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In January 2016, there was a hashtag going around Twitter: #FirstLineToMyNovel. Being a smartass, I wrote 18 of them. A few weeks later, I created a tumblr with a post for each of those lines, and added a plausible title, without knowing where the story might go.

Over the next couple months, I tried to flesh out each one into a short story, using my usual “first draft is good enough” writing technique.

One of those lines was similar enough to a story I’d already written, so I just went ahead and posted it.

With the rest, I began adding to them a bit at a time, as time and inspiration allowed.

Just to make things interesting, I set up some rules for me to follow:


	Use the line from the tweet, verbatim, as the first line of the story.

	Write start-to-finish. No rewrites or major edits. Clean up grammar and spelling only.

	Write the stories on Tumblr itself. No writing offline.



For the record, I broke each of those rules at least once, but tried to stick to them anyway.
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Karen once again found herself wondering how she’d ended up captain of a ship crewed by 500 nerds and one insane A.I. She unstrapped herself from her bunk and drifted over to the console.

“Genie: The usual,” she commanded. A few seconds later, the console dispensed a flask of black coffee and something that could arguably be called a blueberry muffin.

This was a big step up from the state of Genie’s voice interface when they’d first started using it. The A.I. was, at best, experimental. At worst, it was dangerously unpredictable. The phrase, “the usual” was a shortcut she’d trained it to understand in order to avoid having to specify every single detail of the order. 500ml of water heated to 98C, mixed with 20ml beverage concentrate #237, and so on.

With Genie, much like its legendary namesakes, you had to be careful what you asked for. The crew learned this the hard way early on, when Kazniki glibly commanded, “Genie: make me a sandwich.” They held a funeral and burial-at-space for him ...after extracting his remains from between two large slices of bread.

Karen finished her blueberry muffin-ish thing, washed it down with the remaining coffee, drifted over to the door to her room, braced herself, slid it open and...

“Captain Durning! Ma’am!” Cartwright snapped a salute, beaming. Just like she did every morning. Or afternoon. Or, really, every fucking time Karen happened to run into Cartwright. Which was a lot. The kid was underfoot all the time. Well, as much as you could be underfoot in microgravity.

“Morning, Cartwright,” Karen said. “What’s the latest?”

“The Athena is going to try out their jump drive today!” Cartwright said excitedly. “This will change everything!”

Oh god. The Athena, Minerva’s sister ship, was similarly crewed by a bunch of nerds, and for the same reason. Pete Hanson, their de facto captain, was quite a bit more ambitious ...and reckless. Decent guy and all, but a bit too eager to latch onto the “next big thing”. When one of his crew suggested that Genie (their instantiation of the Genie A.I.) be used to design a faster-than-light propulsion system, Hanson jumped on it. They’d spent the past month carefully outlining the parameters under which the jump drive should work and feeding them into the A.I. Given Genie’s uncanny tendency to provide unexpected results, this seemed like a BAD IDEA.

“They’re going to get themselves killed,” Karen half-mumbled.

“Oh, no. They’ll be fine.” said Cartwright. “At least I hope so. I have a good feeling about this. They’re about to try a short jump. Shall we go watch, ma’am?”

Cartwright launched herself toward the window nearest Athena. Karen followed, a bit less gracefully. The kid really seemed at home in microgravity. Kid? The records said Cartwright was 23 years old, but she looked like a kid. Well, a six foot tall, gangly tech-genius kid. Cartwright had a very child-like face, wide-eyed with delicate features. Very pretty, in a weirdly exotic way. And she meticulously maintained a purple dye job, including eyebrows and lashes. Karen couldn’t remember ever seeing any roots showing. And those eyes – so light brown they were almost golden. Had to be tinted lenses.

Karen was pulled out of her musings by an audio transmission from Athena. She pressed her face to the window to get a good look at the ship, barely more than a speck at this distance.

“Ten, nine, eight...”

This is going to go horribly wrong.

“Five, four, three, two, one.”

The speck was suddenly slightly to the right of where it had been. Cheering could be heard over the audio link, and from her own crew.

“Holy fuck,” she whispered. “They did it.”

She glanced over at Cartwright who, oddly, appeared to be fiddling with her phone rather than joining in the festivities. She shrugged. Probably texting a boyfriend or something. There were certainly plenty of eligible young men on board.

In fact, nearly everyone on board was gorgeous, or at least extremely photogenic. Both men and women. The same was true of the Athena. It was as if someone had hand-picked the most attractive nerds on the planet to work on the space ships. And that was almost certainly what had happened.

See, the Athena and Minerva were supposed to be lifeboats. Earth was doomed, they said. Comet collision imminent, they said. We need to build life boats to save the best of humanity from almost certain doom. Of course, the rich and powerful naturally assumed that the best of humanity was... well... the rich and powerful. So they made sure they had tickets for the voyage.

The problem was that most of those particular “best of humanity” folks couldn’t figure out how to swing a hammer without being shown which end to aim at the nail. And the Athena and Minerva were considerably more complicated than the average hammer. So, they needed nerds. They chose a thousand – five hundred for each ship – to get the systems in order before launch. The ships had been built in orbit but still needed to be wired up – communications, food prep, sanitation bots, all the little techie things that make life comfortable. Nearly everyone chosen jumped at the chance because, a) it was a chance to work in space and b) you had about a 25% chance of actually going on the voyage.

The rich bastards who’d chosen themselves as the, erm, chosen ones, had estimated they’d need about 120 techs to stay on board to maintain the systems. The lucky few would be chosen by lottery.

So why did the pool of candidates consist almost exclusively of very attractive people? No one ever came out and said it, but Karen’s guess was that they would be expected to double as “eye candy” for the ships’ primary occupants. Knowing that, she signed up anyway. It was creepy as fuck but still better than being hit in the face by a comet ...probably.

But then two very unexpected events happened. Actually, one unexpected event happened and one expected one didn’t.

First, the ships launched six months early. Accidentally. Despite several fail-safe systems being in place, both ships launched accidentally, simultaneously, six months early. Just after the last of the supplies were loaded, but before the first residents boarded. Very precise and criminally suspicious timing, Karen thought. And by the time anyone could figure out how to stop the launch, it was too late to turn around and go back. There were frantic messages from Earth but, really, what could they do? What could anyone do? So the ships launched with only five hundred on each, far less than the thousands it was equipped to accommodate. A total of a thousand nerds were the last hope for humanity. God help us.

The other thing that happened – or, more to the point, failed to happen – was the comet. No comet. No impact. Nothing. Well, not nothing. Shortly after the date the comet would have hit, there were reports of a global pandemic. By this time Minerva and Athena had been on their way for half a year. Signals were weak and, frankly, no one was really motivated to keep the ships up to date on world events. It wasn’t long before the signals stopped altogether.

The assumption by those on board was that a disease had wiped out the rest of the human race. A disease that just happened to break out about the time of the supposed comet event. Almost as if, say, a bunch of rich powerful assholes had conspired to build space ships, hop on board, kill off the riff-raff, then come back in twenty years or so when the air was safe to breathe again.

So, then, why didn’t they stop the outbreak when they realized they didn’t have an escape plan? Was it too late? Were events already in motion? What sort of disease could be set up as a time bomb and couldn’t be defused? That bit bugged Karen more than anything. She could believe the genocidal conspiracy, but who the fuck doesn’t build in a back-out plan?

All of that was two years ago. Two years since the last indication of live humans on Earth had reached the ships.

Karen realized she’d been staring off into space – literally – for several minutes now. No one seemed to have noticed. They were all too busy celebrating Athena’s successful jump. Right. The jump. She glided back to her ready room, shut the door, and opened a private video link to Captain Hanson.

“Well, Pete, you managed not to blow yourself up again,” she grinned at him.

“Hey, it worked. I told you it would. I believe you owe me a dollar,” he said.

“You’ll have to come over here to get it.”

“I just might do that, now that my ship can go anywhere she likes.” He was really rubbing it in. “But first, I want to take her out for a spin, see what she can do.”

“Go slowly, please,” she cautioned.

“Yeah, yeah. Just a quick hop to the nearest star and back,” he said, trying to sound as casually disinterested as possible.

“You’re going to get yourself killed, you know that?”

“Naw, we’ll be fine. But, hey, I’m sending a data packet over. The specs for the jump drive. Figured you should have a copy, just in case.” So, he was at least a little worried. Still stupidly incautious, though.

“Thanks. But, look, do me a favor. Whatever you’re going to do, wherever you’re going, just go there and immediately come back. No poking around. Not for this trip anyway. Just there and back. And signal us as soon as you return. Safety first, OK?”

Pete sighed. “Yeah, sure. Makes sense. That way, you can verify it works. Also, you can time us and see how goddamn fast this thing is,” he grinned.

She laughed. “OK. Just... have a safe trip.”

“Aye aye Captain!” He mock-saluted her and signed off.

Karen exited her ready room again. The bridge had filled up quite a bit, presumably as news of the successful test had spread. And the bridge definitely had the best view of Athena. The forward half of the sphere that made up the bridge was made up almost entirely of windows.

Also, most of the living space on the ship was in the Donut, the huge, rotating torus aft of the bridge. The rotation made for nice, comfortable living but also made it nearly impossible to keep your eyes on anything outside the ship.

Karen rarely left the bridge, preferring microgravity to the half-gee artificial gravity of the Donut. The rotation played hell on her inner ears, making her stumble at best and, at worst, puke her guts out. She visited there only enough to exercise her muscles and keep them from atrophying. Also, the bridge was usually pretty quiet.

Right now, though, it was packed. Crowded enough that people were drifting into each other. And with bodies oriented every which way, some of the collisions were awkward and embarrassing. She heard quite a few of yelps and mortified apologies among the chatter.

She also heard a steady countdown from Athena’s audio link. As the count reached ten, Hanson’s voice cut in with, “Watch this space. We’ll be right back.”

Three, two, one. The ship winked out of existence.

Everyone cheered.

Everyone waited.

And waited.

The bridge was nearly silent. If Pete was trying to make things dramatic, he was overdoing it.

OK, something was definitely wrong. She scanned the crowd and easily picked out her purple-haired wunderkind. “Cartwright! In my ready room, please.”

The girl launched herself from her position across the bridge and easily navigated the maze of drifting bodies, half-flying, half-dancing her way through. Kid must’ve studied ballet at some point.

“Captain!” Cartwright drifted to a stop beside Karen, saluted, and waited to be invited in.

Once they were both inside, Karen looked Cartwright in the eyes and said, “OK, look, something’s gone horribly wrong and we need to find out what and find out quickly. So, let’s drop the formalities. Hell, I’m only captain because no one else wanted the job.”

Cartwright opened her mouth to object but Karen shushed her.

“It’s not important right now. From this point forward, I’m Karen, you’re Ana. No salutes, no ‘permission to speak freely ma’am’, none of that. We’re equals and we’re working on a problem. Protocol will just get in the way. Got it?”

Ana nodded, wide-eyed. Even wider eyed than usual, which was saying something.

Karen pulled up the specs for the jump drive. “Athena sent me this just before they left. We’ve got to pick though it and find out what’s broken. Because something is definitely broken.”

“Yes ma...” Ana started, then saw Karen’s look. “Yes.”

They started picking through the maze of diagrams, equations and graphs. It looked like... Frankly, it looked like Albert Einstein, Vera Rubin and Grace Hopper had dropped acid and then tried to build a device for summoning demons.

“Holy shit...” said Karen, shaking her head.

“It’s... very complicated,” noted Ana. “It was designed by Genie, though, so I suppose it shouldn’t be that surprising that it’s a bit... eccentric.”

“It’s totally bat-shit. This here – that’s an avocado, isn’t it?” Karen pointed to a green object at the center of the navigation sub-unit. “What’s an avocado... Do we even have avocados on board?”

“Oh yes! The arborium produces a few now and then. They’re wonderful.”

“Not really the point,” Karen said, leaning back and rubbing her eyes. “We’re never going to figure this out. How did the Athena manage this?”

Ana shrugged. “I think they just followed the build instructions.”

“So, no one knows how it works. Fucking brilliant.”

“There might be another approach we could take,” suggested Ana. “Do we have the original requirements document fed into Genie?”

Karen stared at the girl. Smart kid. She really stood out from her peers, and not just because of the purple hair and general gangliness. “Right. They’re in here somewhere...” She called up the index screen.

Wait... She really stood out. Something about that nagged at Karen. She shook her head. That’d have to wait.

The requirements doc started off fairly simple: get from here to there in the minimum amount of time. Taking into account Genie’s tendency to come up with non-intuitive solutions, though, they’d added some very specific requirements on a lot of obvious things. No change in mass, size or topology, for example. No point in having an FTL drive that turns you inside out.

It looked like the materials requirements went through a few revisions. First “must use available materials”, then “available expendable materials”, then “available expendable non-human materials”. Karen shuddered at that last bit.

“This is interesting,” said Ana, pointing to the basic requirements section. “They’ve specified maximum elapsed time for two different frames of reference: ship time and time as experienced by an outside observer. Maximum one second on each.”

“Seems reasonable,” Karen said. “No point in the voyage taking an instant in ship’s time if two hundred years had passed outside the ship.”

Ana sighed the sigh of a nerd who’s seen something they think is obvious and is now burdened with explaining it. “Sure. But on every other parameter – temperature, pressure, EM radiation all along the spectrum – they specified upper and lower bounds. On elapsed time, they missed, or skipped, the lower limit.”

“So? The minimum is going to be...” began Karen. “Oh shit.”

She turned to her console. “Genie,” she commanded, “analyze the design in file archive JumpDrive3A.”

DONE displayed the console screen. Genie could speak and even interact using an animated avatar but some jackass had reprogrammed the interface to look like a blonde in a harem outfit who referred to everyone as “master”. So Karen stuck to text feedback. I really need to find out who did that and figure out a suitable punishment.

“OK, what would be the elapsed time of the Athena for a jump? List both subjective and objective times.”

SUBJECTIVE: 0.37s  ±0.005s

EXTERNAL: -58d/c  ±2%

“OK, so, less than half a second, ship’s time. Genie: Explain the result for the ‘External’ figure.”

THE EXTERNAL ELAPSED TIME IS DEPENDENT ON THE DISTANCE TRAVELED. IT IS APPROXIMATELY THE DISTANCE TRAVELED, DIVIDED BY THE SPEED OF LIGHT, MULTIPLIED BY A FACTOR OF NEGATIVE FIFTY-EIGHT.

Karen could swear she heard a nerd-sigh from the console’s speakers. “So, from our perspective, they traveled back in time? I didn’t notice anything on their first jump. OK, let’s do the math... The first one was, what, a hundred kilometers?”

Ana jumped in. “Right, so 100,000 meters, divided by 300,000,000 meters per second, times 58... About twenty milliseconds. No. Negative twenty milliseconds.”

“You did that in your head? Jeez. Alright. That explains why we didn’t notice. Any way to verify the result?” Karen asked, still hoping this was an error in Genie’s calculations ...and also avoiding thinking about the implications of the next result.

“Sure. They were traveling roughly parallel to Minerva at the time, and they had an open comm channel. Let me pull up the logs...” Ana tapped on the keyboard. The girl was probably the only human on board who trusted Genie less than Karen did.

“Yeah. Here. We had a sync error for, yes, about twenty milliseconds. And it looks like it was due to carrier interference. Transmission from Athena overlapped itself.” Ana shrugged, palms-up: the universal “oh well” gesture.

This kid is really amazing, A real stand-out... Oh. Oh fuck.

“Ana,” Karen began, turning the girl to face her, “Who are you, where did you come from, and how did you get on board?”

The girl looked shocked. “I... What?” she stammered.

“Something has been bugging me for ages and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it,” Karen said, letting go of Ana and drifting back a bit. “You. You stand out. Just before we came in here, I picked you out of a crowd instantly. On a ship filled entirely with people who, frankly, all look like catalog models, you’re the only person who doesn’t.”

Karen anchored herself to her bunk. It’s difficult to be dramatic when you’re slowly tumbling in midair. She rubbed her eyes and tried to collect her thoughts. “I think... I think the only reason I hadn’t noticed sooner is that you’ve pretty much been shadowing me the whole time. You’ve pretty much been underfoot since I was elected captain. Right after the accident. But the fact is, you don’t fit the profile. You don’t fit in.”

She raised her head and looked Ana in the eyes – those weird golden eyes – looking for any sign of what the hell the girl was thinking. “And I just noticed you managed to get me monologuing without actually answering my questions. So, out with it. What’s your deal?”

Ana’s posture changed. Subtly, but there was a distinct difference in the way she held herself. She no longer looked shocked, or offended. She didn’t even, as Karen had hoped, look guilty. She seemed, what, annoyed?

“Fine,” Ana said, pulling out her phone absently. “My name really is Ana Cartwright. I’m from a place called Cartref, not that it helps. I came on board during the last cargo shipment. And, yes, I added myself to the ship’s roster when I boarded.”

Huh. “You’re a stowaway. And you just happened to come on board right before the Accident. Did you cause the Accident? And while we’re at it, I’m Captain of this ship and you’re a stowaway, so I think the least you could do is pay attention to me and stop playing with your phone!”

Ana – the stowaway – calmly looked up from her phone. “OK,” she said, tapped at it a few more times and pocketed it. “This isn’t exactly the way we expected things to play out but it’ll have to do. Let’s go back out to the bridge. There’s something I think you need to see.”

“Sure, why not?!” Karen threw up her hands in exasperation, causing her to tumble again. “It’s not like I’m in charge or anything!”

Ana slid the door open and launched herself into the bridge. Karen followed. The crowd had thinned out quite a bit, so the view was much better.

The bridge was roughly spherical, with the forward-facing hemisphere consisting almost entirely of interlocking windows. This was another reason Karen spent so much time in the ready room. She could pop out of her room at any time and look at the stars. Best view on the ship.

That view was suddenly, alarmingly blocked by a huge, silver, disc-shaped object. It was difficult to judge scale without knowing distance but it was clearly much bigger than Minerva.

“Oh come on!” Karen shouted over the gasps and panicked chattering of the bridge’s remaining occupants. “A flying saucer?! Really?!” This was shaping up to be one of the weirdest days ever, and it wasn’t even lunchtime yet.

And then, as if on cue, the day got weirder. A message in huge, white, translucent letters appeared in the space between the two ships. It read:

Greetings, Captain Durning.

The shock of being addressed directly by a giant flying saucer was almost overwhelming, but a small part of Karen’s mind noted that the text was conveniently oriented so that it was upright relative to her. Also, they used correct punctuation, which made the message a bit more ordinary, almost comforting in a way. It wasn’t even in some weird all-caps sci-fi typeface. It just looked like plain text. Other than the fact that it’s some sort of holographic projection from an alien ship, a slightly more savvy part of her mind interjected.

“Is that Helvetica?” she said, half to herself.

Ana, right beside her (of course), replied, “Univers Bold, actually. It seemed appropriate.”

Was that a smirk? Karen gestured at the scene in front of them. “You seem to know a lot about what’s going on here. What gives?”

“This was intended to put you at ease,” Ana replied.

“And how’s that working out, do you think?” Karen said through clenched teeth.

“As well as can be expected,” Ana said. “This was never going to be easy.”

Ana pointed up and to the right. “There’s a shuttle pod docking with airlock B3. We’ll take that to the ship. You’re expected.”

This was getting out of hand. “And what happens if I refuse?”

“You’re under no obligation to come, of course. But a lot of people will be disappointed if you don’t. We’ve been looking forward to this for some time.”

“Is my ship in any danger?”

“Captain,” Ana began. Back to the formalities again. “I’ve been on this ship for two years now. I’m clearly competent and familiar with all aspects of the ship’s systems, and I’ve been in your presence almost constantly since I arrived. If I’d wanted to kill you or destroy the ship, I could have easily done so long before now.”

Karen raised an eyebrow. “You understand that doesn’t exactly put me at ease, right?”

Ana nodded. “You have no reason to trust me at this point. All I can tell you is, you are in no danger. If it would make you feel safer, you can keep in contact with Athena for the entire trip. We won’t be gone long.”

“Fair enough.” Karen pulled out her phone, clipped it onto her left shoulder and turned to the nearest crew member. “Petrakis, have someone patch audio and video from my phone into the ship’s intercom. I want everyone to see this. Any communication to me should be audio only and relayed through you. Keep the chatter to a minimum. And, if there’s any hint of trouble, do whatever’s necessary to get Minerva out of here, understood?”

Petrakis was so startled by the command, he actually saluted. “Yes ma’am!” He pushed off to carry out his orders.

“OK, let’s do this,” Karen said, launching herself toward the airlock.

The pod was small but comfortable. “I can’t help noticing that your shuttle pod just happens to work with our docking system,” Karen pointed out while strapping herself into her seat.

“Of course. We had a full set of specifications from the Athena.” Ana said.

Athena! She’d been so distracted by the arrival of the alien ship, she’d completely forgotten that Athena was still missing. More to the point, five hundred people were missing. That was, as far as Karen knew, half the population of the human race. How could she have possibly forgotten them?

“You’ve seen Athena? You know where they are?” Karen demanded.

“Oh! Oh dear. We didn’t get that far, did we? I’d just assumed you’d completed the calculations,” Ana replied. “The time displacement for Athena’s second trip – Alpha Centauri and back – works out to about five hundred years. The original crew has been dead for centuries.”

That took a moment to sink in. Petrakis broke in with, “We’ve verified the calculations here. Five hundred years is about right.”

Karen didn’t know how to react. People she’d been talking to just hours before were now dead, and had been for hundreds of years. Whether they’d died through malice, mishap or old age – it didn’t matter. They’d been dead since long before she was born. It was too much to process. She pushed it to the back of her mind and tried to concentrate on more immediate issues.

“Ana, are you... are you an alien?”

The girl considered this for a moment. “It’s complicated,” she said eventually.

“That’s not a very helpful answer,” Karen pointed out.

“It’s the best I can do for now,” Ana said, shrugging. “We’re almost there. Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?” Karen asked. “I’m really not sure what’s going on.”

The pod docked with the alien ship, near the base of the upper dome. It really was huge. The dome was the size of a stadium and it was barely a bump on the top of the saucer.

Ana unbuckled her restraints and opened the hatch. “The atmosphere is perfectly breathable. Gravity is about one third Earth’s. It’s a compromise. It was difficult to accommodate everyone’s physical needs.”

Karen followed Ana though the hatch and immediately stumbled under the sudden gravity. When she recovered, she found herself standing in a fairly ordinary hallway. There were doors at regular intervals on both sides. She could easily have been standing in a hotel hallway on Earth.
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