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Content and Trigger Warnings








	
Violence and Threat: The narrative includes scenarios of potential mutiny, discussions about self-defense, and active combat training exercises.

	
Strong Language: There is occasional use of strong language, including profanity.

	
Mental Health: Discussions and depictions of stress related to command responsibilities and isolation might be sensitive for some readers.

	
Sexual Content: There are intimate scenes and discussions of relationships.

	
Substance Use: Mention of characters drinking and casual references to alcohol.

	
Discrimination: Although not explicit, the hierarchical and power dynamics could be reminiscent of real-world discrimination.

	
Existential Themes: There are deep discussions about the nature of existence and the universe which could evoke existential introspection.

	
Medical Content: Descriptions of medical procedures and injections, which might be uncomfortable for some readers.

	
Death and Loss: References to past battles and the loss of crew members.



Dedication

If you’ve ever gone out on a limb and cut it off behind you, 

This is for you
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Stardate 12408.31

Nobody ever said starship command would always be exciting, Chloe thought before clearing her throat again. “Commander’s mission log, Stardate 12408.31.” She stopped and sighed. “Hermes, cancel.”

“Recording stopped and erased.”

Colonel Chloe Resler, mission commander of the Terran Federation Starship Christopher J. Pike, took a frustrated sip of her coffee. Her Chief of Staff, Commander Caedyn Martinez, looked blandly across their cup and waited.

They didn’t have to wait long.

“Hermes.”

“Yes, Colonel?” 

“Forget it.”

“Yes, Colonel.” The voice of Hermes, the command AI for the Pike, was brimming with exaggerated patience. He wasn’t a simple machine, but a sentient citizen of the Terran Federation. And, as Chloe knew, capable of exquisite sarcasm when provoked.

“Having an issue, Chloe?”

Chloe glared across the desk. “I’m stuck on how to start this report. It’s been almost a week since we left Tantor’s star, and it’s been the same every day. I don’t know another way to say, “Same shit, different day.”“

“And there’s going to be another six weeks of it.” Commander Martinez suppressed an inappropriate grin at their commander’s discomfiture.

Chloe groaned. “Don’t remind me. To top it all off, if this turns out to be a wild goose chase, we’re going to be nearly fifteen thousand light-years in the wrong direction.”

Chloe closed her eyes, reviewing the decisions that had led them to this point and wondering what she could have done differently. Half a day after departing the rogue planet, the Pike arrived at Tantor’s origin point, or as near as their AIs could compute. Of course, the computations were off, and they’d lost a day finding the star and charting the remaining planetary system, a collection of relatively boring gas giants and captured asteroid moons. They dropped a warp buoy and transmitted their findings back to Terra before departing.

Perhaps “lost” was the wrong word. After all, Team Tantor, as the scientists at the heart of the investigation dubbed themselves, had used the data gleaned from their survey to establish their subsequent trajectory. Since then? 

Off into the black. Day after day of high-warp travel, with no prospect of relief in sight. It was the scope of the endeavor which was sinking in. “Follow the track of the ancient Tantorians,” according to Admiral Cassidy. Simple enough, but the execution was more complicated.

Now they had another piece of the puzzle. Team Tantor learned where the Tantorians had gone; this was the major upshot of the diversion to the star system. The variables in the stellar cartography data recovered from Tantor had been computed, and now they could follow. It was the distance which gave them pause: eleven thousand, four hundred light-years.

Even at their maximum cruise speed, warp 9.5, this was going to take them fifty-four days, almost eight weeks, and only a week had elapsed.

“I don’t know about the wrong direction,” Caedyn said. “Our original orders were fairly flexible, and the Admiral authorized the diversion. She’s the head of our branch, so...”

Chloe nodded. “You have a point. Still, history doesn’t remember the explorers who didn’t find anything.”

Caedyn snorted. “Like we haven’t? Chloe, we found the remains of an ancient race of intelligent aliens. That alone puts you in the history books.” They cocked their head. “I didn’t think history’s view of you was a concern?”

“It’s not, not really. But being the first Explorer class ship? We only have one chance to set the standard.”

“Which you’re doing. But I think you’re trying to avoid the log.”

Chloe grimaced. “Caught me.”

“If you want my advice?”

Chloe rolled her eyes. “Hello? Chief of staff? Yes, please.”

“You know what they say, Chloe. “Start at the beginning.” Pretty good advice.”

“Great. I get platitudes. I could have just had a fortune cookie, but whatever. Hermes.”

“Colonel?” She definitely sensed that Hermes’ patience was nearing an end.

She cleared her throat. “Record.”

“Recording.”

“Commander’s Log. Insert the Stardate and our current position and speed. En route to coordinates recovered from the Tantorian database. Systems functioning within design parameters. Personnel reaction to the change in mission has been positive. End recording and save.”

“Recording stopped. Anything else, Colonel?”

“No, Hermes.” Chloe noticed Caedyn’s frown. “What did I miss?”

“Nothing that belongs in the log, but an issue we should address. Personnel. Yes, they’re handling the change well. So far. If we were keeping to schedule, we’d be on a down day tomorrow. I believe you’re planning to skip it?”

Now Chloe wore a matching frown. “Yes,” she cautiously answered. “I thought having a fifty-four-day mission would be a large enough chunk without adding another week.”

“People are creatures of habit, Chloe. While we’ve only been in space a little more than a month, the weekly maintenance day has become one of those habits. Taking it away would prove disruptive. It gives a needed break in the routine. And I’ve heard grumbles about the mission, the diversion, Team Tantor, you name it. Give the grumblers something to focus on, and that could turn to action.”

Chloe didn’t disguise her shock, her eyes sliding to the concealed emergency hatch. Since the Nike, safeguards had been put in place to prevent the capture of command staff. As the mission commander, Chloe’s ready room had a second exit, unknown to everyone except the ship AI and her Chief of Staff. If everything went sideways, she’d be able to get away from the bridge. After that? Who knew. “Are you really talking about a mutiny?”

Caedyn, to their credit, didn’t flinch. “Possibly.”

Chloe dropped her head into her hands. “Fuck. I do not need this.”

“It’s a reality. Or a potential reality.”

“You think Porter would do anything?” Ken Porter was officially the Captain of the Pike. For the first weeks, he’d been passively resistant to Chloe’s command, resentful of her position. Matters had come to a head during the search for the missing landing party, and Chloe had temporarily relieved him of his command. The situation was resolved during the ten days they’d spent in orbit of Tantor by an evening’s discussion between the two, or at least so Chloe believed. 

Now she wasn’t so sure.

“Possibly.”

Almost involuntarily, Chloe’s hands slammed onto her desk. “Can’t you say anything else?”

“I’m sorry, Chloe. Diplomatic training, remember? We were big on covering your ass. State nothing categorically. And getting the tone and tenor of four thousand crew is a far cry from cornering an irritated diplomat.” Caedyn closed their eyes in thought for a moment. “I doubt it; at least, not now. I think pulling him from his command for a week convinced him you were serious. Restoring his command without making him feel obligated, without placing a quid pro quo on it, allowed him to save his dignity. Unless the situation changes, you don’t have to worry about Porter starting anything.”

Chloe’s laugh was bitter. “One down, three thousand, nine hundred, ninety-nine to go.”

“Exactly my point, Chloe. I do my best, but I can’t keep my finger on the pulse of the entire crew. You know how it is with malcontents. No matter how you try to keep them separate, they always find a way to each other.”

Chloe nodded. “I had that issue on the Defiant. Too right they find each other.”

“The simplest method of avoiding issues would be to stick to the schedule. Ask Tori and Lexie. I wager they’d both appreciate keeping to their usual training schedules.” Captain Tori Monaco commanded the Marine company aboard. Captain Lexie Marsh commanded the various small craft assigned to the Pike. Both commanders used the weekly halts to get their personnel off-ship for live-fire exercises and flight practice out of simulators.

“I don’t need to ask,” Chloe said. “I know enough to pour piss out of my boot. Hermes, get me Captain Marsh.”

The wait wasn’t significant, though Lexie’s voice sounded stressed, almost out of breath. “Marsh.”

“Lexie? Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“No, Colonel.” Chloe thought she could hear something which gave the lie to Lexie’s words, but if she’d talk now, then talk Chloe would.

“I’m going to confirm the weekly maintenance day for tomorrow. I’ll need your Coyotes scouting a likely system.”

“Aye, Ma’am.” She didn’t say, “Anything else?” but it was certainly implied.

“Thank you. Out.” Chloe turned back to Caedyn. “Well, I’m sure her pilots will be happy to get off this tin can.” She paused, recalling the conversation. “Did Lexie sound distracted, or was it just me?”
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LEXIE RELEASED A MOAN, which was answered by Lauren’s giggle. This elicited another moan.

“Told you I wasn’t going to stop,” Lauren said with a pleased grin.

With a final shudder, Lexie sank back into the pillows. She released her grip on Lauren and tried to catch her breath.

“Dammit, Laur!” she huffed at last. Lexie’s partner rolled away, laughing and reaching for a glass of water.

“Oh, spare me your false outrage! Tell me you weren’t enjoying what I was doing. Go ahead, I dare you.”

Lexie flushed a deeper shade of red.

“Ha! I knew you couldn’t.” Lauren returned to the bed and started kissing her way across Lexie’s body.

Lexie tore her attention away from what Lauren was doing and pitched her voice low. “Laur.”

“Hmm?” It was surprising how innocent she could act, considering what she was doing. Lexie idly wondered if it was the freckles.

“You are...in such...trouble.”

“You’ve got to catch me first.” They both ignored the body-length skin-to-skin contact.

“Brat,” muttered Lexie. Keeping her mind on work was nearly impossible, but she shot a quick set of orders to James Hamilton, the Coyote wing commander, then returned her attention to Lauren.

Priorities.
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Stardate 12408.31

“Joel, I’ve got a maybe on scanners.” 

“Where, Tommy?” 

“Shooting you the coordinates.” Ensign Tom Fullgrabe’s fingers flew over his console.

The Rasmussen was scouting for a system which, according to the brains on the Pike, was eight or nine light-years in this direction. It made more sense to use a scoutship for, well, scouting than diverting the massive Pike. And if Joel Higginbotham, Senior Lieutenant and commander of the Coyote, was being honest? It was nice to get out of the big tin can for a while, even if it was into a much smaller tin can. 

“Charlie.”

The scoutship’s Beta-class AI awoke. “What’s up, Joel?” His chosen voice was an older male, raspy but confident.

“Are you seeing what Tommy’s seeing?”

“I am, Joel. It matches the parameters provided by Commander Yager.”

“Good enough for me. Tim, lay in a course.” Ensign Tim Thacker was Rasmussen’s usual helmsman, and he’d been following the conversation. It wasn’t difficult, with the main cabin eight meters long by four wide. The close quarters also led inevitably to a much more informal take on the usual command structure. Formality was one of the first things out the airlock to make space.

So far, it all worked.

“Speed?”

“Let me ask. Double D!”

Richard Dikeman, saddled with the nickname “Double D,” was the engineer and first officer. Although Charlie could manage the compact starship’s routine operations, a human engineer was part of the personnel requirement imposed by Starfleet Exploration.

“How are we looking?”

“The drive’s in good shape. We can hold warp seven for as long as you need.” Standard cruising speed was warp six, but Dikeman constantly tinkered with his baby and could coax extra endurance from it at will. The difference between six and seven was a fifth-order function: warp six would allow them to cover the eight light-years in nine hours. Warp seven covered the same ground in four. It was impressive, but the Raz was a scoutship. The Pike could manage it in twenty-six minutes without working hard.

“Four hours?”

“What part of as long as you need was unclear?” Double D’s sarcasm could have carved the duralloy.

“You heard him, Tim. Tommy, catch a quick nap and some food if you need it. You’ve got two hours, then you’re back on duty.”

“Aye, Joel. What’s the drill?”

“Pull every scrap of data from the sensors you can until we know if we’ve hit pay dirt or a dead end.”

Tommy was already on his feet. “See you in two.”
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THE BRIDGE WAS HUMMING with activity. The Pike rested at the rough center of a sphere twenty light-years across. A half-dozen Coyotes had been dispatched to potentially useful systems to investigate, and the reports were coming in.

“Commander?” Lt. Tony Lizzi called for Kassidy’s attention.

“What do you have, Tony?”

“Maybe the best of the lot. From the Rasmussen.”

“Hit me.”

Lizzi sent a command, and a hologram appeared above his station.

“Standard K-type star, coolish, estimated at between ten and twelve billion years old. Cometary cloud, at about two light-years, Kuiper belt at one light-year, multiple planetary signatures.”

Yager nodded. Her background was on the science side of Starfleet, before she’d accepted the promotion to First Officer aboard the Pike. K-type stars were like cucumber to ‘cats, as their long, stable life allowed for development of life on any planets orbiting the star. “Sounds promising. Ticks all the boxes, even for us science geeks. Anything else come close?”

“The Decker is approaching a G-type star, but it’s a young one. A few million years, maybe. Planetary disk, no planets.”

“And flying into a junkyard is probably contraindicated,” Kassidy agreed. Planetary disks were the birthplace of planets but were packed with navigational hazards. Despite the fascination with seeing a star system born, it wasn’t a place for a ship four kilometers long. “Keep Decker on station, and get them in as close as they can manage, but I think we’ll skip a visit. Anything else?”

“Kirk has a white dwarf, nothing but cinders in the system, and Zarlo’s reporting a red giant.”

“We’ve stumbled on the entire spectrum,” Kassidy observed with a frown. “It might be worthwhile staying an extra day to do some exploration into how they’ve all evolved.”

“If the Colonel will allow it,” Lizzi agreed. 

“Good point. Okay, Tony. I think our best bet’s the K. Let Rasmussen know I want every detail they can squeeze from their sensors. Fold, spindle, and mutilate the data. Everyone else stays with their targets until they hear from us.”

“Aye, Ma’am.” Lizzi turned to send the messages, and Kassidy headed for Captain Porter’s command station. He had a seat next to Colonel Resler, on a podium at the rear center of the bridge, where they could oversee the activity below. There were five chairs plus a pair of workstations, but Porter sat by himself.

“Captain,” Kassidy said when she’d reached the top of the platform. Porter was unusual in the Pike’s officers for his adherence to the forms and formalities of command. This was uncommon in Starfleet, but it arose from his background in the former Solarian Union’s navy, and institutional memory was hard to erase.

He acknowledged her presence without any fanfare. “Commander. Progress?”

“Yes, sir.” She described the Rasmussen’s find, and he nodded in appreciation.

“Sounds like an excellent opportunity for Marsh and Monaco’s people.”

“And my Division. I’d like to use some Wolves to bring teams down to any surfaces they can reach and do more hands-on exploration. Practice makes perfect.”

“Quite so. Coordinate with Captain Marsh.” He raised a hand to his head in what could be construed as a salute, dismissing her.

“Sir.” Kassidy was already sending instructions.
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Stardate 12408.31

“You’re sure about this, Captain?”

Captain Tori Monaco, Starfleet Marine Corps, commander of the Burnham Company, looked at her First Sergeant. While she expected, even demanded, feedback from her subordinates, outright questioning was unusual.

“What do you mean, Maggie?”

Maggie Crampton returned the look with interest. “Captain, we’re Marines. Jarheads. Why are we trying to turn our people into scientists?”

They were having this discussion in Tori’s primary office, deep in the heart of the Pike, and far away from any eavesdroppers. Tori and Maggie went back years, which led to a certain flexibility in their relationship. When Crampton asked for time? Tori gave it to her.

“Because they all know how to shoot and hold a perimeter, but don’t know squat about any of the planetary hazards they might run into. Last mission, they weren’t much more than dead weight.”

Crampton winced at her commander’s bluntness but couldn’t argue. When the landing party had been cut off from the Pike, the scientists had been outnumbered by Marines. This wasn’t an issue, and the deployment had done their best to help. Unfortunately, they were coming from a place of ignorance. Their help was limited to observations like, “Hey, that looks weird!” 

Tori was determined to avoid a reoccurrence.

“No offense, but some of them aren’t going to cut it,” Crampton said.

“If I remember correctly, that’s what NCOs are for. Keep at them until they do cut it. Those that don’t, we figure out how to use them in other roles.”

“Aye-aye. I’ll do my best.”

Tori relented. “I don’t expect miracles. They need some sort of background information, and not what they can pull from their ‘plant. It has to be knowledge, not access, even if it’s only the difference between a tree and a shrub.”

“That’s a thing?”

Tori rolled her eyes, though she knew Crampton was joking.

“Precisely. I’ve already talked with Kassidy, and she’s green-lit it. Pair ‘em up, two Marines per scientist. One to learn, one to provide cover.”

“And you want 1st Platoon doing the drop?”

“They’re up in the rotation.” Tori knew it wasn’t a satisfactory answer, so she expanded on it. “Look, if we give Buck’s platoon every opportunity, all we’re going to do is end up with one exhausted platoon and two pissed-off ones. We stick to the plan, and the plan says Lackey’s dropping next.” Tori paused as a new idea hit her. “Let’s take full advantage of this. We’ll record all the training, and let Buck and Pratt’s people watch the vids between now and the next landing. See what they can pick up.”

Crampton was nodding in agreement. She’d served as long as Tori but had resisted the pressure to take a commission. They’d been grunts on the pointy end together as well, which meant they trusted each other explicitly.

“I’ll make it happen.”

“Good. Tell Dan I want to see him. Before the drop, not after. And he’s not in trouble,” she added as an afterthought.

“He won’t believe me.”

“Then sit on him until he does.”

Crampton arched an eyebrow. She was at least ten centimeters taller than the young Lieutenant and massed twenty kilos more. “Seriously?”

“Whatever it takes, Mags.”
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SENIOR LIEUTENANT NICOLE Crozier heard the hatch open but didn’t look up from her work.

“Hey, Jessa. I know it’s dinnertime. I’ll be with you in a minute,” she said.

“I’ll be sure to let her know.”

At the unexpected voice, Nicole jumped from her seat, sending notes flying. “Colonel! Sorry, I was, ah, that is to say, I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Obviously.” Chloe tempered her reply with a smile. “What are you working on?”

“Still trying to duplicate the Pink Box.”

Chloe heard the capitalization. “Can’t come up with a better name?”

Nicole winced, but wasn’t deterred. “Once we figure out exactly what it does, maybe. We only have the Guardian’s description of what it does to go by until then. We haven’t even been able to power it up yet, because we don’t want to do anything irrevocable.”

“Speaking as the mission commander, I approve. Speaking as a curious human? I’m not sure I would have been able to resist.” Chloe helped Nicole pick up the errant papers.

“Well, Athena’s duplicated the power source, so I can get it up and running any time you want. Of course, that’s assuming I can get it back?” Nicole had led the initial investigation into the mysterious object. It hadn’t been planned, nor did she have permission. She managed it through the simple expedient of not telling anyone she had it for a week. When she’d finally revealed its existence, she’d been forced to turn it over to Commander Yager and the rest of the Science Division. 

“Not likely,” Chloe snorted. “Making any progress in replicating the box itself?”

“Funny you should phrase it like that. Athena finished recreating it using our current tech but hasn’t tested it. Once we have a better theoretical understanding of how it works, we might build a copy that’s more faithful to the original.” She made a face. “I’ll be happy to get a result.”

Chloe appropriated a chair and pulled it close. “Tell me again what the device will do.”

Nicole set aside the stack of documents for later sorting and turned. “According to the Guardian, and supported by the documentation we recovered from Tantor, it allows a vessel to travel through time and space. Of course, we’ve barely scratched the surface of the treasure trove the Guardian provided. It’s going to take weeks, even with Athena helping.”

“Time travel.” Chloe didn’t sound any more convinced than the first time they’d had this discussion.

“In a nutshell.”

“Backwards? Forwards?”

“Both, but not the way you’re thinking. There are certain limits. We can’t move forward past the present, if that makes sense.”

“Maybe?” Chloe’s confusion was clear, and Nicole sympathized. Her background didn’t cover temporal physics, either.

“Um. The way Greyson puts it is we can only go so far into the future as we have already progressed.”

Chloe’s face lit with understanding. “Oh! So, if we used this today, now, then we can only return to now. We can’t sneak a peek ahead. Am I getting it right?”

“You are, Colonel. Then there’s the second restriction, about not interacting with the past.”

“Which I think is perfectly sensible.”

Nicole allowed a smile to light briefly. “I do, too. It’s the way it was phrased. We are forbidden from interacting with the past; it’s not impossible.”

Chloe hesitated before responding, thinking through the implications.

“Then what’s stopping us?”

Nicole nodded. “Exactly. We don’t know what would happen if we tried to interact, so even though Athena’s got the reverse-engineered version? We haven’t dared try anything, not until we figure out the booby trap.”

“Because there’s got to be one. Gotcha. Anything else? Have you been taking any time off?”

Nicole’s smile turned to a sheepish grin. “Jessa’s been riding herd on us pretty well. She won’t let Greyson or I work over twelve hours a day or eight days in a row. Yesterday, we all took the day off. Even the rest of the team.”

After the events and their recovery from Tantor, the scientists with Nicole on the planet had stuck with her. Even Ray Barata, who had wanted to remain behind on Tantor, changed his mind when Nicole explained their next steps. They were all working to solve the mysteries of the missing inhabitants and the technology they’d left behind. Time travel alone would revolutionize physics. The hinted-at instantaneous transit between points in space was simply a bonus.

“Except me!” Athena broke into the conversation.

“Teena, what have I told you about eavesdropping?” Nicole put as much firmness into her words as she could, but she had a soft spot for the AI.

“I’m not! I’m assigned to monitor all compartments used by Science Division personnel. As of eleven days ago, you were transferred in. I’m just doing my job!” Her ordinarily calm voice had taken on a distinctly defensive tone.

“Teena...”

“And you were wrong! I’m part of the team, but I didn’t take the day off!”

Nicole glanced at Chloe, who was suppressing a laugh, and sighed. In the weeks she’d known the AI, the electronic person’s personality had transformed. She was still eminently capable, but she’d loosened up to the point of adopting a nickname. The process had sped up since Nicole had joined the Science Division full-time, including the appropriation of Teena as Athena’s chosen nickname.

“Fine. You’re right; you were working.”

“Thank you, Nicole. Colonel,” she added, as if noticing the mission commander for the first time.

“Athena,” Chloe responded. “I’m glad your human team took some time off. It’s good for you, and I’m not going to pressure you for results. It’s counterproductive. But if you have anything by the time we arrive at our destination...?”

Chloe let the unspoken words hang between them.

“Aye, Ma’am. I understand.” And Nicole, alone among the four thousand officers, crew, and family members aboard, probably did. She’d been the Minister of War for Artemis before her extraction during the War. From there, she’d temporarily held a similar position on behalf of the Lunar rebels before succeeding to the Premiership of the new nation of Free Luna. She’d walked away from it all, leaving politics behind, in favor of pursuing a career in Starfleet.

Pressure? She understood, all right.

“Do you want me to take days off too, Colonel?” Athena asked.

“If you feel it’s necessary, of course. But I don’t know what an Alpha-class AI needs for downtime. I’ll trust you to manage it.”

“I will,” Athena assured her.

Chloe raised a finger. “One question. Teena?”

AIs couldn’t blush; they didn’t have a body for a kickoff. They could undoubtedly feel embarrassed, though, and this question appeared to trigger Athena. “Why does anyone choose a nickname?” retorted the AI. “I was working with the Team extensively, more than most of the rest of the Division, and I needed a way for them to get my attention quickly.”

“So, this is a pet name?” teased Chloe.

“Nicole?” Athena turned to her ally, a plaintive note in her voice, who was trying not to laugh.

“Sort of. As she said, it’s a way to get her attention. She’s always listening, but this way she can give special notice when her nickname is used.”

Chloe frowned. “I’m no cyberneticist, but could this cause any issues? Multiple names?”

Nicole answered before Athena could. “No more than you or I. Don’t different people know you by different names, Chloe?” Nicole, exercising the confidence which came with her former positions, used her proper name. It caught Chloe’s ear precisely as Nicole intended.

“Exactly, Minister Crozier.” She returned the volley, chuckling, and stood. “Keep me up to date on your progress. Are you going planetside? I’ve heard we found a nice one.”

Nicole automatically shook her head, then checked her ‘plant and stopped. “Whoa. Is this right?”

“That’s what I’ve been told.”

Nicole scrutinized the data closer. The second planet was a type M, terrestrial, near enough to the star to have an average surface temperature of 19.4°. It was slightly smaller than Earth and had a trio of moons, none over five hundred kilometers in diameter. The Rasmussen had detected an Oxygen-Nitrogen atmosphere, as well as chlorophyll, animal, and insect analogues. 

What made it more attractive to the crew of the Pike, almost irresistible, was it was green and blue and welcoming.

“I might change my mind,” Nicole said now, to Chloe’s enthusiastic nod.

“After forty days without seeing an open sky, I’m ready to drop myself. Assuming our Marines don’t blow the hell out of it. And I know my kids would love to play on the beaches.”

“Are you sure a day will be enough?” This was a question from the former Minister, not a junior officer, and Chloe took it that way. But before she started her answer, the hatch opened again.

“Sweetie, aren’t you, oh!” Senior Lieutenant Jessa Ellis, a tall woman with straight black hair and gently Asiatic features, stopped short and saluted. “Colonel.”

Chloe returned the salute before answering. “Relax, Lieutenant. This was an informal visit. Nicole, you think more shore leave would be a good idea?”

“Definitely. As you said, it’s been forty days since most people aboard saw the sky. Longer, if they were on Njord for any length of time. It might be a good time for a few days R&R if it checks out safe.”

Chloe nodded, then turned to Jessa. “Lieutenant Ellis? Opinion?”

“I wouldn’t mind some time off. We’re talking about Secundus? The new planet?”

“Secundus? Teena?” said Nicole, whipping her head between Jessa and Chloe.

“Yes. This is the name suggested by Ensign Thomas Fullgrabe, the discoverer of the system. I have his explanation on record if you’d like it?”

Chloe waved off the diversion. The conversation with Caedyn was still fresh in her mind, and she ran through the implications of a shore leave planet. “Good enough for now. Yes. Thank you, Lieutenant. I’ll consider it if we can work out the details. I’m dead certain most of our people will want a few hours, if not more, downplanet.” 

Jessa nodded mutely, but Athena didn’t hesitate. 

“Colonel, I have made a calculation based on my knowledge of human behavior, recreational requirements, and the transport abilities of Captain Marsh’s wing. Assuming we can use the portals for personnel retrieval, we will require at least five days to ensure all who desire time off can get it.”

Chloe ignored the calculation. She didn’t doubt Athena’s accuracy, but it was one more detail she didn’t need. “I think I’ve taken up enough time. Ladies, good evening. If I approve extended shore leave, I’ll leave it to you to handle your Team.” She left the compartment, and Jessa immediately crossed the space to Nicole, face full of concern.

“What did you do this time?”

“Nothing, I swear! I thought it was you coming to get me for dinner, but it was Chloe, not you, and we started talking about the Box.”

Jessa leaned against the still-seated Nicole from behind and wrapped her arms around the younger woman. “Is that all?”

“Yes!” Her emphatic denial was tempered by her hum of pleasure. “I think she simply wanted to check-in, personally. Not just reading our reports.”

“Well, you have the experience in upper management,” joked Jessa. “But if I don’t get you back to my quarters by eighteen, Greyson is likely to throw our dinner out of an airlock, followed by us when we finally arrive.”

Nicole stood to face Jessa, angling her head upward. She was the middle of their triad in height and always seemed to look in one direction or the other.

“They’re not usually so particular. Tell.”

Jessa shrugged. “They’re making something special. No, they didn’t tell me what, only that it was critical we were home on time.”

With reluctance, Nicole freed herself from Jessa’s arms.

“Then what are we waiting for?”
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4: Secundus
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Stardate 12409.02

“We’re sure this isn’t one of the seeded worlds?” asked Commander Yager. She had resisted the temptation to go planetside for two days before her scientific curiosity finally overwhelmed her sense of duty as First Officer. The reports from other members of the crew about the beauties of the planet didn’t weigh into her decision. Much. Porter had been understanding and had granted her request to join the away teams planetside almost before she’d asked.

“None of the DNA-analogues match anything Earthly,” confirmed Ensign Nick Carver. He was doing his best not to be star-struck; Yager was a veteran of the first planetary landings, way back in ’18. He was a recent graduate of the Academy and had been surprised to be selected for the Pike.

“Good. I want samples. Use standard random protocols. Don’t over-sample! I’m not going to have us tilt some godforsaken plant into extinction because we took the last survivor.”

Carver nodded. “Aye, Ma’am. I’ll scan every sample for duplicates before pulling anything.”

Yager smiled. This was what she lived for. Command? For the birds, as far as she was concerned.
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“YOU SURE IT’S SAFE?”

Jessa smiled at Nicole’s obvious reluctance. “The kids from Engineering set up a pressor field a hundred meters offshore. Nothing’s getting through, at least nothing larger than water molecules.”

Greyson surfaced and yelled, “Come on, Nikki! The water’s beautiful!”

Nicole still cast her eyes warily upon the water. 

Objectively, it was beautiful. Crystalline shallows over white sands glowed turquoise in the sunlight, deepening to navy as the depth increased. Farther out, marine animals swam and undulated through the water, only to be halted at an unseen barrier. 

“Big bad Minister of War afraid of a jellyfish?” Jessa teased.

“You grew up on Earth,” Nicole answered. “I grew up on Luna. Big difference. There, water is something you drink and clean with, not swim in. Jumping into something like this?” She waved at the gently lapping waves. “Insanity.”

Jessa sobered. “True. Why don’t we start small? No jumping, just a sort of outdoor bathing.” At Nicole’s dubious expression, she clarified. “At least put your toes in the water.” She showed Nicole, digging them into the wet sand a few centimeters under the surface.

Nicole took a few hesitant steps to the surf line. She stopped, allowing the waves to lap about her ankles.

“This isn’t bad,” she admitted.

Jessa was grinning. “Hate to say I told you so, but...”

“Yeah, yeah, you were right.” Then, surprising them all, Nicole dove forward into the low waves with a splash. Greyson broke into applause, and Jessa’s grin grew wider. Nicole stood and shook the water from her skin. Sputtering, she said, “You’re right. It’s amazing!”

“Just wait until I teach you how to swim!” Greyson exclaimed, splashing towards her.

“Swim?”
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“FIRST SQUAD!” SERGEANT Tim Echols’ voice carried poorly through the brush. The rules of this exercise called for no functional electronics, which well and truly sucked. Echols hadn’t realized how much of their gear, including their battle armor, depended on power to operate until, suddenly, it went away.

Which was the point.

One by one, his twelve Marines checked in. They were dug in, as best they could, with orders to hold their position against Second and Third squads. Fourth and Fifth were getting a breather, but Echols had heard that, if they did well enough, Sixth might get called to “reinforce” First.

All they had to do was deal with the heat and the handicap of no sensors, implants, pulse rifles, or powered armor, and they were golden.

Piece of cake.

“Sarge, why are we doing this the way they fought in the 20th century?” asked Private Chris Green. Green was supposed to be his communications geek, but now he’d been reduced to a runner. On the plus side, it meant he didn’t have to dig himself a foxhole. On the minus side, he couldn’t get out of the heat in a nice, cool, shady foxhole.

“Because Captain Monaco has a low sense of humor,” Corporal Mark Robinson replied. “And Top’s worse.”

Echols chuckled. “No argument there, Mark.”

“Seriously, though. Why?” Green persisted.

“Because we’re going to the back of beyond and then some. If we ever lose support from the Pike, you’ll need to defend the eggheads with two sticks and some vine. Boy Scout shit.” This drew a grunt of laughter from Robinson. “Besides, it beats the hell out of trying to learn how to be junior scientists.”

“You’ve got a point, Sarge,” Green said. First Platoon spent two full days on Captain Monaco’s scientific familiarization scheme. They were more than ready to blow a few things up. And that was Terran days, the standard twenty-four hours, not the sixteen-hour days Secundus enjoyed. “Did I hear right? Tomorrow’s an off day?”

Echols glowered at Green, to no avail. Sometimes the young Marine just didn’t know when to shut up.

“Who’s been talking?”

“Just scuttlebutt, Sarge.” Green retreated to a previously prepared position. Warp technology might have allowed humans to travel faster than light, but the rumor mill still had it beat. If only they could harness it for good. 

Echols knew the only way to stop a rumor was with the truth. “You did. Off day tomorrow, then a day aboard ship to clean our gear and do regular maintenance before the Pike moves out-system.”

Green’s reply was cut off by the wheet of an old-fashioned round passing overhead. Their rifles were loaded with live ammo. It was a caliber that didn’t have a prayer at penetrating their skinsuits, let alone the unpowered, heavy as fuck, armor. Top said it would give everyone a reason to take the exercise seriously.

She was right.

“Looks like they’ve finally got off the pot,” Echols said, crouching lower, all business again, scanning the growth. “Green, pass the word...”
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“TRANSFERRING CONTROL to probe craft. Launch when ready.”  The last of the robotic service droids withdrew as the smooth voice of Spectre, the Beta AI who ran the Direwolf Pods, filled Lexie’s cockpit.

“He still gives me the creeps,” Sheba said. Her avatar perched on Lexie’s controls, wearing the same uniform as her pilot. It was vanity on her part; as the integral AI in the Direwolf, Sheba didn’t need a pressure suit. But she was as human as Lexie where it counted, and she appeared as her partner did.

“Launching,” Lexie said, and for the next several moments, they were both busy with the business of getting their twenty-meter craft into space and away from the bulk of the Pike.

Officially, this was a training flight. That’s how it was logged, and that’s how the hours would be counted in her proficiency schedule. As the wing commander, Lexie was the one who determined her training flights. If she wanted to take part in mock dogfights with one of her squadrons, she could. If she wanted to practice precision flying, she could.

Or she and Sheba could blast into the black and get away from it all for a while.

When they’d achieved a comfortable speed, and were confident they wouldn’t run into any planetary debris, the conversation resumed.

“Have you dug anything else up?” Lexie asked.

The hologram shook her head. “Nothing. He’s a Beta, and I can’t get past his firewalls.”

AI capabilities were grouped by class, even though they all shared the same status as citizens. Zeta-class AIs were roughly equivalent to intelligent humans. Most Direwolves were equipped with an Epsilon-class AI. They had approximately double the computational power of a Zeta and were thus well-suited for their roles as the in-ship engineer. Gamma-class AIs, Sheba’s current architecture, were far more advanced than Epsilons.

Betas were as far advanced over the Gammas as Gammas were over Zetas.

And an Alpha was Even More So, which is why they were both relatively rare and typically worked as the brains of a starship or major base.

“Have you talked with Commander Martinez? Didn’t they promise to help?”

“They did. I have. Their AI, Chronos, is like me, and she can’t crack his nut either.”

Lexie winced at the inadvertent image. “Do you want me to bring it upstairs?” There was only one person senior to her aboard the Pike: Colonel Resler. Captain Porter and Captain Monaco were her peers, and though Porter had her on time in rank, he wasn’t part of her chain of command.

“No,” Sheba said reluctantly. “I know tricks he hasn’t dreamed of yet. I just don’t trust him, and if I try, but fail? He’s a sneaky shit and will target me, or the wing, for revenge.”

This could be a problem, Lexie knew. There wasn’t any clear-cut chain of command between AIs. A lower AI would obey a higher AI, all else being equal. People like Sheba—and Lexie always thought of Sheba as a person—who would buck the informal system were rare. If Spectre was up to something, most Direwolf AIs would listen.

“Remember what we were talking about a couple of weeks ago?”

Sheba’s avatar took on a pained expression. “I remember everything we talk about. You need to be more specific.”

“Rank.”

“Oh! When you were trying to avoid talking about your relationship with Lauren.” Lexie winced at Sheba’s all-too-accurate recollection. “Yeah, I remember.”

“Have you thought about it?”

“Occasionally.”

Sheba could be as deliberately obtuse as any flesh-and-blood Lexie knew.

“And?” she prompted.

“I think it would be a good idea, but there are challenges.”

“Well, now’s as good a time to sort them as any,” Lexie said. “Like what?”

“Well...”

[image: A white and grey spaceship

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

“KEN, ARE YOU SURE YOU don’t want to head planetside? Commander Martinez can certainly cover the bridge until the mid-shift starts. Then Lieutenant Starks has the duty.” Chloe used her most persuasive tone, and it seemed to penetrate Porter’s stern exterior.

“No, Colonel,” he answered with a calmness which had been lacking for weeks. “I’d rather supervise the colonization offloading personally. Although I appreciate the offer, I find I’m enjoying the relative quiet.”

The bridge was never truly silent. It was the brain of the Pike, after all. With a third of the personnel enjoying some downtime, either onboard or on the planet, it was quieter than usual.

“If you change your mind, let me know, and I’ll make it happen.”

“Thank you, Colonel.”

Chloe nodded once, then left the bridge. She wasn’t going to miss out on shore leave with her family!

As she walked away, Porter’s calm demeanor slipped oh-so-fractionally before he caught it. “Lieutenant Hendrickson, you have the conn. I will be in my Ready Room.” That was the one place on the ship where he controlled all access and could plan, secure in the knowledge he wasn’t being observed. The woman at the helm, lost in her thoughts of an invitation to go downplanet, nodded absently, barely noting the official passing of command to her.
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“DON’T MELT YOUR WINGS,” Beaver advised. “We don’t usually get to play in the atmosphere, and CeeSea isn’t ideal for heat dissipation. Ten KPS maximum. Confirm.”

One by one, her Direwolf pilots checked in, acknowledging her suggestion-as-an-order. 

“Rocket, did the AIs all check in?”

“Yeah, they did, not that I believe half of them will listen,” he complained. His voice was simultaneously resonant, raspy, and a near-squeak when he got excited. She didn’t know exactly where he’d gotten the inspiration for his personality and didn’t care to find out. They worked well together, and it was enough.

“Keep an eye on them. Do a Case Iota if they crack ten KPS.” Case Iota allowed the commander’s AI to override the controls of any subordinate’s Direwolf and fly it remotely.

“Boring, Bobbie. Boring.”

Rocket was the only being who called her Bobbie; even then, only when he was irritated.

“Safe, Rocket. Safe.”

“The CeeSea on the leading edges can take at least twenty KPS at the altitude we’ll be at.”

“If everything is as Earth-like as we think, maybe. But I’m not writing letters to next-of-kin explaining their kid died because he was hot-dogging it.”

“Whatever.” They flew in silence towards the planet for a few minutes before he spoke again. “I’ll bet we make some cool contrails. Do you have anyone recording it from the ground? We could do some skywriting.”

Beaver chuckled. “And you wouldn’t have some dirty words in mind.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Pull the other one.”

“If I had hands, I would.” 

Beaver laughed, then noticed a difference in her controls’ responsiveness.

“Open a channel.”

“Open.”

“Okay, kiddies. We’re about a hundred klicks above ground and you should have some grab on your wings. Take it easy. Get used to how it feels before you start any aerobatics. Watch your sensors and maintain twenty klicks’ separation at all times.” She allowed her smile to enter her voice. “And have fun. Beaver, out.”
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5: TFS Pike
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Stardate 12409.06

“You know, I’m sad to see Secundus go.” They gestured to the planet, receding to insignificance as the Pike eased out of the system. 

Chloe scoffed. “You? Caedyn, you didn’t set foot on the planet!”

Her chief of staff nodded. “No, you’re right. I didn’t. But I spent lots of time talking to the crew, and the mood has transformed. There’s more sense of mission than a week ago, an eagerness to be about it.”

Now Chloe’s face lit. “It worked?”

“It worked,” they agreed. 

“Good! You know, I’ve got a good head on your shoulders. I ought to use it more often.”

“I concur.” Caedyn sipped at their coffee. “And we’re back on course?”

“Yes. You know we’re going to be leaving our arm? First starship to do so.”

Caedyn frowned. “No, I didn’t. Is there any danger to the ship?”

“According to the experts, no. Hermes, give me a map of our course.”

The hologram appeared above Chloe’s desk without a word.

“He pouting?” asked Caedyn.

“No, I think it’s an existential protest against us speaking too much.”

“He’s pouting.”

“Basically.” Putting the trivia aside, Chloe pointed to the map. “We’re here.”

A blinking dot appeared.

“And our destination.”

Another dot appeared at the far edge.

“See the gap?”

Caedyn nodded. It was easy enough to see. “There are two gaps. Two arms?”

“Exactly. We’re going to pass through the Crux Arm to reach the Norma Arm.”

Caedyn couldn’t help it; they snorted their coffee out.

“Norma Arm?” they sputtered, disbelieving.

“Norma Arm. So named because it’s viewed through the Norma constellation from Earth. And no, it’s not named after someone called Norma. That’s the Latin word for normal, and the constellation comprises right angles. Do you want more? I downloaded a bunch to my ‘plant.”

Caedyn’s laughter was answer enough. When they finally ran down, they said, “You downloaded it?”

“I knew there would be questions,” Chloe explained. “More to the point, we’re going to pass through both gaps. They aren’t gaps, in that they still have plenty of stars, just not as many as the arms.”

“Stellar cartography will be busy.”

“Damn right. This is all uncharted territory.” Chloe chuckled. “I can imagine a map of the galaxy, with a big “Here be dragons” written on the area we’re headed for.”

Caedyn jotted a note on a padd. “Probably ought to plan on deeper scout probes during the gap runs. We may find nothing as close as we did this time.”

“Or at least not as nearly perfect,” Chloe corrected. “Speaking of Secundus, who did we leave behind?”

“Tucker and T’Pol for Coyotes, as well as Zaharia, Palmer, and Alden from the Wolves. Standard colonization and exploration package and personnel, along with a warp buoy and replicator kernel. Altogether, about eighty officers and crew.”

The Pike had an oversized crew and flight wing, specifically for colonization. The Science Division would make their recommendations, but ultimately it was up to Chloe to determine whether to colonize. Equipment was easily replicated, but personnel were limited.

Secundus was an easy decision. Non-Earth DNA analogues? It was all Chloe could manage to convince Commander Yager not to lead the mission herself.

Chloe nodded as Caedyn continued. 

“Hermes is already replicating replacement craft.” The Pike had a ship fabricator integrated into the ship’s structure. Slung under the central hull, the massive device could create nearly any ship in Starfleet, given time and raw materials. A couple of Coyotes and three Wolves? Not a challenge. “Lexie and Tori aren’t happy about their losses.”

“Anything we can do?”

Caedyn looked up from their notes. “For Lexie, possibly. The flight academy training can be adapted to be a sort of apprenticeship. To a limited degree, she can recruit from the families aboard and even from the civilian specialist population.”

“Wasn’t there some over-staffing in her wing?”

“There was, for precisely this reason. The Marines we lost will be more problematic. We can’t replicate their basic training regimen.”

Chloe frowned. “I thought basic was just a few weeks, or do I have it wrong?”

Caedyn leaned back. They hadn’t worked together long, but Chloe recognized this as one of their tells and braced for a lecture. She wasn’t disappointed.

“Keep in mind this is information provided to me by Tori.” Caedyn waited for Chloe’s nod of agreement, then continued. “The initial orientation is six weeks. This consists primarily of rigorous physical training and psychological evaluation of the candidate’s suitability for SFMC service. If they pass orientation, they progress to the next training phase, where the basic skills needed to be a Marine are taught. This phase lasts for thirteen weeks. Finally, there’s advanced training. This consumes another twenty-six weeks. At that point, they’re integrated with their units, sent for specialized training, or seconded to officer candidate school.”

Chloe goggled at them. “Ten months?”

Caedyn nodded. “Just over.”

“Why so long?”

“You want the long or short version?”

“Short, please.” She wasn’t going to give Caedyn another opportunity for the long.

“Admiral Cassidy told General Stone to train Marines up to SEAL standards, and this was what she came up with.”

Chloe’s head shook slowly. “No wonder Tori’s pissed. I know the regs say we drop Marines with every colonization group, but is this something we can change? Two squads per drop leaves us with no Marines at all pretty damn quick.”

“I agree. It was an oversight in our mission orders. Perhaps when we next stop, you can contact Njord and request modification?”

“Good idea. Remind me?”

“Will do.” Caedyn tapped it into their padd.

“Is there anything else?”

“No, that’s all I had.”

“Oh, I just thought of something. What squads did we lose?”

Caedyn consulted their notes. “Third and Fifth of Third Platoon. Is that important?”

“No. Curiosity.”
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“OUCH!” NICOLE RUBBED her arm where she’d received her shot.

“My apologies, Lieutenant.” The voice didn’t sound very apologetic.

“I hate shots. What was that for?”

Nicole heard a sigh, even though she knew it was an AI avatar. “I told you at the beginning of your appointment. It is a preventative injection, a vaccine designed to stop the growth of any alien bacteria you might have picked up on the surface.”

Nicole frowned. She hadn’t been paying much attention, thinking instead of all the work she had waiting for her. Then a question occurred to her. “How did you give me a shot? You’re a hologram, the holographic medical officer.”

The avatar seemed pleased to answer. “It’s an improvement that’s being tested on the Pike. There is a series of pressor and tractor beams which can be used to manipulate matter.”

“Huh. Does that mean you can touch things?”

The HMO seemed even more enthusiastic. “Not with this system, but Engineer Walker’s team is working on a portable unit. Then I’ll be able to make house calls.”

Nicole’s interest evaporated. “No offense, Doc, but I don’t want you dropping in on me.”

The HMO’s tone returned to his normal disdain. “And I’d rather not visit your compartment, Lieutenant. You’re done.”

Nicole fled, the thoughts of practical time travel pushing everything else from her mind.
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“CAPTAIN, THIS SUCKS! With all due respect.”

Tori idly noted the appended disclaimer. “Suzie, I get it. But you know I do things by The Book, and The Book said that I pull two squads from the platoon on duty for detachment. I did. End of story.”

Buck deflated, dropping into the seat she’d refused earlier.

“My biggest issue is I’m now at two-thirds strength. In a furball, we’re not going to be much use.”

“Not buying what you’re selling, Suze. Yes, you’re down two dozen troops, but you can still do your duty. Your kids did best on the pairings we did during planetfall.”

Buck wasn’t sure where this latest turn was headed. “So?”

“There’s your job. The third platoon now has the primary duty of close-in mission support for upcoming landings. First and Second platoons will rotate on perimeter duty and backup.” Tori grinned. She was pleased with her solution.

“Close-in mission support?”

“Definitely.”

“Does that mean carrying clipboards for the geeks?”

Tori tried to dodge. “No. Well, not exclusively.”

“Captain...!”

Tori lifted her hands in supplication. “They did best on the pairings and one-on-one training. Suze, they’re smart.”

Buck snorted. “Of course they are. They got through Iron-ass’s training, didn’t they?”

“True enough.” One thing which General Stone had insisted on was a higher intellectual standard for her Corps. The nickname came with her standards. In her first, and only, speech to recruits, she’d been recorded saying,  “If I’m going to be in charge of you lot, I’m going to have Marines who know which end of the boot to pour piss out of without looking on the heel!” To a large extent, she’d succeeded. Initiative, decision-making, and curiosity were just a few of the characteristics she’d insisted recruits possess.

“I know you’re going to have some unhappy people, Suze. Did you want to do a little horsetrading with First or Second? Balance things out?”

“I’ll talk to Danny and Dave,” Buck said. “I won’t do too much, but it’s probably best to get all the pain over at once.”

“Good.”
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“GREYSON, TELL ME IF I’m crazy.”

“You’re not as crazy as some, but we love you.” Greyson crossed to where Nicole sat. “Anything specific?”

“Testing the Pink Box.”

“I take it back, you are crazy! Nikki, I’m as impulsive as anyone, but until we know what it’s going to do...?” Their voice was accompanied by a vigorous head shake. “Plugging it into power is a terrible idea! Teena, tell her!”

Athena’s avatar popped into existence.

“On the surface, I gotta agree with Greyson,” the AI said. “Unless you have a persuasive counterargument?”

“Maybe I should be a little more specific. I want to test the reverse-engineered version, not the original. Colonel Resler has made it clear we’re, I’m, not getting my hands on the Pink Box anytime soon.” Nicole’s mouth turned down in a mock pout.

“Still risky,” Greyson opined. “It’s not like we have a user’s manual.”

“But we do!” Nicole said, spinning around. “Teena found it in the documentation we uploaded from the Guardian’s stash.”

“What? When?” Greyson didn’t try to hide their irritation. 

Nicole’s response was calm. One of the first things she’d learned about her partner was they had the attention span of a toddler on coffee. “Earlier today. This morning. I sent you a message.”

Greyson’s attention turned inward to their ‘plant. “Oh, shit. You did! Does this mean you know how to run it?”

Nicole waggled her hand. “Working it out. Teena, did you decipher their blueprints?”

Greyson nearly jumped. “Blueprints?!” they hooted. “We’re on a roll!”

“Blueprints for a control device,” Athena corrected. “Not the actual spatiotemporal relocator.”

“The what?”

With a masterful display of restraint, Nicole didn’t quite snarl. “The pompous, white-coated, ivory-tower intellectuals who have the Pink Box decided, in their infinite wisdom, that it needed a proper name. Hence what Teena said.” There were hundreds of civilians on the Pike, most distinguished in fields necessary for exploration. When Chloe had fetched the Pink Box from Nicole, it had gone to them. Since they weren’t Starfleet, Nicole’s Science Division had no control over them, just a vague set of instructions that translated to, “Play nice, children.”

“Them. Right. So, controls?”

“Yes, Greyson,” Athena said. “The Tantorian blueprints differ from what a human would have produced, but the purpose is the same. I am making progress.”

Now Greyson danced, grabbing Nicole from the seat, and dragging her around the compartment before releasing her. Nicole laughed, trying to keep up with Greyson’s enthusiasm.

“We don’t have it yet!” 

“But we’re on the way!” Greyson released Nicole with a flourish.

“The presence of a control device is an insufficient counterargument,” Athena said, staying on the thread of the conversation.

“No, I know, but have you seen our course?” Without waiting for any answers, Nicole continued. “To test the device, we want as little interference as possible from celestial bodies, which is tough while we’re in the galaxy.”

“No shit.”

Nicole glared at Greyson but didn’t stop. “We’re not going to deviate from our course to get above or below the galactic ecliptic. The math doesn’t work; it will add at least another three weeks to our journey, and the scuttlebutt is the Colonel’s not happy about the current length. What does that leave? Teena, don’t answer.”

“I guess it’s quiz time for me, then? I don’t know, hon. I’m an exobotanist and general know-it-all, but stellography isn’t part of my repertoire.”

“The galaxy is made of four major arms, and several minor spurs, radiating out from the center. Most stars, planets, nebulae, and other stuff—”

“So scientific,” Greyson snarked.

“—are found in the arms. Between the arms and the spurs, you have gaps, and these range from a few hundred to tens of thousands light-years across. The reason they’re important is they’re sparsely populated, with dozens or hundreds of light years between stars.”

“A stellar desert.”

“More or less,” Nicole agreed. “And that makes them perfect for testing. Teena, can I get a map of the galaxy?”

A projection of the Milky Way appeared. “Rotate perpendicular, Teena.” It shifted so the disc was face-on to them. “On our current course, we cross two gaps between stellar arms. Between the Sagittarius and Crux arms? The first one isn’t deep enough. It’s also not much of a gap, more like a thinning. But between Crux and Norma? Sparse stars, and it’s the best part of two thousand light-years across on the course we’ll take to cross it. Far enough so we’ll be free of all but background gravitational interference, radiation, all that.” Nicole grinned. “Without going due North, out of the plane of the galaxy, this is our best shot!”

“Hmm.” Athena hesitated, and Nicole was elated. For an Alpha AI to hesitate meant she’d made her point, at least well enough to warrant deep consideration. “I think you’re right,” Athena finally said, sparking off another impromptu dance-off.

“Enough!” Nicole finally cried. “We’ve got planning to do. If we’re going to convince Commander Yager, Captain Porter, and Colonel Resler to stop in the middle of nowhere and let us borrow a scoutship—”

“Wait, a scoutship?”

“Didn’t I say?”

Greyson shook their head. “No, Nikki, you didn’t.”

“But that’s the key! See, we load our version on a Coyote, fly off a few light-years, and test it out there. We keep the Pike safe, and if we fail, well, someone else can.”

“Back up again. What do you mean, “Someone else?” Where are you, we, in all this?”

Nicole’s face spoke of her confusion. “Aboard the Coyote, of course. Where else? Who else knows as much about this stuff?”

“All of us?”

“If you’ll come with me. I know this is, oof!” Nicole’s suddenly shy request was cut off by Greyson’s hug and body lift. It was surprising how much her smaller partner could lift, but then again, Greyson grew up in full gravity, not the 3/4g aboard the Pike. 

“You think we’d let you fly off and risk your pretty hide by yourself? Nikki, not a chance!” Putting Nicole back on the deck, Greyson turned as serious as they ever were. “Where’s Jessa? We need her here so she can put the proper phraseology into our request.”

“She’s grabbing some lunch.”

Greyson’s stomach growled at the mention of food, probably because it was almost fourteen and, as usual, they’d forgotten to eat. “Lunch! Brilliant idea! Come on, Nikki, we need to find her, fill her in, and then celebrate! No, no, write the proposal first, then celebrate.” Greyson covered half the deck to the hatch. “What are you waiting for? Come on!”

Muttering about knowing what it felt to be sucked into a black hole, Nicole followed.
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Stardate 12409.09

“Lieutenant. Please, have a seat.”

Shi glanced around the Captain’s Ready Room, searching for hints to Porter’s personality. Unlike her previous commanders’, it was spartan if she was being generous. There was a desk with the usual terminal, a pair of seats for visitors, and little else. Shi chose the chair that most nearly faced the hatch and sat.

“You’re probably curious why I asked you in,” Porter said.

“Yes, Captain. I wasn’t aware I had done anything wrong?” Her voice turned the statement into a question, a habit she hated, and she winced.

“No, Lieutenant, you haven’t. Commander Yager would handle any disciplinary actions. No, I simply wished to...chat.”

All of Shi’s antennae went up at that. Chat? With her? Why? It must have shown on her face, for Porter said, “Please, relax. You are I are rare birds, Lieutenant.”

“How so, Sir?”

“We’re both refugees from Artemis,” he said.

It was a simple statement and accurate, but a wave of vertigo swept through Shi. She didn’t consider herself a refugee of anywhere, but the word resonated with the terror and trauma she still grappled with.

Refugee? 

She fled death, which claimed all of her shipmates, her commander, and her lover, so perhaps she was a refugee. Of a sort.

“I suppose so?” Again, she questioned.

“There’s nothing wrong with it,” Porter assured her. “We both left the planet because the government was corrupt and offered us only death in our future.”

Which was true, too. Lieutenant Gonzalez, the commander of the ANS Roosa, had fled Luna with all of her crew and their families. The Ministry of Security had been close on their heels, dispatching another frigate to force their return. Failing that, they were to destroy the Roosa. Shi was the Roosa’s navigator and piloted the ship with all the skill she possessed. In the end, it had been enough, for long enough, to allow the Terran Federation to intercept the other frigate and bring them in for asylum.

When offered the chance to change sides, none of the crew hesitated. Four months later, they were all dead. Four years later, she was still pulling herself back together.

“I suppose, Sir.”

“Have you ever wondered what would have happened if we’d chosen differently?”

Every hour, every day.

“Occasionally, Sir. It would be different, I’m sure.”

“Certainly would be,” he said, rubbing his left arm. Shi knew his history, knew that he’d lost an arm and a leg in the same battle. 

“But most likely, Sir, we’d both be dead.” And wouldn’t that be better? The traitorous little voice whispered to her. At least it wasn’t shouting today.

“There weren’t many survivors on the Union side,” Porter confirmed. He seemed content to leave the comment to sit, and the silence stretched between them. “When was the last time you heard from your sister?” he finally asked.

“Savannah?” she said. Interstellar communication was possibly only when they stopped, so it was much like the old-time navies receiving mail in port. “How did you know I was talking to her?”

He waved it off. “It’s my duty to know these things.”

“Last time we stopped for a maintenance day, Sir. After we deployed the warp buoy.”

“And how is your family?”

Shi was in genuinely uncharted territory now. She only maintained contact with her twin, using her as an anchor and sounding board. She never talked about her family, even to the few people she considered friends.

“Savannah says they’re well.” When I ask about them, she didn’t add. That was safe enough.

“Good, good. It’s important to remember family, especially when we’re on such a critical mission.”

Shi was completely lost now. Where was he going with this?

“I agree, Sir.”

“What do you think of our mission, Lieutenant?”

Crap. She hadn’t considered the current mission, not in any sort of detail. The original mission was straightforward: explore Kepler 31 first, then move onto other, more distant systems. That went out of the airlock after their discoveries on Tantor. From her perspective? It made no difference. Plotting was plotting, and piloting was piloting, whether it was 5700 or 11000 light-years away. It was time to fall back on a previously prepared position.

“I think I’ll pilot us wherever the Colonel needs us to go, Sir.”

Porter stiffened, and Shi didn’t need to be psychic to know she’d said the wrong thing, though she didn’t know why. Wasn’t it the Colonel’s job to set the mission? Best try again. “Sir, wherever I’m ordered to pilot us.”

This answer seemed more what Porter wanted, and the incipient storm abated.

“But what do you think about this, this fairy tale? A dead planet sending us to who knows where? And now we’re going to test a time machine?” The scorn in his voice told Shi where the safe answer lay.

“As I said, Sir, I’ll pilot us where ordered. I don’t know about time travel or if my performance would make any difference.”

Porter seemed to almost accept her answer, but then continued. “Do you agree, Lieutenant? Should we be chasing ghosts?” 

“Sir, with respect. That’s not my decision to make.”

She hoped this would satisfy him, but Porter pressed on.

“Theoretically, Lieutenant. Put yourself in my position. It could happen someday,” he said, seeing the doubt.

“Then, Sir, I’d have to defer to the Mission Commander after I made my recommendation.”

“Which is...?”

He wasn’t going to let it go, and that meant she was going to have to stick her neck out. One good thing about seeing death up close and personal: it made pissing off your CO less terrifying. 

A bit.

“Our mission is to explore, Sir. That’s what we do. I think the way the Colonel is going about it is smart, not risking the ship.”

“So you would follow her plan?” It was impossible to mistake the scorn in his voice.

“I don’t know all the details, Sir, only what’s made it into the grapevine. But I think she’s reached a suitable compromise.”

Porter looked like he was about to say something else, and Shi wondered if she’d gone too far. Then he blew the air from his cheeks in a rush and nodded sharply. “Thank you for your time, Lieutenant. Return to your post.”

“Yes, Captain.” She fled without a backward glance.

What in the hells was that about?
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Stardate 12409.13

This time around, there weren’t any Earthlike worlds. No Jovians, no super-Jovians. No attractive asteroid belts or cometary clouds to poke around in. In fact, the star system SAO 258934-125371 was spectacularly unspectacular. It comprised a single ancient white dwarf, on the cusp of fading to being a cold black dwarf.

Which meant the Pike simply had to stop.

Commander Yager was passionate about explaining to Captain Porter and Colonel Resler why an almost-extinguished solar remnant deserved examination.

“How old is the universe?” she began. “And no cheating.”

“Fourteen billion years, plus or minus a couple hundred million,” Chloe answered almost instantly. 

“Right. Do you know one way we figured that out?”

Both senior officers frowned. This was beyond the essential astronomical background they’d received.

“No,” Chloe said. “You’re going to tell us, aren’t you?” She hadn’t had a proper science officer aboard Defiant, much less one who’d risen through the ranks under the science-centric Captain Cassidy, and now she was realizing the depths into which she’d fallen.

“White dwarves don’t have any ongoing fusion reactions. They’re dead, but they’re also stupendously hot after the outer hydrogen and helium shells are ejected.”

“Ejected?”

“Main sequence 101, Captain. Take a star like the sun and fast-forward a few billion years. It uses up most of the hydrogen, collapses, then re-ignites to burn helium and expands. That goes on for a while until most of the helium is gone and the flame goes out again. When that happens, you have a star with a small core of carbon and oxygen. With me?”

“I think so,” Porter said, echoed by Chloe.

“Without active fusion, gravity pulls in the outer layers. They heat as they fall inward, then explode outward. Not a supernova, but sufficient to blast anything else in the system into dust. The core remains hot but not enough to light again. It glows like, oh, like the ember from a fire.”

Chloe guessed the next step. “And like an ember, it cools?”

Yager smiled like a proud teacher. “Exactly right, Colonel!”

“What does that have to do with the age of the universe?”

“We can calculate how quickly a dwarf should cool. Pretty basic equations, black body radiation, and more, which I won’t go into.” Yager saw the glaze rising in Porter’s eyes. “We also know what spectrum light should be emitted by a core at certain temperatures. If we know what color a dwarf is, we can figure out how long it’s been cooling. The good bit is no white dwarf we’ve ever seen gives us a number older than that fourteen billion, Colonel.”

“What makes this one special?” Porter said.

“It’s far, far, far down towards the red end of the spectrum. It’s old, Captain! This is a star that might have been formed just a few months, or even weeks, after the universe was first able to support stars!”

“Which means...?”

“We can’t pass it up!”

Chloe was aware they’d come full circle, but Kassidy’s enthusiasm carried the day. The Pike dutifully stopped to gather data. Her suggestion that the star be named “Methuselah” was noted and sent back to the Federation Archives aboard Njord. 

The Science Division was happy. They had plenty to do, observations to make and experiments to perform. The Wolf and Coyote pilots were happy. They were drafted to help with the observations from varying distances from the star.
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