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            Interstitial

         
         
            Eight Time Boarding Games Champion Carmichael to Facilitate Station Handover

            Published: September 30, 2446 (Earth Standard Date)

            Fresh off her eighth victory in the Boarding Games and her second triumph over her crewmate Senior Chief Petty Officer Altandai
               Khan in the championship cage match, Commander Maxine Carmichael is turning her talents back to her more regular NeoG duties:
               helping Vice Admiral Jackson Ford with the much-anticipated handover of the Mars Orbital Station (MOS) from NeoG control to
               Mars Civilian Command.
            

            After a decade of focus on her Interceptor duties, Carmichael will be at the MOS for the next week to help with the final
               meetings between NeoG officials and their counterparts from Mars Civilian Command.
            

            The MOS has been a strategic piece in the fight for Mars independence. Control of the traffic coming and going to the planet
               has long been in the hands of the NeoG, a move that many claim resulted in undue preference for Earth-registered freighters
               to the detriment of Mars businesses.
            

            As the peace talks continue, putting the MOS into the hands of the people who know Mars best can only mean better things for
               both Mars’s independence and its economy. [Read More]
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         Senior Chief Yichen Lee stretched their arms over their head. The large main room of Mars/NeoG Ground Control, located at the NeoG base in the northern section of the major Martian city of Serrano, was quiet at this hour. Soon the day shift would start filtering in and it would be bustling with traffic and voices, but for now they were looking forward to wrapping up this quiet shift and then home for a nap before catching their kid’s football match in the afternoon. 

         
         The normal day’s traffic had been reduced to a few necessary flights that couldn’t be changed. The handover of the station
            from the NeoG to civilian Mars control was only a formality at this point. An important one, no doubt, but it really was just
            a press opportunity under the guise of a handoff that should have happened long ago.
         

         
         Yichen, however, had learned long ago to keep those opinions to themself.

         
         “Don’t know why we didn’t just shut the lanes down completely for the day,” Lieutenant Miles Compton muttered from his seat. “Hard enough to keep track of all these dignitaries, but add in even reduced traffic and it feels like a disaster waiting to happen.” 

         
         “Good news is the dignitaries aren’t our problem,” Yichen replied. “Just the traffic. And they didn’t shut it down all the
            way because people still need ground clearance.” They kept their tone light, devoid of the annoyance they were feeling over
            having to once again tell a lieutenant how to do their job.
         

         
         The blaring klaxon cut off whatever Lieutenant Compton had been about to say in reply, followed by a cool voice over the coms.

         
         “This is Commander Maxine Carmichael. Code Bravo. All personnel on the Mars Orbital Station, evac immediately. Repeat evac
            immediately. Code Bravo. Unknown hostiles on board, command compromised. NeoG compromised. Ground Control, lock down. Repeat
            lock do—”
         

         
         The transmission cut off and the two Neos stared at each other in shock.

         
         “Shit,” Yichen said, and scrambled into action.

         
         This was not going to be a quiet day.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            October 5, 2446, Earth Standard Date

         

         
            
               
                  Jenks: I heard from Doge; he said to tell you congratulations. Betrayed by my own dog.
                  

                  Max: I’ll email him. Is he having fun with Pirene?
                  

                  Jenks: Seems like. I miss him a bit. It was weird being at the Games without him.
                  

                  Max: Same. Hey, I figured next time we can tie one of my arms behind my back. It should give you an even shot at winning your
                     title again.
                  

                  Jenks: . . .
                  

                  Jenks: You’ve been sitting on that one for a while, haven’t you?
                  

                  Max: Maybe. :D
                  

                  Jenks: *laughs* I am going to give you a beatdown the next time we spar. Lucky for you, we’re about to lose coms. Have fun wrangling
                     politicians. I’ll be in the wilderness drinking and not having to watch my mouth.
                  

                  Max: You should be watching your mouth around those kids.
                  

                  Jenks: Nothing they haven’t heard. *grin*
                  

                  Max: Enjoy your vacation, brat. I love you.
                  

                  Jenks: I’m the brat? Whatever. Love you too, sis.
                  

               

            

         
          

         Commander Maxine Carmichael flipped off the chat screen with a quiet laugh and a shake of her head. “Jenks,” she said when
            Lieutenant Commander Saqib Vahid gave her a curious look.
         

         
         “You poked her, didn’t you?” Even though he hadn’t been privy to that chat, after two years on the team he was now familiar
            enough with Jenks’s hijinks to guess at the source of Max’s laughter.
         

         
         “I just suggested the fight would be fairer if we tied one of my arms back.” Max grinned at him when he sighed at her.

         
         “Do I dare ask?” Her shuttle pilot, Petty Officer Aggy Bennet, was not as familiar with the situation, and they raised a curious black eyebrow in her direction. 

         
         “Family,” Max replied.

         
         “Enough said.” They nodded. “My wife’s family absorbed me—I didn’t have much family when we met, and the ones I did have weren’t
            great. Always wondered what it would be like to be from a big sprawling family like yours.”
         

         
         Max smiled again and smoothed slender fingers over the image of Pluto inked onto her brown skin, feeling the answering swell
            of emotion that always caught her unawares when she saw it, even so many years later.
         

         
         Because Aggy didn’t know the half of it. Max’s biological family was complicated, and while it had grown slightly less so
            over the last decade, that didn’t change the fact that the one she’d built for herself, with the NeoG, was what she thought
            of first when the subject came up. And what she’d meant here.
         

         
         If someone had told her ten years ago that she would willingly share a tattoo with a rough, loud, hard-punching woman like
            Jenks, she’d never have believed it.
         

         
         Moreover, she wouldn’t have believed that that same woman called her sister with a fondness matched by the strength of the
            punches she threw at Max’s head in the cage.
         

         
         If someone else had told her she was a valued member of the Near-Earth Orbital Guard Interceptor team Zuma’s Ghost, or a Boarding Games champion eight times over, or a two-time winner of the cage match. Or a commander in the NeoG . . .
         

         
         She wouldn’t have believed any of that, either.

         
         She would have desperately wanted it to be true but wouldn’t have dared to hope for something so incredible.

         
         But it was true. And after all the moments where her parents had tried to stop her from living her life, Max was still here.
            That was the hardest thing for her to wrap her head around even now. Ten years. She was an officer in the NeoG because of
            her hard work and dedication, not her family name, and growing up that seemed like an impossibility.
         

         
         So much is impossible until you try. Until you trust in yourself and, in turn, learn to trust others.

         
         Maybe that would be her next tattoo . . . if she got through this assignment without causing an intra-system incident.

         
         Not that she was too worried. She had been chosen to “wrangle politicians” as Jenks so wryly put it because her diplomatic
            abilities apparently continued to impress the higher-ups in the NeoG. And she was good at it—something she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to say aloud the first day she’d stepped aboard Zuma’s Ghost.
         

         
         She’d learned so much since then. Yet the diplomacy was actually something that came from her upbringing as a Carmichael.
            Combined, it made her one hell of an asset for the NeoG to trot out for recruitment vid moments like this. So in the wake
            of their Boarding Games victory a few days ago, Max had been assigned to help oversee the beginning of the handover of the
            MOS, the Mars Orbital Station, as a gesture of goodwill to the people of Mars. It was the result of the ongoing peace talks
            between the CHN and the Free Mars movement, and meant they were one step closer to an independent Mars.
         

         
         In terms of practical considerations, the NeoG would still be involved with the MOS, albeit in a limited capacity where they’d be responsible for overseeing and training Martian civilians for the next five years, at which point the station would become a wholly civilian venture and move to the newer station being constructed nearby. 

         
         All of which was to say Max just needed to ensure there were no blowups between the two sides that might send everyone back
            to their respective factions ready to start fighting again.
         

         
         “NeoG Shuttle 443, this is Cho Seo-Yoon with MOS traffic control. We have you on the screen; please proceed to Shuttle Docking
            Bay Eleven.” There was a pause from the voice on the coms. “Be advised there are media personnel in the bay.”
         

         
         Aggy chuckled at Max’s quiet sigh. “We are advised, thank you.” They flicked off the coms. “You had to know that was coming.”

         
         “Doesn’t mean I like it,” she replied with a shake of her head. “But you’re right, I knew it was coming. Just bracing myself
            for the storm.” Dealing with the press had gotten surprisingly easier over the years, every pregame interview and postgame
            press conference that slid by had somewhere along the line become just another day on the job.
         

         
         She didn’t love it like Jenks did, however, but she could manage it. She was even good at it. Which, Max had to admit, was
            probably another reason she’d been tagged for this particular job. Dealing with people had become increasingly easier over
            the years, occasionally even enjoyable. She wasn’t sure this was going to be one of those times, but she could handle it.
            Again, that was more than could be said for just-graduated Lieutenant Max Carmichael.
         

         
         The shuttle settled gently into its space and the familiar whine of shutdown filled the cockpit. Max’s fingers itched to help, but she kept them to herself as Aggy expertly ran through the sequence. 

         
         “I’ve got this, Max, if you want to go ahead.”

         
         “You just don’t want to deal with the press.”

         
         “Neither do you. Great thing is, I don’t have to. My job is to fly you two here and take you back to Earth when we’re done.
            What I do in between is my business. So I’m going to take my time with the shutdown inspection, and then I’m just going to
            curl up in the back and sleep for twenty-four hours.”
         

         
         “You don’t even have to do that. You could just head home, and Saqib and I will get a ride back to Earth from here.”

         
         “I would never abandon you. What would the media say?”

         
         She chuckled. “I’d been meaning to ask you how you ended up with this assignment?”

         
         “Bet the LT that you’d take the cage match championship. He thought Jenks wouldn’t let it happen twice.”

         
         “Wait . . . and the winner got to fly me around?”
         

         
         “Yeah. I got to meet you. Besides, better than core reactor disassembly back at the base. Do you know how long it takes to
            get that grease out from under your fingernails?”
         

         
         Max laughed in startled amusement as she stood. “Well, that’ll teach him, won’t it?”

         
         “Probably not—you know how LTs are,” Aggy replied and Saqib choked back a laugh.

         
         “I was one once.” Those days were thankfully behind her, though again, Max sometimes could hardly believe it. No more awkward
            lieutenant. No more unsure Maxine.
         

         
         Well . . . mostly.

         
         She refused to think about the fact that she’d left a whole lot unsaid to Nika when he’d headed out last night. Part of her
            regretted not getting to stay on Earth with him for a while. The pull of a quiet space to finally say the words that were
            rolling around in her head had been strong, and she’d almost gotten them out, but duty won in the end.
         

         
         Sometimes duty was all they had, and that bothered Max more than she cared to admit. Sure, the team had survived their first
            major shake-up two years ago with Max’s promotion and Nika taking a new job on the ground at Trappist. And Tamago’s exit to
            officer candidate school had been the best thing for their career, though Max missed them dreadfully.
         

         
         Even the new members of Zuma’s Ghost had settled in surprisingly well, and Max was glad Saqib had asked if he could join her on the trip to the MOS. The past
            two years had felt like a whirlwind of change, and she was looking forward to the chance to spend some time with the quiet
            man in a different setting.
         

         
         But it was still a lot of change, and she knew she’d missed out on a chance to reconnect with an important part of her life.

         
         Next time, Nika. I promise.

         
         “All right. Well, you enjoy your downtime. I’ll ping you when we’re finished.” She patted the wall of the ship and headed
            for the airlock, grabbing her bag from the narrow storage space nearby.
         

         
         “You want me to run interference?” Saqib asked as Max stopped a moment to check her brown curls and straighten her uniform.

         
         “Nah, I’ve got it. Probably a lot of the same faces we just saw.” She took a deep breath, then tapped the airlock pad twice and crossed into the tiny space. 

         
         The blessed silence vanished as the outer door cycled open and she stepped from the ship into the sea of shouted questions
            and floating cameras. Max pasted a look Emel had teasingly called her “company smile” onto her face and stopped at the ring
            of reporters with Sabiq at her side.
         

         
         “Bruce, didn’t I just see you two days ago?”

         
         Bruce Eamin, the reporter for TSN, grinned at her. “I get paid to follow you around, you know that. Are you taking some time
            off after this like the rest of your crew? I heard everyone else went with Nika.”
         

         
         “Probably,” she replied.

         
         “Where’s Jenks? She dropped off the face of the Earth. Is she not headed back to Trappist with Zuma when you’re done here?”
         

         
         “Classified information, Bruce. You know I’m not going to tell you that.”

         
         “It’ll be our little secret,” the reporter wheedled. “Come on, Saqib, just a hint?”

         
         The broad-shouldered man pointed at the camera hovering over Bruce’s head with a shake of his own. “I value my life. Not a
            chance.”
         

         
         An unfamiliar man muscled his way forward, his handshake reading Erik Murdoch, he/him, Solar News Daily. “Commander, your parents seems to have backed off their public disapproval of you since the family blowup
            five years ago. Yet the NeoG brass obviously considers you one of their best young officers. What are your long-term plans
            for control of the Carmichaels?”
         

         
         Several of the other journalists cursed and shot looks at the newcomer who’d asked the question, and Max studied him for a long moment before smiling. “Would someone like to repeat the rules for Mr. Murdoch?” 

         
         “You don’t ask questions about the family,” Bruce said. “Sorry, Max. FNG.”

         
         “No more questions.” Max shook her head at the protests and put her hand up in the air. “You know the rules. You all should
            have vetted the new guy.”
         

         
         “All right, folks, back it up and give us some space.” A short, muscular woman, whose handshake read Lieutenant Opia Ruiz, she/her, elbowed her way into the crowd. “Commander Carmichael? Lieutenant Commander Vahid? I’m Lieutenant Ruiz. I’m here to take
            you to Vice Admiral Ford.”
         

         
         Max hoisted her bag onto her shoulder and gave a little wave for the cameras as they followed Opia out of the bay and down
            the corridor.
         

         
         “Sorry about that,” the woman said with an apologetic smile to them both. “Vice Admiral Ford would have loved to keep them
            off the station, but with the event—”
         

         
         “It’s fine, Opia. I anticipated having to answer some questions, so if anything, I appreciate you getting me out of there
            as fast as you did.” Max allowed herself a satisfied smile now that she was out of camera range.
         

         
         Erik was probably getting yelled at by his fellow journalists right now. She refused to feel bad. He’d either learn or the
            others would keep him from asking questions in the future, at which point his publication would pull him for someone else.
         

         
         She still couldn’t believe how well her policy had worked. Five years ago she’d been terrified of the reaction. She’d been sure that she would get into some sort of trouble when she refused to answer a question about her family and then walked away, leaving everyone standing there in confused shock. After that, she’d laid out a slightly more polished version of Jenks’s “I don’t answer any questions I don’t fucking want to” rule. 

         
         It was simple enough and the best part was she didn’t have to enforce it, because the journalists who knew her were suddenly
            very good at making sure no one asked a question that would cut interviews short for everyone.
         

         
         Most of the time, anyway.

         
          

         Saqib followed along behind the lieutenant and Max, listening with half an ear as the two cis women talked about the upgrades
            the new station would have compared to this one. The time shift from Earth was always a killer, but coming on the heels of
            the Games, he was having a hard time waking up.
         

         
         Their first round of competition together two years ago had been a whirlwind. Not unexpected, but still overwhelming in so
            many ways. It was a testament to Max’s leadership, and the help of Dread Treasure’s solid presence, that they’d been able to walk away the winners his first year at the Games.
         

         
         This time, though, he felt like he’d earned it. Even losing to D’Arcy in the championship sword fight hadn’t dimmed that spark.
         

         
         He’d thought he’d been happy at the academy, teaching sword fighting to sometimes awkward, gangling kids in their teens and early twenties. Every day pretty much the same as the last. His friend Coil’s suggestion he apply for the newly opened Interceptor training slot had been met with laughter, amused surprise that faded into an unexpected What if you do? that hadn’t gone away.
         

         
         And now here he was. Life was weird . . . and exhausting.

         
         But at least every day was different.

         
         The interior of the Mars Orbital Station was showing its age, but the corridor leading away from the Shuttle Docking Bay shone
            with a fresh coat of paint and as much polish as the NeoG could put into it. This station didn’t have the bulk of the one-off
            Jupiter or the newness of Trappist Station. It was little more than a traffic control point, a sleek, five-level tower spinning
            through space, designed for managing the flow around the planet. But it was maintained with the pride of a NeoG facility and
            would be until they were no longer in charge here.
         

         
         Which was going to be pretty soon. There wasn’t even a full contingent of Neos on board beyond the duty roster. Despite the
            failure of the more recent peace talks, the CHN had started shifting their military bases on Mars back to Earth and the moon.
            Now there were only a handful of smaller NeoG bases left along with the major one in Serrano. It was a gesture that had done
            little to soothe the anger of the Martian people, though Saqib felt in the long run it had been a good call.
         

         
         Small steps add up, he thought.
         

         
         He slowed to a stop with the others and looked down at the planet below. The outer ring of the station that led from the shuttle bays was designed with a wide window running the length of the ring. The view highlighted the beautiful red sands that the terraforming technology had preserved and the stunning blue of the Precioso Ocean ran along the western edge of Mars’s major continent, Radona Marsa. 

         
         “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Opia asked, hitching a hip against the railing and looking down at the planet with a soft smile
            of her own.
         

         
         “Were you born on Mars?”

         
         “I was.” She pointed to their left. “Just up over there, a little habitat off the Octavia E. Butler Landing site for the Perseverance
            rover four hundred years ago. Sort of our claim to fame given there is not much else there, even after terraforming. Lots
            of tourists liked to come see us, at least before the riots wrecked things.”
         

         
         Saqib frowned. There was a note of bitterness in the woman’s voice, plus he’d never heard a Martian refer to the protests
            as riots. It was usually a clear indicator what side a person was on. He’d noticed Earth-born used it far more, while Martian-born
            people, like Commander D’Arcy Montaglione and Master Chief Emel Shevreaux, used the words and phrasing of Free Mars to a somewhat
            startling degree for CHN military members.
         

         
         Saqib’s knowledge on the subject was from both his Earth education and his activist mothers. They used to talk about how the
            victors wrote the histories and how carefully you had to interrogate those conclusions with other sources.
         

         
         Obviously, some victories were good, some were bad, and some were more messy than people liked to contemplate.

         
         Mars was messy.

         
         Messy like learning to be an Interceptor after so many years buried within the structure of the academy. It had been fascinating to navigate his new team and the difference between what he’d known from the news versus working with them day in and day out. It was the same mix of projection and reality when you got right down to it. 

         
         The woman he was traveling with today was the perfect example. Max had made waves defying her famous family to join the NeoG,
            and though the press had talked a lot about her upbringing, it was clear that her time in the Interceptors had turned her
            into the leader she was today.
         

         
         They also talked about her friendship with Jenks, but there was nothing like watching that dynamic in real time.

         
         He took what he observed to heart and worked hard to not just react off assumptions. He knew, for instance, that Max wasn’t
            just a by-product of her last name, but was instead more than aware that a whole other world existed from the one she’d grown
            up in. One where the lives of people who hadn’t had the good luck to be born a Carmichael were a hell of a lot harder and
            sides weren’t ever so clearly delineated.
         

         
         Consider how she interacted with the rest of the crew. People like Jenks who’d grown up on the street and Nika who’d given
            up dancing because the NeoG would keep his family alive. People like Sapphi who’d had to overcome addiction. People like D’Arcy
            and Emel who’d ended up on opposite sides of the Mars conflict even though they’d grown up together. People like Chae who’d
            joined Zuma carrying a great burden. And people like Petty Officer Rona Nkosi, the other new member of their crew, who’d started off
            buried in an impressive amount of awe at the people on her team but seemed to have finally found her feet.
         

         
         It’s what Saqib strived for, even as his own upbringing had been safe and quiet comparatively, but filled with all the knowledge
            he was willing to cram into his head. There’s no easy answers, he thought. Only a lot of people trying hard to do the right thing.

         
         “Saqib?”

         
         He blinked at Max. “Sorry, caught me wandering.”

         
         “Opia was just saying that the vice admiral is probably going to ping her any second, wondering if we got lost,” Max said.

         
         Opia laughed and held up a hand. “And there he is. No, sir. Sorry, we stopped so Commander Carmichael could take in the view.
            We’ll be right there.”
         

         
         Max gestured and then followed the lieutenant to the lift. The station had actual elevators, in use before the low-grav tech
            for the travel tubes had been developed. They rode it up to the top, where the command deck and Vice Admiral Ford’s office
            was located, pausing at the door to his office so Opia could press her palm to the door lock.
         

         
         “I am looking forward to the security upgrades in the new station,” she said.

         
         “Jupiter was the same way. We’ve got some of the updated tech on Trappist-1d and it does make things easier,” Max replied.

         
         There the locks were keyed to everyone’s DD chips, making the Intel headquarters all the more secure. The technology functioning
            the same as the palm readers, but with a unique series of rotating codes.
         

         
         Lieutenant Nell Zika had gone over it all when the new locks had been installed, but as per usual, Saqib had only partially
            understood Sapphi’s excited explanation. Computers remained an endless mystery to him, and he couldn’t help but appreciate
            the simplicity of the security here.
         

         
         “Maxine.” Vice Admiral Jackson Ford smiled and opened his arms as they stepped through the opened door to his office. The lean man was more than twice Saqib’s age, but with his LifeEx treatments his red hair was only starting to show bits of gray. His expression was bright and full of mischief. “Excuse me, Commander Carmichael.”
         

         
         “Hush.” Max stepped into his hug with a laugh. “It’s very good to see you, Jackson. I understand you know Lieutenant Commander
            Saqib Vahid.”
         

         
         “We are acquainted,” Jackson said as he released Max and offered the same embrace to Saqib. “Though it’s been a while.”

         
         “Vice Admiral.” He greeted the man with a smile. Max had told him about her old academy instructor on the shuttle ride up
            and had been delighted to learn that Saqib’s own time at the academy had overlapped Ford’s slightly.
         

         
         From what he’d gathered, the strategy professor hadn’t cared she was a Carmichael, a refreshing change of pace for Max, Saqib
            was sure. He’d seen an unsure but brilliant (his words, not hers, Max was quick to point out) officer in training and had
            done his best to keep her head above water when all she wanted to do was sink in those early days. When they’d watched Max’s
            first Boarding Games together in the faculty lounge, the now-vice admiral talked fondly about his former student and Saqib
            had been delighted to find out how much he undersold Maxine Carmichael.
         

         
         Saqib knew Max held Ford in the same regard as retired Master Chief Ma Lěi, who’d filled an empty space for her when her own parents had all but abandoned her. That was something he still couldn’t wrap his brain around. His mothers were extremely supportive, even if they weren’t nearly as obvious about it as, say, Sapphi’s wild family. So he’d never once had to worry about being dumped on the street just because of an argument. 

         
         That Max had gone through that to fulfill her dream of joining the NeoG made him respect her all the more.

         
         “It’s so good to see you again,” Ford was saying. “I could barely believe it when Admiral Chen said she was sending the two
            of you. I’ve heard good things about your time with the Interceptors.” His blue eyes sparkled with delight as he looked to
            Max. “And I always follow the careers of my students with great interest, but Max has done exceptionally well for herself.
            As I expected.”
         

         
         “Thanks to you.”

         
         “Not only me from the sound of it. How is your dangerous counterpart? Commander Vagin gave me quite a workout his first year
            in the academy.”
         

         
         Max laughed. “Did he now? You’ll have to share those stories with me, I had no idea.”

         
         “He was, how do I say this politely, a handful.”

         
         Saqib couldn’t stop the laugh, though he covered his mouth with his hand to muffle it as Max grinned slowly. The head of Intel’s
            Smuggling Task Force was a deliberate and quiet leader, the complete opposite of his adoptive sister, Senior Chief Altandai
            Khan, and it was hard to imagine someone using the descriptor “a handful” on him.
         

         
         Unless they were talking about in the sword ring. Saqib had thought his own skills were pretty good until he’d sparred with
            Nika the first time. In many ways the fact that he’d done so well in the Boarding Games was thanks to Nika’s coaching.
         

         
         Max rubbed her hands together. “I need you to tell us everything. To be honest I thought you were asking about his sister.”

         
         “She’s trouble in her own right, but one of the best NCOs in the NeoG. Don’t tell her I said that, though; she might start
            a bar fight just to prove me wrong.” Jackson grinned back.
         

         
         “In all fairness we haven’t started a bar fight in years,” Max countered.

         
         This time Saqib was able to suppress the laugh, thinking of the extremely short brawl that had happened not even a week ago
            during the Games. They had not started that one, Navy had, but they’d certainly finished it.
         

         
         “Why do I think that’s only partially true?” Jackson asked.

         
         “Years of experience?”

         
         “Somehow I think you’re making fun of my age, but I’ll let it slide.”

         
         “Me?” Max asked. “Never.”

         
         Ford shook his head, laughing. “Jenks has rubbed off on you a bit too much, Commander.” But there was definitely no rancor
            in his voice that Saqib could detect. The vice admiral continued, “The last of the Mars delegation is late, some sort of mechanical
            failure on the shuttle. So we’ve got some time. I’ll have the lieutenant take you to your quarters so you can stow your gear
            and then bring you back. We’ll have breakfast in half an hour?”
         

         
         “Sounds great.” Max hugged him once more. “It really is good to see you.”

         
         “Likewise.” Jackson’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and he waved a hand at the door. “Go get settled, and then you both can help me figure out how to get these two delegations to play nice during this ceremony and not ruin everything with their bickering.” 

         
          

         “CHN Shuttle 310, this is Cho Seo-Yoon with MOS traffic control. We have you on the screen; please proceed to Shuttle Docking
            Bay Twelve.”
         

         
         “Thanks much, traffic control,” Castle replied brightly. “Sorry for the delay, stupid mechanical mishaps.”

         
         “No worries, Vice Admiral Ford is aware of the issue. I’ll let him know you’re here and someone will escort you up.”

         
         Castle docked the shuttle and turned to Willis with a smile. “We’re in.”

         
         “Not yet. Get me the security feed.” He glanced over his shoulder at the others watching them silently. By his clock, the
            members of the delegations who were on station should be gathering on the command deck. “Ruiz, are you there?”
         

         
         “Commander Carmichael and I are headed back to her quarters. Her companion stayed with Ford after the meal” came the reply
            over the com. Ruiz’s voice was low, pitched to keep her target from hearing her, though the comment was vague enough to be
            easily explained if she was overheard.
         

         
         “Good. Hold for my signal.”

         
         “I’m in the security feed. Looping. We’ve got five minutes until someone notices.” Castle’s voice was unusually smooth as
            she cut into the silence.
         

         
         Willis pointed. “Ralka, Anton, take your team and clear the Shuttle Docking Bay now. Head for Main Coms.”

         
         They saluted and slipped from the ship.

         
         Willis took a deep breath. “Attention, all strike teams—ground and station. Carmichael is on the MOS. We will proceed with phase one of the plan on my go. You have your orders.” He paused and his next words held no heat, only the sharp edge of a blade tempered by loss. “We bring justice to the orphans of war.” 

         
          

         There had been almost no one in the Shuttle Docking Bay because of the security for the handover, and the few people they’d
            run into had died without a fight. The corridor and stairwell up to the second level had been equally deserted, Castle’s looping
            program covering their tracks. Ralka Usova looked around at her team, pleased at the lack of hesitation on any of their faces
            as she echoed Will’s words and brought her fist to her heart. This was it—her chance for revenge, to hurt the people who’d
            taken almost everything from her. She felt Anton’s hand on her other arm and looked up at her brother. “For the fallen and
            the forgotten,” she whispered.
         

         
         He echoed her with a nod.

         
         “Mars Strike Team One, you are cleared to go,” Will ordered.

         
         “Roger that. We’ll see you on the other side,” Perez replied from down on Mars.

         
         “MOS Strike Team Bravo, you are cleared to go.” Simon and his team had come onto the station early, a risky proposition but
            the only way they could reach security on the command deck before an alarm was sent.
         

         
         Ralka held her breath until Simon responded several moments later. “Security is ours. Moving to next target.”

         
         “MOS Strike Team Alpha, you are cleared to go.”

         
         Ralka moved for the door of the stairwell, the others behind her as they swept down the empty corridor toward the coms office. The pair of Neos didn’t realize they were there until it was too late. Ralka snapped the neck of the one on the left as Anton took the one on the right. 

         
         She shifted out of the way when the corpse slid from its chair and pulled the jammer from the pouch slung over Phanta’s shoulder.
            “Strike Team Alpha, Main Coms secure. Moving to next target.”
         

         
         Will’s voice came over the com. “Copy. All other strike teams—go. Repeat—go.”

         
         Ralka tapped Alex and Vadim on the shoulders as she passed them by. “You two, stay here. Hold this room.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Both men nodded sharply to her.

         
         Ralka signaled to the rest of the team, and they moved out, weapons at the ready.

         
         No one would stand in their way.

         
          

         “Do you need anything else, Commander?” Opia asked.

         
         Max shook her head. “No, I’m fine. Please don’t worry about me. I’m reasonably sure I can find my way back to Vice Admiral
            Ford’s office on my own.”
         

         
         Saqib had stayed with Jackson after breakfast, ostensibly to keep talking about the way the handoff was going to work and
            the best way to smooth things over for the two delegations; but Max knew it was more to give her a little privacy so she could
            com Nika.
         

         
         “I’ll let you get sorted then. Just holler if you— Hello?”

         
         She looked up at Opia’s curious greeting and delight filled her face. “Pax! What are you doing here? Nobody told me you were
            coming.”
         

         
         “It’s unofficial,” her sister replied with a laugh, holding up her hands. “I knew you were going to be here, and we happened to be in the area so I thought we’d swing by.” Pax gestured at the slender, black-haired person behind her. 

         
         “Kavan.” Max smiled fondly at her sibling’s partner. Pax had married their former bodyguard four years ago. Her defiance of
            their parents had caused almost as much of a fuss within the family as Max’s now legendary standoff about the NeoG. “It’s
            good to see you.”
         

         
         “Same,” they replied with a dip of their head. “Congratulations on the win. I assume Jenks took the loss gracefully?”

         
         “You know her,” Max admitted with a laugh as she set her bag down on the nearby couch and pulled her sister into a hug. “She
            promised to beat my ass next time. I teased her about leveling the playing field. The usual. It is so good to see you.”
         

         
         “Same.” Pax squeezed her hard. “I was—”

         
         “Gun!”

         
         Max grabbed for Pax and spun at Kavan’s shout, deadly fléchettes hitting the spot where she and her sister been standing.
            She shoved Pax behind her, through the door of the bathroom. “Lock the door!”
         

         
         Kavan tackled Opia and the pair went to floor. There was a muffled pop and swearing, followed by the spattering sound of more
            fléchettes slamming into the bulkhead. Max saw Opia roll sideways, gun still in her hand, and kicked at it as the lieutenant
            got to her feet. She only clipped the weapon, though, and Opia used the momentum to her advantage to line up a shot on Kavan,
            who was still struggling to get up.
         

         
         Moving on instinct hammered into her from years of fighting Jenks, Max grabbed Opia’s gun hand before she could bring it around and twisted until she heard the bones crack. Opia cried out, but in Max’s head Jenks’s voice was loud, shouting at her to press forward, and she didn’t let up. She drove the heel of her left hand into Opia’s throat, and the smaller woman slammed back into the wall choking and gasping for air. 

         
         The alarms were blaring inside and out of her head, but Max forced herself to watch as the woman died.

         
         “What the fuck is going on?” she murmured.

         
         I just killed a fellow Neo. She was trying to kill us. The realization went to war in her head as Max stared down at the body.
         

         
         “Kavan!” Pax’s shout broke Max out of her daze.

         
         “I’m all right. It just nicked me.” They groaned. “Forgot how much getting shot hurts, though. Fuck. Max, are you okay?”

         
         Before she could respond, Jackson came over the com, his voice calm and focused in her ear. “Max, Code Bravo. I can’t raise
            Main Coms. Get over there and warn Ground Control. I’m sending you the station codes, lock it all down. Get to your shuttle
            and get your ass off this station.”
         

         
         “Jackson, Lieutenant Ruiz just attacked me. What is going on? Where are you?” Her heart thudded hard against her ribs. “Where’s
            Saqib?”
         

         
         “He’s with me. So are the delegates. We’re trying to hold the office. Ruiz?”

         
         Max dragged in a breath. Trying to hold the office with seven civilians in the way was a recipe for disaster. “Dead. I’m coming
            to you.”
         

         
         “You get to Coms, then get off this station. That’s an order, Carmichael.” He grunted in pain and the com went dead.

         
         There was no reply and Max cursed again as she turned. Code Bravo meant someone inside the station was trying to take over,
            and judging from what had happened, she couldn’t even trust her fellow Neos except for Jackson and Saqib.
         

         
         But she had to trust someone. Max hit her com, connecting to the shuttle on an encrypted channel, and hoped she wasn’t making
            a mistake.
         

         
         “Aggy, do you copy?”

         
         “Max, what the fu— What is going on? My external coms just went to shit.”

         
         “I don’t know. Code Bravo. I just got jumped by Lieutenant Ruiz; don’t trust anyone.” She swallowed. “I’m sending my sister
            and her partner to you. Get them off the station, Aggy, please.”
         

         
         To Aggy’s credit, they didn’t question or react to her orders. “Copy that. We’ll wait for you, though.”

         
         “You’ll do no such thing; that’s an order, Petty Officer. You get out of here the moment you have my sister and the docking
            clamps are disengaged.” Max looked up, trying to ignore her sister’s tearstained face. “Kavan, can you run?”
         

         
         They nodded grimly. “Code Bravo? Do we know who?”

         
         “No. That’s all Jackson said. Get my sister down to my shuttle. It’s on the fourth level, bay eleven in Shuttle Docking. Don’t take the lift; use the access stairs. I just sent Aggy a message to expect you. They’ll get you off the station. Move fast; don’t stop for anyone, even if they’re NeoG.” She sent them the coordinates as she pulled her sword free from her pack. The microsheath peeled away when her hand made contact with the hilt, revealing the matte black surface of the hooked blade. 

         
         “Max, come with us,” Pax begged.

         
         “I can’t.” She leaned over and pressed a kiss to her sister’s temple. “You need to go. You’re too valuable a hostage and I
            won’t let them have you.” She looked at Kavan. “I’m headed for Coms to warn Ground Control. Have Aggy try to make contact
            with Mars once you all are clear, too. They said there’s some sort of interference on the external coms. I’ll get to Flight
            Control to get the docking clamps disengaged. You keep her safe.”
         

         
         “You know I will.” They nodded sharply to Max, then grabbed Opia’s gun and slipped out the door, her sister following close
            behind. Max ran the opposite way down the corridor toward Main Coms, her heart pounding and her brain spinning. Even though
            she desperately wanted to race to the Command Deck and help Saqib and Jackson, she had to get the news out first.
         

         
         Saint Ivan, I know Nika is the faithful one, but if I could beg a moment of your time to watch over my sister and Kavan? Watch over Saqib and Jackson. Give me the time to get to Coms and get everyone out safely. I would really appreciate it.

         
         There was no way of knowing if the emptiness of the station was due to the now-aborted transfer ceremony or because of the
            attack, but Max didn’t see a soul until she slid to a stop just outside the coms office and peeked around the edge.
         

         
         Two large people in tactical gear rather than NeoG uniforms were facing the door, but they were thankfully looking at each other. No handshakes appeared in her vision. She spotted a pair of bodies in the corner, dressed in NeoG blue, and fury surged. 

         
         There was a noise from the console, and both of the intruders turned toward it, giving her the opening she needed. Max moved
            before she even finished formulating the plan. She crossed the space from the doorway to the pair in three steps, driving
            her sword into the kidney of the one on the right and jerking it out through their side as the other person turned toward
            her in surprise. The tip of her sword sliced through flesh from collarbone to left ear in a vicious diagonal.
         

         
         There was a moment of shock where their blue eyes met her brown ones and then the blood sprayed. Max turned her head to avoid
            the worst of it, spitting to clear her mouth of the copper tang as she scanned the office for any sign of other hostiles.
         

         
         There were none, but the device plugged into the coms console obviously wasn’t supposed to be there. Max reached down, yanked
            it loose, and crushed it under her bootheel. Then she slapped her hand down on the coms, queuing up both Mars Ground Control
            and the internal communication system simultaneously.
         

         
         “This is Commander Maxine Carmichael. Code Bravo. Repeat. We have a Code Bravo. All personnel on the Mars Orbital Station,
            evac immediately. Repeat. Evac immediately. Unknown hostiles on board, command compromised. NeoG compromised. Ground Control,
            lock down. Repeat. Lock down.” Max spat a curse when the coms went dead a second time and only the echo of her own voice came
            back at her.
         

         
         She sprinted out the door, letting her brain deal with the issue of another jamming system somewhere on the station—Secondary Coms most likely? She had to make it to Flight Control, but first the Docking Bay, to get as many people loaded and locked safely on ships as she could. The stairwell access by the elevator was eerily quiet except for the slamming of her boots on the metal as she sped down the three flights to the Docking Bay. 

         
         Max slipped through the door, sword at the ready. The closer she got to the bay, the louder the screams were as people scrambled
            for ships regardless of who they belonged to. Several ships tore free from the docking clamps and Max swore. If someone punched
            through a stabilizing wall, the entire containment field for the bay would go down.
         

         
         “Commander Carmichael!”

         
         She couldn’t stop the tightening of her hand around her sword at the sound of her name. The unfamiliar dockhand ran her way,
            but then they jerked and dropped to the deck. More screams bloomed along with the blood from a dozen fléchette wounds in their
            back, and Max ducked behind a pile of cargo as a voice echoed through the system.
         

         
         “Honored guests! We will ask that all of you immediately lie down and put your hands on your heads. We want no further bloodshed,
            but do not force our hands. If you choose not to comply, you will be shot down.”
         

         
         Max stayed low as she scrambled back toward the door she’d come through, observing as the few people between her and her target
            followed the orders of the unknown voice. She slid through the door, straight into a surprised person holding an ugly-looking
            gun.
         

         
         “Hold right there, little rabbit.” Their grin morphed into surprise. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Carmichael—”

         
         Max lunged forward with her sword, but her opponent twisted at the last moment and the edge of the blade only cut along their shirt, barely grazing their stomach instead of hitting something vital. 

         
         They hissed a curse, swinging the gun out, and a burst of pain shot through Max’s head when it connected. She stumbled forward,
            avoiding the next punch out of luck more than skill, and spun, kicking out her leg in a move that had swept plenty of opponents
            in the cage.
         

         
         They hit the floor and Max took off running.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            Free Mars Hits NeoG; Civilians Killed

            September 17, 2411 (ESD)

            Free Mars insurgents hit a group of Near-Earth Orbital Guard members doing reclamation work at Singing Brook, a farming community
               in the southern hemisphere section 133 near Chaimari habitat yesterday evening. Two people were killed and several wounded
               before the Neos were able to push back the attack and call in support from nearby Galileo Base.
            

            Alexandar and Alina Usov had been working at Singing Brook for over a decade. The couple were well loved, and people gathered
               this morning to remember their lives and contributions to the community.
            

            “Alex could coax anything up out of the ground,” remembered Suni Risa. “We were working on a new version of red potatoes that
               he hoped would need less water and put less of a strain on habitats that have to bring water in to survive.”
            

            “Alina was a brilliant engineer who also had the most amazing sense of whimsy. I’m going to deeply miss listening to her delighted
               recounting of new designs. Mars—all of us, really—are poorer for her loss,” said Roger Ulmori, head of Singing Brook’s planning
               committee.
            

            The Usovs leave behind two adult children who work and live on Earth. [Read More]
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Commander Nika Vagin settled back in the balcony chair, the warm cup of coffee in his hand steaming up into the morning air
            as he watched the sun rise over the Volga River. Sapphi, Chae, and Rona were all still asleep in the hotel room after a late
            night exploring the city of his birth. Nika had been both surprised and pleased they’d wanted to come with him. With Max and
            Saqib on the Mars Orbital Station and Jenks out in the wilds on a long overdue vacation with her family, he’d jumped at the
            chance to visit the place that had once been home, but he hadn’t thought the others would join in.
         

         
         It made him think they might actually like him. He laughed.

         
         The funny thing was that home was now Trappist-1d, orange dirt and vistas that stretched for kilometers before disappearing below the horizon. So very different from Ulyanovsk, a thriving city that survived the Collapse—much like London—despite its proximity to a major river. 

         
         He’d visited his grandmother’s synagogue yesterday, because even though her faith wasn’t his own, the place had always been
            a refuge. And wandering through the streets past their old house had dredged up a lot of memories. Including how a certain
            feisty teenager came into his life.
         

         
         He’d never gotten Jenks to tell him the story of how she’d managed the almost two thousand–kilometer trek from Krasnodar to
            here, where a chance run-in with his grandmother had twisted their lives together irrevocably.
         

         
         Nika laughed again, remembering their first meeting. Jenks had nearly taken his head off with a cast-iron pan before she’d
            realized who he was.
         

         
         Once she had, she’d stuck to him like a burr, and even though he’d grown up an only child, Nika found he didn’t mind having
            a not-so-little sister suddenly in his life.
         

         
         Despite all the headaches.

         
         Moving to Trappist the first time without her had been harder than he’d thought, though he’d kept so much of it to himself
            because he’d known Jenks was struggling. Coming back to the crew had been like coming home, despite his attempts to fuck it
            all up.
         

         
         Their newest transition had been the easiest by far. When the Intelligence headquarters at Trappist had continued to grow
            as the habitats expanded, Stephan’s infamous patience had finally run out. A little over two years ago, just after the Games,
            he’d stopped hinting and outright told Nika that he wanted him running the Smuggling Task Force before the year was out so
            he could focus his attention on a broader scope for the system.
         

         
         And as much as Nika had loved his job, the idea of taking on a new challenge was appealing. So he’d agreed.

         
         Max’s promotion had seemed a logical step, and not too much of a stretch despite her shorter time in service. Tamago had fussed
            about the orders to officer candidate school, but had caved when everyone—surprisingly, Jenks included—insisted it was the
            best thing for them to do.
         

         
         “I’ll beat your ass black and blue until you can actually give me orders to stop,” he believed his sister had said to Tamago.
            Though she’d probably been joking, the threat had worked. Nika missed them. He still saw most of his old Interceptor crew
            on a near daily basis, but Tamago had been too busy with work to even make the Games for a visit and there was no telling
            when they’d be able to meet up again.
         

         
         Things changed. Life went on.

         
         Even the new crew members who’d joined Zuma’s Ghost had settled in stunningly well. Petty Officer Third Class Rona Nkosi had a deadpan sense of humor that had finally made an
            appearance once she got over her hero worship. And Lieutenant Commander Saqib Vahid’s quiet presence was a fascinating complement
            to Max’s, to the point of making people emphasize the ghost portion of the Interceptor crew’s name even more.
         

         
         Thoughts of Max brought a smile to his face, as they always did. Almost a full decade in her presence and he still couldn’t
            believe it. How lucky he was. How his life had shifted so smoothly into her orbit.
         

         
         He laughed softly, shaking his head. If someone had popped into Hoboins’s office ten years ago and told him that his wild, streetwise sister would end up best friends with the brand-new, nervous as anything lieutenant who’d just saluted him, he’d have said they were full of shit. 

         
         Of course, he’d also never have guessed that he’d fall in love with that same lieutenant but here they were. Ten years later
            and still going strong, despite the job, despite his fuckups early on. They hadn’t talked about anything formal, not since
            her mother’s disastrous and dismissive comment about it a handful of years ago, but he wanted to. And avoidance aside, he
            was pretty sure she wanted to have that talk as much as he did.
         

         
         “That is by far the sappiest expression I’ve ever seen on your face.” Lieutenant Nell “Sapphi” Zika dropped into the seat
            next to him with a teasing look.
         

         
         “Do you want me to tell Jenks you need an anime character nickname to go with that haircut? Because I will.”

         
         Sapphi rubbed a hand over the shorn side of her scalp and then flicked the straight-edged longer brown strands over her shoulder
            with a sniff. “You could try, but she went with Sapphi two seconds after we met and I doubt she’ll ever give it up. Plus she’s
            gotten soft since the kids.”
         

         
         “I’m so going to tell her you said that.”

         
         “Like I haven’t already? You think I’m scared of her?” He quirked his eyebrow, and she had the presence to look a bit abashed
            before saying, “Maybe a little. Besides, we all know it’s true that she’s losing those jagged edges. Yes, she’s still as deadly
            as a straight razor, but you won’t get those incidental nicks along the way.” She pointed both index fingers in his direction.
            “Anyway . . . nice deflection attempt. What put that smile on your face?”
         

         
         “I do like your new hair,” he said, and Sapphi beamed at him, though she twirled a hand for him to continue. “I was thinking about Max. Remembering the first time we met? She saluted me and Rosa right there in Hoboins’s office.” 

         
         “She did not. How have I never heard this?”
         

         
         “It just never came up, I guess.”

         
         “She was so different when she first got here.” Sapphi shook her head. “I liked her then, but I was more worried about what
            Jenks was gonna do. You, though—you were sunk from the get-go, huh?”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         “Then why are you blushing?”

         
         “I’m not!”

         
         “Fine, you’re not. But you did ask Tama to look shit about Max up for you,” she singsonged at him, and then stuck her tongue out. “I miss you, Nik.”
         

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “Because I do? We’re still working together, sure, but it’s not quite the same. I knew things would change; it just feels
            weird sometimes. Not having you there on the daily out in the black.” Sapphi looked away from him and out into the city with
            a soft sigh. “Like being without Tama. I knew they had to go, could feel it like a storm brewing. It was the best thing for
            them and their career. For us, too—the NeoG. They were too prone to just doing the job and pushing the rest of us to the front
            of things. Which isn’t wrong, I guess, I just always wanted more for them.”
         

         
         “We can’t grow when we’re stuck in the same old patterns and roles,” he said.

         
         Sapphi nodded in agreement. “Exactly. Though I’m still a little surprised you didn’t force your sister to OCS along with Tamago.”

         
         “Jenks never would have agreed to it,” Nika replied with a shake of his head. “I knew I could sucker Tama into saying yes, though.” 

         
         “Tama loves and hates you in equal measure for it, believe me. They’re doing great, by the way. Oh, and said they were sorry
            to miss us at the Games.” She laughed. “No pressure, but are you gonna ask Max to marry you anytime soon?”
         

         
         “Where’s that coming from?”

         
         “A decade of you pining and that silly look on your face?”

         
         He couldn’t argue with that. “What’s the betting pool at?” he teased.

         
         “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” Sapphi sniffed, even as he watched her doing some mental calculations—probably
            compounding whatever interest was accruing. “You two are good together; you remind me of my mom and dads.”
         

         
         “Now that’s a compliment. You’re going to make me cry, LT.”

         
         She snorted and leaned into his offered embrace. “Gonna make myself cry. What I really want is for you to make Max cry, so
            then we can all get drunk and teary at whatever parties happen. Even Jenks.”
         

         
         “Now that would be a sight to see,” Nika replied. “The tears part—we’ve all witnessed the drunk part.”

         
         “Jenks cries, you know,” Sapphi said softly.

         
         “I do. I tease her about it, but of course she cries—her heart is bigger than all of ours.”

         
         They sat there together, happy to remember their companions. Happy to be companions. Nika patted her shoulder. “Let’s roust Chae and Rona out of bed and I’ll take you all over to my favorite breakfast
            place.”
         

         
         “Ooo, you know I’ll never turn down food.” Sapphi bounced to her feet and headed inside.

         
         Nika got to his feet to follow, pausing when his DD pinged. “Vagin.”

         
         “Nika, it’s Admiral Chen.”

         
         He frowned. “Good morning, Admiral. What can I do for you?”

         
         “Approximately half an hour ago an unknown hostile force took over the MOS. Commander Carmichael got the Code Bravo out to
            Mars Ground Control before the coms went dead.”
         

         
         Fear gripped his heart in a vise, squeezing the air from his chest with brutal force.

         
         Saint Ivan, watch over her. Please.

         
         “I am enacting SSOP-47; we will follow all steps. A shuttle’s on its way for you—it’ll take you to your ship.”

         
         Not my ship, it’s Max’s ship.

         
         Stolen Sun Operational Protocol was the CHN’s plan for dealing with a takeover of a station. Given the nature of the liquid
            metallic hydrogen engines for most of the earlier stations, they were, effectively, large explosive devices. Blowing them
            up in orbit was dangerous enough. Crashing them into the planet they were orbiting was worse if the station in question was
            orbiting a rocky planet like Mars.
         

         
         “I’ve already contacted Commander Montaglione; he hadn’t left Earth yet. He will retrieve Senior Chief Khan and meet you at
            Serrano Base on Mars.”
         

         
         “Yes, Admiral.” His feelings slipped free for a second, the words following after. “Is Max alive? What about Saqib?”

         
         Her voice gentled from its usual no-nonsense tone. “I wish I had an answer for you, Nika, but I don’t. We haven’t heard anything from the attackers. I’ll send you the recording from Ground Control and what little information we have. I’m putting you in charge on the ground. Captain Fábia Clark will be informed of your arrival, and I’ll be in touch with Stephan as soon as we can secure a link to Trappist.” 

         
         “Understood, Admiral.”

         
         “I’ll speak to you again soon.”

         
         He disconnected the com and strode back into the hotel room. The two petty officers’ bleary greetings snapped off the second
            they got a look at his face.
         

         
         “Pack your gear,” he said, not slowing on his path to his room. “There’s been an attack on the MOS.”

         
         They moved on pure instinct and training, and less than ten minutes later his crew was on the landing pad boarding the shuttle.

         
         Saint Ivan, he intoned again, keep everyone safe. Keep my crew safe.

         
         Because it didn’t matter how many years passed, they would always be his crew.

         
         They were greeted on the shuttle with the news that several ships had attempted to escape from the station and had been shot
            by the station defenses in the moments just after the attack.
         

         
         Sapphi whispered a prayer to one of her gods, and Chae pressed both hands to their mouth, blinking furious tears away. Rona
            looked like she was fighting off shock. None of them were going to say out loud the fear that Max and Saqib had been on one
            of those ships.
         

         
         Or the equally terrible possibility they were at the mercy of whoever had attacked.

         
         We’ll find out. We’ll get them back.

         
         And God help anyone who gets in our way.

         
          

         Music blared through the early morning air of the gym, accompanied by the crashing sounds of swords, laughter, and the occasional
            swear from one of the two combatants dancing around each other in the ring.
         

         
         “Come on, Jun! I wanted a workout this morning.” Lieutenant Uchida Tamashini avoided the other Neo’s thrust with a slight
            pivot of their body. Metal scraped along metal, and they dropped their sword just enough to catch Jun’s blade with the wicked
            hook that curved back from the tip.
         

         
         From there it was a simple matter to lift Jun’s sword and tap her twice in the face with their left hand. In a real fight
            it would have been a punch to the throat or nose, but Tamago was trying to be nice.
         

         
         “God, I yield, Tama.” Lieutenant Jun Parker tipped her head back, short black hair falling from her face as she sighed in
            frustration. “That’s three times. How? How are you doing that?”
         

         
         Tamago laughed. “I can’t even count the number of times Nika pulled that move off on me. You’ll get it. It’s just going to
            take some practice.”
         

         
         “Comes waltzing in here having trained with four of the best sword fighters in the NeoG and acts like I can pick it up no
            problem. I am not as good as you.”
         

         
         “That’s not the point and you know it.” Tama tapped Jun on the butt with the flat of their sword. “Believe me, I know the
            feeling. You just keep working at it and you get better; that’s all you can do.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, of the two of us only one will ever be a Boarding Games champion.” Jun made a face. “That was rude, I’m sorry.”

         
         “You’re fine. You could apply for the Interceptor course, you know?”

         
         “I know. Would I be any good at it?”

         
         “Yes.” Tamago headed for the bench to grab a towel before their friend could see the emotions they couldn’t quite keep under
            wraps. Missing the Games the last two years had hurt more than they’d anticipated, and the unpredictable schedule at the base
            in Kyiv had meant they couldn’t even take the time off to go see their friends and former crewmates compete.
         

         
         Tamago didn’t regret the choice they’d made when Nika had offered to sponsor them for an OCS slot. Even if Jenks had needed
            to threaten them a bit to make them do it. They’d known it was a good career move, especially because the very idea had scared
            the shit out of them to contemplate it.
         

         
         They’d loved their time as an Interceptor. Their time with Zuma’s Ghost, but they also knew they’d been coasting, content to hang back in the shadows of their brighter starred companions.
         

         
         “You can do more, Tama. I’m not judging if you don’t want to, I just want to give you the opportunity if you do.”

         
         They suspected Max had had a hand in it all. She was too good at seeing all the angles of things and too aware of her own
            crew’s health and well-being to let Tamago get away with settling because they’d been too afraid to make the jump on their
            own.
         

         
         The friends they’d made at OCS and during the eight months of intensive negotiation training after were all wonderful people, and Tamago enjoyed spending time with their new coworkers. 

         
         They missed everyone on Trappist, though, like a constant sharp pain in the chest.

         
         “Parker! Uchida!” Kenta’s voice rang out over the music, and they shared a look with Jun as Captain Hosaka waved at both of
            them from the doorway of the gym. “Get cleaned up. Grab your bag,” he said as he joined them. “We’re heading out in fifteen.”
         

         
         “What is it?” Tamago asked and the expression that crossed Kenta’s face made their heart race.

         
         He looked over his shoulder, dropped his voice. “Code Bravo on the MOS from Commander Carmichael before the coms went down.
            Several fleeing ships were shot by the station defenses before they could get clear. I don’t have more than that. Get moving.”
         

         
         Tamago didn’t have to be told again.

         
          

         “Press down.” Saqib directed Jackson’s hands to the wound in his side, the cloth napkin quickly turning red with blood. He
            dragged in a breath and pushed to his feet, keeping his hands visible when the eyes and guns in the room swung their way.
            “He needs to go to medical. I can’t stop the bleeding here.”
         

         
         “Maybe he should have thought of that before he killed Harvey. Sit your ass back down, NeoG, before you’re bleeding, too.”
            The shorter of the pair gestured menacingly with their gun, and Saqib tamped down the urge to jerk it out of their hands and
            hit them with it.
         

         
         The seven civilians huddled by the opposite wall stayed his hand.

         
         “Charlie, manners,” came a voice from the doorway. Like the others, they didn’t have an active handshake.

         
         They were tall, broad across the shoulders, with short-cut blond hair easing into gray. They walked into the room with the
            easy rolling steps of someone who grew up in a low-gravity environment. Every nerve ending in Saqib’s body fired off in warning.
            Whatever else happened, this person was dangerous.
         

         
         “Lieutenant Commander Vahid. A pleasure.”

         
         “Not really.” It was probably unwise to mouth off, but the words slipped free anyway. “Who are you?”

         
         “Will, he/him. Free Mars,” the man replied with a slow smile. “Your commander will be joining us shortly.”

         
         No, she fucking won’t, Saqib thought. He’d heard Jackson’s order, and the vice admiral had whispered through gritted teeth that Max had escaped
            their attack.
         

         
         “I need better facilities to treat Vice Admiral Ford,” he said carefully, keeping his voice low and calm. Exactly what they’d
            learned in the academy’s negotiation training all those years ago. Low and easy to keep the person on the opposite side of
            the engagement at ease. “Whatever you want, killing the vice admiral won’t help you get it. Let me help him and I can help
            you, too.”
         

         
         Will smiled slowly as he pulled the knife free from the sheath on
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