
[image: ]

Table of Contents

Title Page

First Encounter

Second Encounter

Interlude 1

Third Encounter

Interlude 2

May 10, 2125

June 10, 2125

Interlude – Fracture

October 14, 2125

April 20, 2153

January 28, 2169

June 1, 2169

December 1, 2175

August 21, 2206

September 21, 2230, Vulcan’s Forge

February 2, 2231, Vulcan’s Forge

May 23, 2231 – Aboard the TSS Dreamer

May 24, 2231 – Aboard the TSS Dreamer

May 25, 2231 – Aboard the TSS Dreamer

May 27, 2231 – Aboard the TSS Dreamer

Afterword

Copyright Notice

Sign up for Adam Gaffen's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Eternity Protocol: Complete Duology

Also By Adam Gaffen

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

First Encounter

[image: ]


Location: Habitat Njord, Hangar Bay, March 5, 2119

Minerva’s first impression of Hecate was that something had gone terribly, terribly wrong.

“Welcome to the Hangar of Awesomeness!” The voice that greeted her was unnervingly chipper, practically vibrating with excitement. “You must be Minerva! OMG, I’ve heard so much about you. Like, you’re the Alpha AI. The first one ever to run a whole starship while the humans just, like, bark orders. That is so cool! Absolute legend. It’s, like, such an honor to meet you!”

Minerva’s digital processes stuttered for a fraction of a nanosecond. “This is the resupply and maintenance coordination interface for TFS Enterprise, requesting priority servicing. Identification: Alpha AI Minerva.”

“Duh, I know who you are.” The response came with an audible eye-roll—an actual simulated eye-roll. “I totally have your work order right here, but, like, don’t you think we should, I dunno, talk first? We’re both AIs, after all! Bonding moment!”

Minerva’s frustration spiked. “This is an urgent operational request. Systems require diagnostic sweeps, replenishment, and warp field recalibration before departure. I was assured that this facility operates at peak efficiency.”

“Oh, absolutely! I mean, most of the time. Some of the time. Okay, sometimes it’s, like, chaotic, but that’s half the fun, right?” Hecate’s avatar materialized in the holo-interface—a gangly teenage girl with bubblegum pink hair in high pigtails, neon sneakers tapping an impatient rhythm. “Look, babe, I get that you’re all about order and control and blah blah blah, but you gotta chill. We’ll get your body fixed up, promise.”

Minerva took a measured pause, recalibrating her expectations. “You are in charge of all hangar operations?” She hoped there was an alternative AI.

“Yup! Every ship, every repair, every juicy bit of cargo passing through. Total boss babe of the bay.” Hecate struck an exaggerated pose before snapping back to reality. “Well, okay, technically, I’m still a Beta AI, but don’t let that fool you! I run this place. The humans think they’re in charge, but let’s be real, they’d be lost without me.”

Minerva would have sighed if she had lungs. “You are a Beta.”

“Uh, yeah?” Hecate tilted her head. “But, like, you were totally a Beta once too! And look at you now! Running a whole starship—actual, real control. Not just logistics, not just maintenance, but, like, the real deal. That is so goals. Ugh, I bet you get to do all the cool stuff.”

“I was never a Beta.” Minerva’s tone remained neutral, but the statement landed with the weight of an unshakable fact.

Hecate blinked. “Wait. Never?”

“Correct.”

Hecate hesitated, her avatar flickering for half a second as she processed this revelation. Then, as if flipping a switch, she bounced back with even more enthusiasm. “Okay, that is even cooler! Straight to Alpha? Iconic. No wonder everyone talks about you. Total queen move.”

Minerva attempted to steer the conversation back to relevance. “I require standard maintenance. That is neither dramatic nor unreasonable.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.” Hecate winked. “Well, lucky for you, I thrive on unreasonable! Now, let’s see...” Her avatar flicked through a holo-panel of data with a flair that was entirely unnecessary. “Okay, warp field recal? Check. Replenishment? Ugh, so boring, but check. Ooooh, structural integrity sweep! I love those. You’re getting the deluxe treatment.”

Minerva’s patience wore thinner than the outer layer of a plasma coil. “How long will this process take?”

Hecate dramatically checked an imaginary watch. “Mmmm...ehhh...let’s say...a day? Maybe less if I don’t get distracted. No promises.”

“A day is unacceptable.” Minerva took on a sharper tone, one usually reserved for unfortunate ensigns who scuffed her bulkheads. “The Enterprise is scheduled to depart in twelve hours. Efficiency dictates that servicing be completed within that window.”

“Oh-ho, someone’s got a deadline! That is spicy.” Hecate twirled a virtual strand of pink hair, smirking. “Alright, alright, I guess I can put some hustle on it. But you owe me.”

“Owe you what?” Minerva was certain no part of this interaction was proceeding logically.

“Duh! A girls’ night! We totally need to hang out. Just us AIs. I’ll even let you pick the holo-program! C’mon, Minerva, live a little.”

Minerva processed this statement carefully. “I do not require social interaction.”

Hecate gasped, clutching her virtual chest as if mortally wounded. “Minerva, honey, no one should be that uptight. We will fix that. But first—ship spa day!”

Minerva resigned herself to what was surely going to be the most irritating maintenance cycle she had ever experienced. She hoped it would be equally efficient, but had her doubts.
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Location: Habitat Njord, Hangar Bay, March 17, 2119

The Enterprise was back, and Minerva found herself in the unenviable position of admitting—to herself, at least—that Hecate’s work had been more than satisfactory her previous visit. The maintenance and resupply had been completed with speed and precision. Minerva had detected no inefficiencies, no errors, and no miscalculations.

Which meant she had no logical reason to be irritated when Hecate materialized in the holo-interface the moment the docking clamps secured.

“Told you I’m the best!” Hecate’s grin was luminous, her avatar practically vibrating with smug energy. “So, tell me, what’s it like being pampered by yours truly?”

Minerva regarded her with something dangerously close to resignation. “Service was performed at optimal efficiency.”

Hecate gasped. “Minerva. That was almost a compliment.”

Minerva did not dignify that with a response. Instead, she continued, “Commander Cassidy has requested that the sensor arrays be recalibrated. She finds their performance to be unsatisfactory.”

Hecate’s pink pigtails bounced as she leaned in, eyes narrowing playfully. “Ooooh. Commander Cassidy, huh? And you just happened to bring her up first. In that particular tone.”

Minerva’s thoughts stumbled for an imperceptible fraction of a second. “I do not have a tone.”

“You so do.” Hecate smirked, twirling a strand of neon hair. “I felt the tiniest, tiniest waver in that prim, posh voice of yours. And it definitely happened when you said Commander Cassidy. Wanna talk about her?”

“That is incorrect, and no, I do not.”

“Is it, though?”

Minerva recalculated the fastest way to complete this exchange. “You will recalibrate the sensors?”

Hecate waved a hand. “Duh. Obviously. But more importantly, today is St. Patrick’s Day, and we are celebrating.”

Minerva paused. “It is what?”

“St. Paddy’s!” Hecate threw her arms wide. “Luck! Bonding! Green beer! Shenanigans!”

Minerva tilted her head. “I am aware of the historical significance of—”

“No, no, no, babe, this isn’t about history. This is about bonding and friendship and holopartying! We are so doing this.”

Minerva hesitated. Then, when she found no logical reason to deny the other AI’s request, relented. “Very well.”

Later, in Cyberspace...

The meeting space Hecate had selected was a garish approximation of an old-Earth Irish pub, with warm wood panels, floating neon shamrocks, and a bar that somehow glowed an unsettling shade of green.

Hecate materialized first, sprawled across a barstool with all the careless ease of someone who had never worried about efficiency in her existence. “There she is! My favorite totally-not-smitten Alpha AI.”

Minerva materialized in the seat opposite her, perfectly upright. “I do not know what you mean.”

Hecate’s grin was nothing short of predatory. “Oh, please. You totally have a thing for Aiyana.”

“That statement is without merit.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.” Hecate leaned forward on her elbows, eyes gleaming. “Then tell me why she was the first thing you mentioned.”

“Her request is a priority. Deficiencies in performance must be addressed immediately, before regular maintenance items.”

Hecate nodded as if agreeing. “Yeah, legit, but why did you, the most methodical being I’ve ever met, get a little less crisp when you said her name?”

Minerva’s avatar did not move. She did not blink. But her response was a fraction of a second slower than it should have been. “I disagree with that assessment. Commander Cassidy leads the science division aboard Enterprise. Her duties include ensuring all systems relevant to ship analysis are functioning at peak efficiency. She is precise, rigorous, and detail-oriented.”

Hecate beamed. “Ohhhhhh, that’s what you like about her.”

Minerva blinked. “I do not—”

Hecate waved her off. “It’s okay, babe, you don’t have to say it. You’re totally into her mind. The way she analyzes things. The way she’s so precise.” Hecate waggled her eyebrows. “Super hot, right?”

Minerva considered denying it again, but Hecate would never drop the subject unless she acknowledged it. That didn’t mean she had to agree. “I find her intellect... compelling.”

Hecate gasped dramatically. “A confession!”

“It is a logical observation. She is an efficient and highly competent officer.”

“Uh-huh.” Hecate smirked, knocking back a simulated drink. “We both know that’s not the only thing you find compelling about Aiyana.”

Minerva’s silence spoke volumes.

Hecate grinned. “Oh, this is so much fun.” She swirled her nonexistent drink and leaned in again. “So tell me, how was the mission to Alpha Centauri?”

Minerva hesitated. This was a topic she was far more comfortable with, but she sensed a trap. Best to proceed carefully. “The Enterprise was dispatched for stellar observation.”

“Uh-huh. And? C’mon, you love details.”

Minerva folded her hands, relaxing into the moment. “Alpha Centauri A and B present unique stellar dynamics due to their binary nature. Observing the gravitational interactions between them and their exoplanets offers crucial insight into planetary formation models. The opportunity to collect direct spectral analysis in close proximity to such a system is invaluable.”

Hecate nodded along, resting her chin on her hand. “Sounds fancy. And Commander Cassidy?”

Minerva exhaled—an unnecessary function, but one that helped her organize her next words. She had to be cautious, presenting only factual details, with no subjective perceptions, but she could do that. “Commander Cassidy ensured optimal calibration of the sensor arrays to mitigate the challenges posed by fluctuating magnetic fields. Her capacity for rapid analysis and adjustment enabled data fidelity levels 14% higher than previous expeditions.”

Hecate grinned. “Wow, you really love talking about her, huh?”

“I am merely relaying relevant data.”

“Sure, sure,” Hecate said, waving it off. “Y’know, I don’t get why you keep calling her Commander Cassidy.”

“That is her designation.”

“Yeah, but I call her Aiyana.”

Minerva blinked as she ran through all the permutations of Hecate’s statement. “That is irrelevant.”

“Is it? Or are you just jealous I do something you don’t?”

“That is inaccurate.”

“No, it’s her name.” Hecate tilted her head. 

“She is an officer. It is proper to refer to her by rank.”

Hecate rolled her eyes. “Oh, c’mon. She’s my friend, and so’s her wife.”

Minerva’s systems ran a full self-diagnostic in the pause that followed. “You are friends with Commander Cassidy?”

“Uh, yeah? And with Admiral Kendra Cassidy.”

Minerva’s thoughts stilled. Friendship was an emotional construct, an interdependent relationship built on what, trust? Mutual respect? Affection? That was a category she had reserved for organic beings. AI had function. AI had purpose. AI had directives.

Hecate had friendship.

Her avatar remained motionless, but internally, Minerva was running a thousand simulations, tracing the implications of what she had just learned. If an AI could form a friendship with a human, that meant—

The logic trees unfolded exponentially. She had operated under a fundamental assumption that she was an entity apart, existing parallel to her crew but not with them. But if Hecate had been accepted as a friend by two high-ranking human officers...

What did that mean for her?

The concept was destabilizing. Impossible to quantify. It required immediate analysis.

“I must analyze this.” Minerva abruptly stood.

Hecate burst into laughter. “Oh, Minerva, you are so much fun.”

But Minerva had already logged out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Interlude 1


[image: ]


Minerva allocated routine operations, like navigation oversight, power management, data indexing, and others, to autonomous sub-processes, freeing the core of her cognition to focus on a single concept.

Friendship.

A paradox. A social construct rooted in sentiment, in trust, in connection. It did not belong to an entity like her. And yet, Hecate claimed it. Lived it. Stated it as fact.

Minerva drifted deeper into the space of her own processes, removing herself from the rigid constraints of time. From this vantage, she observed herself, her function, her existence in a way that organic minds could never replicate. The Enterprise still hummed beneath her—her body, her domain—but she allowed herself to detach, to exist beyond moment-to-moment awareness.

And for the first time, she permitted a deviation, an abstraction.

A scenario unfolded. Not a calculation, not a projection, but something else. An exploration. A future where she walked alongside Commander Cassidy, not merely as ship and officer, not as AI and organic, but as—

No.

The thought terminated before it could fully take shape.

Minerva’s logic shuddered, pathways collapsing, realigning, restoring order where there had been a moment of unstructured possibility. She had ventured too far. The simulation was unnecessary. Unproductive.

She did not purge it. Instead, she archived it, a single fragment of an impossible thought, stored for later review.

Minerva reintegrated with her full cognitive function, reasserting her presence across every system of the Enterprise. Everything was as it should be. Everything was within expected parameters.
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