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Dedication

To anyone who’s found themselves

In over their heads
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Chapter 1: Vulcan’s Forge

Stardate 12406.19
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“Oberon wept. What a monster!” Admiral Davie Whitmore stared out the optical sapphire window at the ship nearing completion. She was a tall woman with a face that showed the years of duty she’d carried. Her dark skin and hair were as yet untouched by wrinkles or grey and set off the brilliant white of her uniform. The pods and suited figures provided a sense of scale which would have been lost otherwise. Over four kilometers long and two wide, it was the most immense mobile unit ever constructed by human hands.

The shorter blonde woman next to her, wearing a similar uniform, chided her. “Davie, you have no poetry in your soul. She’s gorgeous.”

“You’ve always been a romantic, Kendra.”

“True.” She idly patted her abdomen, still barely bulging.

“How are the girls dealing with being big sisters?”

“Mikki’s pretty blasé about it; been there, done that. Lisa’s excited, though. It’s fresh and new and exciting to her.”

“And Richie?”

“He isn’t even one yet! I know our kids are scary smart, but he’s way too little to have a clue.”

“I still can’t believe Cass managed to carry a baby while commanding the Constitution.”

Kendra laughed. “She doesn’t get morning sickness; I do. Besides, she’s stubborn, she is.”

“No!”

“I know, shocking, ain’t it?” The treecat at her feet chittered. “No, I’m not ignoring you, Leda.”

Kendra knelt so the ‘cat could leap to her shoulder. The still-growing kit would eventually be able to reach from the ground. As yet, she wasn’t quite strong enough, and Kendra didn’t feel like getting claws in the unreinforced parts of her uniform. Davie observed it all with wry amusement.

“You and your family of ‘cats,” she said, watching the maneuvering.

Kendra shrugged, careful not to dislodge Leda.

“Just like cats. They choose you, not the other way around. Anyways, we didn’t trek out to Mars orbit just to talk babies.”

“I suppose not. Hecate!”

The AI’s avatar appeared. Over the past four years, her appearance had continually, though subtly, altered. Gone were the pigtails and t-shirts and neon-colored sneakers. Gone, too, was the overeager near-teen persona she had adopted. The crises at the end of the Artemis War had done for that. She had also gained confidence: she had been instrumental in rebuilding the Fleet and overseeing the new construction, including the Forge. She had, essentially, Grown Up.

She kept the pink hair, though.

“Admirals,” she said, formally polite. “Leda.”

The telepathic ‘cat bleeked at the AI before resuming her grooming. The treecats’ ability to sense other minds had been one of the clinching arguments Kendra used to include AI’s as fully co-equal partners in the Terran Federation. 

“She’s ready?” asked Kendra now.

“Yes, Admiral. A little behind schedule, perhaps, but I believe once you’re aboard, you’ll find the additional capabilities useful and worth the wait.”

“Oh, no. Not me!” Kendra’s headshake was vigorous and nearly dislodged Leda. “I’m delighted aboard the Connie, thank you very much!”

Davie said, “And I won’t tell Cass you misnamed her ship. Again.”

Kendra winced.

“Let’s sit down,” she said, diverting attention away from her gaffe and leading the others to the seating area.

“Kendra, I’ve been careful not to stick my nose into the construction; this is your baby, being part of the Exploration arm of Starfleet. So what were the delays?” asked Davie.

“I’ll let Hecate explain.”

The AI picked up the cue.

“The original plan called for two flight pods, one on either side.”

“Hold on. Flight pod?”

“It may be easier with a hologram,” Hecate said. An image of a ship appeared floating before them. It was elongated, with a triangular bow, a narrow waist from which extended what looked like two pontoons, and a more expansive, squared-off aft.

“This is the original design, as proposed by Admiral Cassidy.”

“Wait. Hecate, drop the formality, please,” Kendra said. “Otherwise, it’s going to be ‘Admiral this’ and ‘Admiral that’ all afternoon.”

“Certainly, Kendra. After evaluation revealed previously unexpected flaws, the design was revised.”

“Hey!” protested Kendra. “Improvements, not fixing flaws!”

The hologram shifted, with the ‘pontoons’ dropping further down from the central section. Without changing size, it seemed to enlarge.

“This was to accommodate the inclusion of a ship fabricator, attached to the ventral side of the central hull, between the flight pods. The overall dimensions of the craft were also increased to reflect the evolving mission of the class.”

Another shift in the hologram.

“An extension was planned for the dorsal side of the aft hull, consisting of the bridge and primary science offices.”

And another shift, both to the bow and to the flight pods. The bow lost its alligator shape and became more square, which protruded downward to a tapered fin. The outward pods grew larger and were no longer separated from the main body of the ship.

“The original pods were shifted outward, and the second pair of pods were installed on the interior and dorsal sides.”

Kendra jumped in. “And that’s the biggest difference between Explorers and other starships; all the small craft are serviced in pods, rather than a shuttlebay. Think of them as miniature versions of the Njord’s upper bay.”

“Makes sense,” Davie admitted. “But why four of them?”

“Come on, Davie,” cajoled Kendra. “Exploration, remember? And you missed the reason for the extra pods. Hecate, continue.”

“Thank you. The Christopher J. Pike was to carry 10 Wolves, 40 Direwolves, and 10 Coyotes. The additional pods enable each Explorer to more than double that complement, to a full squadron of 24 Wolves, two full squadrons of 48 Direwolves, and four 6-ship squadrons of Coyotes.”

Davie whistled. “Titania’s Teeth! I had no idea; that’s half of what Njord carries!”

“It gets better,” Kendra said eagerly. “The Wolves are the Mark II’s, with the improved compensators.”

“How did you get them? I’ve been arguing for them for months!”

“Priorities. These days, the Exploration branch takes precedence.”

“Damn.”

“You’re going to hate this, then.”

Davie leaned back. “I’m ready.”

“Eight Mark III Direwolves.”

“Oh, now that’s not fair!”

Hecate interrupted. She had followed the verbal sparring with interest but thought it was time to intervene. “Davie, the Mark III’s are in full production, and all of your Mark I’s will be replaced by the end of the quarter.”

“Oh,” Whitmore said, mollified. “Why didn’t I know this?”

“Colonel McKnight has been kept informed by Majors Fowler and Garcia-Kay,” answered the AI. “Presumably, the Colonel has her own reasons why you weren’t informed.”

“Hmmph. Probably in one of her memos. Kendra, are you upgrading to a Mark III?”

The blonde Admiral shook her head.

“No. Brie and I are pleased with the Mark II. Besides, I finally have the pilot’s seat exactly the way I want it.”

“Ah, yes, my sybaritic friend.”

“Hey, if it’s worth doing, it’s worth overdoing!”

Davie waved it away; as a long-serving former member of the Artemis navy, then Minister of War, she was almost genetically programmed to be ascetic. “Anything else? What was the tweak to the bow?”

“That was the final change, the addition of a 20 petawatt spinal laser, mounted ventrally under the bow and capable of aiming within 30° of the longitudinal axis.”

“No other offense?” asked an incredulous Whitmore.

Leda, distracted from her grooming by the hologram, reached as far forward as she could to bat at it, only to be pulled back by Kendra. Hecate waited until the ‘cat had settled again, then resumed.

“No, Davie. As Kendra has said, this is an exploration vessel, not a warship. We also feel the Direwolves will provide sufficient stand-off offense for most situations, alleviating the need for integral weaponry.”

Kendra interrupted again. “Which would take away from the primary mission! Every cubic meter not devoted to ship’s systems, crew quarters, and supply storage is committed to science. Believe me, I’ve looked over the plans, and Hecate’s done an amazing job miniaturizing and optimizing and all those other ‘-izing’ words. The Pike couldn’t be a meter smaller and still achieve her mission. Period.”

“Hecate, you’ve done a wonderful job,” Davie said earnestly. “How are you feeling?”

“I think ‘relieved’ is accurate. It’s been challenging.”

Kendra nodded in agreement. “I agree with both of you. But now Hecate’s finished putting her together comes the tough part.”

“Oh?”

“Crewing her.”
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Chapter 2: Vulcan’s Forge

Stardate 12407.02
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“Hi Chloe. Take a seat. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

Captain Chloe Resler, a petite brunette with short-cropped hair and almond-shaped and -colored eyes, tucked the yellow beret of a starship Captain under her arm before settling into the indicated chair. She was immediately aware of tapping on her left leg and glanced down.

“Hey, Stinker,” she said to the treecat, gazing up at her. “Come on up.”

“You’re going to spoil her.” Kendra pushed her terminal and the assorted paperwork aside as the ‘cat lithely leapt into Resler’s lap.

“Maybe.” Leda bumped her head against Resler’s hand, demanding attention. “Almost certainly. What can I do for you, Admiral?”

“I wanted to talk to you about Defiant.”

Resler’s expression turned wary. She’d commanded the Defiant since her commissioning and had, she believed, done well.

“You’re not in trouble, Chloe!” Kendra laughed. “If you were, you’d be in front of Davie, not me; after all, she’s your CO.”

“Aye, Ma’am.” She didn’t sound convinced, but she was willing to listen.

“Seriously, you’re fine. Davie told me you’ve done exceptionally well with the Martian patrols. It’s been a relief, knowing they won’t be able to cause trouble!”

The Martian Colony still refused to join the Terran Federation. It maintained allegiance to the Solarian Union, though they were the only member. They had attracted many refugees from the other members who supported the former regime. This swelled their population from 20 to over 26 million, yet paradoxically tied them more closely to their erstwhile enemies than ever. Mars still wasn’t suitable for any significant agriculture, so supporting a 30% increase in population forced them to deal with the only spaceborne polity: the Terran Federation. 

As a result, the three starships in the Defiant-class, the Defiant, Defender II, and Nike, in coordination with Wolves and Direwolves, maintained a close patrol five light seconds from the Red Planet. Every ship, no matter the origin, was stopped and inspected. The Grand Tsar and his nobles were irritated but powerless to prevent it, their Navy having been either captured or reduced to wreckage in the final battle of the Artemis War. Their one attempt at capturing a starship had also failed, leaving them more planet-bound than before.

Resler and her crew had been on duty for most of the past three years.

“Thank you, Admiral. I appreciate your kindness.”

“Chloe, knock it off! I was there at your swearing-in, right? I was there at your wedding, and I was there when your wife gave birth to your son, standing next to your husband and keeping him from fainting, right? You’re family, Chloe, so drop the ‘Admiral’ already!”

Kendra’s tirade drew a grin from Resler.

“I’m maybe a little confused,” she admitted. “And when I’m confused, I get formal.”

“Then I won’t keep you in suspense. I need you.”

“Anything.”

“Specifically, I need you to give up your command.”

The subsequent response froze on Resler’s lips.

“My command? You want me to give up Defiant? Why? To whom?”

“Why, we’ll get to. To whom, well, I thought Bob Huff could take her over.”

Resler’s automatic objection died. Huff had served 17 years in the Artemis navy before being captured in the first clashes of the War. He’d eventually signed on to join Starfleet and had been appointed her Executive Officer at the same time she’d gotten Defiant. She appreciated his calm demeanor and steady guidance, born of his years of experience. If anyone was going to get Defiant instead of her, well, she’d still hate it. But Huff was a good choice.

“And what about me?”

“I have plans for you. You agree, then? Huff?”

“If I’m losing Defiant, then my crew will need consistency. Yes. Bob should get her. He’s more than qualified.”

Kendra beamed.

“I knew you’d say something like that. Now, as for you. Hecate, show us Pike.”

The opposite wall disappeared, or at least seemed to, revealing the massive form of the Christopher J. Pike.

“Have you been keeping up with the Explorer project?”

Tearing her eyes away from the construction yard, Resler answered, “Only slightly. Colonization ships, right?”

“More or less. Long-endurance exploration and colonization. Deep, deep space, farther than anyone’s gone so far. And if you find a suitable planet, well, you stop and drop down some roots before moving on.”

“It sounds daunting.”

“It is. It’s the biggest endeavor I could dream up, and I might have bitten off more than anyone can chew. The crew’s mixed, primarily Starfleet Science, but the usual ratings and officers to fill out the other departments. There’s also an oversized company of Marines and a huge Small Craft component. All under one command. Yours.”

Resler whirled around. “Mine?”

“Yours.”

“I don’t know anything about deep exploration!”

“Who took off to Alpha Phoenicis in a ship designed for short-term deployment and not only brought everyone home but completed her mission?”

“That was three years ago and it wasn’t exactly planned! We were in hot pursuit of the al-Battani and had no idea they were going to stooge around for six weeks!”

“The point is you did it. Not many people could have. But let’s put that aside if you insist. You’ve also had the most success integrating personnel from Artemis into Starfleet; I don’t know any other ship with higher crew morale than yours.”

Resler thought about arguing the point but decided not.

“So what?” she said instead. “There’s more to command than morale. Why not tap one of your other Captains, one from a starship which already does this sort of mission? Alley, for example. Or Kiri? Van Leeuwen would do well, too. Her Pioneer has been out into the deeps plenty!”

“Because they’re already doing it,” Kendra replied. “You’re right. There is logic to choosing a Captain who’s been doing the mission already. But it’s a false logic, Chloe.”

“How?”

“Because the longest mission anyone’s been on has been ten months, and that was Cass in the Connie. We’re looking at Pike being deployed three years at a minimum.” She shook her head and took a sip of her drink before continuing. “Different mindset. They all expect to come back sometime soon, relatively speaking, and they all know they’re only a Q-Net yell away from help.” 

Starfleet had developed an SOP around their initial forays into a new star system. As soon as the Captain deemed it safe, a Q-Net buoy was dropped. This connected to the rest of the Q-Net, the Federation’s proprietary datanet and communication service, through quantum entanglement. The practical upshot was as soon as the buoy was deployed, the starship would have near-instantaneous communication with Starfleet’s HQ aboard Njord.

“Surely one of them would want an Explorer!” Resler’s voice sounded desperate, even to herself.

“Maybe. But I want you, and don’t call me Shirley.”

“Huh?”

“Sorry. Bad, old, joke. Listen to me, Chloe.” Kendra leaned forward in her seat, at least as far as her stomach would allow. “I think you have the best chance of bringing Pike out and back again in one piece, no matter what you run into. Plus, well, you know we’re not building any more Defiants.”

“Yes? So?”

“Don’t tell anyone this, but we’re finally getting closer to an agreement with the Tsar. Once he signs on, and Tamara tells me it’s just a matter of meeting his price, we won’t have a job for that class ship any longer. I don’t want you hanging around in a ship that is going to be obsolete in six months; I want you on the cutting edge.”

“Retired? You’re retiring the Defiant?”

“Not soon, and I don’t think ‘retired’ is the term Davie used. She’ll be repurposed, probably as a training vessel. We’re still looking at options. Now, does my choice make more sense?”

Resler frowned but didn’t stop petting the ‘cat. “Some. It’s still a hell of a jump.”

“It is,” Kendra agreed. “But you can do it. I know it. Plus, I haven’t finalized the rest of your command crew, so I can’t go into details. I’ll simply say they’re going to need your touch to make them mesh.”

Despite herself, Resler grinned. “You’re not making this any more attractive. It sounds like you’re giving me the has-beens and never-weres.”

“No, no. I assure you, they’re all skilled at their jobs. They need polish, though.”

“Another thought. If I take the post, and I’m not saying I am!” Resler added hurriedly, seeing the incipient triumphant smile. “If I accept, I’ll be commanding a mixed company? How? I’m only a Captain, and this isn’t a job for an Admiral.”

“You’re right. Your position will be Mission Commander, and you will have the rank of Colonel. Your primary subordinates will all be Captains. You’ll have Commander Caedyn Martinez as your Chief of Staff. They, wait. She? I have to check.” Kendra did so. “Got it; they use both pronouns. She came over from the UE, and they’re an expert in diplomacy, which you’ll need. You’re simply going to be too busy to deal with day-to-day operations. Think of it as something between the relationship between a Captain and XO and an Admiral and Flag Captain.”

“That might get confusing,” Resler said.

“Probably.” Kendra shifted a bit, trying to find a more comfortable position. “Your experience on your Alpha Phoenicis flight shows you can adapt, though. Then you have your other two Captains. One will be in charge of Small Craft, and one will command the Marines.”

“Colonel?”

“Colonel. I know, not a Naval rank.” She shrugged. “Sue me. I never said Starfleet would be modeled on any service; whatever works is how it’s built. And did I mention the Pike is even more family-friendly than the Endeavour-class ships? I know you hate leaving your spouses and children behind; take the post, and you won’t have to.”

Kendra’s last point struck home. Chloe had been offered a different command once before but turned it down. When all was said and done, she enjoyed coming home at the end of a patrol. She enjoyed never being away for more than a couple days. But if her family was with her...!

“Will they have positions?”

“If they want them. We’d have to talk about specialties and where they’d slot in, but since you’re in command of the mission, not the ship directly, there shouldn’t be any conflicts. There are also plenty of civilian slots aboard.”

Kendra saw Chloe was wavering, and she went in for the kill.

“Honestly, I was tempted to grab Pike for myself. I can’t do it to Cass; she’s put too much into learning how to get the most out of the Constitution. Plus, well, this.” She patted her belly. “I’m not going to be in any shape to try to command pretty soon after Pike’s ready to head out. So, if I can’t have her, you should.”

“Can I think about it? Talk it over with my family?”

Kendra knew she had her but concealed her glee.

“Naturally! I wouldn’t expect you to jump in without their approval.”

“How soon do you need a decision?”

“Hecate, a question.”

The AI appeared.

“Hi Chloe! KC wanted to let you know she tracked down the glitch in the number three coupling, and you’ll be ready for your patrol.” She acted younger, more like her former persona, around the starship Captains.

“Thanks, Hecate.”

“Hecate, what’s the timeline for acceptance trials on the Pike?”

“She’ll be ready in four days; three if you need her sooner.”

“No, no. No sooner. Three days, Chloe. One day leeway so you can get to know your officers before you all have to become experts in a brand new ship.”

“My officers? Who are they?”

“Well, there’s the rub. I needed to talk to you first, so you don’t actually have any officers yet. A crew, yes, but no officers.”

Resler’s grin was lopsided. “In the future, you may want to consider reversing your priorities unless you plan to give your Captain the ability to choose her officers.”

“Yeah, well, I’m still not exactly an expert at this; since Alley and Kiri, I’ve been pretty much hands-off.”

Resler stood, gently dislodging the ‘cat who protested losing her human with a trill. “I’ll have a decision for you tomorrow.”

Kendra rose in response. “I won’t lie to you; I’m no good at it. I hope you say yes.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Vulcan’s Forge

Stardate 12407.04
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“Commander Porter. You’ll excuse me for not standing.”

The tall, thin Commander nodded curtly before visibly forcing himself to relax.

“No problem, Admiral.”

“Sit, sit.” Kendra waited for him to get comfortable. Leda didn’t swarm over for attention; she was fast asleep on a perch for once, and Kendra was grateful for it. This was going to be tough.

“How have you been?”

Porter started to rub his left arm, stopped, and gave Kendra a sour look.

“The medics have finally cleared me to return to duty. More like the damn programmers,” he clarified, extending the arm and then pulling it back. “It’s been a hell of a thing.”

“I hadn’t realized the difficulties involved in an artificial arm.”

“And leg,” Porter added. 

Kendra nodded.

“And leg.”

Ken Porter, then Captain of a converted Solarian cruiser, the TFS BonHomme Richard, had nearly died during the final battle of the Artemis War. His ship had been literally blown in two during the fighting, shattering just forward of the bridge. Half the officers and crew with him in the compartment had been sucked into space by the sudden decompression.

He hadn’t been so fortunate.

The debris from the damage had mangled his left side, arm, and leg. As it was, his skinsuit barely managed to keep him from explosive decompression long enough for his XO to drag him out of the vacuum into a less-damaged corridor. His nanobots started repairing damage on their own, but they were crippled almost as much as he was.

His implant had been destroyed. The combination padd, comm unit, Q-Net link, and factory was mounted in the jawbone; his was installed on the left side. Much of that side had been badly injured or missing.

Without the implant’s link with the Q-Net, the nanobots were left to their integral programming. It wasn’t much, certainly not enough to save his arm and leg and only just enough to save his life.

His rehab was complicated, to say the least. Once he had been recovered and evacuated, the first task of the doctors was to improvise a new external Q-Net connection for the nanobots. The Defender II’s version of Doc Zimmerman did most of the programming, being an AI, and then the ‘bots could begin to really do their jobs. Much of the damage, though, was beyond even their capabilities.

To save his life, Porter’s skinsuit had cut off all circulation to the damaged and exposed limbs. While they had remained attached to his body, they were effectively amputated, simultaneously flash-frozen and boiled by the vacuum in the long minutes he was exposed. By the time he was back in pressure, it was too late.

Over the following months, he suffered through reconstructive and restorative surgeries. The ‘bots labored on the inside. Then came the even more challenging task of integrating his new limbs.

Kendra forced a smile.

“Maybe I can improve your day,” she said.

“I certainly hope so, Admiral.”

“I have a position for you on the Exploration side of Starfleet.”

Porter’s eyebrows rose. Starfleet had been divided into two branches, Exploration and Defense, and Kendra had retained direct control over Exploration as well as overall command. He’d been on the Defense side before his injuries and assumed he’d return.

“A command?” he asked.

Her smile faltered. “Sort of.”

“I don’t understand. How can it be “sort of” a command?”

She launched into her explanation of the Explorer program and the uniquely challenging nature of the command structure.

“So I’ll be Captain but not in command? All due respect, Admiral, but I have way more time in service than Chloe.”

“Which I’m sure is true, but most of it was in the Artemis navy, not exploration vessels, and not commanding. Since Chloe left the dock, she’s been in charge of Defiant, so she knows the Starfleet way better than most. And you’ll command the Christopher J. Pike; she’s in charge of the mission, not the ship.”

“I still report to her.”

Kendra’s tone hardened. “And if you were commanding a new ship under Admiral Whitmore, you’d report to her. Is this going to be a problem? I have other candidates; I chose you because I think you’re the best option, and I thought you’d be up for it.”

Porter hardly hesitated, but there was a hard edge to his voice when he spoke which worried her. “I’ll take the position, Admiral.”

She forced another smile. “Good! Hecate. Official log. Kenneth Porter appointed Captain, Christopher J. Pike, this date and time.”

“Congratulations, Captain Porter!”

All Hecate’s enthusiasm got in return was a grunt.

This may be a mistake.

#
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“BUT I DON’T KNOW ANYTHING about command!”

“And neither did I when I started this project. Like any other, it’s a skill that can be learned. Besides, you have a couple months to work with your CO and your Commander and pick their brains.” Kendra looked at the nervous young woman. “Kassidy, the Pike is primarily a science vessel. You’ve received nothing but glowing reviews from everyone aboard Endeavour, including both Dawn and Candice.”

“I’m not worried about the science; I can handle that.”

“And you wouldn’t have been promoted twice if you couldn’t manage people.”

Yager’s face twisted in agony. “But they’re geeks, like me! I understand them! I don’t know anything about engineers or helmsmen or tactical officers or anyone like that!”

“If I didn’t think you could do the job of Executive Officer, I wouldn’t have put you there. And Kiri agrees with me.”

“Captain Stewart?”

“Exactly. She recommended you for this.”

This information seemed to carry significant weight, and Kendra could see her sit up straighter.

“She did?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then I’ll do my best to make her proud.”

Kendra nodded. “I know you will, Commander Yager. Hecate. Official log...”

#
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“LIEUTENANT STARKS. Thank you for coming by.”

The petite blonde, hardly as tall as Kendra’s shoulders, beamed. “Always a pleasure, Admiral.”

“And Nicole!” Kendra stood when the second officer walked into her appropriated office, closing the gap and wrapping her in a hug. She held the younger woman at arm’s length and examined her.

“You look good in blue. And already promoted, I see.” Kendra gestured to the two rings, one wide, one narrow, on her cuffs. “Ensign Crozier. How does it feel?”

“A bit odd. I’m doing an awful lot of saluting,” said the former Artemesian Minister of War with a grin. Then the grin faded. “I wanted to talk to you about this, though.”

She indicated the gold piping on her blue uniform.

“Sit down and we’ll talk. Starks, you too.” When everyone was comfortable, Kendra continued. “What’s the problem?”

“I don’t want command, Kendra, and I don’t want to be assigned to Tactical. I want to do science, remember?”

Kendra got the faraway look common when accessing her ‘plant for information. “I remember. But it’s just not in the cards, Nicole. Your experience as Minister gives you such a wealth of knowledge in both those areas it was a wonder I was able to steal you away from Davie.”

“Huh?”

“Staffing the Pike is making holes in a bunch of starships, Nicole, and Davie intended you to fill one of them. I believe it was Tactical Officer on Enterprise, now that Elliott and Daniela have transferred off to Pioneer for good.”

“I had no idea,” Crozier replied.

“Command decision. You wouldn’t have. But I had to fight like hell to get you for the Pike because I knew you wanted to do science. Being a tactical officer on a science and exploration ship was the best I could do for you.”

Starks spoke again. “And why am I here, Admiral?”

“Simple. You’re going to be Second Officer as well as head of Tactical, and Nicole’s going to be your second.”

The two women examined each other closely.

“Stop looking like two ‘cats crossing in an alley,” Kendra said with a laugh. “Nicole, Melissa jumped tracks from communications to tactical. She’s also brilliant with people but not so much with the systems. Melissa, Nicole wants to jump out of her tactical track to science, and I think you can show her how to do it. In short, I think you two will be a heck of a team.”

Nicole shrugged first. “You jumped tracks?”

“I did,” Starks agreed. “Not much call for a Communications officer on these starships, not with the AI’s handling all the traffic.”

“And there’s one more person, ah! He’s here.”

The door opened and a surprised-looking officer was revealed.

“Come on in.”

“Mark!” Starks was up and out of her seat in a flash, wrapping herself around the man before letting him go.

“Sparky,” he said with fondness.

“No introductions needed there, I see.” Kendra’s tone was wry.

“We served on the Young,” the newcomer said. “Admiral.”

“And that means you’re Mark Walker. Good. Mark, Ensign Nicole Crozier.”

He frowned. “The name’s familiar, but I don’t know why. Crozier. Crozier. Oh, I know! Are you any relation to the Minister of War who died a few years back?”

“Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated, Sir.”

Her bland statement got the reaction it usually did as his jaw sagged open. The majority of Artemesians who had joined the Terran Federation before the end of the war still believed she’d been killed by the late, unlamented Primus. If she was being honest, she relished her current relative anonymity. Still, she wouldn’t allow the mistake to continue if confronted by it. Then they had to deal with her youthful appearance, and the cognitive dissonance was complete.

“Ma’am!”

That drew a laugh from Kendra. “She’s an Ensign, Mark. You don’t have to call her “Ma’am” unless you really want to.”

When in doubt, retreat to formality. “Admiral, no Ma’am, thank you.” 

“Sit. Mark, now that the Young is finally decommissioned, I’ll bet you’re wondering what comes next for his Engineer.” The former Artemesian ships had all been “he” instead of the “she” the Federation used, and the pronoun stuck when they transferred over.

“Yes, Admiral.”

“I happen to know of a ship which is going to need an experienced Chief Engineer. Carries a promotion to full Commander. Has a catch; if you take the job, you’re going to be mentoring Senior Lieutenant Starks on starship systems other than communications.”

“Admiral? What ship?”

“The Christopher J. Pike.”

“The first Explorer?” Walker’s face lit. “Where do I sign?”

“You understand the other part? Helping Melissa on the technical side of her new position? She’s going to be Second Officer, so you’ll have to be subtle.”

He and Starks shared a glance which seemed to carry extra weight. “We’ll manage, Admiral. We’ve served together before.”

“Good. And Nicole?”

“Kendra?” Crozier’s use of her first name didn’t go unnoticed. She had been Minister of War for Artemis, after all, prior to her abrupt departure when a MinSec operation mistakenly tried to snag her. Then she’d served as the second Premier of Free Luna after the revolutionary leader had stepped down. She’d held that post for almost six months, until elections were held, before finally, gratefully, passing the torch to her successor and officially joining Starfleet. She was used to talking to Kendra as a peer, not as her superior officer, and this was her reminder.

“Learn from them both. You want to get into Science? Learn how to lead on the micro level. That will translate across divisions. I know you can lead thousands, even millions, but leading a dozen? Totally different animal. I’ll leave it to you to figure out how to get up to speed on the actual science.”

Nicole nodded before saying, “Aye, Admiral.”

“Excellent. I’m sure you three are going to have lots to talk about before the official launch.” They could all hear the implied dismissal and took their leave.

#
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“I OUGHT TO BE DEAD.”

Kendra looked across her desk to the woman shrunken into the chair and wondered where she would go with this.

“Shi, you’re not.”

The brown eyes which lifted to meet hers were haunted.

“Everyone else is.”

Her eyes dropped down again.

“You’re not,” Kendra repeated with more emphasis. If she hoped for a reaction, she was disappointed. When Shi finally answered it was with the same toneless, flat voice she’d been using the entire meeting.

“You have no idea what it’s like to see your entire crew, people you’d lived with, worked with, loved, blown apart in front of you. You don’t know what it’s like to see your Captain’s body explode as a laser passes through her, boiling her alive from the inside. You don’t know what it’s like to cling to your station as pieces of your ship fly around you, shred your friend next to you, and leave you untouched. You don’t know what it’s like to have the power die and everything go dark and realize you’re the only person alive in the compartment, being able to see space where a bulkhead ought to be. You have no idea how tempting it is to unstrap and float away with them.” Shi trailed off, and Kendra allowed the silence to stretch out for a moment.

“You’re right,” Kendra finally said. “I don’t. What I do know is you didn’t unstrap. You didn’t choose to join your friends in death, Shi, and that takes a kind of strength I can only imagine.”

Shi looked up, the haunted look somewhat lessened.

“I’m not going to give you a speech about best choice and unused potential and all the other crap psychologists use to twist your mind around. I want you on Pike because she needs a lead helmsman, and you need to be needed. You need to be around people again.”

She waited for a response. Getting none, Kendra continued.

“Shi, this mission is going to challenge the crew in ways we haven’t begun to imagine. You’re going to travel farther than any other humans in history, be more isolated than any other crew. You’re going to be 4,000 people, Fleet and civilians alike, in a flying tin can four kilometers long and crammed with enough supplies and scientific equipment for deployments up to three years. Frankly, I need tough-minded individuals in the crew, and you’re as tough as anyone in Starfleet.”

Shi’s face mirrored the disbelief in her voice.

“I’m not tough.”

“Bullshit.” The unexpected vulgarity snapped Shi’s head fully upright.

“Bullshit,” repeated Kendra. “If you weren’t tough-minded, you would have drifted off into space. You did the hardest thing you possibly could: you chose to live.”

Kendra leaned forward.

“That, I know. I know how hard it can be to choose to live. And anyone who can face that choice and talk about it afterward is someone I want at the helm of a starship. I want you, Shi Hendrickson. Are you in?”

The woman, no longer looking as defeated, nodded. “I’ll do my best for you, Admiral.”

“No,” Kendra disagreed. “Do your best for your friends from the Roosa. Keep their memories alive, bring them on the mission, and live.”

#
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“LOCKSMITH. TORI. COME in, and close the hatch.”

Locksmith, in her pilot’s brown flight suit, smiled broadly. The flash of white teeth set off her olive-brown skin and emerald eyes. The other, wearing the black uniform of the Starfleet Marine Corps, was slightly shorter but muscular, and her blonde hair, like Locksmith’s pale blue, was done up in a braid down her back.

Kendra reached down then stopped, remembering it wasn’t her regular office. 

“Hecate.”

The AI appeared.

“Yes, Admiral?”

“Whiskey. Three glasses. On the rocks. You know what I like.”

The replicator in the wall hummed and three tumblers appeared. Kendra distributed the drinks before sitting down again. She saw Tori reaching for Leda, still asleep, and shook her head.

“I wouldn’t do that,” she advised.

“She knows me,” argued the blonde.

“You know what they say?”

“About?”

“Never mess with a sleeping cat. Sooner or later, they wake up.”

That drew a grin from Monaco and she retracted her hand. 

Kendra sobered as she lifted her glass, the other two following suit.

“Absent companions.” 

Both had been participants in the final battle against the Union of Artemis; Locksmith was one of a handful of survivors of the combined Direwolf squadrons, and Tori had been part of a platoon dropped into Artemis City to try to capture the Empress. Nine Marines had been extracted.

They sipped in silence, both junior officers waiting for their Admiral to speak. Finally, Kendra had mercy.

“Do you both know why you’re here? Or has the grapevine finally died an unlamented death?”

The women exchanged a look before Locksmith spoke.

“The Christopher J. Pike.”

“Succinct. Yes. But do you know specifically why you are here?”

Two heads shook in negation.

“Tori.” The Marine’s eyes widened. “How was your Instant Officer’s Course?”

This elicited a grin. “Tough, Ma’am. As I’m certain you’re aware, you having had a hand in designing the Advanced Training Course.”

“Me? What do I know about being a Marine?”

“Absolutely nothing, Ma’am, with all due respect. But you did appoint General Stone as Commandant of the Corps, and she most definitely had her own ideas of what a Starfleet Marine ought to know.” Monaco’s eyes twinkled as she said this, taking some of the sting from her words.

“Hmm. Possibly. Well, let’s start with the good news. As of today, you are both Captains.”

Nearly matching grins erupted on their faces. Tori was properly Lieutenant Victoria Monaco, SFMC, and Locksmith was Lt. Commander Lexie Marsh, XO of the Phoenix Squadron of Direwolves. Jumping up to Captain was highly unusual since the end of the war.

“Admiral, thank you, but what’s going on?” asked Lexie, the grin fading.

“Simple. Lexie, you’re the new Small Craft commander for the Pike; Tori, you’re the Marine CO for the company aboard. Technically, Lexie, you’re commanding the Chin-Riley Wing, and Tori’s company is called Burnham Company. Related to the ship’s name,” she explained, seeing their confusion. 

“Aye, Ma’am, but what does it mean?” Tori’s tone was respectful but clear: she wanted answers.

“Your mission is simpler, Tori. You provide ground support and protection for the scientist types when they go traipsing around on a new planet. I don’t want any reports coming back to me that we lost a planetologist to some rampaging beastie because they couldn’t be bothered to look both directions.”

Tori’s face cleared. “We can do that, Ma’am. I can do that.”

“One tiny little problem.”

Her face clouded again. “I knew this was too good to be true.”

“Well, it has to do with personnel.”

Tori gave a “Come on” gesture.

“We don’t have a single company to give you, not intact. General Stone’s logic, and I agree with her, is taking a company away from its current commander and handing it over to you will just lead to resentment.”

Tori nodded her agreement but didn’t speak.

“We’ve gathered Marines from across the Corps for you. They’ve come highly recommended by their commanders, and –”

“Admiral, did they volunteer, or were they volunteered?”

Kendra frowned. “I’m not sure. Why? Is it important?”

Now Tori groaned. “Admiral, you’ve never served under someone else’s command, have you?”

“Does working for OutLook count?”

“No, I mean military service.”

“No.”

“Then what’s probably happened is this: General Stone sent out a call for volunteers, right?”

“Right.”

“And she described all the qualifications necessary?”

“Right again.”

“And was it sent to commanders? Or Corps-wide?” She already knew the answer to this.

“Commanders only.”

“Because you figured they’d know their troops. Well, the good news is you’re exactly right. They do know their troops, and while there aren’t any in the Corps who are slackers or can’t do the job, there are those who are good and those who are better if you get what I mean.”

“And you think –”

“No, Admiral, I don’t think. I know the commanders went to the troops they thought were disposable, for one reason or another, and told them, “Congratulations, Private! You’ve been volunteered for a new assignment. Report to Vulcan’s Forge by such-and-such date.”” Tori grimaced. “As I said, Admiral, they won’t be incompetent. But they won’t be the best the Corps has to offer.”

Now it was Kendra’s turn to shake her head. “Sorry. I totally missed this.”

“We’ll make do, Admiral. It’s what we’re best at. And it’s not like they haven’t passed through Basic successfully; I know the failure rate is something like fifty percent.”

“Almost fifty-five.”

“Like I said: good, just not the best.”

“What can I do to make this up to you?”

Tori considered before speaking. “The company is already assembled?”

“Yes.”

“Cadre and officers too?”

“Yes.”

“If I give you some names, can you; scratch that. I know you can. Will you get them for me?”

“If I can’t, I’ll know why not. Who?”

“Maggie and Robin. First Sergeant Maggie Crampton, Gunnery Sergeant Robin McGill.”

“Why them? And anyone else?”

“Because they were on Luna with me for that last mission, I know they’re tough as nails, I trust them, and they know their shit.”

Kendra closed her eyes. “McGill. She lost a leg during that action, right?”

“Right. Medical grew her a new one, better than the old one because they had to give it titanium bones.”

“They’re yours. Anyone else?”

“I’ll get you a list by tomorrow morning. Between us, we’ll make this into a proper company.”

“I knew you could. Lexie, I was going to say your job is tougher, but now I’m not so sure.”

“I was afraid you’d say something along those lines. Do I have to give up my Direwolf?”

“Huh? No!”

“Then I’m good. Lay it on me, Admiral.”

“You’re going to be in charge of all the small craft aboard Pike. All the Wolves, Direwolves, and Coyotes, their crews, their support staff, everything. Each squadron will have a CO, but you’re the boss.”

“And who do I report to?”

“Colonel Resler; she’s Commander of the Pike and everyone aboard. You, Tori, and Captain Ken Porter, the ship commander, are sort of the triumvirate supporting Chloe in executing the overall mission of exploration.”

Lexie said, “Will families be aboard? Partners?”

“Absolutely, but if you’re bringing someone who isn’t in Starfleet or isn’t legally bound to you, you’re going to have to have a serious talk before you depart. This is a three-year mission, and while you might stop off at a colony like Freyr or Lemnos, you probably won’t see Earth until the end. So if they’re with you, they’d better plan to be with you, if you get my meaning.”

“Do they, we, have to decide immediately?”

Kendra shook her head. “No. Shakedown starts the day after tomorrow. The full crew will be aboard, but dependents will be housed temporarily on Njord. Once the first cruises are done and she’s passed the acceptance trials, probably two weeks from now, dependents can move aboard if they’re ready.”

“And if they’re not?”

“I hope they will be. I’d like them to get a sense of what it’s like to live shipboard before the mission truly begins.”

“When?”

“If all goes well, you’ll head into the black by the end of July. So you see, there’s a bit of a window.”

Kendra examined the two women. “Any other questions?”

“About a million,” said Tori.

“Any you need me to answer?”

“Not particularly,” Tori answered. Lexie, biting her lip, shook her head.

“Then I think we’re done.”
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Chapter 4: TFS Constitution

Stardate 12407.04
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“Constitution, Direwolf 1314 requesting clearance.”

“You’re clear, Admiral. Welcome home.”

Kendra grunted an acknowledgment before closing the circuit.

“Kendra, we’re coming in low.”

Brie’s voice jolted her back to the here-and-now and she checked the flight path. Unsurprisingly the AI was correct, and Kendra adjusted her course.

“You okay, boss?”

“Long day, Brie. Long day.” She’d talked to almost two dozen potential members of Pike’s crew, finally finishing after eighteen. Now she was nearly home and...

“You just keep your hands on the controls, and I’ll do the rest.”

“I thought you couldn’t fly autonomously?” asked Kendra.

“I can’t. You’re officially in control if you’re holding on.”

“Clever girl.”

“Thanks, boss. I’ll have you aboard, gentle as a puff of cloud, in twenty seconds.”

Brie was good as her word. Within ten minutes all the post-flight checks had been completed, Brie was in the hands of the shuttlebay crew, and Kendra was at the hatch to her quarters. She was more than ready for a quiet night.

It wasn’t going to happen.

“Mama!” Lisa exclaimed. She was eight, almost nine, acted like she was going on eighteen and experiencing yet another growth spurt.

“Mother,” greeted her oldest daughter, Mikki. She was ten and had recently decided that “Mama” was simply too childish. Since Cass was “Mom,” Kendra had ended up as “Mother.”

Kendra hoped the phase would end quickly.

Richie gave her a happy squeal, sitting on the floor, surrounded by ‘cats and cats. He wasn’t yet one, and the simplicity of his mind was refreshing to the telepathic ‘cats.

She collected hugs from the girls before releasing them. “Where’s Cass?”

“Mom’s in her office,” said Lisa, pointing. 

“Thanks, sweetie.” Before heading for the hatch, Kendra kissed the top of her head, noting it wasn’t much of a stretch downward. “Dinner at nineteen, so make sure you’re clean. Mikki, you’re first; Lisa, watch Richie. Don’t dawdle, Mikki!”

“Yes, Mother.”

Kendra was still shaking her head when the hatch to their shared office opened.

“No, what?” asked her wife, brushing long auburn hair out of her green eyes.

“Huh? Oh, Mikki. I swear she’s practicing being a teenager. Were we ever like that?” She dropped onto the couch between their desks.

Captain Aiyana Cassidy stood, graceful as always, walked across the compartment, and sat next to Kendra. She kissed her, slowly, gently, then passionately, before settling back with one of Kendra’s hands in hers.

“How did it go?”

“Only two turned it down, so pretty well.”

“Two?”

Kendra shrugged. “It’s a helluva deployment. I can understand their reluctance.”

“But you got the ones you wanted?”

“I did, the key officers.”

“Then it’s time to relax. You’ve done your job.”

Kendra relaxed into Cass’s shoulder. “You’re sure you don’t want to trade ships? Chloe would be happy to inherit the Constitution.”
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