s guilt and perfectly natural. Max had been relieved when they’d said it, because her family’s response to such things normally would have been for her to suck it up and get over it. 

         
         The thought of her family brought up another well of unpleasant emotions Max really didn’t want to deal with, so she packed
            the feelings back into the corner of her head as they hit the exit into the gymnasium.
         

         
         Sapphi and Tamago slowed to answer questions from the reporters waiting just outside the door. A man shouldered his way forward
            and Max tensed in recognition. His handshake read E. Strzecki, Global Post, he/him, and his camera hovered in her face closer than was appropriate.
         

         
         Great, this again, she thought, pulling her expressionless armor around her and preparing to deal with the marginally legit news outlet that
            had hounded her family for years. Strzecki had developed a particular fascination with Max even before her decision to join
            the NeoG, and his harassment and over-the-top headlines hadn’t stopped after she’d graduated.
         

         
         What had stopped him was getting busted by security for illegally gaining access to NeoG headquarters and barging into Admiral Chen’s
            offices to throw questions in Max’s face.
         

         
         She’d had a little over two blessed years of his absence, but now, it seemed, he was back.

         
         “Lieutenant Carmichael, your parents have expressed disappointment in your grandstanding at the Boarding Games as behavior
            unfitting for your family name. Have you spoken to them about it or considered no longer competing in the Games?”
         

         
         Jenks bristled from behind her. “What kind of shit question—”

         
         “My conversations with my parents are private, Mr. Strzecki, as you well know,” Max said with frozen politeness before Jenks could tear into the man and make herself a target. “The Boarding Games are a beneficial competition sanctioned by the highest levels of the leadership within the NeoG and my participation has been not only approved but encouraged by my superior officers.” 

         
         “That didn’t stop your family from sending a reprimand, did it? And there’s been discussion about cutting you off entirely.”

         
         Max froze. Hating the man’s grin when she was unable to hide her shock. There’d been nothing official from her parents beyond
            the reprimand, so how could he possibly know?
         

         
         What did he know?
         

         
         She grappled for control as she ducked under the camera and continued on without a reply. She could hear Nika’s sharp order
            for the reporters to step back before she made it into the safety of their locker room. Doge was curled up in a dog bed in
            the corner and he lifted his head when she came in.
         

         
         “Max? You are upset?” he asked.

         
         “I’m all right, buddy,” she whispered.

         
         “Who the fuck was that guy? ‘Grandstanding’? What the actual fuck,” Jenks muttered. “We’re four-time Boarding Games champions.
            Being awesome comes with the territory . . . Max?”
         

         
         “It’s nothing.” She swiped at the tears, turning away too late to keep Jenks from seeing.

         
         “Is this about that photograph? Seriously, have your parents been on your ass about that? We were celebrating a major upset and you had a right to be excited.” Jenks reached for her but Max dodged her hand.
         

         
         “I think I’m going to shower and then head back to quarters since we’re done for the day.”

         
         “That’s not an answer, Max.”

         
         “I know,” she replied, and headed for the back. Jenks didn’t follow, whether through some newfound self-control or because
            one of their teammates had stopped her, Max didn’t know. Either way, she was grateful as she hid herself away in one of the
            private rooms.
         

         
         Because Jenks was right: it was the photo causing all this mess.
         

         
         A mid-celebration snapshot captured last year by some lucky fan who’d been in Drinking Games after Zuma and Flux had pulled off their second straight Boarding Games win together. The photo had been posted to the SocMed and of course had
            gone viral.
         

         
         It had been a much more joyous celebration for the Neos than the one right after the attack on Jupiter Station, and they’d
            all gone out of their way to enjoy it.
         

         
         Max could remember the moment so clearly. There had been nothing but euphoria, a giddy burst of laughter. She’d been leaning
            against Nika, who had his face pressed into her hair behind her ear. The photo just caught the hint of his expression, but
            Max didn’t need it to remember. She could still feel the press of his lips against her skin.
         

         
         Her arm had been raised in a toast with her one—her only—beer of the night. Tamago was crushed between her and Jenks; the
            newly promoted petty officer second class was kissing Max on the cheek while the others saluted with their own drinks.
         

         
         It was nothing untoward. Unless you were a Carmichael and “such vulgar displays don’t speak well to the family image, Maxine.”

         
         Max muttered a curse under her breath and stuck her face into the spray, nearly soaking her brown curls in the process until
            she pulled back enough to keep her hair out of the water.
         

         
         She thought she’d gotten clear of it. She hadn’t spoken to her parents in more than four years beyond the interaction with
            her father when Nika had been injured, so the semiofficial family letter of “concern” that arrived a month after the Games
            had come as a shock.
         

         
         Strzecki had been wrong. It was as close as they could come to a reprimand without it actually being one. She had no idea
            what he’d meant by suggesting they would cut her off. That was a public drama Max was reasonably sure her family didn’t want.
         

         
         The old shame had set in when she’d read the censure, and more than anything Max was angry at herself for feeling it. She
            was a grown woman, a lieutenant in the NeoG, she didn’t need her family name or the stipend or anything else attached to it.
            She didn’t need the suffocating focus on image or the constant feeling of not measuring up.
         

         
         You could make the break official, then they couldn’t do anything or say anything at all.

         
         The idea sparked in her head and this time settled into a tiny flame rather than fizzling out. She thought again of her cousin
            who’d taken the rare step of removing herself from the Carmichael rolls entirely.
         

         
         Max wondered if she could find Islen in the jungles of the Congo River to see how she’d done it, how she felt about it now
            that two decades had passed. If the woman would even agree to talk to her about what had happened and how best to leave her
            family. And if Max even had the guts to do something so drastic as to walk away from everything she’d ever known.
         

         
         First she was going to have to talk to her parents and see if Strzecki had been blowing smoke or if there was actually a problem
            on the horizon. She sent an email to her mother requesting a meeting before she lost her nerve.
         

         
         Max turned off the water and dried herself as she exited the shower. She dressed quickly, pushing away the darker thoughts
            and trying to bring her focus back to the preliminaries. The Boarding Action competition now behind them, she had a moment
            to reflect that she liked the new format of pitting one team against two for a greater challenge and wondered what Admiral
            Chen and the others had come up with for the Big Game this time around.
         

         
         “You need to get through your cage match first, Max,” she reminded herself. The semifinal was tomorrow and she was up against Lieutenant Theo Aloisi, a talented young grappler. If she won that, she’d be fighting Jenks in the championship. Max’s stomach flopped at that new thought and she took a deep breath in a futile attempt to steady it. 

         
         There was so much speculation about a potential fight between the two of them. It had been that way for most of the year.
            Try as she might to ignore it, Max knew one of these days she was going to end up in the cage with Jenks.
         

         
         What she couldn’t talk to any of her teammates about was that she wasn’t scared of losing. She was scared of winning. She was scared of the press and even more blowback from her family. But most of all she was scared of it destroying this
            friendship that meant the world to her.
         

         
         The Games meant nothing if it cost her that.

         
         Jenks always handled the questions so well, turning them back on the reporters with a gleeful “I see how it is, you don’t
            love me anymore.” Max couldn’t do more than muster up an expression that apparently came off as playfully noncommittal about
            the whole thing.
         

         
         But the truth was it was just terror on her face.

         
         Everyone had finished up and left without her and the silence of the locker room was comforting as she rounded the corner
            back to the main area.
         

         
         Nika sat on one of the benches, his blond hair still damp from his own shower. He was reading something on his DD but looked
            in her direction with a smile as she approached. “Jenks said you were heading back to quarters. I thought I’d wait and see
            if you wanted company,” he said, standing. “I also sent a note to security to keep an eye on that reporter. You’ve got history,
            don’t you?”
         

         
         “Company would be nice, thank you. And yes.” Max swallowed back the urge to apologize, even as she scrambled for something
            else to say, but Nika didn’t need an explanation.
         

         
         “When you’re ready to talk about it”—he held out his hand—“I’m here.”

         
         Max took his hand and stepped into his comforting embrace. Words could not describe how thankful she was to have him in her life. They’d weathered the storm of the past few years with some fights, tears, and a lot of learning, but overall had found a steady connection that was good for them both. 

         
         I don’t need to be a Carmichael as long as I have the NeoG, she thought.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         
            Trappist System

         

         D’Arcy stood at the back of Dread Treasure’s bridge, his arms crossed over his chest as Locke patiently walked Ensign Järvinen through the logistics of the traffic around Trappist-1d. Part of him was chafing at this glacial process of integrating
            new team members, while the other part knew they had nothing but time until Zuma and Flux got back from the prelims.
         

         
         A restless ache gnawed at him at the thought. He missed competing, and hadn’t realized how much until it wasn’t an option.
            The members of Dread had all worked hard the year they’d won the Games with Zuma. They’d been a real crew both in competition and out in the black—or so he’d thought.
         

         
         “Not going well?”

         
         D’Arcy looked at Emel. She moved quietly, a bit like Max in her deliberateness, but with far more self-assurance than the
            lieutenant possessed. It had been easier than he’d thought to adjust to seeing her every day, even if their interactions were
            still a sort of careful formality.
         

         
         That, once again, was his fault. He was keeping her at a distance because he couldn’t help himself.

         
         “It’s going fine, why?”

         
         “You were frowning.”

         
         “That’s just my face.” He smiled to temper the edge, caught the flicker of concern in her brown eyes and ignored it. “She’ll
            get it. There’s a lot to absorb. You’re welcome to jump in if you’re ready.”
         

         
         “I am. Thank you for the space to pray.”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “You don’t?”

         
         “Don’t what?”

         
         “Pray anymore.”

         
         D’Arcy shook his head. “Not since Mars. I don’t need pity about it, Emel.” Now he didn’t soften his words. “I’ve got no time
            for people or gods who don’t have time for me.”
         

         
         “Allah always has time for us. Sorry, habit.” She held up her hands in surrender when his jaw tightened, then joined Locke
            and Heli at the console.
         

         
         It was a toss-up what burned more, her pity or the words. D’Arcy hadn’t been a particularly devout man at any point in his
            youth, but he’d made the trips and done what was required of him through most of his teen years because it had made his parents
            happy. After they’d died it hadn’t helped with the grief, so he stopped going.
         

         
         Then came the demonstrations and the crackdowns and the death and he couldn’t figure out why one would waste their breath
            on unanswered prayers for mercy when that time was better spent fighting the people trying to put their boot on your neck.
         

         
         Privately, D’Arcy could admit that choice hadn’t been the best, even if it had ultimately put him on the path that led him
            here. He’d just never found his way back to the rituals and traditions of his younger days, preferring to live a life rooted
            in reality and his own responsibility.
         

         
         Dread pitched unexpectedly, pulling him back to that reality, a proximity alarm blaring; and only D’Arcy’s long years of training and snake-quick reflexes kept him from careening sideways as he grabbed for the bar above his head with one hand and snagged Emel with the other. 

         
         “Locke?”

         
         “Sorry, Commander, had to pull her to port to avoid this mess. Sonofa—” He broke off and slapped a hand to the coms console.
            “Freighter, who taught you how to fly? Stay in your assigned lane.”
         

         
         There was no response from the freighter that had just drifted into view and D’Arcy muttered a curse as the ship skidded along
            the side of another freighter in line and nearly smashed into a smaller passenger ship that only just managed to squeak out
            of the way.
         

         
         “Trappist Control, this is Interceptor Dread Treasure. I’ve got an E-class freighter out of lane.” Locke’s report was clipped but professional as always.
         

         
         “It’s the Opie’s Hat,” Emel said. She’d found her feet and was looking up the ship registry at the side console.
         

         
         “It can’t be.” Even as D’Arcy issued the denial, he got a closer look at the ship through the bridge window and though the
            hull of the freighter was worn and scarred, with a gaping hole in the side, he could see the remnants of the name painted
            in space-faded white.
         

         
         “What do you mean it’s—oh.” Emel cut herself off as the information hit the console. “It’s been missing for six years?”

         
         “It was coming from Jupiter. It made the wormhole transit on time but then vanished.” D’Arcy frowned and queued up his com.
            “Opie’s Hat, this is Commander Montaglione of the NeoG Interceptor Dread Treasure. Heave to and prepare for boarding.”
         

         
         No response.

         
         D’Arcy hit the all-com button on the screen. “All traffic in lane ten at Trappist-1d, we have a potential emergency situation.
            Clear the lanes and proceed to your designated rally point. Repeat. Clear the lanes and proceed to your designated rally point.”
         

         
         He appreciated that while he was issuing the order, Locke was already on the com with control, updating them on the situation. D’Arcy’s DD pinged and he accepted the incoming com from the officer on watch. 

         
         “Get that bouncer over there before it hits something else! Hey, D’Arcy, are you breaking things up there?” Vice Admiral Ella
            Fashav asked.
         

         
         “Not me, Ella. Opie’s Hat just reappeared.”
         

         
         “Bullshit.”

         
         “I’m looking at her. She’s nonresponsive, but she’s here. She crashed into the lanes and sideswiped at least one ship before
            people could get out of the way.”
         

         
         “Yeah, the Price of Glory. It’s a Navy freighter. I’m never going to hear the end of it.” Ella rolled her eyes. “Well, this is an exciting day. Bouncer
            is headed in your direction. Advise just staying clear until they handle it.”
         

         
         “Can you scramble three more ships for a boarding? I want to take a look inside.”

         
         “That makes my ass twitch, D’Arcy.”

         
         “Tell me about it.”

         
         “I just did.” But she smiled. “I’ll get them to you by the time the bouncer has the freighter wrangled. You all be careful
            up there.”
         

         
         “Always,” he agreed.

         
         “Commander,” Locke called out, “the freighter isn’t even moving on thrusters. It looks like pure momentum took her into the
            lanes.” He was already maneuvering Dread into boarding position as he spoke. The lieutenant commander was an amazing pilot and even better at anticipating D’Arcy’s
            commands.
         

         
         They were going to reach the ship before the bouncer did, though D’Arcy could see the faint speck of it in the distance as
            it sped toward them and the bigger green blip on the console readout that tagged the specialized ship used for corralling
            and directing out-of-control vessels.
         

         
         He also saw the tag for the Interceptor appear on the screen, the Wandering Hunter, which had decided against participating in the prelims this year and launched from Trappist-1d. It was followed by two other
            NeoG Fast Response Cutters (FRCs), which had been put into service covering the patrol gaps left by the Interceptors’ absence
            while at the prelims, the Beverly G. Kelley and the Chris Hadfield, both coming in from Dread’s stern.
         

         
         All on their way to check out Opie’s Hat, a freelance vessel registered to one Simpson Ivarken, with a bare-bones crew of nineteen. At least, that’s what they knew
            based on six-year-old data. D’Arcy didn’t hold out hope that any of the crew were alive, but stranger things had happened.
            E-class freighters had crews of approximately thirty, depending on if they were company owned or smaller outfits. They were
            capable of extra solar runs and generating their own wormholes, though most relied on the transit point at Jupiter to save
            on fuel.
         

         
         What the hell is it doing here?

         
         He let Locke handle the coordination with Control. The man coached Heli easily through that while he flew the Interceptor
            toward the nearest airlock. Their pings were still met with nothing but silence.
         

         
         “Aki, you and Lupe with me.” D’Arcy pointed at the petty officer (second class) who’d been braced on the stairs leading up
            to the bridge and she nodded in acknowledgment. “Ensign, Master Chief, you’ll stay with the ship. Locke, after you get docked,
            get your gear and meet us at the airlock.”
         

         
         Heli wasn’t experienced enough to protest, though he saw the flash of disappointment in their pale eyes. Emel suffered from
            no such hesitation.
         

         
         “I have plenty of boarding experience, Commander.”

         
         “I know,” he replied. “What I don’t know is what we’re walking into over there and I need someone to stay here with the ensign
            just in case things go sideways.” It was perfectly logical, but the tight set of her mouth had him expecting a fight.
         

         
         He headed for his gear in the hopes that would deter her. Unfortunately, Emel hadn’t changed at all and she knew her role well enough to know she could question him—was supposed to question him about the change in protocol. 

         
         “A word in private, Commander?”

         
         “No. I gave my orders.”

         
         Aki and Lupe were desperately ignoring them as they pulled on their gear and double-checked, then triple-checked each other’s
            work with studious dedication.
         

         
         Emel glanced Aki’s way. “Petty Officer, I think I hear Locke calling for you and Lupe.”

         
         Aki took the offered out but shot D’Arcy an embarrassed look as she slipped around him, dragging Lupe with her.

         
         He let them go.

         
         “Standard operating procedure is pilot and hacker on the Interceptor, everyone else boarding. Heli needs the experience, especially
            in a low-risk situation like this.”
         

         
         “I’m well aware of what the SOP is, Master Chief.” D’Arcy bit off her rank, saw the angry flicker in her eyes. “I’m also aware
            of what my crew can do. Petty Officer Murphy is a good sword fighter. I also know how Petty Officer Garcia works in a fight.”
            D’Arcy slapped his own sword onto his back, feeling the magnetic sheath catch with a click. “Same with Locke. And we have
            no way of knowing if this is actually a low-risk board.”
         

         
         “Ah.”

         
         It was shocking how that disappointed exhale could sound exactly the same as it had decades ago. And how D’Arcy couldn’t just
            ignore it and finish what he was doing even though he knew he shouldn’t rise to the bait. He and Emel both knew she could
            protest his orders but not actually ignore them.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “I was hoping Robertson was wrong.”

         
         Fuck.

         
         He forced himself to meet her gaze. “You talked to the senior chief.”

         
         “We’re old friends.” Emel’s smile was gentle, and it made his chest tighten. “D’Arcy, I want you to know that Joe understood. He thinks you’re a fine officer. ‘One of the finest I could have served with had the circumstances been different,’ he said.” 

         
         The anger that flared was for himself, so he kept it in his throat even though it burned like a fusion bomb.

         
         “But he also said you couldn’t seem to trust anyone but who was left of your original crew, and he wasn’t sure if you’d ever
            be able to again.”
         

         
         This wasn’t about trust, though. It was that he didn’t want to be responsible for losing anyone else, but D’Arcy hadn’t even
            been able to say that to his therapist, so he certainly wasn’t going to say it to Emel. Though the words that came out of
            his mouth contained the subtext of multitudes.
         

         
         “You’ve been here all of two days, Emel, and I don’t know what’s on that ship!” D’Arcy’s grip on his temper slipped as he
            flung a hand at the airlock. “Why shouldn’t I take the team that works the best?”
         

         
         “I know that, and I don’t necessarily disagree with you,” Emel replied.

         
         He gaped at her. “You—what?”

         
         “We don’t know what’s going on and this is maybe the best choice right now. Maybe not, but I won’t push it. I just need you
            to be aware of what you’re doing and that at some point you’re going to have to trust both me and Heli to do our jobs. Besides,
            you and I both know the SOP holds. Locke or Aki staying on board as the pilot is safer than leaving two relative newbies in
            control of the ship.”
         

         
         D’Arcy rubbed a hand over his face. “Couldn’t we have had this conversation after we finished here?”

         
         “Nope,” Emel replied in a cheerful voice. “I’ll go let the others know that you’re waiting.”

         
         D’Arcy dropped his hand and stared at her retreating back before looking at the ceiling of his ship and exhaling. A lot had changed for both of them over the years, but it was clear she could still get right under his skin like nobody else. 

         
         “D’Arcy, we’re hooking up on the starboard side. Crew of four. Is this really the fucking Opie’s Hat?” Wandering Hunter’s Commander Pia Forsberg’s voice was both awed and amused, helping him refocus on the task at hand.
         

         
         “That’s what it says on the tin. We’re locked on port. Crew of four as well. Give me five minutes.” He waved to Locke when
            the lieutenant commander came into view, then pinged the FRCs. “Recommend the Kelley and the Hadfield hang back and let us check it out, but be ready to lock on as needed.”
         

         
         “Roger that, Commander” came the acknowledgment from both captains.

         
         D’Arcy inhaled and exhaled, then slipped on his helmet. The new prototypes Max and Nika had been testing when Jupiter Station
            exploded into chaos were approved and production started, and the scuttlebutt sounded like they’d have some within the month.
            For now, though, this felt familiar and put him in the right frame of mind. He checked Lupe’s helmet, then Aki’s; waited while
            she checked Locke and his second in command checked his.
         

         
         None of them spoke. They didn’t need to. They’d been together for years and already knew each other as well as one could without
            being intimately involved. Though D’Arcy figured trusting people with your life was about as intimate as you could get.
         

         
         Emel was still fucking right that leaving her and Heli on the ship wasn’t the best decision, though. And unlike his old helmet,
            that chafed.
         

         
         “Coms check, are you reading me, Master Chief?”

         
         “I read you. You’ve got a solid lock and are green to open.”

         
         “Ensign Järvinen, you have command of the ship.” D’Arcy didn’t insult
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