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Admiral’s Log – Stardate 34106.03

Fleet Admiral Kendra Marissa Cassidy, TFS Archer

Let’s call this what it is: post-op debrief for a temporal disaster we managed to survive. Barely.

I’d say “won,” but I don’t feel like a winner. I feel like someone who set herself on fire to keep the timeline warm.

We were supposed to be retired. Cass, Minna, and me—off poking stars and arguing over who drank the last of the cacao. Then that damned message showed up. Old Tantorian script, bundled with quantum weirdness and one very personal, very impossible directive: "Heal the root. Save us all. Kendra."

Because of course it was addressed to me.

That set off a chain of events that pulled us back into Starfleet, reunited us with ghosts and legends, and gave us the keys to the biggest starship in the fleet—the Archer. Because apparently when you’re planning to rewrite ancient history and maybe piss off genocidal time-warping aliens, you need something bigger than good intentions and an upgraded shuttle.

We gathered the best: scientists, pilots, ghosts in synthetic shells, even Kalili and Faith showed up. Cass rebuilt the theory; Minna wrangled logistics; I...got good at pretending I had a plan.

We went back. Twenty-three thousand years, to a time when the Tantorians hadn’t broken the universe yet—but were getting real close. The idea was simple: stop their invention of time travel before it ever happened. Reality, naturally, had other plans.

The planet was perfect. That’s what made it worse. Clean skies, elegant tech, people who hadn’t yet learned to fear their own brilliance. They weren’t tyrants. They weren’t villains. They were dreamers—on the cusp of unraveling time because they could. And I had to stop them. I talked to them. I listened. I even liked them. And then I gave the order. I had to be the monster they never saw coming.

I told Corsen to kill them. Scientists. Scholars. People who begged for the chance to finish what they’d started. And she did it—efficient, precise, quiet. No argument. No hesitation. No forgiveness, either.

She didn’t say a word when it was done.

Neither did I.

Because if I’d tried to justify it, I would’ve shattered.

Maybe I still did.

Did we succeed? Technically, yes. The temporal root has been pruned. That version of history—the one that leads to a thousand timeline fractures and an eventual Big Bang 2.0—is no longer viable. The Tantorians won’t develop time travel. That part of the mission is done.

But I am not.

I thought I could do this and walk away clean. I thought the end justified the means. I thought I knew where the line was. I don’t anymore.

I’m not sure who I am anymore.

So here’s where we stand: We’ve done the thing no one thought we could do. And I need to get us the hell out of the past before I lose what’s left of myself.

Set course. Engage. I need distance—and time—to heal.

End log.
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Stardate 34106.03

TFS Archer 

The Archer hovered at the precipice of Tantor's gravity well, its hull bathed in the glow of the planet's star refracted through the atmosphere. The ghostly blue sphere below felt like a burden they were eager to shed. The deeds done there lingered.

On the bridge, the usual busy chatter seemed muted. Kendra stood before the expansive window, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Her eyes traced the contours of Tantor one last time. Cass stepped up beside her, following her gaze.

“I’ll miss it, but I’m ready to move on,” Cass said gently.

Kendra didn't respond to her wife immediately. Her jaw tightened, a skull full of ghosts battling with the present. “Agreed. There’s too much risk of something else going sideways if we hang around.”

Behind them, a holographic starchart flickered to life. “I've plotted several courses that take us a safe distance from Tantor while offering optimal observation opportunities.” Realizing that she might be overstepping her role as Kendra’s Chief of Staff, Athena added, “Purely as suggestions, Captain Martinez.”

Alley leaned over the navigation console, scrutinizing the data. “We ought to put at least a few hundred light-years between us and Tantor. Give ourselves a buffer in case the Xyrlax come knocking.”

Cass nodded. “Athena, what are our options?”

She adjusted the display, highlighting a sector rich with uncharted phenomena. Of course, every direction was unexplored, but their long-range scans had revealed some particularly enticing choices. “This region is approximately three hundred light-years coreward and is sparsely populated with stellar bodies. Minimal risk of encountering pre-sentient life or disrupting developmental processes.”

“Isn’t that the opposite of what we want?” Kendra asked. She thought they wanted to explore as much as they could, not avoid it.

“Sparsely populated is a relative term, Admiral, and we can deploy Coyotes and even the Dreamer to do closer inspections of interesting stars.”

“Oh.” There didn’t seem to be much else to say.

Alley tapped the console thoughtfully. “We can conduct deep-space scans and astrographic surveys en route. Keep the crew engaged. Shouldn’t take us long. A little over three days at warp eight and we’ll be on site.”

Kendra finally turned away from the viewport. “Three hundred light-years it is. Set course.”

Alley turned to Tanaka. “XO?”

“On it, Captain.” He stepped away to give the orders.

Minerva eased forward. “With your permission, I believe it wise to take the Dreamer out for extended exploration once we arrive on station. We can cover more ground that way.”

Kendra studied her junior wife for a moment. To anyone else on the bridge, it would have looked routine, an admiral weighing the merits of a proposal. But the lines around her eyes deepened as a thought coiled in her mind, unwelcome and insidious.

Is this her way of punishing me? 

It didn’t make sense. Minerva couldn’t possibly know the truth about Tantor, but the timing, the ease with which the request was made, felt pointed. Her voice was cool when she answered. “Walk with me, Minerva.”

Minerva blinked, her confusion barely masked as she glanced at Cass, who gave a puzzled shrug. “Of course,” she said, falling into step as Kendra led her to a side corridor.

When they were out of earshot, Kendra turned abruptly, her fears masked as best she could. “You’re sure about this?”

Minerva frowned. “It’s a standard exploration request, Kendra. The Dreamer is fully equipped, and it’s what we’ve done for the past, oh, forty years, poking around and seeing what’s out there. Is something wrong?”

“You’re not just asking for the Dreamer. You’re asking for independence. Why?”

“Because it’s what we’ve always done.” Minerva’s confusion deepened.  “You trust me, don’t you?”

Kendra’s shoulders tensed. “This isn’t about trust.”

“Then what is it about?” Minerva’s light brown eyes held steady on Kendra’s green.

Kendra looked away, her eyes fixed somewhere past Minerva, somewhere beyond the bulkheads. “This mission isn’t like the others. There’s too much at stake. Too many moving parts.”

Minerva stepped back into Kendra’s vision, lowering her voice. “You’ve been different since Tantor. What aren’t you telling me, Kendra?”

Everything that would make you stop loving me. Kendra flinched inwardly. She shook her head, her voice curt. “This isn’t about me.”

“Isn’t it?” Minerva’s bewilderment couldn’t have been plainer. She had centuries of experience with humans, but sometimes her emotional youth surfaced.

Kendra’s lips pressed into a thin line as she tried to formulate words that would reassure Minerva. They wouldn’t come. No matter how she tried, nothing she thought up seemed to work. Finally, she exhaled, forcing herself to meet Minerva’s eyes.

“Just make sure you’re thorough,” she said. “Every detail. Every anomaly. If we’re taking this risk, it has to be worthwhile.”

Minerva studied her for a moment longer, then nodded, though the confusion lingered. “Of course, Kendra. I couldn’t do otherwise.”

Kendra nodded brusquely in return. “Good. Then you have my approval. Take the regular crew. Leave Corsen, Dakota, and McKenna here. I have tasks for them.”

Minerva inclined her head. “Understood.” Still, she hesitated, searching Kendra’s face for something she couldn’t quite place. When it became clear she wouldn’t get answers, she turned back toward the bridge.

Kendra followed, her expression once again a carefully constructed mask.

On the command platform, Minerva rejoined the discussion with the same composed demeanor she always carried. Beneath her professionalism, a sense of unease remained, and she wished she could talk again to Hecate, an AI and her closest confidante. But the Q-Net couldn’t cover time the same way it covered light-years.

Kendra, meanwhile, resumed her place with a minuscule nod to Cass, her inner turmoil hidden behind years of practice. She could feel her guilt pressing against her, but there was no time to indulge it. Not now.

Alley straightened. “Tanaka and Kat will coordinate the Direwolves for continuous combat space patrol around the Archer once we’re on station. Can't be too careful.”

Cass offered a faint smile. “Ever the vigilant one.”

“Old habits die hard,” Alley replied, a hint of wryness in her tone. “Besides, we’ve got evidence the Xyrlax existed in this time. The briefing the other day convinced me I don’t want to tangle with them. They’re right bastards.” She ended with a dramatic shudder.

Kendra added, “Three hundred light-years gives us the buffer we need, but we should make it as quick as possible. Warp eight at least. Once we’re out there, we can decide how best to deploy, but I think you’re on the right track.”

“Of course I am. Tanaka.” He looked up from where he stood near the navigation station. “Let’s get underway. Maintain full sensor coverage during transit. Let me know if you detect anything unusual.”

“Aye, Captain. Helm, you have the orders. Engage at warp eight when ready.”

“Aye, sir,” came Cavanaugh’s crisp response.

The engines resonated through the deck as the Archer leapt into warp. On the viewscreen, the stars elongated into streaks of light before resolving into the serene patterns of faster-than-light travel.

Cass watched the display. “It’s strange, isn’t it? Seeing the stars as they were all those eons ago.”

Alley smiled. “I’m more interested in making sure none of them decide to take offense at us passing through.”

Kendra’s gaze remained fixed ahead. “That’s why we’re not sending the Dreamer or the Coyotes out until we arrive. Let’s not tempt fate.”

“Hmm.” Alley considered for a moment, then said, “Tanaka, I want Tactical monitoring for surprises. Let’s not run into them when we drop out of warp.”

#
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THE Archer exited warp in a region of breathtaking stillness. A dense field of stars sprawled across the bow, hundreds of light-years distant, their light casting pale, silvery hues across the void. At the center of the display, a supergiant star pulsed with quiet majesty, its corona rippling outward in vivid waves.

Kendra’s gaze swept the scene as Alley stepped forward. “That’s quite the sight. Let’s hold position here, Cavanaugh. Tanaka, get a full scan of the system before we start sending anyone out.”

“Aye, Captain. Holding position.”

Lieutenant Carran spoke from Tactical. “Initial scans are clean. No immediate threats or anomalies detected. Gravitational waves align with predictions for early stellar formation regions.”

“Excellent!” The normally serene Athena couldn’t contain her enthusiasm before she recovered her equilibrium. “Admiral. I recommend deploying Coyotes for a thorough sweep and holding the Dreamer until the space is surveyed.”

Kendra glanced at Alley, deferring to her.

Alley nodded. “All right. Coyotes first. Make sure the area is clear before we commit to anything deeper. Get the teams prepped. Ops, make it happen.”

Callan relayed the orders to Danni, and the hangar decks sprang to life. Coyotes powered up, their crews completing their pre-flight checks. The crew’s lingering tension began to dissipate, replaced by a more normal focus. Conversations at stations grew purposeful as officers and crew exchanged updates and confirmations. The ever-present heartbeat of the ship seemed to carry a steadier rhythm, as if responding to the ease in the atmosphere.

Cass stood beside Kendra, pitching her voice low. “This will keep them busy for a while. A good distraction.”

“Distractions don’t change what happened, Cass.”

“No,” Cass replied softly. “But they give us time to figure out what comes next.”

Carran’s voice interrupted. “Captain, I’m detecting an anomaly on the far edge of the system. Possible artificial readings, degraded, but distinct.”

Alley straightened. “Details?”

“Too early to say. Could be a derelict structure or vessel. Recommend deploying Direwolves for closer examination before committing other ships.”

“Agreed,” Alley said, tapping the comms. “Colonel Katraine.”

“Katraine here.”

“We have a possible bogey. I want a squadron launched immediately to investigate, and another on CSP. Carran has the coordinates.”

“Understood, Captain.” The soft timbre of Kat’s accent was like a balm, her confidence in her crew clear. “We’ll sort it out.”

The channel closed, and Alley turned to Tanaka. “Hold the Coyote launch until we hear from the Direwolves.”

“Aye, Captain.” He relayed the order. “Hold confirmed, Captain.”

“Good. Set ROE Charlie.”

“ROE Charlie, aye. Colonel Katraine, you are at ROE Charlie. Confirm.”

“Communicate if possible, defend if attacked. Katraine out.”

“Captain, all primary weapons are online and at full operational capacity.” Carran glanced at his secondary console. “Defensive systems are fully active. Electromagnetic and gravitic shields are holding at 98.6% efficiency, and the CeeSea hull coating has no observable degradation. We’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

Alley nodded, the outward model of calm command. “Good work, Carran. Stay on it. Any changes in shield integrity or weapons status, I want to know immediately.”

“Aye, Captain,” Carran replied, already adjusting sensor sweeps to monitor for more anomalies.

In the hangar bays, the growl of barely contained fury filled the space as Direwolves powered up, their pilots settling into cockpits that fitted them like full-body gloves. Ground crews shouted final checks, their voices ringing clear as the first wave of fighters rolled onto launch rails. In moments, Katraine and her chosen squadrons shot out into the void, a flight of arrows loosed into the black.

From her place on the command platform, Kendra watched the organized chaos unfold below and around her, but her thoughts drifted elsewhere. She felt the ache of choices made and what might yet come pressing against her chest. She gripped the railing, her knuckles pale, as the echoes of Tantor lingered in the periphery of her mind.

She shook it off. Nerves were the last thing she needed with an unknown on the scopes. Right now, she needed to be Fleet Admiral Cassidy, hero of the Artemis War and the rock that the Terran Federation stood upon. This, she could do. She had a mission to complete, and that was something she could hold onto.

#
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THE DIREWOLVES MOVED like shadowed predators, their formation tight as they approached the drifting bogey. At the head of the squadron, Kat assessed the data streaming in through her displays. The derelict ship loomed larger, a silent relic scarred by time and violence.

“Fenrir Actual to squadron,” Katraine broadcast. “Closing on target. Maintain positions, and don’t get lazy out there.”

Behind her, Lieutenant Commander Mara Volkov, Ironclaw’s XO, scanned the telemetry. “Anything fun in the readings, Bad Wolf?” she asked, her tone dry.

Katraine’s response was equally dry. “Nothing but a floating tomb so far, Iron Maiden. Stand by.”

The bogey itself was an unsettling sight. The ship's hull bore evidence of catastrophic damage—burned plating, jagged tears, and crumpled sections that suggested it had endured multiple impacts. “I’ve got no power, no atmosphere, no life signs.”

Whatever had once driven the vessel was long gone.

On the Archer, LJ leaned toward Alley, her tone teasing. “Looks like your science geeks might have something to chew on after all, Alley. I’d suggest we get scans on this thing before Kat’s people start taking selfies.”

Alley snorted softly. “Noted, LJ.” She toggled the comms. “Fenrir Actual, take the squadron through a comprehensive scan. I want every piece of data we can get from this thing.”

“Copy that, Archer,” Kat replied before closing the channel. “We’re not bloody scientists, but we’ll do our best.” Switching to her squadron channel, she relayed the orders. “Listen up, Ironclaw. Full sensor sweep. Geek work starts now, so fire up those scanners and do it right.”

The comms lit up with predictable grumbling. “Geek work,” Ensign Hiro Takahashi muttered. “Because that’s what we signed up for. I thought we were Direwolves, not data collectors.”

“Better this than playing target practice for something that’s still alive, Stargazer,” Lieutenant Safiya Monroe shot back.

Kat let them vent for a few seconds before Volkov’s voice cut through. “That’s enough,” Iron Maiden snapped. “You think you’re too good for scans? Take it up with command after we’ve finished. Until then, shut up and follow orders. Nightshade, keep them locked down.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Stargazer muttered. Monroe merely clicked her mic twice to acknowledge the correction.

Further down the formation, Lieutenant JG Haley O’Connor keyed her mic. “If it’s any consolation, Stargazer, at least the geek work comes with a hell of a view.”

“True, Wildfire,” Kat replied, allowing a chuckle to sneak through. The squadron laughed as they began their sweep. One by one, the Direwolves deployed their sensors, their paths crisscrossing the derelict as they worked. The pilots wove their ships through the void as they scanned every corner of the silent vessel.

“Something about this thing doesn’t sit right,” Ensign Layla Hassan murmured. “Like it’s watching us.”

Kat frowned but kept her tone neutral. “Stay focused, Falcon. Data first, ghost stories later.”

Onboard the Archer, the data streamed in, painting a detailed picture of the derelict’s structure. Alley watched the reports appear on her console, nodding slightly. “Anything unusual?” she asked over her shoulder. Athena, Freya, and a half-dozen bridge crew were getting the feed and working the data.

“The ship is of unknown origin, which is expected,” Athena replied. “Further analysis will be conducted when the completed scans are in.”

Kat’s voice broke through the comms again. “Fenrir Actual to Archer. Sweep is nearly complete. No signs of power, no indications of life. Just an old, broken hulk.”

Alley replied. “Bring your people back, Kat. Good work out there.”

“Understood,” Kat said, then switched back to her squadron channel. “Iron Maiden, rally the pack. We’re heading home.”

“Aye, Fenrir Actual,” Volkov said. “All units, by the numbers. We’re out of here. Let’s go.”

As the Direwolves regrouped, the derelict ship hung in silence, its jagged silhouette a ghostly reminder of battles long past. Its ruptured hull seemed to defy the light that touched it, as though the secrets it carried were buried too deep for the stars to reveal. 
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Stardate 34106.06

TFS Archer – Admiral’s Quarters

Kendra sat on the edge of the couch, her posture rigid, staring blankly at a half-empty glass of water on the table. The soft lighting of her quarters cast long shadows against the walls, a stark contrast to the turbulence inside her mind. Cass sat beside her, one arm resting across the cushions, her gaze switching between Kendra and Minerva, who stood by the viewport.

Minerva turned, her brown eyes clouded with concern. “Kendra, I leave in an hour. The Dreamer will be deployed for days. Don’t you think we should talk about whatever this is?”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Kendra replied, her voice low, almost mechanical.

Cass growled, “Kendra, stop. You’ve been like this since Tantor. Minerva’s right. We need to talk about it. You need to talk about it.”

Kendra’s jaw tightened, but she said nothing.

Minerva crossed the room, her boots soft against the carpet, and crouched in front of her. She reached out, covering Kendra’s hands with her own. “You’re shutting us out, and we can see it. Whatever happened down there, you don’t have to carry it alone.”

Kendra pulled her hands away and stood abruptly, her back to both of them. “It’s my story to tell, Minerva. And I’m not ready to tell it. Not yet.”

Minerva glanced at Cass, searching for backup, but Cass’s expression was carefully neutral. She shook her head, silently deferring to Kendra’s wishes.

“Kendra,” Minerva tried again, pleading, “I’m not asking for every detail. I’m asking you to let us help. You’re our wife, our partner. We love you. That hasn’t changed.”

Kendra’s shoulders stiffened. “Maybe it should,” she muttered, so quietly Minerva almost didn’t hear it.

Minerva straightened, something close to heartbreak crossing her face. She stepped back, her arms wrapping around herself as if to hold the pieces together. “I don’t know what’s worse: what happened on Tantor, or that you won’t let me help you carry it.”

Kendra winced.  Minerva’s pain mirrored what she carried, a burden she had no idea how to share. Could she tell Minerva? Could she lay bare the choices she’d made, the lives she’d condemned, and still see love in those soft, brown eyes? She felt the crack in her resolve widening, but shoved the thought aside. If she didn’t, if Minerva couldn’t forgive her, then adding Minerva’s heartbreak to her own felt like a weight she couldn’t bear.

She turned, her expression schooled and unreadable. “I’ll tell you when you’re back, I promise, but not now.”

Minerva studied her, then nodded reluctantly. “Fine. But don’t make me regret giving you this time.” She turned to Cass, who met her with a worried look.

“I’ll take care of her,” Cass said softly.

“You’d better,” Minerva replied, her voice tinged with both love and frustration. She kissed Cass’s cheek and left the room, the hatch sliding shut behind her.

Cass turned back to Kendra, her worry now unfiltered. “That wasn’t fair, Kendra. Not to her, not to me, not to us.”

Kendra sat heavily on the couch, rubbing her temples. “I know.”

Cass sank beside her and shifted closer. “She loves you. We both do. But you’re pushing us away, and that’s not how this works.”

Kendra’s words seemed to evaporate as she spoke them. “I don’t know how to be what you need right now. Either of you.”

“You’re what we need by being you. Shutting us out is what’ll make you lose us, not whatever happened on Tantor.”

Minutes passed and Kendra said nothing, her head resting in her hands, Cass’s arm around her shoulders. Finally, she murmured, “I promised I’d tell her when she’s back, and I keep my word. You know that better than anyone.”

Cass kissed the top of her head. “I do. Now let’s get some rest. We’re no good to anyone if we’re both running on fumes.”

Kendra didn’t answer, but she let herself sink into Cass’s warmth, even as the shadows of her choices lingered in the quiet of the room.
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DANNI ADJUSTED HER grip on the controls of her Coyote. Beside her in the cockpit, Lieutenant JG Victor “Vector” Morales sat nervously, his hands twitching for the identical controls on his side. 

“Relax, Vector,” she said. “I’ve been flying these since day one and haven’t crashed yet. You know the saying, right?”

“Saying, ma’am?” His eyes didn’t leave the forward viewport.

“There are old pilots, there are bold pilots, but there are no old, bold pilots.” She waited expectantly, but he didn’t reply. Danni sighed. “Much as I hate to admit it, I’m an old pilot, so I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

“Aye, ma’am,” came his stiff reply. 

Behind her, Lieutenant Naomi Tan, the navigator, was monitoring their course toward the system’s fourth planet. She snickered, and Danni pounced.

“Tan, give me an optimized Sagan arc for our approach. Don’t ask Fox for help; do it on your own.”

“Ma’am.”

Danni smiled to herself. It had been a while since she’d flown with such junior officers, so new she thought she could hear them squeak. A little redirection was good for them. She glanced over her shoulder. At least my eng looks like he’s been out of school for more than a week.

Senior Lieutenant Erik Johansson bent over his console, muttering about sensor calibrations. Age showed in the thinning crown of his cropped hair and the scar along his jaw, but his hands moved with the certainty of three decades’ practice. Broad-shouldered and still strong despite the stiffness in his joints, he worked the worn sleeves of his uniform like a second skin, grumbling at the interface even as he mastered it.

The comms chirped to life, and Diop’s voice came through. She’d loosened up since the first ferry flights to Tantor, and Danni was growing to respect the younger pilot. She’d even let her start calling her Danni, at least on occasion. “Coyote Two to Coyote One. We’ve got a request from the peanut gallery up here. Apparently, Planet Five is much more interesting than Planet Four. Something about surface anomalies. Thoughts?”

Danni rolled her eyes, tapping the comm panel. “Coyote One to Coyote Two. Remind them the flight plan is my call, not theirs. And tell Dr. Whatever-Their-Name-Is to make a note and wait their turn.”

Diop’s response barely concealed her amusement. “Copy that, Coyote One. Though you might want to give them a pep talk. Ms. Farrow probably won’t take it well.”

A muffled voice in the background could be heard correcting, “That’s Dr. Farrow, Commander.”

Danni laughed. “Switch to private comms, Diop.” When she’d acknowledged and they’d reconnected, Danni continued. “Mara, I feel for you, running into a science ego! That’s a rite of passage. Welcome to the club.”

Diop’s tone turned mock-serious. “Noted, Danni. Shall I start a mission journal? ‘Day one: Scientist encounter. Mood: Fraught.’”

“Better than my Day One,” Danni quipped. “At least nobody’s trying to convince you to land on a volcano because it ‘looks cool.’”

“That happened to you?”

Danni nodded, though Diop couldn’t see her. “Back in the day. Lalande 21185’s only planet. Kendra named it Mordor, because it’s half-molten. Well, a few years after the War, when I had the Coyote program up and running, I took a leave from the board.”

“How did you manage that?” Diop asked, wonderingly. 

“I was the DCAG.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My best friend, Shannon—”

“Fleet Admiral Fowler? Head of Starfleet Fowler?” squeaked Diop, realizing the rarefied air she was flying.

“Flashdance, yeah. I told her I needed time off, since I hadn’t had a proper honeymoon, so she pulled some strings and got me assigned as a supernumerary to the Enterprise for the next six-month mission. They were heading into the black on an astrographic survey—”

Diop’s groan interrupted her. Astrographic surveys were both the meat-and-potatoes and bane of the Coyote’s existence. Exploring new systems was what the Coyotes were designed to do, but new systems had uncharted hazards.

Danni continued past the groan. “—so I was more or less along for the ride. Well, we got to Lalande 21185, and the entire crew of the Coyote assigned to Enterprise came down with, oh, what was it?” She shook her head, trying to remember across two centuries. “Anyway, they were sick, so Alley asked me to take the run. As a sweetener, she let Elliott tag along, officially as navigator, so I said yes. The eggheads aboard were pretty chill at first, and we made a dozen orbits, dropping altitude each time. Finally, I’m doing a ball-of-twine orbit, deep in the atmo, maybe fifteen klicks up so they can get samples. We’re ripping along at about mach four—”

“Mach? Ma’am?”

“Speed of sound.” Danni sighed. “Atmospheric speed, varies by planet. Thirteen fifty KPH, I think, for Mordor.”

“KPH?”

“Klicks per hour. Damn, what do they teach you in the Academy these days?”

“Never attended, ma’am.”

“I’ve told you to cut out the ma’am’s, Mara, not when we’re shooting the shit. Where was I?”

“Mach four.”

“Right. We’re scooting along and this one exogeologist says, “Pilot! There’s an active shield volcano ahead. Land on it. I have to get samples.”

“Pilot?” Diop couldn’t imagine the disrespect.

“That’s what I was doing, and he didn’t have a clue about my rank. By then I’d been promoted to Admiral, but this was the wild and wooly days, so I was in my old Direwolf combat suit, no rank insignia.”

“What did you do, Danni?”

“Told him if he wanted a sample I’d fly over and he could jump.”

Diop giggled. “You didn’t!”

“I did. He blustered and threatened me. Said he’d report me to the Captain if I didn’t do what he said, since this was a science mission and what they wanted took priority. Elliott could barely keep from laughing aloud. Anyway, I told the bag of noise, “You mean Captain Martinez?” and he agreed. “I outrank her.” That shut him up.”

Diop’s laughter was clear over the channel. 

“We got back home a few months later and he hadn’t forgotten. He reported me, like he promised, and it went right to my desk, since I was head of the Coyote program. Now, we had returned, but we were taking some leave so it went to Shannon. Shannon forwarded it to Kendra and Davie, and if he ever left the planet again, I didn’t hear about it.”

The chatter subsided as the Coyotes approached the system’s inner planets. The yellow dwarf star, the distant companion to the supergiant that had attracted their attention, bathed the ships in a golden tone that reminded them of home. The supplemental crews of scientists filled the observation decks with a steady bustle of activity, their instruments and scanners whirring as they debated the next target.

After the worst arguments ended, Diop broke the lull, quieter now but no less teasing. “So, Danni... how’s your reconnaissance mission with Kobayashi going?”

Danni’s lips twitched into a smirk as she glanced at Vector. The young pilot was meticulously reviewing the display, clearly trying to ignore the conversation. “You mean Flight Leader Hiroshi Kobayashi of the Crimson Howl? Funny you should ask, Mara. We’ve had a few... encounters.”

“Encounters, huh? You mean strategically timed bump-ins, right? Like, ‘Oops, I just happen to be on the flight deck while you’re suiting up.’”

“Exactly,” Danni admitted with an unapologetic grin. “He’s so damned young, though. Makes me feel like I should be offering him advice about Academy exams instead of asking if he wants to grab coffee. But I don’t know. He’s sharp as hell, kind in a way I haven’t seen in years, and—don’t you dare repeat this—I love watching how he leads his squad. They’d follow him into a star’s corona if he asked.”

Diop chuckled. “Duly noted. Your secret’s safe with me, old-timer. And hey, age is just a number. You deserve something good.”

Danni didn’t respond immediately, her gaze softening as the Coyote arced toward its destination. The comms fell quiet, leaving little but the steady thrum of the engines and the faint murmur of the scientists upstairs. Danni rolled her eyes before Johansson’s voice cut through the stillness.

“Data incoming from Planet Four, Colonel,” the senior engineer said, his tone steady. “We’ve got stable orbital parameters for scans. Ready when you are.”

“Good.” Danni adjusted her grip on the controls, refocusing. Time enough to reminisce later.  “Diop, you ready to earn your wings?”

“Always,” Diop replied. Then, with a chuckle, “Let’s get it done before Dr. Farrow sends a formal complaint to command about me mistitling her.”

Danni laughed. “You’ve got a long way to go before you outdo my Mordor scientist story, Mara. But I believe in you. Someday you will.”
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THE BUSTLE OF ACTIVITY filled the bridge of the Archer, but for Kendra, it was all distant noise. She sat in her command chair, her hands on the armrests, her gaze unfocused as she stared past the glowing starfield on the main viewer. The supergiant star dominated the display, its fiery surface rippling with mesmerizing patterns that should have commanded her attention. Instead, her thoughts churned with doubt, replaying the choices made on Tantor and the lives lost in their wake.

In the science station alcove, Athena and Corsen weren’t immune to the excitement on the bridge. Athena’s normally polished tone carried unusual energy as she examined the data streaming in. “Look at the density fluctuations here,” she exclaimed, gesturing to a projection. “It’s not just irregular. It’s evolving on a timescale orders of magnitude faster than expected for a star of this class.”

Corsen leaned over her shoulder, her eyes gleaming with delight. “Faster, yes, but see this energy signature? The plasma flows are cycling through distinct patterns. It’s almost like choreography.”

Athena’s brow arched. “Choreography? That’s an intriguing metaphor, Corsen. Let’s focus on the spectrographic data. There might be clues in the emission lines.”

“Already ahead of you,” Corsen said, shifting to her own station. “I’m telling you, this is too organized to be random. It could even be influenced by an external factor.”

Athena frowned, an expression that didn’t fit her features. “An external factor? That would be unlikely, but—” She froze, mid-sentence, and leaned closer to her readings. “Wait. That’s not a bad hypothesis. Look here.”

The two spoke over each other, their excitement building, until Athena abruptly silenced herself and gestured for Corsen to continue. The display of unrestrained scientific curiosity and professional respect brought a grin to Alley’s lips. It wasn’t every day that Athena, who usually embodied control, seemed genuinely giddy.

She turned to Kendra, intending to share the moment, but her grin faded instantly. Kendra’s face was a mask of distraction, her eyes distant, her expression hollow. Whatever happened on Tantor had drained her presence, leaving her there in body but not in spirit.

Alley forced herself to look away from Kendra and focus on the rhythm of the bridge instead, appreciating the bastion of professional competence, but the impact Kendra was having on her officers couldn’t be ignored.

“Mr. Tanaka,” Alley called, keeping her tone neutral, “you have the conn. Cass, LJ, could you join me in my ready room, please?”

Cass exchanged a glance with LJ but followed. When the hatch closed behind them,  Alley gestured to the chairs. Neither took one, and neither did Alley. Instead, she claimed the edge of her desk and crossed her arms. Her expression was unreadable, but her voice carried years of concern.

“What’s going on with Kendra?” Alley asked bluntly.

LJ fixed her attention on Cass, who hesitated, running a hand through her hair. “She’s carrying a lot. She feels responsible for every decision, every consequence of what happened on Tantor.”

“I don’t think that’s it,” LJ said with a subtle headshake. “Kendra’s always carried the galaxy on her shoulders. But this? This feels different.”

Cass sighed, clearly debating how much to say and how much she could say. “It is different. The situation on Tantor forced her to make choices she’d never imagined. She’s questioning her principles, her leadership, even her right to lead.”

Alley’s gaze narrowed. “Questioning her principles? Cass, you’re dancing around something. Spill it.”

When Cass hesitated again, Alley straightened and softened her tone. “Aiyana, this isn’t about protocol or appearances. You’ve known me and LJ for how long now? Kendra didn’t just pick me to command the Enterprise because I look good in a uniform. She trusted me. When she chose you as my Science Officer, I backed her up. We—” She gestured between them. “—became a team when you served as my XO for over a year. Hell, I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t had my back on how many missions?”

Cass looked away, grimacing, but Alley pressed on. “And let’s not forget LJ. She’s been part of this since the War. You think we’re asking as officers? Of course we are. It’s our job, Aiyana, but more than that, we’re asking as your friends, and as her friends.”

LJ nodded, her voice no less firm. “We’ve been through too much together for you to keep this to yourself, Cass. If Kendra’s hurting so badly that it’s pulling down anyone around her, we need to know, both as Captain Martinez and her chief of staff, but also people who care about her.”

Cass’s shoulders sagged, the past days visibly crushing her. She finally sank into one of the chairs, fingers knotted. “She feels like she’s failed. That she crossed a line she swore she never would. Tantor—what happened there—it’s eating her alive. And I...” She broke off, shaking her head. “I can’t fix it. I’ve tried.”

Alley’s expression softened, her judgment giving way to understanding. “Maybe you can’t fix it alone, Cass, but we’re here with you. Whatever she’s carrying, we’ll help her through it. You have to let us.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling her!” Cass snapped. “It hasn’t done any good.”

“Maybe she needs more voices that care,” LJ suggested. “More ears that won’t judge.”

For a moment, Cass seemed to struggle with her response. Then, as if deciding to rip off a bandage, she opened her mouth—but Tanaka’s voice, more urgently pitched than they’d heard him before, intruded. “XO to Captain Martinez.”

Alley instantly shifted back to command mode. “Go ahead.”

“Massive signal detected, ma’am. Temporal displacement. Incoming ships. Lots of them. Tactical’s still firming up a count.”

There was something more Tanaka wasn’t saying, and Alley didn’t hesitate to pull it out of him. “Tantorian?” 

Probably not. The Tantorians didn’t have anything capable of FTL travel, but maybe they could use time travel to get around it?

She shook her head. Unlikely, at best. But if it wasn’t Tantorians, then who? They were the only intelligence they knew of. Unless...

“Negative, Captain. Preliminary scans suggest they’re Xyrlax.”

Cass’s head snapped up, and the tension in the room skyrocketed. Alley exchanged a grim look with LJ before nodding. “We’re on our way. Set ROE Bravo.” 

Alarms whooped as the three women rushed onto the bridge. The forward viewscreen displayed the oncoming fleet emerging from a mind-wrenching rift in space. The ships were immense and alien in design. 

“Freya, cut the alarm!” Alley barked, and the bridge fell silent. The fleet decelerated, forming an ominous wall of vessels against the star-speckled void. Tanaka hovered behind Carran, examining his tactical displays. “Okay, Mr. Tanaka,” she said, throttling the fear she felt.   “Options?”

Carran replied before Tanaka could turn. “Another temporal displacement detected. Designating as Sierra Fourteen.”

Alley’s jaw tightened as the rift in space widened, another massive vessel materializing from the ether. Its asymmetrical design mirrored the others. Before anyone could process the sight, Carran added, “Sierra Fifteen. And Sixteen. Displacement signatures continuing.”

Ship after ship emerged, each designated by Carran with grim efficiency. Their numbers multiplied, forming a wall of unfathomable scale and strength. By the time the designations reached Sierra Twenty-nine, the bridge crew sat frozen, staring at the overwhelming display on the viewscreen.

Athena was the only one outwardly unaffected. “Captain Martinez, these configurations match exactly with the ships encountered by the Pike during its mission two centuries ago in our timeline. Most of these vessels fall under the classifications we designated as destroyers, totalling twenty. Seven are cruisers, and there’s one dreadnought. And...” She paused, her voice tightening. “One carrier.”

Cass’s brows furrowed, her eyes darting toward Athena. “Exactly, Colonel? Are you sure? We’re thousands of years removed from the Pike’s incident. ”

“Absolutely,” Athena replied. “They are identical to the Pike’s records and my memories. This fleet, and these ships, haven’t changed in 80,000 years by absolute scale. Their designs are fixed. No technological advancements at all.”

“That’s fascinating,” Alley snapped, her voice cutting through Athena’s explanation, “but we’ve got twenty-nine of these things staring us down, and I don’t think they’re here for a history lesson.”

All around her, her crew mechanically performed their duties, readying the Archer’s systems, but their shared thoughts were almost a scream. Against a fleet of this size and power, even the most robust defenses felt like whispers in the void.

Then, from the communications station, Senior Lieutenant Jain turned, his expression one of utter disbelief. His voice cracked as he spoke.

“We’re receiving a signal.”
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Alley straightened, clasping her hands behind her back as if drawing strength from the entire pantheon of starship commanders. “Jain, secure the signal. Make sure we can receive without broadcasting.”

“Aye, Captain.” The young officer’s fingers danced over his console, isolating the incoming transmission.

Alley jerked her head, drawing Cass and LJ in. She pitched her voice to go unheard beneath the activity. “Thoughts?”

“We should hear them out. If they wanted us dead, we wouldn’t be having a conversation.”

“That’s optimistic, but you’re not wrong,” LJ muttered. “They could’ve opened with an attack. Instead, they’re talking. I say we see where it goes.”

Alley nodded and looked at Kendra. She’d stepped over to the rail, her posture stiff, her eyes locked on the forward viewscreen without seeing it. “Admiral?”

No response.

“Admiral Cassidy,” Alley said again, sharper this time. “We need your call.” She softened her tone. “I want your ideas, Kendra.”

Still, she didn’t move. Cass raised an arm, as if to nudge her, then dropped it again. Alley exhaled through her nose, her patience exhausted. 

“Fine,” she snapped, turning to Athena instead. “Colonel, you encountered them before. What’s your opinion?”

“Engaging them in any manner would be a mistake, but communication could be disastrous. The Pike barely escaped its encounter with the Xyrlax. This force is more formidable. Opening a dialogue only increases the risk.”

“So, you think we should...?”

“We should launch an immediate offensive to disable key vessels, then retreat to our time.”

Cass’s eyes widened. “Retreat? And abandon the Coyotes, the Dreamer, and the Direwolves? You can’t be serious.”

Athena didn’t waver. “Strategically, it’s the only viable option. Remaining here risks catastrophic loss of life across the timeline. Every second we delay, they could be calculating our destruction.”

“That’s enough,” Alley snapped. “We don’t abandon our people. Ever.”

“That is an illogical position, Captain.”

“And I’m an illogical human, following the best traditions of the Fleet. We go nowhere until all of our people are home, and that’s final.”

Athena said nothing further, though a twitch betrayed her convictions. Alley turned to Kendra again. “Admiral, if you’re not going to command, then I will. We need a decision. Now.”

Kendra finally answered. “Do what you think is best, Captain,” she said, her voice devoid of any emotion, before walking off the command platform and toward the aft hatch. Alley stared after her in stunned silence.

Cass exchanged a pained glance with her, taking a half step after Kendra, but she stopped short. “You need me here,” she said.

Alley shook her head, biting back whatever comment she might’ve made, and turned to Tanaka. “XO, recall the Direwolves. Contact the Coyotes and the Dreamer. Tell them to prep for immediate rendezvous. I want all our people accounted for.”
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