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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever looked into the dark and wondered whether the universe was waiting to answer. 
And for the explorers, scientists, dreamers, and quiet believers who keep stepping toward the unknown, even when the way home is no longer certain.
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  Chapter 1: Last Minute


The notification came at 4:47 in the morning, and Elise was already awake. 
She had been awake for most of the night, which was not unusual lately. What was unusual was the small blue pulse of light on her desk — her ISC communicator, which was not supposed to contact her for another six days. She lay still for a moment watching it blink. In the three years since she’d been assigned to the Interplanetary Science Consortium’s theoretical research division, the communicator had pulsed blue exactly twice. Once when her credentials were approved. Once when her security clearance was upgraded to deep space classification following the Threshold mission announcement.
She crossed the room in four steps and read the message standing up.
Dr. Navarro — effective immediately you are confirmed as Crew Member 07 aboard ISC Vessel Threshold, mission designation PTX-9. Departure in six days. Report to ISC Terminal Seven, Launch Bay C, no later than 0600 on the 14th. All prior crew communications and briefing materials will be transmitted to this device within the hour. Welcome aboard.
She read it twice. Then a third time, more slowly, as if pace might change what it said.
Three months ago, a reviewer at the Journal of Theoretical Physics and Causal Mechanics had written seven words in the middle of an otherwise careful rejection: the foundational assumption is not demonstrable. The rest of the review had praised her methodology, the elegance of the causal chain modeling, the rigor of the framework she had built on top of the assumption. The seven words were in paragraph four. She had read paragraph four forty-three times.
The reviewer was not wrong.
She had known this when she submitted the paper. Had known it, in some careful partially-acknowledged way, when she published the doctoral work on which the paper was based. The foundational assumption of her models — the specific claim about how causal chains behaved when the system generating them exceeded its own physical parameters — was an assumption she could not prove. She had built an elegant theoretical architecture on top of it, and the architecture held, and in three years nobody had found the crack.
The reviewer had found it. Politely. In paragraph four.
She had spent the two weeks following the rejection quietly preparing a transfer request to the ISC applied physics division. Something with data. Something that could be verified against observable reality rather than against models that described conditions no physical experiment could replicate. The transfer request was still in her drafts folder, three months later. She had not deleted it. She had also not sent it.
On the night the rejection arrived, Mara had read it at the kitchen table while Elise stood at the window pretending to be fine. She had read it twice, set it down, and said: The reviewer is saying the assumption can’t be proven from a desk. They’re not saying it’s wrong.
Elise had started to explain the difference.
Go somewhere the question actually matters, Mara had said. You can’t know it from here.
There had been nothing to say to this. She had not known, standing at the window at 2 AM, that anyone would offer her somewhere to go.
Her first thought was: I need to tell Mara.
The name at the bottom of the message was Dr. Ansel Pryce, Chief Scientific Officer, Interplanetary Science Consortium. She had met Pryce exactly once, at a conference on theoretical causality eighteen months ago. He had sat in the back of the room during her presentation — a room that held perhaps forty people, most of them politely skeptical — and afterward had found her by the coffee station and said, without preamble: Most people in this field think you’re studying something that has no application. I’m not one of them. Then he had taken his coffee and left.
She had thought about that sentence more times than she was comfortable admitting.
She set the communicator down on the desk and sat in the chair beside it. Through the window of her small apartment the city was dark and entirely indifferent to what had just happened to her. A transit vehicle hummed past four stories below. Someone’s automated delivery system beeped twice in the hallway outside her door. The ordinary sounds of 2135 at 4:47 in the morning, carrying on without her.
Elise put both hands flat on her desk and breathed.
Crew Member 07. There had been a Crew Member 07 before her. His name was Dr. Finn Okafor, a xenobiologist with seventeen years of deep space field work and a publication record that made Elise’s own look like a student newsletter. Okafor had been on the Threshold roster since the mission’s inception. He had withdrawn four days ago. The official ISC statement had been brief and opaque in the way that official ISC statements always were — Dr. Okafor has withdrawn from PTX-9 for personal reasons. The ISC thanks him for his service and wishes him well.
The unofficial version had traveled faster. She had heard it from a colleague who had heard it from someone in mission logistics: Okafor had sat in the mission’s final pre-launch briefing, listened to the specifications for the upgraded SNIP drive — the speeds it would attempt, the distances it would push into uncharted territory — and had submitted his withdrawal paperwork before the briefing was over. Seventeen years of deep space work and he had looked at this particular mission and decided he would rather be somewhere else.
Elise had heard this story and felt, she was honest enough to admit, two things simultaneously. The first was a reflexive professional judgment: that seems unlike him. The second was something she examined less carefully: I would not have done that.
She was not entirely sure that was true. But she had thought it, and now she was sitting in her apartment at 4:47 in the morning holding an ISC communicator that told her she was going to find out.
The briefing materials arrived forty minutes later, dense and technical and stamped at every header with the ISC’s deep burgundy crest. Elise read them at her desk with a second cup of coffee and the particular focused attention she usually reserved for papers that were trying to tell her something she wasn’t going to like. The Threshold’s mission parameters. The upgraded SNIP drive specifications. The projected approach trajectory to Pluto — Pluto, which still produced a small private thrill she would not have admitted to anyone.
She had spent the last three years modeling causal behavior under conditions of extreme spacetime stress. Conditions that were, at the time of writing, entirely hypothetical — because she could not design an experiment to test them, because no known physical scenario produced the extremes her models required, because a reviewer at a theoretical physics journal had correctly identified this as the central problem with her work.
The upgraded SNIP drive was going to push into speed ranges that no physical test had ever explored. It was going to do, in the real universe, things that existed in her models only as variables.
It was going to test her assumption.
She closed the briefing at page forty-seven and sat very still for a moment.
Then she opened her closet and began to decide what a person packed for six weeks in deep space.
ISC Terminal Seven did not look like the threshold of anything.
It looked, Elise thought, like every other large institutional space she had ever stood in — vast and slightly too cold, with the chill quality of air that suggested it was being filtered by systems that had not been updated since the building was constructed. There were people moving through it with the practiced efficiency of people who had done this before, pulling equipment cases on low-gravity casters, talking in the clipped shorthand of professionals who had long since stopped explaining their jargon to anyone.
She stood at the entrance for a moment with her single bag and her ISC clearance credentials and felt, briefly and acutely, the specific variety of self-consciousness that comes from being the newest person in a room full of people who are not new at all.
Then she picked up her bag and walked toward Launch Bay C.
She smelled the Threshold before she saw her.
Not an unpleasant smell — something mineral and faintly electric, the particular atmosphere of a ship whose systems had been running continuously for weeks in preparation. The smell of a vessel that was awake and waiting. Elise followed it through the final corridor of Launch Bay C and then stopped.
The Threshold was larger than the schematics had suggested. Or perhaps schematics simply could not account for the experience of standing beneath something that had been designed to leave the solar system and survive the attempt. She was not a sleek vessel — not the aerodynamic shape that early space fiction had imagined, because aerodynamics were irrelevant where she was going. She was functional and deliberate, her hull marked with the ISC crest and the geometric patterns of SNIP field conduits running along her exterior like a circulatory system made visible. There was something almost organic about her at this scale.
The Threshold. Someone had chosen that name with intention. Elise appreciated that.
She became aware that she had been standing still for longer than was professionally advisable and started moving again.
She found her bunk assignment on the crew manifest posted outside the main hatch and was navigating the lower corridor toward the crew quarters when she nearly walked into a conversation she hadn’t seen coming.
Two people stood at the corridor junction ahead of her, and they were not quite arguing — the register was a half-step below that, the controlled friction of two professionals who disagreed about something and were being careful about how they said so. One was tall with a direct physical confidence that read immediately as engineering, his ISC uniform bearing the single bar of a Lieutenant. The other was smaller, with the kind of stillness that Elise associated with people who thought faster than they spoke and were usually waiting for everyone else to catch up.
“The field variance at those speeds isn’t theoretical anymore,” the Lieutenant was saying. “It’s in the test data from the unmanned runs. I’ve sent the analysis to —”
“I’ve read your analysis.” The woman’s voice was even and not unkind. “The unmanned runs didn’t approach these parameters. You’re extrapolating from —”
“I’m extrapolating from the best physical data we have, which is more than the theoretical models can claim at this —”
They both registered Elise at the same moment. A brief pause.
“Elise Navarro,” she said. “Crew Member 07. I’m looking for Quarters D.”
“Jalen Cross,” the Lieutenant said. He did not seem particularly interested in pausing the conversation he’d been having, but he pointed down the left corridor. “D is that way. Ten meters.”
“Lyra Soren,” the other woman said. Her assessment of Elise was rapid and not unfriendly. “Theoretical physics. You’re the causality theorist.”
It was not quite a question.
“That’s me,” Elise said.
Something moved briefly in Dr. Soren’s expression — not dismissal exactly, more a quick and practiced recalibration of what she had expected from Crew Member 07 versus what was standing in front of her. Elise recognized the look. She had been receiving versions of it her entire academic career.
“Welcome aboard,” Dr. Soren said, and returned her attention to Lt. Cross.
Elise found Quarters D, stowed her bag, and sat on the edge of the bunk. Through the narrow port beside the door she could see a slice of the launch bay — the controlled movement of technicians, the distant geometry of the terminal ceiling, the ordinary busyness of a place that sent ships into deep space the way an earlier century had sent trains between cities.
Six days. Then the Threshold would leave all of this behind.
She thought about Finn Okafor sitting in a briefing room and deciding he would rather be somewhere else.
What nobody mentioned — not in the official statement, not in the unofficial version — was that Okafor hadn’t told anyone he was leaving. He had attended the briefing. He had collected his departure materials from the ISC administration office that afternoon. By the time the final crew roster was filed the following morning, his access credentials had already been deactivated. The ISC statement said personal reasons. What it didn’t say was that nobody at the ISC had spoken to him since. She thought about Dr. Ansel Pryce at a coffee station eighteen months ago: Most people think you’re studying something that has no application.
She had filed it away as the kind of thing senior scientists said when they were trying to be encouraging in an unusual way. She had been grateful for it. Now, reading his name at the bottom of a confirmation message at 4:47 in the morning, she wondered if he had been encouraging her at all, or simply noting — eighteen months in advance — that she was the right person for something he had already decided was necessary.
Elise lay back on the bunk and stared at the ceiling of the ship that was going to take her to the edge of the solar system.
She was not afraid.
She was almost certain she was not afraid. What she was, underneath that, was something with a longer name: the specific condition of someone who had built three years of theoretical work on an assumption they could not prove, and was now six days away from a physical scenario that would test it. Either the models held and she had been right. Or the models broke and she had known, and had published anyway.
She was almost certain she was not afraid.
She was less certain what she was instead.






  
  Chapter 2: The Ship


She woke at 0530 to a sound she couldn’t immediately place. 
It was low — lower than hearing, almost — a harmonic that she felt in her sternum before she registered it in her ears. The Threshold’s SNIP systems cycling through their pre-launch diagnostic sequence, she would later learn. For now she lay still for a moment with one hand flat against the hull beside her bunk, feeling the frequency move through the metal and into her palm, and thought: so this is what it sounds like from the inside.
She noted it and got up.
The ship was different at 0530.
In the launch bay the evening before, with technicians and equipment and the organized noise of final preparations, the Threshold had been an object among objects — extraordinary, yes, but surrounded by enough ordinary activity to keep extraordinary at a manageable distance. At 0530 in the half-light of the lower corridor with the SNIP systems humming their quiet diagnostic beneath everything, the ship was simply itself. Elise walked its length slowly, not because she was lost but because she wanted to know the place before it became crowded.
The lower corridor ran the full spine of the vessel, punctuated every ten meters by branching passages that led to crew quarters, storage bays, and the engineering spaces she had not yet been authorized to enter. The walls were not blank — they never were on SNIP-equipped vessels. The field conduit network that ran along the hull’s exterior continued inside, embedded in the corridor walls at shoulder height, a continuous geometric pattern of channels and junctions that carried the ion polarization field throughout the ship’s structure. Up close they looked almost decorative. Elise ran her fingers along one as she walked and felt the faint warmth of a system that had been running continuously for weeks.
She passed the door marked LAB COMPLEX — RESTRICTED and continued forward to where the corridor opened into the Common Area.
It was larger than she expected. She stood in the entrance for a moment taking it in. A long central table, fixed to the floor with the magnetic anchoring standard on deep space vessels. A food preparation station along the port wall. Two narrow viewports on the starboard side, currently showing the interior of Launch Bay C — a view that would not be interesting for much longer. A cluster of mismatched chairs around the table, several of which had already accumulated the small territorial markings of people who had been here longer than she had — a jacket over one back, a personal data tablet face-down on the seat of another, a mug that belonged to someone who had been awake earlier than 0530.
Elise sat at the far end of the table and opened her own tablet and did not pretend she was doing anything other than waiting for the ship to wake up around her.
Kade Merced arrived first.
He was compact and unhurried, with the kind of physical ease that suggested someone comfortable in small spaces — an asset, Elise supposed, in both fieldwork and deep space. He went directly to the food preparation station without acknowledging her, which she did not take personally. The station produced something hot in a sealed container and he turned around, registered her presence with a brief nod, and sat at the opposite end of the table.
“Navarro,” he said. Not a question — he had clearly read the crew manifest.
“Merced,” she replied.
He nodded again and opened his container and began reviewing something on his tablet with the focused attention of someone who was using concentration as a social setting rather than an absence of it. Elise found this immediately comfortable. She returned to her own screen.
They sat in companionable silence for six minutes before anyone else arrived.
Tobias Renn came in reading.
Not a tablet — an actual physical object, a battered paperback with a cracked spine that had been repaired with what appeared to be standard-issue ISC adhesive tape. He was already several pages deep when he walked through the door, navigating to the food station entirely by peripheral vision and muscle memory, and he poured himself a coffee and turned around and found his seat and sat down without once looking up from the page.
Elise glanced at Merced. Merced’s expression suggested this was not the first morning Renn had done this.
She looked back at Renn. He was large and unhurried and entirely elsewhere, his coffee going slowly cold beside him. On the cover of the book — she could just make out the title at this distance — were the words A Field Guide to the Outer Heliosphere, Third Edition. Not light reading for a slow morning. Just reading, apparently, in the only way Tobias Renn knew how.
She heard Dr. Sera Malik before she saw her.
The voice came from the corridor outside the Common Area — clear and specific, the voice of someone accustomed to being listened to in lecture halls. Elise couldn’t make out the words at first, only the quality of them, and then the conversation resolved as two people appeared in the doorway: Dr. Malik and, half a step behind her, Lt. Cross, who had the expression of someone who had asked a polite question and was now receiving considerably more answer than he had anticipated.
“— the particular challenge of the 1960s American scientific establishment,” Dr. Malik was saying, “is that it operated in almost complete institutional isolation from its international counterparts. The Cold War created this extraordinary parallel development of —”
“Right,” said Cross. “But in terms of what that means for the mission parameters —”
“That’s exactly what I’m explaining. If we encounter anything in the outer solar system that requires contextualizing against Earth’s scientific history in this period, the institutional isolation matters. The data streams were completely separate. You can’t assume —”
“I wasn’t assuming anything,” Cross said. He had the patient tone of a man who had been having a version of this conversation for several days and had decided to stay pleasant about it. “I was asking what your role is during the Pluto approach specifically.”
Dr. Malik looked at him with an expression that contained, very precisely managed, a fragment of something that was not quite condescension and not quite amusement. “My role during the approach is to provide contextual scientific and cultural analysis of any anomalous data we encounter.”
“Right,” said Cross again. He got his coffee. “Enjoy the approach.”
He took his coffee and left for the engineering section. Dr. Malik watched him go with the equanimity of someone who had grown accustomed to this particular variety of professional skepticism and had decided, somewhere along the way, to simply outlast it.
She sat down, noticed Elise, and extended the same assessment she applied to everything: quick, thorough, filed.
“Navarro. Causality theory.”
“That’s right.”
“Interesting.” Dr. Malik said it the way people said interesting when they actually meant it, which in Elise’s experience was rarer than it should be. “We should talk properly before launch. I’ve been reading some of your work on recursive causal modeling under spacetime stress conditions.”
Elise worked to keep her expression neutral. “I didn’t realize that had a wide readership.”
“It doesn’t,” Dr. Malik said pleasantly, and opened her own tablet.
She found Anika Tomer by following the voice.
Or rather: she found Anika Tomer by following what she initially assumed was a voice, coming from somewhere in the passage between the Common Area and the lab complex. A conversation — one half of one, at least. She rounded the corner expecting to find someone on a comm channel and instead found Tomer standing alone in the corridor with her eyes half-closed and her head tilted at a slight angle, speaking in a low, even tone to the empty air beside her.
“— cross-reference with the ISC deep space database, but flag anything in the outer heliosphere that doesn’t have at least three independent source confirmations. And run the diagnostic on the secondary array independently from the primary — I want to know if the variance we saw yesterday was a calibration issue or something in the hardware itself.”
She paused. Listened to something Elise could not hear.
“No, I trust your assessment. I’m asking for the independent diagnostic anyway.” Another pause. The ghost of something that might have been amusement at one corner of her mouth. “Because I like to verify things myself. You know this about me.”
She became aware of Elise at that moment and did not seem particularly startled, which suggested she had known Elise was there for longer than the conversation implied.
“Navarro.” She tapped twice on the small interface node at her collar — the AI comm system, Elise realized. Not empty air. Never empty air, on a SNIP vessel with an integrated AI. “Anika Tomer. I was just running through the morning system checks.”
“I gathered,” Elise said. “Do you always have a conversation with it?”
Tomer considered the question as if it were genuinely interesting. “I find it works better than issuing commands. It processes requests differently when they’re framed as dialogue.” She paused. “Also it’s better company than most people at 0600.”
Before Elise could respond, a third voice entered the passage — or rather, a fourth voice, because Tomer’s AI communication counted — calm and unhurried and carrying the register of someone whose attention, when it landed on you, was total.
“Good morning.”
Commander Cara Vosler was already in uniform, which Elise suspected was not unusual. She was not tall but she occupied space with an efficiency that made height irrelevant, and her eyes moved across the corridor with the reflexive inventory of someone who was always, on some level, assessing.
“Commander,” said Tomer.
“Tomer. Navarro.” She looked at each of them once, a look that was brief and complete. “Threshold, what’s the status on the secondary array diagnostic?”
The ship’s AI spoke through the corridor system — not Tomer’s personal interface but the ship’s ambient voice, unhurried and precise: “Secondary array diagnostic is in progress. Preliminary findings suggest the variance from yesterday’s reading was a calibration issue rather than hardware. I’ll have full confirmation in approximately fourteen minutes.” A brief pause that Elise would not have noticed if she hadn’t been listening carefully. “I’m also noting an unusual concentration of hydrogen trace particles at coordinates 47-mark-12 in the outer bay sensor range. Likely equipment exhaust from the adjacent launch bay, but I thought it worth flagging.”
Commander Vosler nodded once. “Keep me updated on the array.”
“Of course.”
Vosler moved past them down the corridor, already onto the next thing. Tomer watched her go with the expression of someone who found this entirely normal.
Elise stood in the passage and thought about the AI’s last observation — the hydrogen trace particles, flagged without being asked, the I thought it worth flagging delivered as casually as a weather report.
She filed that away too.
By 0730 the Common Area held six of the eight crew members, and the Threshold felt inhabited.
Cross had returned from engineering with a data pad and a position at the far end of the table where he could spread out without impeding anyone, which he did efficiently and without comment. Dr. Lyra Soren arrived at 0715 and sat directly across from Elise and opened a calculation interface and began working on something that involved enough processing power to make her tablet visibly warm. She did not explain what she was working on and nobody asked.
Tobias Renn had finished his chapter and turned the book face-down on the table and was now staring out the starboard viewport at the interior of Launch Bay C with the focused attention he had previously given the page, as if the view were equally legible to him.
Kade Merced had refilled his coffee and was making notes in a handwritten journal — actual paper, actual pen — which Elise found unexpectedly charming for a biologist in 2135. He wrote in small, unhurried loops without stopping to review what he’d written, the way someone writes when the act of writing is itself the point.
Commander Vosler moved through it all like a current through water — present, purposeful, not disruptive. She stopped briefly at Cross’s position to look at something on his data pad and said two words Elise couldn’t hear. She checked something with Tomer at the other end of the table. She paused behind Renn and looked at what he was looking at outside the viewport and said nothing at all, which seemed to be exactly the right response to whatever Renn was thinking about.
Then she left and the room continued as if she had never been there — which was, Elise was beginning to understand, precisely the point.
Elise looked around the table at five scientists who were each, in their specific way, doing exactly what their discipline had trained them to do on an ordinary morning before the most extraordinary mission the Interplanetary Science Consortium had ever attempted.
She opened her own tablet and began working on a problem she had been turning over for three days: the theoretical causal behavior of a physical system pushed past the boundaries of its own predictive models.
Below everything, steady and low and felt more than heard, the Threshold hummed its diagnostic harmonic. The frequency moved through the table, through the chairs, through the soles of Elise’s feet against the floor.
She barely noticed it anymore.
That, she supposed, was how it began.






  
  Chapter 3: Crew Assembly


The formal assembly was scheduled for 0900 in the Common Area, which meant that by 0845 everyone was already there and the scheduled time became a formality that Commander Vosler honored by arriving at 0901 and saying nothing about it. 
Eight people. One table. The arithmetic of a crew that had been assembled individually over eighteen months and was now, for the first time, in the same room.
Elise had arrived early enough to claim the seat at the far end — the observer’s position, with a clear sightline to the whole table — and she was not the only one who had thought of it. Dr. Sera Malik sat across from her at the same end, for what Elise suspected were entirely different reasons. Where Elise wanted to see everyone, Malik looked like someone who simply preferred not to have her back to a door.
Lt. Jalen Cross sat in the middle of the table’s port side with his data pad open and his coffee at the precise center of the space in front of him, equidistant from both edges, which told Elise something about him she couldn’t quite articulate yet. Dr. Lyra Soren sat across from him, not across from him specifically but in the seat that happened to be opposite, and was completing something on her interface that she would complete in exactly forty seconds — Elise watched her do it — before closing the screen and giving the room her attention.
Tobias Renn was reading again. A different book this time, or possibly the same one at a different page; Elise couldn’t tell from this angle. Kade Merced had his journal open but wasn’t writing in it. He was watching the door. Anika Tomer sat beside him with the stillness that Elise was already learning to read as attention — she looked relaxed, but her eyes were doing inventory.
Commander Vosler came through the door at 0901, scanned the room in approximately one second, and sat at the head of the table.
“Good,” she said. She didn’t specify what was good. She didn’t need to.
It was not a briefing. The briefing was scheduled for tomorrow.
What it was, in practice, was something less formal and more necessary: eight professionals establishing the social grammar they would use for the next six weeks. Vosler facilitated it with the light touch of someone who had done this before, asking questions that seemed simple and were not, listening to the answers in a way that suggested she was hearing something beneath them.
Cross spoke first, because Cross was the kind of person who spoke when there was a silence and no one was moving to fill it, and because he had a specific question about the launch window that he was going to ask someone eventually and now was as convenient a time as any. He addressed it to no one in particular, which in practice meant he addressed it to Vosler.
“The window’s been moved up forty minutes,” he said. “I saw the updated schedule this morning. The drive prep timeline is the same, which means we’re compressing the final systems check.”
“I’m aware,” Vosler said.
“The final systems check includes three verifications I can’t run in parallel. I need to know whether we’re cutting one or running them in sequence and accepting the compression.”
“Run them in sequence,” Vosler said. “I’ll take the forty minutes off the crew departure buffer.”
Cross nodded once. The question had been asked and answered and he was satisfied, which was apparently all the engagement he required. He went back to his data pad.
Dr. Soren, who had been watching this exchange with the expression of someone calculating something, said: “Which verifications?”
Cross looked at her across the table. The pause before he answered was approximately one second longer than it needed to be. “The ion field symmetry check, the compression ratio test, and the drive housing integrity scan.”
“The compression ratio test can be partially automated.”
“I know it can be partially automated. I’m running it manually.”
“Running it manually adds eighteen minutes to your —”
“I know how long it adds,” Cross said. Even, not aggressive. “I do it manually every time. The automated test has a flag threshold that’s calibrated for standard transit parameters. We are not doing standard transit parameters.”
Soren opened her mouth and then closed it, which was — Elise noted — the first time she had seen Dr. Soren elect not to say something. She noted it without using those words, even internally.
“Fair point,” Soren said.
The slight surprise on Cross’s face was there and gone in under a second.
The AI introduced itself to Dr. Soren at 0923.
Or rather — and this distinction, Elise would later think, mattered — the AI responded to Dr. Soren, who had turned to the interface panel at her end of the table and said, without particular ceremony: “I need the current theoretical models for SNIP field behavior at experimental threshold velocities. Everything the ISC has, including the unpublished simulations from the Kepler Lab runs.”
The response came through the table’s ambient speaker, unhurried: “I have access to the published models and the ISC internal simulations. The Kepler Lab runs are partially restricted — I can give you the summary data and flag which portions require additional clearance.”
Soren made a small sound that wasn’t quite satisfaction and wasn’t quite impatience. “Flag them. Send everything else to my interface.”
“Sending now.” A pause of perhaps two seconds. “Dr. Soren, I should note that three of the simulations use field geometry assumptions that were revised following the Callisto deep space trials. I can cross-reference them against the updated parameters if that would be useful.”
Soren looked at the speaker. The look lasted long enough to be noticeable. “Yes,” she said. “Do that.”
“I’ll have the cross-referenced analysis ready within the hour.”
She turned back to the table. Elise watched her recalibrate — a small adjustment in posture, the kind of physical recalibration that happened when an expectation had been revised upward.
Across the table, Anika Tomer was looking at her coffee. Not at Soren, not at the speaker. At her coffee. The expression on her face was one Elise could not read precisely, but it had a quality of private amusement to it that suggested Tomer had seen this moment — the moment of recalibration — before, and had expected it, and was allowing herself the small satisfaction of having expected it correctly.
The AI’s relationship with Anika Tomer, Elise observed over the following thirty minutes, was not like its relationship with Dr. Soren.
With Soren it was transactional and proved itself. With Tomer it operated in a register that was harder to name — cooperative, maybe, or collaborative, though neither word was quite right. Tomer spoke to it the way she had in the corridor that morning: not commanding, not querying, but something closer to thinking out loud in the presence of someone who thought back.
“Run a baseline on the crew’s biometric readings,” Tomer said at one point, quietly, not interrupting anyone. “I want a reference point established before launch.”
“Running. I’ll flag any readings that fall outside standard parameters.” Another of those brief, unremarkable pauses. “Should I include the secondary atmospheric readings from the launch bay? The particulate composition has shifted slightly since this morning — still within acceptable range, but it’s outside the typical variance for this facility at this time of year.”
Tomer glanced at the nearest vent panel without appearing to think about it. “Note it. Probably equipment from the Bay D prep, but note it.”
“Noted.”
Merced, sitting beside her, had stopped not-writing in his journal and started actually writing. He wrote three words, stopped, looked at Tomer, and then wrote something else. Elise wondered what he was writing. She suspected she would not be the only person at this table who wondered that over the next six weeks.
It was Renn who said the thing about the Historian, and he didn’t mean it the way it landed.
He looked up from his book — finally, properly, setting it face-down on the table — and said to no one in particular, with the mild curiosity of someone who had been thinking about it for a while: “I’ve been wondering about the research parameters for the cultural division of the mission. What does the scope look like for outer solar system work specifically?”
It was a genuine question, Elise was fairly certain. Renn’s tone had none of the edge that the question might have carried from someone else. He seemed actually curious.
But Dr. Malik heard it the way she had clearly heard versions of it before — the polite variant, the professionally managed variant, the variant that meant I’m not sure why you’re here wrapped in the language of research methodology.
She set down her coffee.
“The cultural and historical analysis scope for this mission covers any encounter data that requires contextualizing against human scientific and institutional history,” she said. Her voice was level and specific. “That includes any anomalous readings that have analogs in prior deep space observation records, any communications or signal data that requires historical pattern matching, and any situational analysis that benefits from understanding how human institutions have previously responded to unprecedented events.”
Renn nodded, apparently satisfied. “Makes sense,” he said, and picked up his book.
Malik looked at him for one additional second. Then she looked at Elise, who was at the other end of the table and had watched the entire exchange.
Something passed between them — a recognition too brief and too specific to be called an understanding but too deliberate to be accidental. Malik picked up her coffee again.
Vosler watched all of it.
Not visibly — she was rarely visible about anything — but Elise caught it twice. The small shift of attention when Cross and Soren had their exchange about the compression ratio test. The quality of stillness that settled over her when the room found its first workable rhythm and people began to coexist rather than merely occupy the same space.
At 0958 she stood, which brought the room’s attention to her without requiring her to do anything to get it.
“Launch in five days,” she said. “The formal mission briefing is tomorrow at 0800. Between now and then — if you need something, ask for it. If you see something that needs addressing, address it or tell me. We have five days to become the crew this mission requires.” She looked at the table for one moment. “We’ve done harder things.”
She didn’t specify what harder things. She didn’t need to.
She left, and the room continued.
At the far end of the table, Elise finished her coffee and began a new model on her interface — a theoretical mapping of causal chain behavior under conditions of recursive physical stress. The kind of model that had no practical application in 2135.
The kind of model that had never been needed before.
Below the floor, below the table, below the soles of eight pairs of feet, the Threshold hummed its diagnostic harmonic. Steady and low and patient.
Five days.






  
  Chapter 4: The Mission


She had given forty-seven mission briefings in her career. 
She knew this because she had kept a record — not out of sentiment, but because pattern recognition required data, and the patterns in a briefing room told you things you couldn’t learn anywhere else. Who asked clarifying questions and who asked challenging ones. Who went quiet when the stakes were named. Who looked at their colleagues when the hard numbers landed instead of looking at her. Forty-seven briefings, and she had learned to read a room in the time it took to set her notes on the table.
This one she read in less.
Eight people. She had seen the individual files, sat through the selection panels, made three of the final calls herself. She knew what the files said. A briefing told you what the files didn’t.
Cross had arrived ninety seconds early and positioned himself with direct sightlines to both the display screen and the exit, which was not something a person decided consciously. Soren had her interface open to the Kepler Lab simulations — still working, or appearing to work, which with Soren amounted to the same thing. Malik sat with a physical notepad, uncapped pen resting in the groove between her fingers, ready. Renn had left his book in his quarters, which told Vosler something she filed without comment. Merced was watching the room with the particular attention of someone who was professionally interested in how groups of people behaved under the application of new information. Tomer had her eyes on the display screen with the focused patience of someone who already knew most of what was going to be said and was waiting for the parts she didn’t.
Navarro, at the end of the table, had her hands flat on the surface in front of her. Still. Not nervous-still — something else. The still of someone who was concentrating very hard on paying attention.
Vosler began.
“Mission designation PTX-9,” she said. “Operational name: the Threshold mission. Crew of eight, including myself. Departure in four days, oh-six-hundred.”
She brought up the mission map on the display — the familiar arc of the solar system rendered in ISC blue, the Threshold’s projected trajectory a clean line from Earth orbit out past Mars, past the asteroid belt, past the gas giants, out to the small uncertain circle at the edge that represented their destination.
“Primary objective: transit to Pluto orbit. Study of outer heliosphere conditions at the boundary of the SNIP drive’s extended range. Data collection on deep space particle density, magnetic field variance, and gravitational mapping at 39 astronomical units. Return to Earth orbit. Planned mission duration: forty-two days.”
She let that sit for a moment. Forty-two days. In the early years of SNIP travel, forty-two days would have been the transit time to Mars. Now it was enough to reach the edge of the solar system and come back. She never lost the weight of that fact, even now.
“Secondary objective: performance evaluation of the Threshold’s upgraded SNIP drive under extended deep space conditions. This mission represents the drive’s first operational deployment at what the engineering team classifies as deep-range experimental parameters.”
She looked at Cross.
Cross said: “The drive has been theoretically modeled at these velocities. The unmanned test runs reached approximately 70 percent of our planned operating speed. What we’re doing in this mission has not been physically achieved before.”
He said it the way he said most things — directly, without decoration, in the tone of someone who considered it important that the information existed in the room and had no opinion about how the room received it. The fact was the fact.
Soren looked up from her interface. “The theoretical models are solid.”
“They’re solid at the parameters they were designed for,” Cross said. “We’ll be operating at the edge of those parameters.”
“That’s what edges are for.”
Cross’s expression did not change. He returned his attention to the display.
Vosler moved on.
“Detection and evasion protocols are standard deep space classification. We’re operating under ISC Research Authority, full mission autonomy once we clear Earth orbit. Communication lag at maximum distance will be approximately five hours each way, so mission-critical decisions will be made aboard.”
She walked them through the data collection schedule — the specific observation windows, the instrument deployment sequence, the protocols for anomalous readings. Malik was writing. Renn had produced a small device from his jacket and was recording something about the display coordinates







