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To every soul who faced the dark, unsure of what they'd find—and kept walking anyway.

Not all shadows fall from light. Some rise from places light has never touched.

It is not the darkness that unsettles us, but the feeling that something stares from within it.
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ACT 1: DESCENT INTO DESPERATION










INTRODUCING THE STRANDED







CAPTAIN MILLICENT BAKER stared out into the void of space, the darkness stretching endlessly before her. Despite the comforting warmth inside the ship, a chill ran down her spine as she gazed at the vast emptiness outside. The stars were sparse in this remote corner of the universe, and the inky blackness seemed to press in on her, filling her with an unsettling sense of foreboding.


She clutched her blanket tightly around her, even though the ship’s interior was perfectly regulated for her comfort. It was as if the cold of the universe had seeped into her soul. The sparse scattering of distant stars did little to alleviate the overwhelming darkness that enveloped her.


As Milli gazed out at the desolate expanse, a sense of unease crept over her. It was a feeling she couldn’t quite put into words, a foreboding that something ominous lurked in the void. The vastness of space held secrets and dangers, and there was an unsettling awareness that she might be powerless to prevent whatever was approaching.


A shiver ran down her spine, and for a moment, she considered retreating to the comfort of her bunk. However, her Chief Engineer, Brian Purdue, lay there at the moment, occupying the space she’d normally retreat to. Milli couldn’t help but feel a twinge of annoyance at the situation. He wasn’t her ideal choice for a bunkmate, a consequence of the peculiar circumstances that deep space often presented. Brian, five years her junior, appeared to have developed an attachment beyond the boundaries of their casual companionship. Despite his proficiency with the ship’s engine, he struggled to navigate the complexities of a deep space liaison.


Just as she was trying to shake off her unease, the ship’s intercom buzzed to life, startling her. Milli sighed, muttering something unintelligible about the timing, as she reached for her uniform. She quickly buttoned it up, her fingers deftly navigating the familiar fabric.


“Captain Baker, please report to the bridge immediately,” came the voice of the ship’s communications officer over the intercom. His tone snapped Milli to full alertness. She looked at the time on her wrist band and realized she was due for her shift and that was her reminder call.


She cast a concerned glance back at Brian, still sprawled across her bunk in a tangle of sheets, oblivious to the situation. Gathering her resolve, Milli made her way out of the cramped crew quarters and into the narrow corridor that led to the heart of the ship.


The ship’s lighting was dim, casting long shadows that danced eerily across the metal walls. Milli’s boots echoed against the cold floor as she made her way toward the bridge.


Milli, cautious not to bump her head on the low bulkhead, stepped into the Command and Control compartment, known as the CAC. As she surveyed the interior, her eyes landed on the skeleton bridge crew, each engrossed in their own tasks, or lack thereof.


To her right, Comms Officer Tom Hozack occupied his station. He reclined in his acceleration chair, his lips gripping a plastic bottle, the straw held firmly between his front teeth, all while seemingly lost in thought. On the opposite side, one of the two Navigation Officers, Sakura Parker, sat, assuring Milli that at least one officer remained attentive to the readouts and controls during their duty shift.


The remaining crew members included another Navigation Officer, the First Officer, three Mission Techs, and a contingent of four Coalition Marines. Milli found an available seat within the versatile CAC, devoid of any designated captain’s chair. The multifunctional interfaces at each station provided control over various ship functions. She promptly accessed the captain’s suite of controls, delving into a comprehensive update on the ship’s systems. Everything appeared in working order, except for the recurring glitch plaguing their long-range communication.


Milli cast a sidelong glance, her eyes narrowing as she noticed Tom’s lack of effort in pretending to be engaged in bridge work. It was evident he was drifting off to sleep, and the grueling two-man minimal operations schedule of four hours was evidently taking its toll on him. Milli couldn’t help but inject a hint of sarcasm into her thoughts.


“Umm, Tom,” she called out, her voice breaking the stillness. Tom remained unresponsive.


The space within the compartment could easily accommodate six people, but it was not so vast that she assumed she could avoid raising her voice.


“Hozack,” she declared in her command voice, a clear shift in her tone. This command finally captured Tom’s attention.


Startled, Tom jerked, causing the bottle he had been clutching to slip from his grasp. In the low gravity, it began to drift away, but he managed to retrieve it in haste. “Yeah, captain,” he responded, swiftly returning his focus to his station, attempting to look productive rather than sleep-deprived.


“I distinctly recall instructing you to address the comms issue during your shift,” Milli reminded him, irritation creeping into her voice.


Tom pivoted to face her, his eyes widening in response to her tone. “Cap, I did what you said at the start of the shift,” he explained, his words lacking the necessary elaboration.


Milli patiently waited for additional information, but when none was forthcoming, she gave a subtle nudge. “And? What did you discover, and why didn’t you inform me upon my arrival in the CAC?”


Tom appeared to be searching his own mind for the answers, his expression betraying his struggle. “I checked, and it’s not on our end. Our systems all check out A-Okay. I suspect it’s a relay issue.”


Milli pursed her lips in disappointment. She had hoped the problem resided on the ship, allowing them to swiftly resolve it. However, with it being a relay problem, their hands were tied. The issue couldn’t be rectified until they returned to the location where the relay had been deployed, either retrieving the device or replacing it. It was one of the inherent challenges of interstellar communication, requiring the reliable StellaLinx relay device to bridge vast distances in space.


Tom pivoted back to his station, finally resuming his duties monitoring the readouts. Beyond the ship’s confines, an ongoing mission was in progress. Two members of the crew operated drilling and mining mechs, working to break open a colossal asteroid situated just outside their protective shell. Milli and her team had been dispatched as a surveying unit, tasked with scouring the cosmos for valuable resources. In this sector of space, they had encountered nothing but desolation for months on end.


The asteroid loomed in imposing grandeur. Their ship alone spanned the length of two hundred meters and fifty across, predominantly dedicated to cargo storage. However, the asteroid they had chanced upon in the abyss of space dwarfed their vessel nearly tenfold.


With little else to occupy their time, Milli had set her crew to the task of surveying the colossal rock, motivated by two objectives. Firstly, it served to maintain their skill proficiency, and secondly, it provided them with a diversion from the monotonous duty of piloting a ship through what was rapidly becoming a desolate stretch of the cosmos.


Milli shifted her focus to the exterior of the ship, where the team tirelessly toiled away. With a few deft keystrokes, she activated the external cameras, displaying their work on her station. The crew members were snugly encased in their individual EVAC suits, securely nested within their Extravehicular Mobility Units. These sophisticated units offered not only life support systems but also vital protection against the unforgiving space environment. They served as a control hub for their mobility, facilitating various tasks and overseeing the drilling robots in their command.


The Modular Extravehicular Assistants, or MEXAs, were engineered for autonomous operations. The two crew members merely needed to provide high-level instructions, specifying locations, durations of excavation, and mineral targets. It was a largely hands-off process, requiring minimal manual intervention. This approach minimized the risks faced by the crew outside the ship while maximizing their control over the MEXAs.


Amidst the busy scene, six machines diligently carried out their designated tasks, leaving a trail of core sample holes varying in depth as they continued their survey of the colossal asteroid.


Milli briefly considered asking Tom to initiate a communication channel but decided against it. With the communication capabilities at her station, she could handle the task herself. Her workload wasn’t so overwhelming that she couldn’t manage this simple task independently.


Steve, the First Officer of the Lucky 13, and Hilda, the chief mission tech, were actively engaged in the drilling operations on the asteroid’s surface.


“Steve,” Milli called out, her tone a mix of curiosity and concern, “how’s the operation progressing?”


Steve’s response carried a tinge of frustration. “Well, we’ve certainly got some hands-on action out here, which is a welcome break from the monotony of traversing through space. Unfortunately, all we’re finding are rather unimpressive materials.”


Hilda’s voice interjected, providing a more detailed report. “Indeed, Milli. If this were an M-Type or C-Type asteroid, we might have reason to stay the course. However, the MEXA are yielding only rocky minerals and silicates, neither of which is going to contribute much to our pockets.”


Milli let out a weary sigh. Her optimism for a significant find from an asteroid of this magnitude had been dashed. While she was tempted to call it quits, she recognized the importance of involving others in the exercise to maintain their skills until a more lucrative discovery came their way.


“Continue your efforts and keep me apprised of any developments,” she instructed, her voice tinged with a sense of determination. “We’ll stay here until everyone has had a shift out there then we’ll call it quits and move on.”


Steve and Hilda acknowledged their receipt of the message, and Milli promptly severed the connection. Her gaze shifted toward Tom, who technically held the position of shift lead, though Milli harbored reservations about his leadership capabilities. Instead of informing Tom, she chose to notify Sakura, the perpetually cheerful sixteen-year-old Asian crew member.


“Sakura, I’m heading down to the galley. If anything else crops up, don’t hesitate to call me,” Milli said with a warm smile.


With her intentions set on the galley, Milli rose from her seat. However, as she traversed the ship, an unexpected desire to revisit her cabin and toss the sheets with Brian surged within her. She found herself halfway convinced to indulge when the ship’s alarms blared, shattering her fleeting distraction.


Upon reaching the CAC, the gravity of the situation loomed large. The on-duty crew members huddled over their consoles, their expressions etched with palpable anxiety. Before Milli could utter a single word, Tom swiveled to face her, his eyes wide with disbelief.


“Captain, you need to see this,” he urged, gesturing urgently toward a monitor.


Milli’s gaze followed his outstretched arm, and her heart sank. Outside the ship, where darkness had prevailed just moments ago, a multitude of small objects glinted in the feeble light of distant stars. Micro meteors, like a swarm of malevolent fireflies, were descending upon them. It was a sight she had never witnessed before, and it filled her with a sense of dread.


However, what truly sent shivers down her spine was the stark realization that some of her crew members were still out on an EVAC. The approaching meteors were rapidly closing in, converging upon their ship with an unsettling and uncanny precision.


Milli swallowed hard, her determination steeling against the encroaching fear. It was time for the captain to take command, to lead her crew in the face of this unexpected threat in the cold, unforgiving depths of space.


Milli settled back into her station, her mind racing with urgency. She called out to Tom, her voice carrying an edge of determination, instructing him to relay a message to Steve and Hilda. Their drilling operations needed to be canceled immediately, and they had to return to the ship with utmost speed.


As she initiated the procedures to prepare for the impending meteor shower, she systematically shut down nonessential functions throughout the ship. A quick mental calculation estimated the time required for Steve and Hilda to reach the ship, secure their EMUs, and exit the hangar. She glanced at the readouts and concluded that they had approximately fifteen minutes until the leading edge of the micro meteor shower would descend upon them. It appeared they had just enough time to seal the hangar doors and brace for impact.


Milli couldn’t shake the realization that this was merely the forefront of the storm she had spotted on the monitor. When the main body of the tempest hit, the ship would likely suffer extensive damage. She turned her gaze towards Sakura, her hope resting on the young crew member’s ability to navigate the intricate maneuvers she was about to command. Their main Navigator was probably still en route to the CAC.


“Sakura,” Milli called out with a mix of urgency and confidence, “we’re gonna need to roll the ship to put the cargo hold up against that storm and see if we can jet to the other side of this asteroid and use it as a shield. Can you handle it?”


Sakura’s unease was palpable, but she managed to muster a reassuring response to Milli’s query. “I believe I can handle that, Captain. It shouldn’t pose any issues. Just give me the signal, and I’ll get started.”


Milli nodded, appreciating Sakura’s determination. “Good, Sakura. We’ll wait for Hilda and Steve to lock down first.”


Turning to Tom, she sought an update. “Tom, are they both aboard the ship yet?”


Tom’s response came swiftly as he glanced across the CAC. “Yes, give them another five minutes, and the MEXA will be secured. They’re already in the hangar and their EMUs are locked in.”


Milli returned her focus to her control panel, initiating the command to close the hangar doors. Five minutes passed, and she received word from Tom that everything was set. Amidst the controlled chaos, the chief Navigator, Kerry, entered the scene, taking his seat and assuming the responsibilities Sakura had been prepared to handle.


Milli issued the order to secure themselves for the upcoming high-g maneuver and instructed Kerry to execute it. The ship activated and automatically engaged their individual Neural Vascular Stabilizers to counteract the effects of the imminent high-acceleration burn, the crew braced themselves for what lay ahead.


For the initial five minutes, everything proceeded smoothly, the hum of the ship’s systems a reassuring backdrop. Then, an ominous ping echoed through the CAC as impacts against the hull reverberated through the void of space. Milli’s eyes widened in response to the disconcerting sound. The CAC’s location deep within the ship should have shielded them from such disturbances. Her initial estimate of the micro meteor shower had been egregiously off the mark.


A half-hour later, the Lucky 13 had completed its arduous journey to the far side of the asteroid. The toll was apparent – significant damage marred the ship’s exterior. Brian, with a grave expression, delivered the grim news to Milli. The Fusion Thruster System had taken a severe hit, rendering the Constant Acceleration Drive unusable. Attempting to engage it risked irradiating the entire crew. Even if it didn’t, activation of the system would cause a catastrophic scenario that would transform the immediate area of the cosmos into a searing spectacle of uncontrolled fusion explosions.


Two long and arduous weeks later, Milli found herself alone in the CAC, simmering with frustration at their relentless misfortune. Distress signals had been dispatched continuously during that time, but there had been no response. They remained stranded in this remote expanse of space, a stark testament to their isolation and the ever-fading glimmer of hope for a timely rescue.
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Milli sat alone in the CAC, her gaze fixed on the exterior activities unfolding beyond the ship’s confines. There wasn’t much anyone could do or monitor outside the ship given their current predicament. She had relieved every crew member of their shifts and set up the computer to send updates directly to the panel in her cabin, allowing her to keep track of the situation. Normally, she would have been in her cabin right now, but her First Officer, Steve, had finally managed to open the hangar doors, enabling them to assess the damage to the ship from the outside.


The visual feed streamed to her workstation, and the sight was far from reassuring. Steve was piloting one of the three remaining EMUs that had survived the damage. It was a grim situation.


Steve peered through the window of the compact craft he occupied. The EMU was specifically designed to complement the capabilities of an EVAC suit, enhancing mobility in the unforgiving vacuum of space. The craft boasted a snug compartment, just large enough to accommodate a single occupant. Its crab-like appearance made it ideal for work on asteroids, a common task for their crew. Extendable arms with pincer-like protrusions allowed for the manipulation of objects that weren’t too small. For more delicate operations, crew members would have to exit the EMU and perform the tasks manually before returning to the craft. However, that wasn’t the case at the moment. Steve’s current role involved floating in the void of space, conducting a thorough survey of the Lucky 13’s hull.


“Milli,” Steve’s voice broke through the tense silence, “Are you seeing this?” His words carried a heavy burden of grief.


Milli had a limited view of what was being shown through the direct feed, unlike Steve, who had a broader perspective from his position in the EMU. Although her observations were confined to the camera’s field of vision, it was disheartening enough. “Yeah, Steve. I’m seeing it. It doesn’t look good at all. What’s your assessment out there? You know my view is restricted to the cameras’ angles.”


Steve’s gaze traced along the elongated, oval expanse that constituted the cargo hold. It resembled Swiss cheese after the micro meteor storm, and his sigh conveyed a sense of resignation. “The cargo hold can’t maintain an atmosphere anymore, and there are too many breaches for effective repairs. That’s my professional opinion, although I’m not an engineer.”


Milli trusted Steve’s judgment. “You’re probably right. Without access to a dry dock, I wouldn’t want to risk attempting to patch that many holes, pressurize the space, only to have a catastrophic blowout and lose the whole damn thing.”


Steve deftly manipulated the EMU, adjusting its orientation so that it appeared as if the ship were above him. Maintaining a sense of direction in the vastness of space could be challenging. Human perception often relied on visual cues, and the absence of such cues could lead to disorientation and even motion sickness. Those who ventured outside the ship regularly received extensive training on where to focus their attention and for how long to maintain spatial orientation.


Steve’s current focus was on the command module, assessing its exterior damage as well. The command module was an appendage attached to the elongated, cigar-shaped cargo hold. This section could be detached from the cargo hold when necessary. Initial observations from just inside the ship indicated that several compartments within the command module had lost their integrity to the vacuum of space.


Milli’s voice pierced the silence over the comms. “Steve, take a look at the drive section of the command module while you’re out there. I’m sure Brian will want to know its condition at the tail end. Capture as many images as you can and bring them back in.”


Steve acknowledged the directive with a firm response, and Milli swiftly terminated the active communication link. They could still reach each other, but there was no need to clog the channel with silence.


Leaning forward in her seat, Milli’s hands instinctively reached for the top of her head, her fingers threading through her hair as she released a heavy sigh. Their situation was dire, far removed from what she had initially signed up for. A routine journey towards one of the galaxy’s arms should have been straightforward, if monotonous. The density of stellar material lessened as they ventured further from the galactic center, and while they were nowhere near the fringes of the galaxy’s arm, they were undeniably in uncharted territory.


The primary objective of this expedition was exploration—searching for resources that might have gone unnoticed due to the greater distances between celestial bodies. They were delving into the unknown, investigating whether there was anything of value to be found in this remote region of space, as per the company’s directive.


Milli’s temptation to linger in the CAC was strong, but she recognized that her presence alone couldn’t yield the vital information they needed to plan effectively. To chart a course for the uncertain future, they required comprehensive data on their current situation, and that hinged on Steve’s completion of his external ship survey. The more information she had at her disposal, the wiser her decisions could be. With the ship stranded, adrift in the void of space, her continued presence in the CAC seemed unnecessary.


Turning away from the console, Milli initiated the sequence of commands necessary to transmit data to the control panel in her quarters. She then rose from her seat, casting one last glance at the CAC. An air of melancholy washed over her features, causing her shoulders to momentarily sag. A deep breath steadied her resolve, and she proceeded to shut off the CAC’s lights, sealing the bulkhead behind her.


In the dimly lit, narrow corridors, Milli made her way toward her personal sanctuary. There, she hoped to find a moment of respite while awaiting Steve’s return to the ship. She hadn’t moved far when she ran into one of her navigators.


Sakura Parker sat in the dimly lit corridor, her hands clutched around an object in her pocket. She stared at the flickering control panel before her, replaying the events of their ill-fated encounter in her mind. The ship’s systems had failed, and they were stranded in the cold, unforgiving depths of space.


As she wrestled with feelings of failure and frustration, Sakura’s fingers found solace in the smooth surface of the small charm she carried with her everywhere. It was a gift from her grandmother, a tiny silver pendant in the shape of a crescent moon. Sakura traced the delicate curves with her thumb, the soft etching on its surface catching the faint light.


The charm had been a source of comfort to Sakura since childhood, a reminder of her grandmother’s unwavering love and belief in her. She didn’t need any overt symbols or numbers to appreciate its significance. The crescent moon held its own unique charm, with one more than a dozen stars adorning its edges like distant companions in the night sky.


In the midst of uncertainty and self-doubt, Sakura drew strength from the charm. It wasn’t about luck or superstition; it was a symbol of resilience and the unyielding spirit she inherited from her grandmother. As she stared at the control panel, determined to find a solution, Sakura silently vowed to honor her grandmother’s memory and prove her worth to the crew of the Lucky 13. However, her contemplation was interrupted by Captain Baker’s voice.


“Sakura,” Milli called out. She settled on the floor of the corridor next to her young navigator. Concern etched Milli’s face as she inquired, “How’re you doing, girl.” She knew Sakura was shouldering the blame for not maneuvering the ship out of the micro meteor shower’s path in time. Milli understood it wasn’t the young navigator’s fault. In fact, by that point, the other navigator, Kerry Steventon, had already taken over the controls from her.


Sakura looked up at Milli, her eyes reflecting a mix of distress and determination. She appreciated the captain’s concern, but the weight of the situation still pressed upon her.


“I’m trying, Captain,” Sakura replied, her voice quivering slightly. “I just... I wish I could have done more to avoid this. It’s just that... it happened so fast, and then Kerry took over, and...”


Milli placed a reassuring hand on Sakura’s shoulder. “Listen, Sakura,” she said softly, “what’s happening out here, it’s beyond any of us. We’re dealing with forces that even the best can’t always predict. You’re young, and you’re learning. This isn’t your fault, and I believe in you.”


Sakura managed a weak smile, her gratitude evident. “Thanks, Captain. I just want to get us out of this mess.”


Milli nodded, her resolve unwavering. “We’ll get through this, Sakura. Just remember, you’re not alone in this. We’ve faced worse odds before.”


As the two shared a moment of solidarity, the harsh reality of their predicament loomed overhead. They were stranded in the unforgiving depths of space, with a damaged ship and an uncertain future.


Milli saw the vulnerability in Sakura’s eyes, the fear of inadequacy that came with the weight of responsibility. She pulled the young navigator close and planted a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Don’t worry, Sakura,” she whispered, her voice filled with reassurance. “We all have our moments, but they don’t define us.”


With that, Milli slowly rose to her feet, leaving Sakura to gather her thoughts. As she walked down the narrow corridor toward her own quarters, she couldn’t help but dwell on the burden Sakura carried. At just sixteen, the girl was navigating a massive starship through the uncharted reaches of space, a daunting task for even the most seasoned of pilots.


Milli knew that Sakura had the potential to be an exceptional navigator once she overcame her self-doubt. The young woman possessed a keen intellect and an unwavering determination inherited from her grandmother, traits that Milli deeply admired. Yet, helping Sakura navigate the treacherous waters of self-doubt was a challenge in itself.


As Milli entered her dimly lit quarters, she contemplated how to support Sakura during this trying time. She knew it would take more than words to boost the young navigator’s confidence. It would require patience, guidance, and unwavering trust in Sakura’s abilities. She believed in Sakura, and she was determined to help her realize her full potential as the navigator.


When Milli entered her quarters, she expected solitude and time to contemplate how to help Sakura through her crisis of confidence. However, to her mild surprise, Brian was already there, sitting in the dimly lit room. She welcomed the company, but a wave of uncertainty washed over her. Brian’s emotional attachment had been growing stronger, and she wasn’t sure if she was ready to confront it.


Brian, sensing her hesitation, looked up and offered a warm smile. “Hey, Milli,” he said softly. “Mind if I join you for a bit?”


Milli sighed inwardly. She appreciated Brian’s presence, but her thoughts about their relationship hadn’t extended beyond the confines of their voyage. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for something more, something that would extend beyond the boundaries of the Lucky 13.


She decided to be honest with him. “Brian,” she began, her voice tinged with uncertainty, “I’ve been thinking about us. This journey has been intense, and I value our connection, but I’m not sure if I’m ready for something beyond this voyage.”


Brian nodded, understanding in his eyes. “I get it, Milli. I really do. But I can’t deny how I feel about you. I think there’s something special between us, something worth exploring.”


Milli couldn’t deny the attraction she felt toward Brian, but the weight of their responsibilities bore down on her. The fate of the ship, the safety of the crew, and now her own emotional turmoil all weighed heavily on her shoulders.


As they talked, Brian walked over to the beverage station built into the wall of her cabin. He knew her well enough to prepare her favorite tea, a small gesture that brought a faint smile to Milli’s face. She took the cup he offered and settled back onto her bunk.


The two continued to talk, their voices filling the room as they navigated the complex waters of their burgeoning relationship. Milli couldn’t help but feel the strain of their situation, but she also couldn’t deny the growing connection between them. Only time would tell where their journey, both through space and their own emotions, would lead them.


Milli skillfully guided the conversation away from their relationship issues, steering it toward the pressing matter at hand. “Brian,” she said with a reassuring tone, “Steve should be back inside the ship soon. You can take a look at the visual data of the engine damage then. We need to assess our options.”


Brian’s expression grew more serious as he contemplated the damage. He shook his head. “I’m not sure, Milli,” he replied thoughtfully. “Getting the Fusion Thruster System back online might be risky. If we’re not careful, it could trigger an uncontrolled fusion reaction, and that would mean the end of the Lucky 13.”


Milli nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. She appreciated Brian’s expertise and dedication to the ship’s survival. “Please, Brian, go and check on the engine room. We need to know what we’re dealing with.”


Brian gave her a reassuring smile, unaware of the emotional turmoil brewing beneath the surface. “Alright, Milli. I’ll see what I can do.” With that, he departed, leaving her alone with her thoughts.


As the door closed behind him, Milli couldn’t help but feel conflicted. She desired both solitude to decompress and the warmth of Brian’s embrace. It was a challenging balancing act, one that she would have to navigate.
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Awakening the marine contingent from their cryogenic slumber posed no challenge; Milli was well aware of the necessity. What troubled her, however, was the impending conversation with Captain Chiasa Oshinaji regarding the loss of one of her own while still in slumber. Anticipating an uncomfortable exchange, Milli steeled herself for the inevitable.


Valencia had initiated the wake-up procedures roughly an hour prior, leaving Milli in her quarters, bracing for the impending intrusion she knew would come. The weight of the impending dialogue loomed heavily over her, and she remained unprepared for its emotional toll. A chime at her door abruptly shattered her reverie, signaling the end of her solitude; it was time to face the inevitable.


Upon Milli’s invitation, Captain Oshinaji entered her quarters with a crisp salute, a formality observed due to the official capacity of their meeting. It was a stark departure from their personal interactions, a reminder that this encounter was strictly business.


Milli, not holding any authority over Chiasa’s duties, felt a sense of uncertainty about encouraging the Captain to relax, especially considering the gravity of their meeting. Nevertheless, she decided to take the initiative. “Chiasa,” she began, hoping that the use of her given name would help alleviate the tension between them, “why don’t you have a seat?”


Chiasa took a moment to survey her surroundings, although she had already scoped out the room during previous visits to Milli’s quarters. She knew exactly where she could sit, but what gave her pause was the simmering anger within her. Disregarding Milli’s offer of a seat, she plunged into her emotions and confronted her friend.


“Captain Baker...” she began, her tone laced with frustration.


Milli interjected, attempting to defuse the tension. “Please, Chiasa. I know you’re upset, but just call me Milli.”


Chiasa grunted, unwilling to be easily placated. Instead, she chose a middle ground and addressed the captain by her full first name. “Millicent, why didn’t you rouse us from cryogenic sleep when we stopped at that asteroid?”


Milli sighed, bracing herself for this confrontation that she knew was inevitable. The anger emanating from her friend still caught her off guard.


“I didn’t think it prudent to wake you guys up until I was certain that we were going to be establishing long term operations in the area,” Milli explained. “Us finding the asteroid was a fluke; more of a fortunate accident. I had just come out of stasis myself, following the protocol of rotating crew members in and out of cryogenic sleep. At that point, I saw no compelling reason to wake everybody up.”


Chiasa responded with a derisive noise. “So, because of your selfish decision, I lost a marine.”


Her words were an accusation, and they stung. Milli fought back tears, clenching her fists. “It was an unforeseeable tragedy. There was nothing I could have done differently. I made the call that was in my power.”


Chiasa fell silent for a moment, choosing to hold onto her anger and disappointment. She desperately needed someone to blame for their loss, and Milli had inadvertently become the target, even if it wasn’t entirely fair.


As Chiasa turned to leave, she called back over her shoulder, “Yeah, it was your call, not mine.” The bitterness in her voice lingered in the room.


Chiasa strode purposefully through the ship’s interior, making her way down to the armory. As she passed through the metallic confines of the vessel, a surge of frustration coursed through her, tempting her to lash out and strike the unyielding metal that surrounded her. She resisted the urge, acutely aware that such an outburst was unbecoming of her role as the commanding officer of a marine contingent, and ultimately, it would serve no meaningful purpose. 


The armory, by necessity, had transformed into a makeshift command center and office for the marine contingent, primarily due to its function as the storage space for all their gear. Upon entering, she immediately noticed that Gunny Wolf was already present, awaiting her arrival.


Chiasa sat on a nearby crate, her expression weary but determined. Gunnery Sergeant Greg “Wolf” Keighley, her trusted second in command, stood at ease beside her.


Chiasa looked up and met Wolf’s steady gaze. She put aside her earlier anger and spoke frankly with the man in the room with her. “You know, Wolf, I wasn’t sure about you when you first joined this unit. They called you ‘Wolf’ for a reason, and I had my doubts.”


A small, wry smile tugged at the corners of Wolf’s lips. “I know, Captain. Many claim I like to work alone, but that’s not the case. My reputation precedes me.”


Chiasa nodded, her smile fading as her thoughts turned to the matter at hand. “It does, but you’ve earned your place here, Greg. You’ve proven yourself time and again.” 


Wolf’s stern exterior softened, and he inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Captain. I’ve always believed in loyalty to the unit.”


The captain leaned back onto the bulkhead. She pulled out something from her pocket and her gaze drifted to the holographic display of her team. “Loyalty... It’s a rare thing. Annie had it. She’d been with me the longest, you know.”


Wolf’s brow furrowed as he recalled Corporal Purvis. “Yes, she was one of the best, Captain. A true marine.”


Chiasa nodded, her voice tinged with sadness. “Annie... she was more than a marine to me. She was like a daughter, the family I never had.”


Wolf understood the weight of her words, the depth of the loss. He stepped closer, a comforting presence. “I’m sorry for your loss, Captain. We’ll honor her memory.”


Chiasa met his gaze, her eyes filled with resolve. “Yes, we will. But her death won’t be in vain, Greg. We’ll make sure no one else suffers a senseless loss like this.”


Wolf nodded in agreement. “We will, Captain. For Annie.”
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Captain Millicent Baker
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CRISIS LOOMS







ONLY FOUR SPACES on the ship could accommodate the entire crew simultaneously. The CAC, designed for around six occupants, could squeeze in an additional two if they were willing to stand, though that would push the limits of functionality and comfort. Beyond that threshold, the space became cramped and less inviting.


The Cryogenic Pod chamber, while spacious enough for all crew members, posed a practical challenge. The pods themselves obstructed the room, making conversation cumbersome as you had to crane your neck around the man-sized contraptions.


The cargo bay, initially an ideal choice, was currently dominated by the vacuum of space, rendering it inhospitable for human activities. This left them with the galley. Although somewhat narrow, it had the capacity to house the entire crew in one place. Even with the table designed for ten, there remained ample space for others to stand or lean against the counter, ensuring they didn’t feel like they were in the way.


Milli opted to stand, given that she would be addressing everyone. Her First Officer stood by her side, leaving sufficient room for the remaining crew members to occupy the table. Notably absent was one of the marines, part of the onboard contingent. During the micro meteor strike incident, this quartet had remained ensconced in their individual Cryogenic Pods, deep in slumber while the ship hurtled through space.


The contingent of marines was not considered an integral part of the ship’s crew; they were additional personnel assigned to this escort mission by the United Council, the governing body representing various planetary colonies and societies scattered throughout the galaxy.


Although the Lucky 13 was a privately owned venture and not directly under the employ of the United Council, several valid reasons justified the presence of a small marine unit on board. These included resource defense, security against pirates, and contingency planning. Given the inherent risks of their current mission, the marines played a crucial role. In emergencies, such as equipment failures, environmental hazards, or medical crises, they provided additional personnel trained in crisis management, search and rescue operations, and emergency medical responses.


To address concerns regarding command and control, the Lucky 13 established a system where the marine contingent operated under its own chain of command, led by Marine Captain Chiasa Aisha Oshinaji. While Captain Millicent oversaw the overall operation of the ship, Captain Oshinaji held authority over all matters pertaining to the marines. This encompassed security, resource protection, and responses to emergencies.


During routine operations, Captains Millicent and Oshinaji maintained a cooperative relationship. They ensured the smooth progression of scientific missions while upholding security and safety protocols. Key decisions were a collaborative effort, with mutual respect for each other’s areas of expertise. The marines remained in cryogenic stasis until the ship reached a point where normal operations resumed, preserving their energy for critical moments.


In emergency situations, a different hierarchy emerged. Millicent retained ultimate authority over the ship, while Captain Oshinaji assumed command of all security and crisis response operations. This arrangement allowed the marine contingent to fulfill their security and emergency response roles without undermining Millicent’s authority. It also ensured that the crew could effectively respond to various threats and challenges encountered during their exploratory missions.


Milli initiated the briefing on a solemn note, with her first order of business being to address the injuries and loss suffered by the crew. Hilda and Steve had exhibited commendable efforts to regain access to the Lucky 13 and secure the equipment in the hangar bay. Their actions prevented secondary damage to the ship that might have occurred during high-g maneuvers with unsecured heavy equipment floating about. This proactive response had undoubtedly spared the ship from even more extensive harm caused by the earlier micro meteor shower. However, amidst these successes, tragedy had also struck.


Hilda had not escaped unscathed. One of the meteors had breached the hull near her, resulting in the loss of her right arm just below the elbow. Fortunately, Steve had avoided harm in the midst of the chaos.


Yet, the most grievous blow had been the loss of a marine. A wave of anger emanated from Captain Oshinaji, directed towards Millicent. Given the circumstances, her fury seemed justified. Marine Corporal and medic Annie Etsuko Purvis had met her demise due to a meteor strike that had pierced her cryogenic pod. Annie had succumbed instantly to the blunt trauma inflicted on her midsection. Captain Oshinaji harbored the belief that this senseless loss could have been averted if Millicent had chosen to awaken the marines when they halted for the asteroid exploration, to which she tethered the ship.


In her defense, Millicent contended that her decision to refrain from waking the marines earlier had been grounded in the need to ensure the operation’s worthiness and the ship’s prolonged stability. With the ship’s systems now compromised, their current position dictated their continued presence at this location. The uncertainties that once surrounded her decision had dissipated, replaced by a sober acknowledgment of their predicament.


Milli’s expression was dower, held down by the situation. The room, though narrow, allowed her to see everyone’s face.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she began, her voice steady but tinged with somberness, “I want to address the events that have unfolded. We’ve all experienced a harrowing ordeal, and I’m grateful that we’re still here together.”


A few voices murmured assent while some eyes turned to survey the others in the room.


She continued, recounting the micro meteor shower and its devastating impact on their ship. She acknowledged the injuries and the loss of Annie Etsuko Purvis, the marine corporal and medic. Captain Oshinaji’s angry looks were understandable, she noted, as she herself felt a deep sense of regret for the marine’s tragic death.


“However,” Milli continued, “we must now focus on the challenges ahead. I’ve consulted with Brian, and he estimates that the Fusion Thruster System cannot be safely operated. The risk of triggering an uncontrolled fusion reaction is too great, and that could lead to the destruction of the Lucky 13.”


“Tom tells me that we can’t get a message out through regular means and we’ve got to use a message capsule to send a distress signal,” she said, pointing at Tom.


Turning to Steve, she acknowledged his completion of the survey of the ship’s exterior and the recorded damage. “Steve has worked tirelessly to provide us with the information we need to make informed decisions.”


Milli paused, looking around the room at the faces of her crew and the marines. “Now, I want to hear from each of you. This is a collective effort, and your input and recommendations matter. Should we hold out for a rescue that might never come, or do we try and figure out another way to get out of this mess?”


She fell silent, waiting for the thoughts and ideas of those gathered The atmosphere in the cramped galley grew heavy. Milli, her expression serious, scanned each face in the room. They were all acutely aware of the gravity of their situation.


Steve, the ship’s First Officer, cleared his throat, breaking the silence. “Captain, I’ve been thinking,” he began tentatively. “Maybe we should consider using the shuttle to get back to the StellaLinx and make repairs or replace it. We could use its communication systems to call for help immediately.”


Milli folded her arms, her brow furrowing in thought. “Steve, I appreciate the suggestion, but there are some major issues with that plan,” she replied. “First, the shuttle is cramped quarters for all of us, and it would take twice as long to get back using it. Our rations would be depleted long before we got back because there wouldn’t be enough room for all the personnel and enough food at the same time.”


Steve nodded, acknowledging the valid points Milli had raised. “You’re right, Captain, but at this point, we might not have much choice. We can’t just sit here and hope for rescue. We need to take some action.”


Before Milli could respond, Brian, the ship’s engineer, interjected. “Actually, the argument might be moot,” he said. “I’ve been examining the control panel, it got punctured by one of those rocks and it’s fried, but we can fix it. The problem is, we don’t have the fuel reserves necessary for a trip back to the StellaLinx.”


Everyone turned their attention to Brian.


Brian continued, “The shuttle has its own Constant Acceleration Drive, but it usually relies on fuel from the main ship’s reserves before usage. And right now, we can’t get the Lucky 13’s Fusion Thruster System back online to provide fuel for the shuttle without a catastrophic explosion. So, at best, the shuttle can only use its maneuvering thrusters.”


Silence settled over the room once more as the implications of Brian’s explanation sank in. The trip back to the StellaLinx on maneuvering thrusters alone would be way too long. Milli glanced at the crew and marines, a sense of urgency in her eyes. “We need to come up with a plan, one that doesn’t rely on a return to the StellaLinx.”


Tensions were high as they collectively realized the dire straits they were in. The crew needed to find a way to secure their survival in the cold, unforgiving depths of space, where every decision carried life-or-death consequences.


The galley’s dimly lit atmosphere was filled with hushed conversations as the crew and marines contemplated their options. Gunnery Sergeant Greg ‘Gunny Wolf’ Keighly, a rugged veteran among the marine contingent, leaned forward in his chair, his eyes fixed on Brian. He had a question burning in his mind, one that might just hold a glimmer of hope.


“Why can’t we disconnect the command module from the cargo hold and use it in the same fashion as the shuttle?” Gunny Wolf’s gravelly voice cut through the quiet discussion.


Brian furrowed his brows, considering the suggestion. “It’s a valid point,” he began, “disconnecting the cargo hold would indeed reduce the amount of mass that the maneuvering thrusters would have to move. That could potentially solve the issue of running out of food because there wouldn’t be a need to make more room for people and rations. However, there’s a critical problem we’d face.”


The crew and marines leaned in, their curiosity piqued.


Brian continued, his tone serious. “You see, in space, the force required to accelerate a spaceship depends on its mass—the amount of matter it contains—and the amount of acceleration you want to achieve. According to Newton’s second law of motion.”


Gunny Wolf nodded, signaling for Brian to continue.


“So, if you have two spaceships with different sizes but the same mass, it would require the same amount of force to accelerate them at the same rate,” Brian explained. “However, if the two spaceships have different masses, the one with greater mass will require more force to achieve the same acceleration. The command module is a greater size than the shuttle by a great magnitude.”


The crew absorbed this information, their expressions reflecting a mix of understanding and concern.


“In practical terms,” Brian continued, “the command module would require more force to achieve the same acceleration as the shuttle.”


Gunny Wolf listened intently, realizing the implications of what Brian was saying.


“Once a spaceship is set in motion, it will continue to move at a constant velocity, according to Newton’s first law of motion. This is why spacecraft rely on propulsion systems like rockets to change their velocity or direction,” Brian added using his hands to show what he meant.


Gunny Wolf nodded in acknowledgment, absorbing the technical explanation. He understood that detaching the command module might indeed reduce the mass they had to move, but it wouldn’t solve their propulsion problem.


Brian concluded, “Halfway to our destination, we’d have to apply the same amount of force to slow and stop. The command module has way more mass than the shuttle. It’s going to require more fuel to get up to speed and the same amount of fuel to slow down. We just don’t have enough fuel for that.”


The room fell into a thoughtful silence, the seriousness and intensity of their predicament settling upon the crew and marines. The realization that they were stranded in the unforgiving depths of space with limited options weighed heavily on their shoulders.
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Brian stood outside Milli’s quarters, debating whether to disturb her at this ungodly hour. He knew she needed her rest, but the urgency of their situation compelled him to act. With a heavy sigh, he pressed the button to activate the door chime.


Inside, Milli stirred from her sleep, her thoughts hazy as she registered the untimely hour. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes, muttering to herself, “1:13 in the morning... even God is probably still asleep.”


The chime persisted, and Milli reluctantly climbed out of bed. She donned a robe and opened the door, her expression a mix of sleepiness and curiosity. “Brian, what’s so important that it couldn’t wait until a reasonable hour?” she asked, her voice laced with exhaustion.


Brian’s eyes betrayed the urgency of his visit as he met Milli’s gaze. “I’m sorry to wake you, Captain, but I’ve just come from the engine room,” he began, wasting no time with pleasantries. “I’ve been running a series of diagnostic programs to assess the feasibility of getting the Fusion Thruster System operational again.”


Milli’s grogginess vanished instantly, replaced by a sense of dread. She motioned for Brian to continue, her mind racing with the implications of his words.


Brian continued, “The engine itself seems repairable, but there’s a major problem. The life support systems have suffered significant damage as well. The ship’s systems didn’t detect it immediately due to the other damages. We’re looking at a few days, Captain, until we run out of usable air.”


Milli’s heart sank as the gravity of the situation washed over her. “A few days? Brian, we need a more precise estimate. How long before complete failure?” she pressed, her voice trembling with anxiety.


Brian hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Captain, it’s hard to give an exact time frame, but I’d estimate no more than three days until we’re in a critical state. I wish I could repair the life support system, but here’s the issue: the backup components we would need are stored in the cargo hold.”


Milli’s eyes widened with realization. The cargo hold had taken the brunt of the meteor strikes, rendering the equipment stored there useless. “So, we have no way to fix it,” she murmured, her mind racing with the implications.


Brian nodded solemnly. “Exactly. And I wanted to let you know before informing the crew. We can’t afford to panic them, especially with our limited options.”


Milli nodded in agreement, her expression one of determination despite the dire circumstances. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Brian. Keep this information to yourself for now. I need some time to figure out our next move.”


Brian gave a curt nod and turned to leave. As he exited Milli’s quarters, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was any solution to the perilous situation they now faced.


Meanwhile, Valencia sat in the dimly lit CAC, her brow furrowed in deep contemplation. Beside her, Kerry, scrutinized the damage using his control panel. The soft hum of the ship’s systems provided an eerie backdrop to their conversation.


With a heavy sigh, Valencia broke the silence. “Kerry, this situation is grim. I can’t believe how much damage we’ve sustained.”


Kerry nodded in agreement, his expression mirroring her concern. “It’s going to take a miracle to get back home with the ship in this condition. Our only chance seems to be the shuttle, but that comes with its own set of problems.”


Valencia leaned forward, her fingers tapping a rhythm on the control console. “You mean the fact that we can’t use the shuttle or the command module to get back to the StellaLinx, right?”


Kerry nodded again. “Exactly. The command module is out of the question. We’d risk running out of fuel and losing everyone on board if we tried that. But even if we send only a few people on the shuttle to repair the StellaLinx, it’s still a risky move.”


Valencia furrowed her brows, considering the implications. “You’re right. If we send a team on the shuttle, it means leaving some behind. Those left behind might worry about being abandoned, and there’s no guarantee the shuttle will be able to return after affecting repairs. We’d essentially have two separate teams stranded in deep space, each with limited resources and personnel.”


Kerry sighed, his gaze fixed on the damaged screens. “It’s a no-win situation, Valencia. We’re caught between a rock and a hard place.”


Valencia placed a reassuring hand on Kerry’s shoulder. “We need to explore every option and come up with a plan that maximizes our chances of survival.”


Kerry nodded. “You’re right, Valencia. We’ll brainstorm and find a solution.”


Steve entered the Command and Control Center, his face etched with worry. He had been fretting about something for a while now, and he needed to discuss it with someone. His gaze settled on Valencia, who was monitoring the ship’s systems. With a sigh, he approached her station.


“Valencia,” he said, his voice low but urgent. “I need to talk to you about something.”


Valencia glanced up from her work, concern evident in her eyes. “Of course, Steve. What’s on your mind?”


Steve hesitated for a moment before speaking. “It’s Hilda,” he began, his voice quivering slightly. “She’s been complaining about pain in her arm for the past few days. It’s been getting worse.”


Valencia’s brow furrowed in concern. “Pain in her arm? That’s not good. Has she seen you about it?”


Steve nodded. “Yeah, I checked it out, but I can’t find anything physically wrong with it. I thought maybe you could take a look and see if there’s something I missed. She’s in the med bay right now.”


Valencia nodded in agreement. “Of course, Steve. I’ll head to the med bay right away to see Hilda.”


With Kerry’s approval, Valencia made her way to the med bay, where Hilda was waiting, her expression a mix of discomfort and worry. Steve stood by her side, offering his support as Valencia prepared to examine her.


As Valencia worked on Hilda’s arm, Steve and Hilda began to talk. They discussed their plans for the future, the dreams they had of starting a family once their mission was complete. It was a conversation they had shared many times before, a source of hope and motivation for both of them.
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