

    
        
          Odyssey One

        

        
        
          Stellar Reach Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Robb Wetmore

        

        
          Published by Stellar Reach Publications, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ODYSSEY ONE

    

    
      First edition. May 4, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Robb Wetmore.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231504183

    

    
    
      Written by Robb Wetmore.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Prologue:

Chapter 1: Dax Sinclair

Chapter 2: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 3: Zoe Frias

Chapter 4: Eli Marx

Chapter 5: Juliet Kosovo

Chapter 6: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 7: Dax Sinclair

Chapter 8: Dory Harper

Chapter 9: Zoe Frias

Chapter 10: Juliet Kosovo

Chapter 11: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 12:  Eli Marx

Chapter 13: Dory Harper

Chapter 14: Juliet Kosovo

Chapter 15: Eli Marx

Chapter 16: Zoe Frias

Chapter 17: Dax Sinclair

Chapter 18: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 19: Dax Sinclair

Chapter 20: Juliet Kosovo

Chapter 21: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 22: Zoe Frias

Chapter 23: Dory Harper

Chapter 24: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 25: Dax Sinclair

Chapter 26: Eli Marx

Chapter 27: Zoe Frias

Chapter 28: Amelia Dawson

Chapter 29: Science Teams

Sign up for Robb Wetmore's Mailing List

Also By Robb Wetmore

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    I would like to dedicate this book to the relentless nature of the human spirit that drives us ever forward. To the men and women throughout history who have sacrificed everything to forge new beginnings, who have risked it all to push humanity that much further—thank you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The cosmos is within us. We are made of star-stuff. We are a way for the universe to know itself."
— Carl Sagan
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Prologue:
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Barringer Crater, Arizona: Twenty Years ago

"Meteor Crater, also known as Barringer Crater, came into existence roughly 50,000 years ago through a cataclysmic event. An iron meteorite, estimated to be around 164 feet in diameter, hurtled through the Earth's atmosphere at an astonishing speed, resulting in a dramatic collision with the planet's surface. This impact sculpted a crater approximately three-quarters of a mile in diameter and 560 feet deep, solidifying its status as one of the Earth's most well-preserved impact craters."

Dax Sinclair stood among his classmates at the observation center for Meteor Crater, listening to the park ranger explain the site. He knew all of the info already because growing up in Winslow, Arizona, there was little else to talk about. It was really the only thing that brought people to this remote corner of the world. That and the old song by some rock group a hundred years ago. However, he had never actually been out to the site. His mom was always working, and she didn’t have the money or time to spend driving to “some damn hole in the ground.” The allure of the crater and a field trip with his science class finally offered Dax the opportunity to witness this geological wonder in person.

During his admittedly short existence on this planet, Dax had been lucky enough to have witnessed several amazing meteor showers, and even several large meteoroids as they plunged head-long to their doom in a green blaze of glory. He was fascinated by the sights, each and every one of them. As the park ranger droned on, the other kids in his class were getting restless. Larry and Jimmy, two of Dax’s greatest nemeses, were jacking around, causing a scene, and their science teacher, Miss Tsosie was trying to redirect them. The two punks did stop temporarily, but Dax knew they would start up again as soon as Miss Tsosie turned her back. 

He was right. No sooner had she stepped away to redirect a couple of girls who might have been trying to shoplift, than Larry muttered, “Dirty, fucking dog eater.” His crude comment sent Jimmy into such a fit of laughter that he nearly knocked over a display of postcards.

Dax really couldn’t stand the two of them. They harassed him, and just about everyone, constantly. They thought they were cool shit. Larry’s dad was some high-level executive with the latest natural gas company to roll into town, and Jimmy’s mom was on the City Council. Therefore, they thought that made them important and powerful too. 

Having enough of their ignorant and racist behavior, he made his way out of the building and over to the viewing platform. The sun was high in the sky and despite it being early Spring, the temperature was already in the low nineties. 

As Dax stood at the edge of Meteor Crater, his eyes widened in awe. The vastness of the crater stretched out before him, its rugged edges enclosing a mysterious void that whispered stories from ages past. The sun's rays bathed the barren landscape in an intense glow, leaving no shadows within the immense depression, exposing it for all to see.

The hot desert wind tugged at Dax's dirty blonde hair as he imagined the unthinkable force that must have been unleashed when the meteorite struck the Earth. He tried to picture the fiery impact, the shockwave rippling through the air, and the ground trembling under the weight of the energy. The magnitude of the event was almost too overwhelming to comprehend, but for a moment he felt like he was there.

Every step Dax took toward the crater rim unearthed new wonders. He marveled at the layers of rock exposed by millions of years of erosion, revealing a vibrant tapestry of colors and textures. The sight of the fractured rocks, shattered by the meteorite's cataclysmic arrival, ignited a sense of curiosity within him.

He had almost forgotten about his shitty existence in this shitty town. Just as his mind was wandering back 50,000 years ago, he was interrupted by the troglodyte twins and their crude and cruel little minds. “Hey space cadet!” Jimmy shouted as the class too made their way onto the platform. “Better be careful, the aliens might come back for their ship and take you with them.”

Larry, the smarter of the two, smacked his dumber friend. “Shit Jimmy, you ‘tard. This isn’t Roswell, this was formed by a rock from space.” 

Jimmy, not to be outdone, said, “I bet it came from Uranus.” The two slapped each other on the backs and laughed. 

Dax just shook his head and turned back to the railing. “Hey Sinclair! We were talking to you.” Larry yelled. Dax moaned and thought, where is Miss Tsosie? 

He continued to ignore them until he felt a shove on his shoulder. “Hey, you stupid bastard.” Jimmy called out. Dax turned quickly, feeling his pulse rising and his temper flaring.

“Hey Jimmy, that’s funny. He really is a bastard. I hear his daddy knocked up his whore mother and then ran back to Oklahoma City when he found out she was pregnant.”

No one saw it coming, not even Dax when he thought about it later. One second Larry and Jimmy were laughing at their own jokes, and the next his entire class was screaming in fright. When Dax’s vision cleared, he saw Jimmy curled up on the ground holding his face, blood pooling on the deck, but didn’t see Larry anywhere. Miss Tsosie was screaming, “Somebody grab him quick!!”  

Dax had no idea what was going on, but he turned to see Larry hanging from his fingers on the very edge of the observation deck. His knuckles were already white, and fear was wrought upon his face. He looked up to Dax, the closest person to him, his eyes pleading. In that moment, Dax felt sick to his stomach. Quickly, he reached far over the rail, his body bent in half, and extended his hand. “Larry, you need to let go with one hand and grab mine.”

“No way, man! I’ll fall!”

“If you don’t give me your hand now you are going to fall anyway. Give me your hand!” he pleaded with his nemesis. 

The boy closed his eyes and, in one motion, let go of the rail, extending his right hand. Dax lunged further, grabbing the boy by the wrist and starting to pull. Suddenly, he felt someone tugging at his feet, helping him back over the edge. With a firm grip on Larry’s other hand, he pulled until they were both safely on solid ground.

Miss Tsosie was right there, her face a mixture of fear and relief. A park ranger was assessing Larry for injuries, while another handed Jimmy an ice pack wrapped in a towel for his bloody and likely broken nose.

Dax surveyed the scene. Larry, now safe, was crying uncontrollably as the adrenaline wore off. Jimmy, glaring at him from behind the towel and ice pack, looked angry and pained. Their classmates watched in silence—some in awe, others in fear, and a few with looks of pity. They all knew what the parents would expect. Dax’s future in Winslow seemed bleak.

That evening at home, Dax had a rare surprise; his mom came home early. It was not a pleasant surprise. As soon as he heard the door of her eighteen-year-old Subaru slam, he knew this night was going to be worse than the bus ride back to school.

She didn’t give him a chance to speak. The moment she entered the house, she threw a roll of black trash bags at him. “Get your shit packed up now, you ungrateful piece of shit! You’re going to live with my sister in Scottsdale. She and her husband are on their way to get you.”

With that, she stomped into the kitchen, opened the cabinet above the often-not-working refrigerator, and pulled out a bottle of cheap tequila. In a moment, she was back in the small living room. Dax stood there, bewildered, trying to comprehend what had just happened.

“Are you too fucking stupid to understand English?! I told you to pack your shit! I can’t do this anymore, Dax. I nearly lost my job because of you, you dumb bastard!”

Still stunned, but with anger over her use of the word bastard quickly overriding his other feelings, Dax turned and walked to his room. His mother’s words echoed in his mind: “I nearly lost my job because of you.” He didn't have to think too hard about which job it was. There was only one job conditional on his behavior—her night cleaning job at City Hall. Jimmy’s mom must have threatened her with losing it if she didn’t do something about her bastard son.

He packed in a hurry, but he knew his aunt and uncle would take some time driving from Scottsdale. He locked his door as soon as he came in and sat quietly on his bed, the only sounds coming from the TV in the living room. His mom was probably drunk enough by now that he could ignore her until her sister arrived. Through his bare windows, he saw the darkening sky, and in the fading light, he thought he saw the faint trail of a shooting star.

Maybe life with his aunt and uncle wouldn’t be so bad. She was a schoolteacher, and he worked for some healthcare company. They had always been kind to him, and his aunt seemed to understand her older sister and why she was the way she was. His uncle was a bit nerdy, but in that cool way, like Jeff Goldblum in Jurassic Park. He had always encouraged Dax’s interest in science and space. Maybe, he thought, punching that creep in the nose and tossing his asshole friend over the railing was the best thing I have ever done.

At some point, he had lost track of time—he only knew it was completely dark outside—he saw the lights of an approaching vehicle. Those lights turned into his driveway. He grabbed his two garbage bags and his school backpack, filled with his favorite books and the small meteorite he had once found, and left his room.

There was a knock on the door as he entered the living room. His mom sat on the rundown love seat cradling the bottle of spirits like it was her lost love, eyes glued to the TV. The knock came again. “You gonna get that? They sure as shit ain’t here for me.” Her words were slurring. 

Rolling his eyes, he walked to the door, stepping over boxes of dead pizza and take-out bags. When he opened the door, he couldn’t help but smile. His aunt stood, arms crossed over her chest and wearing a very disapproving frown, while her husband stood behind her wearing a fedora and shit-eating grin. Dax looked between them both, shrugged, and moved aside so they could enter.  

His aunt took one look at the deplorable state her “big” sister’s home was in, and Dax could tell she was doing everything she could to not say anything or look too disgusted. 

“Hey sis.” His aunt said.

“Just get him outta here.” she said over the bottle of tequila that she was taking pulls directly from.

“Hey Dax,” his uncle started. “Why don’t you take your stuff to the Bronco. We’ll be right there.”

Dax grabbed his bags and headed out into the cooling night. He loved the night sky here. His mom’s trailer faced away from town and was far enough out that there was very little light pollution. It was the only thing that he liked about the place. For a moment, he took it all in. He feared and hoped that it would be the last time he had this particular view of the night sky.

When his eyes dropped earth-side again, he was staring at a brand-new zero-emissions Ford Bronco. It was a four-door with large desert tires, a rack on the roof for gear, with off-road lights mounted on the rugged-looking front end and across the top of the roof rack. He walked a circuit around the vehicle, taking it all in. In the rear, there was a spare tire and a small ladder that could be used to access the roof rack. He popped the tailgate open to toss his stuff in the rear compartment. As he was doing so, he saw a long metal case with "Orion" written in all capital letters.

“No way,” he said out loud. He quickly peeked around the edge of the Bronco—checking for his uncle or aunt—before reaching to pull the case out. Three latches sealed the case shut. Moving quickly, yet carefully, he opened the latches and lifted the lid. Stuffed securely in foam was a twenty-centimeter equatorial reflector telescope. Mounted within the lid and along the sides were the tripod, a computer-controlled drive, and three different eyepieces. He was about to pull out one of the eyepieces when a voice startled him, and he jumped.

“You found my guilty pleasure, did you?” His uncle said, in a tone that was not irritated at all, but filled with pride. If that had been something of his mother’s, she would have slapped him and told him to stay out of shit that didn’t belong to him. 

“Tell you what,” his uncle began. “Once we get you settled in, the three of us will go camping in the Superstition Mountains and break this old girl out.” 

Not sure what to say, and not really ever having an adult he could trust, he just shrugged. Just then, his aunt came around the back of the Bronco and pulled him into a hug. “I am so sorry for you Dax. Your mother...well I guess you know better than anyone. Come on”, she said as she released him, “let’s get you home.”

Home. The word echoed in his mind as they pulled out of the driveway and began the drive southwest. I am going to be okay, he thought, as the sound of the tires on the pavement lulled him to sleep.
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Chapter 1: Dax Sinclair
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Nuuk, Greenland. Twenty-five years later

Juliet Kosovo stomped the slush off her waterproof hiking boots as she entered the restaurant/pub just outside what would have been called downtown Nuuk. The flight from Heathrow to the largest city in Greenland was just over four hours. Much shorter than her last flight, but also a much colder location.

Juliet was not tall, but she carried herself with a grace and confidence that made most people notice her and move out of her way. She was dressed much more casually than her normal attire, but she didn’t think a power suit or lab coat would allow her to fit in, in this small city on the edge of civilization. Instead, she wore blue jeans stuffed into her Salomon hiking boots, a heavy wool sweater, and a light North Face jacket. The summer weather was pleasant, with a daytime high today of 17 degrees Celsius, or about 63 degrees Fahrenheit. The evening was proving to be much cooler. The pub seemed very touristy. Not the type of place she expected to find many locals, but it was busy nonetheless.

Juliet casually glanced at the profile picture of the man she was seeking, then scanned the room. Her local sources had mentioned that Doctor Sinclair would be here tonight, as he had been for the past several nights while awaiting clearance for his latest expedition. Laughter spilled from a private room to her right, guiding her instincts. With an educated guess, she followed the sound.

Entering the room, she spotted her target: a man in his early thirties, his athletic frame concealed under a flannel shirt and a wool beanie atop his sandy blond hair. He was locked in an arm-wrestling match with a woman wearing a worn white tank top, her blonde hair tightly braided along the top and shaved on the sides. A scar ran from her hairline down her cheek, visible as she faced Juliet, revealing brilliant silver eyes that belied a mix of intensity and joviality.

The woman had Sinclair on the edge, teasing him like a fish on a line, giving him just enough slack before reeling him back in. The exertion was wearing on Sinclair, yet the onlookers laughed and cheered, caught between amusement and encouragement.

The woman caught Juliet’s eye briefly, offering a wink before focusing back on the American. With a playful gesture, she blew him a kiss before slamming his fist to the table. The room erupted in laughter, cheers, and playful taunts. Sinclair shook his arm in good spirits and called out for another round, prompting further enthusiasm from the crowd.

As the Valkyrie looked at the American she had just bested, she nodded her head toward something behind him.

As the man pivoted, he drew in a sharp breath, his expression cycling through a range of emotions. Uncertainty, fear, attraction—all fleeting, moments before settling on recognition tinged with irritation.

Juliet's voice broke the silence, her accent tinged with an aristocratic British flair. "Doctor Dax Sinclair," she began, her tone carrying a hint of formality. "I am Doctor Juliet Kosovo. You've proven quite elusive to locate."

“I already told your boss I am not taking on any more students or tag-a-longs.”

“I seriously doubt you have ever spoken with my boss,” her inflection holding on the “my”. “And I am certainly not here to ‘tag-a-long’ as you say.”

Dax hadn’t really paid attention to the person he was talking to. His initial reaction to her was a result of her resemblance to his ex-wife, but that was very superficial, something with her hair and the light. Now that he looked more closely, it was probably just an aspect of him seeing her everywhere he looked these days. 

It was the emblem or logo on the jacket that had caused him to jump to the conclusion that this was another post-doc from some European university wishing to ride his coattails on this latest expedition onto the ice. However, her statement, as wrought with condescension as anything, made him rethink that. And come to think of it, that emblem didn’t appear to be from a university. It had something to it that harkened back to the great explorers and new adventures.

He stood up and extended his hand. “I am sorry for snapping. Doctor Kosovo, was it? I’m just beyond frustrated to still be here. I need to be out on that ice sheet. There are only so many days of good hunting this far north, and I have spent fourteen of them cooped up in this place,” he said with a grand flourish of his hands.

His accent was pure American, no hint of any drawl or regional dialect. Just clean-cut American English, the kind you heard Hollywood actors and American journalist aspire to. “That is to be understood, Doctor Sinclair, and yes, I am Doctor Juliet Kosovo.”

“And please, just call me Dax. That doctor thing was a means to an end.”

“Of course, Dax,” she said, feeling the word in her mouth. She looked like she didn’t like the taste of it. He also noticed that she didn’t offer to be called Juliet. 

“What can I do for you then, Doctor? Why are you here?”, he said, spitting out the title in a clear impression of the way she said his name.

She tilted her head in acknowledgement of the jab, but continued. “I am the director of a very special and unique project, one of which I cannot go into detail about right now, and I am here,” she emphasized that last word, “to recruit you.”

“So, you’re a headhunter? For what, some snooty English university?” He paused, looked her over again. “No, not a university. You reek of private money.”

Juliet’s nose turned up and her face flushed. “I beg your pardon. I reek?” 

Dax laughed. “I’m sorry. That was uncouth. You smell fine, I’m sure. But I don’t get a feeling of university or even government about you. No, you give off a private enterprise vibe.”

Juliet's irritation was palpable. “I should say,” she replied, clearly annoyed, “who funds the project is not your concern at this moment. What I need to know right now is if you will please join me somewhere more private and secure, so we can speak.” She squirmed in place as if her clothing suddenly didn't fit her right. The discomfort of the entire situation, this place at the edge of civilization, this pub, this man—it was all reaching her limit, and it was showing. She was used to being in control, to managing every detail, but here she felt everything slipping through her fingers. 

Noticing her discomfort, and finding a perverse pleasure in it, Dax said, “Look, Doc. I have been here for weeks, waiting for the local government to give me the go-ahead, but it's been one bureaucratic nightmare after another. If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone is trying to keep me off the ice. I don’t have time to meet with you, talk to you, or let you manipulate me into joining your little secret project. So, if you don’t mind, please get back on your private jet and fly back to wherever you came from.” With that, he turned around and sat down. A fresh local lager and a shot of vodka were waiting for him.

Juliet just stood there. She was steaming, the blood of her Albanian ancestors raging through her veins. She wanted to punch this sorry excuse of a scientist. She had read his dossier. He had graduated in the top ten percent of his class from the University of Arizona and went on to receive his doctorate at Cal-Tech. His fieldwork was exemplary, but he was not cut out for the classroom or the grind of academia. After five years teaching at the University of Colorado in Boulder and not making tenure, and his wife filing for divorce two weeks after the school’s decision to not grant him tenure, he threw in the towel. For the past two years, he had been traveling the Earth in search of meteorites. He was always after the “next big one.” He had come highly recommended by one of her project’s largest private donors, but his behavior tonight made her rethink all of it.

Dax was clearly a man burned by the system and by his wife, now only in it for himself. She could see it all over his smug face. She knew she couldn’t give up on him but also knew he would need more information before he went further. It was going to take a lot to pull him away from this hunt, Ryo had warned her of that.

Taking a breath to gather herself, Juliet reached into her interior jacket pocket and pulled out a business card. She pulled a pen out of another pocket and wrote something on the back. Then, with deliberate steps, she walked over to Doctor Sinclair’s table and slammed the card down in front of him. Turning on her heel, she walked out of the pub and headed to her hotel, her irritation simmering beneath a cool exterior.

Dax smiled as the delicate hand pulled away from a business card and disappeared. He didn’t look back, didn’t watch her leave. He just picked up the shot glass and called out “Skal” before slamming it back and chasing it with his beer. 

“Are you not even going to look at it?” asked the woman who had bested him only moments before. 

“No, Amalie, I’m not. It is just another attempt to manipulate me. I mean, c’mon. She’s all persistent, I insulted her a bit, and she simply slams her business card down and walks away. Very cliché.”

Amalie smiled at him, the scar pulling the left lip even further, giving her a very devilish look. “Fine, then. I’ll take it. Maybe the British tart has a job offer for me.” But as she reached for the card, Dax placed a hand over it, and with his other hand, shook a finger. “No, no. She gave it to me.”

“Well then, look at it, you stubborn horse’s arse.”

With a sigh, he picked up the card. It was a gradient blue, transitioning from a sky blue in the lower left corner to dark navy blue in the upper right. In that corner was a logo. It looked like a cross between some celestial object, and maybe a rocket. The logo was bas-relief and etched in silver.

Across the face of the card were the words STELLAR REACH, and below them read: “Innovative Solutions for Humanity’s Expansion.” Under that was an address to some place in London. He turned the card over and read: “Juliet Kosovo, M.D., PhD, Executive Director of Operations”, followed by a phone number. At the bottom of the card was the phrase “Connecting Humanity with its Potential.” He glanced at the neatly handwritten block letters, “Hotel Hans Egede, Hereford Beefstouw, ask for Juliet.”

Dax flipped the card between his fingers, scanning his memory for anything related to Stellar Reach. He was coming up with nothing. However, he had to admit, he was intrigued. “Innovative Solutions for Humanity’s Expansion” and “Connecting Humanity with its Potential.” Plus, the logo. That had to represent space somehow. So, what did they need a washed-up, recently divorced, academic-turned-meteorite-hunter for? Was it just a research posting, or was there something more to this?

Activating his palm display, he brought up the AI search engine and asked it to look for anything related to Stellar Reach. The only thing it brought up was a website that essentially replicated the business card he was holding. Except instead of the London address, there was one for their “Interstellar Headquarters” in Austin, Texas. He thought that was a cute touch. 

He set the card down, reacquired his beer, and took a long drink. “What are you going to do, Sinclair?” the big Danish woman asked. 

He closed his eyes and took a breath. He was suddenly back in Arizona, living with his aunt and uncle. They were in the back yard star gazing, when the first shooting stars broke the atmosphere. The meteoroids were tiny at first, no larger than grains of sand. But as they watched, they became more and more brilliant, until finally a massive orange and green fireball lit up the sky like it was noon. They felt the roar before they heard it. As the space rock flew past their house, the windows shook, and the sonic boom was so loud that Dax had to cover his ears. Before they knew it, it was past them. He and his uncle looked at each other and said at the same time: “Let’s go!” Yelling at his aunt as they ran through the house and into the garage, they sprinted for the Bronco. They had put a lot of miles on her over the past few years, but she still looked new. It started with a push a button; the hybrid hydrogen-electric engines ready to go. His aunt jumped in the back seat as his uncle was pulling out of the garage.  

They drove as fast as they could, trying to maintain a southeasterly heading, the same path as the meteoroid. It was late and most people were at home or already in bed. As they shot down the streets of their suburban neighborhood, many people had been pulled out of their homes by the sound. Some were looking up and some were looking down.  

Dax’s aunt tuned into an emergency band on a radio that they had specially installed. Reports were coming in from all over. As they topped a hill, there was a sudden burst of light on the southern horizon. The rock had impacted, and impacted hard. They could see a cloud of dust billowing high into the sky.  

In minutes, his uncle was pulling off the road and looking for a place to enter the fenced in area. He switched on the lights on the rack and grill. Night was turned to day as the brilliant display of high lumen LEDs illuminated the golf course ahead of him. “Hold on!” he called out, as he stepped on the accelerator. The powerful motors propelled the large SUV silently ahead. The grill of the Bronco slammed into the fence. After a moment’s strain, the truck was through and coursing down the 13th green of Desert Canyon Golf Club.

After a few rapid turns, the Bronco came to an abrupt halt. Ahead, about two hundred yards away, large fires blazed where there once stood beautiful homes, now reduced to a fiery crater. “Holy shit!” young Dax said. 

“Holy shit is right,” his aunt laughed nervously. “Zach, we need to get out of here before the police show up.” she said to her husband.

“Yeah, Sue, I think you’re right.”

Dax was not so easily persuaded. “C’mon guys, let’s take a quick look. Maybe the meteor didn’t go that deep,” he said as he looked at the former neighborhood. “It had a lot of stuff in its way to slow it down.”

“Not funny, Dax. Most of these neighborhoods are deserted now, but if anyone lived here, they are surely dead. We need to go.”

His uncle put the Bronco back in gear and drove off, using the streets this time.

Dax's mind snapped back to the present, his thoughts engulfed by the memory of that fateful night. It had been the genesis of everything for him, a pivotal moment etched into his consciousness. He had always harbored a deep-seated fascination with meteors and the vast expanse of space but witnessing the sheer magnitude of that destruction had ignited something profound within him. It was more than just fascination; it was a visceral, awe-inspiring experience that would shape the course of his life forever.

As he reflected on the events of that harrowing night, Dax recalled the terrifying details with a shiver. The rock, initially larger than a car, had hurtled through the atmosphere, shedding size and mass until all that remained by the time it crashed to the ground was a rock twice the size of a beach ball. Yet, despite its diminished form, the impact unleashed a devastating explosion, equivalent to half a kiloton of dynamite. The aftermath was catastrophic—two hundred lives lost, countless others injured by the shockwave and debris.

Grimacing at the memory, Dax returned his gaze to the business card in his hand. The sobering reality of the incident lingered, reminding him of the precarious nature of existence in the face of cosmic threats. With a wry chuckle, he contemplated the ominous possibilities that loomed in the future. What if the next celestial collision was on a far larger scale, akin to the catastrophic event that wiped out the dinosaurs? Was Stellar Reach merely a precautionary measure, a lifeboat project in the making? The thought lingered in his mind as he drained the last dregs of his beer.  

“Just go see her. Find out.” Amalie said and walked away to order another beer.  

Dax sat thinking for a moment. “Ah, shit. Why not?” 

The Hereford Beefstouw was on the top floor of the Hans Egede Hotel. It wasn’t the finest establishment in the world, but it fit Nuuk just fine. When he reached the restaurant, he asked the host for Juliet, and was led to a table far from any other patrons. 

“Doctor Sinclair, Dax.” Juliet said as she spotted the planetary geologist heading her way. “I am glad you found your way.”

“Doctor Kosovo,” he said with a nod.

“Fine.” She said, a bit of irritation in her voice. “You bloody Yanks and your informalities. You may call me Juliet.”

Dax tried to suppress a grin but could not.

“Oh, bugger off, you,” she said, also trying to withhold a smile. “We started off poorly. Can we start afresh?”

“Sure thing. Dax Sinclair, meteor hunter extraordinaire. And you must be...”

“Watch it,” she glared. “I am Doctor, e’hem. I am Juliet Kosovo, Executive Director of Operations at Stellar Reach.”

“Yeah, I got that from your calling card.” 

This chap is really getting to me, she thought to herself, but forced a smile on her face. “Fair enough. Now are you ready to learn more?”

“Can I guess?”

Rolling her eyes, she answered, “Yes, sure. Why not?”

“Stellar Reach. You guys are a joint private, public, multinational organization trying to figure out how to get all of humanity’s eggs out of one metaphorical basket. You have secured the funding and have the technology to leave Earth, but you need a planetary geologist to help you determine if your target world is safe.”

Juliet sat there, trying to remain neutral. She was never good at poker for this exact reason. She was pretty sure her jaw was on the floor. “How...how did you know that? No one outside the company knows anything beyond the name and our mission statement.”

“Holy shit! Am I right? I was just fucking with you. I let my imagination run wild on the walk over here and that is what my science fiction-addled brain cooked up. But you are saying that I’m right?”

“You fucking wanker.” She tried to look upset, even angry, but a smile kept wanting to break through. “How the bloody hell did you guess that?”

“I told you. Too much science fiction growing up. It is a fairly common trope in sci-if. I mean, I myself am a fricking cliché. The divorcee washed out of academia tries to strike out on his own. He’s eccentric, yet brilliant enough to take on risks. Is he just damaged goods, or is he tough enough to do what it takes?”

Juliet laughed out loud, snorting some of her drink, causing her to choke. After an emergency clap on the back and a few napkins, she had composed herself enough to speak. Laughing again at his words, she said, “So, you think you are brilliant, yet damaged. Wow. I got to give it to you Yanks. No shortage of unearned arrogance there.”

Dax bowed his head in acknowledgment. “Well technically I was describing the classic character, but most of it does fit me. While I don’t consider myself brilliant, I am sharper than most, and I am definitely damaged goods.”

In his eyes, she could see pain and hurt that flowed much deeper than could be explained by a failed marriage—which, as she understood, was more about connections than love—and a failed career, of which really did not suit the rugged and athletic man who was sitting before her. Somewhere, deep inside her, a bit of the coldness toward this man thawed, as she realized she was looking at a hurt little boy. Ryo’s dossier on Doctor Sinclair did not include anything before his bachelor’s in science degree from U of A. 

Seemingly sensing her train of thought, Dax jumped into the silence. “So, tell me more. What do you really need to talk to me about?”

“Despite what you think you have figured out, this project is highly confidential. I am not going to be able to tell you the full story until you agree to join.”  

Dax was about to interject but she held up her hands to hold him off. “I know I’m going to have to give you something to get you to abandon your meteor hunt, without spilling the beans.” She thought about the story Ryo had given her, what he called “the honey trap.”

The story she fed him was not the whole truth, but neither was it a complete lie. She told him Stellar Reach was a think tank, and they were bringing in scientists and engineers from around the world to work through the challenges of an interstellar voyage.  She admitted that the teams consisted of people from across the world, that many national governments participated in some capacity, and that wealthy beneficiaries played a big part in the successes they had reached so far.  

“Now, Doctor Sinclair. I was sent here directly and specifically to bring you on board. Our dossier on you tells a story of a very successful planetary geologist. We know of your struggles in academia, but we believe there were outside influences pressing to keep you down, though we could not determine who that would be. In the last two years, you have scoured the Earth in search of something. I am sure you will tell me you are simply looking for rocks from the sky, and you would be right. You have found more meteor fragments in the last two years than many hunters find in their lifetime. Some say you have a nose for them. But I think it is something deeper. You are definitely looking for something, but I don’t believe it’s out there.” She gestured in the general direction of the ice sheet, then she reached across the table and tapped Dax on the left side of his chest. “It’s in here.”

Dax looked away from her. Insecurities, fears, and hurts from his childhood flooded back—shit that he thought he had long forgotten, a slap here, a bruise there, curse words and threats and a final abandonment—all of it came rushing to the surface. 

He shook his head and stared at the beautiful woman across from him. “Juliet.”

“Yes, Dax?” 

“Fuck you. And get out of my fucking head.” With that, he stood up and left. 

As she watched Dax walk away, she said under her breath, “Bloody hell Juliet. You really buggered that one.”

Dax lay in his bed. It was 2:00 am and he hadn’t slept a wink. His mind was reeling from what Doctor Kosovo had told him. It sounded like an incredible opportunity, but he wasn’t going to let some Brit manipulate him. However, as he lay there, the minutes slowly and inexorably moving towards dawn, he came to the realization that it really wasn’t Juliet’s fault. They were his ghosts, his demons, and he obviously had not slain them like he believed.

Around 3:45, he really started to feel like an ass. He recognized that his anger and bitterness were misdirected. It wasn't Juliet's fault that his career and personal life had imploded. She had merely presented an opportunity, one that was increasingly difficult to ignore. At that same moment, he realized he had made up his mind. He had to know more. He had to know the whole story. He needed to be part of whatever this was.

With those realizations, he drifted off to sleep, his mind finally quieting as it settled on a new purpose.

Dax stood transfixed on the pristine expanse of the Greenland Ice Sheet, marveling at the chunk of rock nestled in the frozen landscape. Something about it felt significant, a rare CI Chondrite—a relic from the dawn of our solar system, brimming with carbon and ancient secrets. But before he could grasp its significance, the ice beneath him began to fissure, splitting open with alarming speed. As the ground gave way, Dax reached out desperately, only to lose his footing and plummet into darkness.

In the void, time seemed to stretch endlessly, punctuated only by a distant light drawing him inexorably closer. Through the abyss, he glimpsed the alien beauty of a distant world—puffy white clouds rode in the pink-hued atmosphere, drifting above coral-colored waters, towering mountains casting long shadows across the landscape. Hurtling through the atmosphere, he felt the searing heat of re-entry, yet he was strangely unscathed as he descended toward the savannah below.

Just before impact, he jolted awake, tangled in his sheets, heart pounding and senses reeling. A shrill sound pierced the air, disorienting him further. Clutching at fading fragments of memory, he struggled to make sense of the surreal experience. It was unlike any dream he'd ever had, lingering in his mind like a half-remembered echo. And as the strange sound persisted, he couldn't shake the feeling that the dream held a deeper significance, a mystery begging to be unraveled.

Dax untangled himself from the sheets. He always slept nude, so he wrapped the sheet around himself and got up to figure out what the noise was. Finally, it came to him. The hotel had an alarm clock feature on the bedside table, and he evidently set it to wake him at...what time was it? He tapped his palm to activate his cellular, 9:02 am. He found the alarm setting on the bedside and slammed his fist on the button to deactivate it. 

As he brushed his teeth, the memory of the dream was replaced by the memory of his decision early this morning. After rinsing, he pulled on his boxers and pants, dug out Juliet’s business card, and placed a call. 

“Hullo,” came the tired voice on the other end of the line.

“Juliet. Hey, its Dax.”

“Dax. Ouch, bloody hell, what time is it?”

“Quarter past 9:00,” Dax said, maybe a bit loudly, as he sensed she probably had one or two too many nightcaps after he stormed off.

“Ah bugger me. Bloody...” she trailed off.

“Juliet?”

“Yeah, mate. I’m here.”

“Hey, first of all I want to apologize for last night. You said some stuff that triggered some shit I thought I dealt with a long time ago. Come to find out, I just buried it, and not very deep.”

“No, Dax. I’m sorry. I pushed you too hard. That wasn’t fair of me. I just have so much pressure on me with this project and...”. The tears came out of nowhere. She cursed under her breath and wiped her eyes. “Sorry, not your problem.”

“No worries,” Dax began again. “Anyway, I wanted to let you know that I’ll be joining you, joining Project Stellar Reach...if you’ll still have my dumb American ass.”

Juliet let out an audible sigh. She shook her head and immediately realized that was a bad idea. Her head started spinning and she was pretty sure she was going to puke.  

“Are you there?”

“Yeah, give me a second.”  

From the speaker Dax could swear he heard the sound of someone vomiting, followed by some dry heaves and then water running in the basin. A few moments later, she was back.

“Sorry about that,” she said, sounding slightly better. “I had a bit of a pity party last night.”

Dax laughed. He had attended a few of those himself over the years. “We all have our breaking points. Anyway. Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, yes, I did. Thank you, Dax. This is amazing.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Amelia Dawson
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Project Stellar Reach Interstellar Headquarters, Austin, Texas

It had been three months since Dax agreed to join Project Stellar Reach. Now he stood looking out the seventy-third-story window of the Waterline building. It was one of the tallest buildings in the city, and currently the Interstellar Headquarters for Project Stellar Reach. “You want me to do what, and go where again?”

“You will be flying to Mount Pleasant Royal Air Force Base on the Falkland Islands. From there you will take a long-range VTOL out to meet and recruit our captain.”

“Why me and why am I flying to the Falklands? Wait...first, where is the captain?”

“Captain Dawson epitomizes excellence among ULCC tanker captains. At just thirty-two, she became the youngest female ULCC captain in history. Now, at thirty-seven, she has twenty Cape Horn voyages under her belt, showcasing her incredible skill and resilience.

“Throughout her career, she has navigated dangerous waters with calm and precision, never losing a crew member or seeing a ship fail under her command. Her personal and professional records are spotless.

“In times of crisis, Captain Dawson's strength and determination provide a source of comfort and confidence for her crew. As one of the few with full support from both Ezio and Ryo, it is clear she is irreplaceable. Dax, this recruitment is mission critical.”

What she said about Ezio and Ryo was true. In the three months since Dax joined the organization, he had flown around the world at least ten times. Stellar Reach’s headquarters may have been in Austin, but its two most influential benefactors were literally on the other side of the globe. Ezio Conte, a highly successful and wealthy Italian, and Ryo Mori, a brilliant, passionate, and no-less wealthy Japanese, were only two of the project’s many wealthy members, but they were, by far, the two most involved and influential. A few American, European Union and Indo-Asian Coalition billionaires contributed countless dollars into the project, but they remained silent partners, trusting Conte and Mori to be their eyes and ears. 

This was all well and good, but they rarely came to the States. Instead, Dax, and even more often, Juliet, were sent to speak directly with them in their homes in remote regions of their respective countries. When they did make their way to Austin, the two of them sparred like a couple of ancient warriors. Despite their near constant disagreements, they seemed to appreciate and respect each other. For them to agree on this Captain Dawson spoke volumes. 

“So, am I meeting her in port or something?”

“Did you not hear me or understand me? Once in Mount Pleasant you will be taking a VTOL out to meet her.”

“On the tanker?” he asked incredulously. 

“Yes, it’s not like they just stop at port whenever the mood strikes. These ULCCs are the largest sea going vessels ever built. They remain at sea for months on end. They are too large to fit through the Panama Canal, so they have to hoof it around the Cape of Good Hope.”

“You’re insane if you think I’m going to the ass end of the Earth to drop onto a moving oil tanker,” Dax said, the exacerbation clear in his tone. Kosovo simply shrugged. “So, why me anyway? Why not you, or even Eli? He’s a charming gent.”

“Don’t even start with Eli, he hasn’t the time or the personality—besides he back on Ceres. And as for me, we saw how badly I buggered your recruitment.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Just go pack, Dax. You know you are the best one at this, and you know how much it pains me to admit you are the best at anything.” She smiled to take some of the sting out her words. “I really need you to do this, and I really need to get back to the project.”

“I have work to do too, you know. The latest imagery has just come back, as well as those chromatographic readings. I am pretty sure with my latest software patches, we will be able to discern the atmospheric composition much more reliably.”

“I will have them forwarded to your cloud account. You can review them during your flight to Mount Pleasant.”

He knew he wasn’t going to win this one, not if she and Ezio and Ryo wanted him to do it. “Fine, doctor. I will be a good little helper.”

“You are so droll. Now, on your bike. I have a conference with the Canadian PM in five.”


South Atlantic: Two hundred nautical miles north of the Falkland Islands

Water stretched as far as he could see. Far out to the west, he thought he might be able to make out a smudge of bluish green that might be the east coast of Argentina. He had already been traveling for over twelve hours. This latest flight took off from Buenos Aires about three hours ago, and it was, so far, the most comfortable of all the flights. Even flying first class from Miami to Buenos Aires did not compare to this private charter plane. It was a large, corporate jet, leased out to the Project by a wealthy Argentinian businessman. Dax had the entire cabin to himself, minus the flight attendant, and she was company enough. She wore her black hair pulled back into a loose ponytail. Her uniform was snug in all the right places, accentuating her well-formed and likely cosmetically-enhanced body. She spoke with a lightly accented English and had a playful laugh. Dax knew she was paid to play the interested hostess, but he allowed himself the fantasy that she may really think he was funny. It had been a long day, and he felt he deserved a little positive attention from a beautiful woman.  

She approached him with a professional demeanor, her presence exuding a subtle allure as she settled into the seat beside him. "Doctor Sinclair, we'll be landing in about forty-five minutes. Do you have any final requests or needs before we touch down?"

His immediate thoughts strayed to desires he had suppressed for some time, but he quickly regained his composure. Despite an urge to give into his primal emotions and allow her to meet his needs, he brushed aside his impulses and assured her that he was fine. 

As she rose to depart, she leaned forward slightly—allowing him an alluring view of her cleavage and the lacy black bra—and grazed her fingertips to trail down his thigh. "If there's anything I can do for you, please don't hesitate to let me know," she murmured, her words lingering in the air, as she gracefully returned to her station at the front of the cabin.

“Goddamn,” he said quietly to himself as he adjusted his pants away from the growing pressure. Quickly, he pulled up the readings from the far lunar telescope. His latest software patch should have cleaned up some of the noise they were getting from a habitable planet candidate in the Tau Ceti system. Just shy of twelve light years away, it was a clear front-runner for the Odyssey One mission.

As he had noticed on the long flight from Miami, the spectral lines of Tau Ceti d and c both indicated water, oxygen, and nitrogen. His software enhancements now allowed him to see much clearer lines. However, both planets were significantly more massive than Earth, making them unsuitable for colonization.

The atmosphere of Tau Ceti j, however, was nearly a match to Earth’s and it was almost the same size and mass as Earth. The latest imagery from the VAST network provided actual photographs of the planet. Though distant, the images were about what Earth would look like with the naked eye from Mars. From Mars, Earth had a distinct blue color. From the images VAST delivered, Tau Ceti j appeared pink.

When Dax first reviewed the images earlier in the flight, his heart sank, and then started to beat rapidly. He could not catch his breath and he broke out in a cold sweat. The flight attendant noticed him and asked if he was okay. He made up an excuse about flying and she brought him a bottle of vodka and a small glass. Dax couldn’t help but remember his dream from those months ago and his meteoric plunge to the surface of the pink planet.  

Looking at it now, some of those feelings returned, which was fine, as it meant he wasn’t feeling anything for the beautiful Argentinian flight attendant. 

What seemed like seconds later, the young woman approached again. “Doctor Sinclair. We will be landing momentarily. Please put away all your devices and fasten your seatbelt. And, Doctor Sinclair...”

“Yes?” 

“It was a pleasure flying with you. Thank you for being such a gentleman.” She winked and licked her teeth before moving back to her own station. 

Dax let out a long breath and sat back. “You are a good man, Sinclair. You are a good and decent man.”

“Right this way, Doctor Sinclair.” The directions came from a man in a RAF flight uniform. Dax didn’t know rank insignia, especially for the British, but he thought he remembered something about the swirling line with lines underneath meant lieutenant or something. The man grabbed his bags and led Dax to, what to him was, a large VTOL whose engines were warming up. The Air Force man stowed the bags in a locker behind a row of seats and directed Dax to take a seat. “We will be lifting off in five. Try to make yourself comfortable.”

The VTOL was anything but comfortable. After his pleasant flight to the island, he feared this would be the exact opposite. Shortly, the engines whirled to life and the props began to spin. The craft used a short bit of runway and was soon in the air. 

Dax tried to sleep, but the ride was too rough. After an indeterminable amount of time, a voice cut into the sound of the engines. “We will be making our approach to the target vessel in five. We will make a fly by to judge wind and all that, and then attempt to land aft of the superstructure.” 

Dax pulled the five-point restraint tighter and readied for the landing. He felt the pull of G’s has the craft banked hard around after its first pass. When the aircraft pulled up and swung down quickly over the superstructure, Dax felt the brief weightlessness that came from the aggressive parabolic arch. Not soon enough, the wheels touched down.  

“Thanks for flying with the British Royal Navy. I hope you enjoyed the in-flight entertainment.” The pilot said lightheartedly.

Dax unbuckled, grabbed his bags, and made his way to the door. No more had he cleared the VTOL than the thing started to lift off again. Dax could see the pilot give a sharp salute as he pulled away from the massive ship. 

It was a moment before Dax realized he was not alone on the helipad. Standing near a railing at the edge of the landing platform was a large, very dark-skinned man. He was dressed in tan cargo pants and a light pink polo shirt that may have been at least a size too small for his large muscular frame. Even from this distance, Dax could make out his massive biceps and pecs. Without knowing what else to do, Dax made his way toward the railing and the large man.

“Hallo, Doctor Sinclair. I am Pieter Joubert.”  The man’s English was heavily pronounced with an Afrikaner accent. “Welcome to the Stellar Monarch.”

The name caught Dax completely off guard. Did Juliet know the name of the vessel? Was this a joke or just a coincidence? He considered the looming superstructure before him and the looming man in front of him. “Stellar Monarch huh, seems rather grandiose.”

“Ah, yes.” The big man chuckled, and Dax felt the vibrations from his bassy laugh in his chest. “You know the Chinese.”

“So, this is a Chinese vessel?” Dax asked.

“Not at all. The vessel belongs to Horizon Petroleum. She was assembled at Shanghai Waigaoqiao Shipbuilding. So, they got to name her.”

“I see.”

“Come now. The captain is waiting for you.”

Dax followed Pieter down the stairs and across a short catwalk to a hatch in the superstructure. While what he had seen of the ship so far was inconsistent with his image of a crude carrier, being that it was spotlessly clean, what he saw when he stepped over the coaming blew him away. It was as if the hatch were a portal to another realm. He had left behind the cold industrial steel of the ship’s decking and stepped onto polished wood floors. The walls were painted a muted shade of sky blue with crown molding running the length of the corridor. Elegant sconces flickered like candlelight along the walls, and yet they still gave ample light. Pieter stopped at an elevator and pressed the call button. The door opened immediately. The luxury was not lacking in the elevator car either. The floor was a rich burgundy crushed carpet. Oak wainscoting covered the three walls to waste height, where it met a brushed nickel railing. Smokey mirror-finished stainless steel completed the upper portion of the walls. The panel with the elevator controls was of the same stainless. There were buttons for six floors above deck and six floors below. Pieter pressed “6”. The doors closed and the car rose silently.  

“I feel like I am in a three-diamond hotel, not a ship at all. This is gorgeous,” Dax commented, as his fingers traced over the brushed nickel rail.

“We live quite the high life on board”, the Afrikaner said with another rumbling chuckle. “Just wait until you see what is for dinner,” and he brought his fingers to his lips in the sign of the chef’s kiss.

“Looking forward to it...I guess,” Dax said with uncertainty. 

When the elevator door opened, Dax was immediately taken in by the view beyond the car. Large windows revealed the vastness of the expansive ocean supporting the ship. As he stepped out onto the bridge proper, he began to absorb the spread of high-tech equipment and navigational instruments needed to control such an immense and powerful vessel. He was awed by the impressive and sturdy look of the ship’s wheel mounted into the navigation console. It alone allowed him to begin to comprehend the immensity of what he was looking at, and yet gave him a sense of familiarity, as the rest of the equipment made him think more of Mission Control at NASA, than of a ship’s bridge. 

A man in his late twenties was standing at the wheel. He, and all the officers on the bridge, were wearing a navy-blue officer’s jacket adorned with an insignia that meant nothing to Dax. Next to the helmsman stood a woman who exuded poise and confidence. She stood in a casual pose, hands clasped behind her back. Her auburn hair was just long enough to graze her jacket collar when she moved her head from side to side. She was tall, just shy of six feet, while wearing professional, yet comfortable-looking, black pumps with barely a heel. Dax felt himself try to stand a little taller, getting the most out of his six-feet, one-inch frame. 

Seeing all the officers in their dress, he glanced over at Pieter and wondered about his dress and status on the ship. Pieter caught the look and smiled. “I am supposed to be off today.” 

Dax gave a quiet laugh and smiled, shaking his head in understanding. He very often found himself doing errands for the boss on his days off too.

Neither man moved towards the captain. Pieter knew she knew they were there, and she would address them when she was ready. Dax had no idea what the protocol was, so he just took his lead from Pieter. 

A few moments later the woman gave a light touch to the helmsman’s shoulder and walked Dax’s way. He watched as she shifted mentally from bridge officer mode to public relations mode. He could see the transformation on her face and in the subtle shift of her posture. By the time she reached him, she was wearing a brilliant smile that made her eyes twinkle. Again, Dax was caught off guard by the beauty before him. He had no idea what a female captain of a crude carrier looked like, but it was not this. From the initial look at her standing at the navigational station, he only caught her profile at most. He had made out an aquiline nose, and high cheek bones, but as she made her way towards him, the rest of her striking features came into clear view. Her auburn hair framed her face, highlighting those high cheekbones. Her graceful, yet full, lips had a touch of lip gloss, her only concession to make-up as far as he could tell. Her eyes were her most striking feature, though. They were large and almond-shaped, tapering to an elegant, upward tip. The whites were brilliant, and the iris were the green of a spring meadow. The effect was very alluring. 

As she reached within a couple feet of Dax, she extended her hand, and he could swear, turning up her smile to the radiance of the sun. It almost hurt to look at her. “Doctor Sinclair, it is a pleasure to meet you,” she said, as she pumped his hand twice in a firm, yet feminine handshake. Her accent was tough to place. It sounded like she was trying to cover up an accent she was not fond of, or maybe, due to her Naval upbringing and travels throughout the world, she just never quite developed one distinct accent.  “I am Amelia Dawson, ship’s Captain. Welcome.”

“Captain Dawson, the pleasure is mine,” Dax said, reciprocating the shake. “Do you have time to speak somewhere private?”

Amelia nodded her head and looked to Pieter. He turned and tapped the call button again. “I see you have met my Chief Mate. Thank you again, Pieter, for fetching our guest on your day off.”

“Of course, ma’am. Not like I was doing much else, anyway.”

Dax started to follow Pieter into the elevator, but Captain Dawson tapped him on the shoulder. “This way, Doctor Sinclair.” She began walking toward the rear of the bridge. “Going with it” being his modus of the day, he followed.  

Dawson opened a door on the port side of the bridge and entered. Lights immediately came on as she crossed the threshold. Dax followed her. The room was what you would expect of an executive conference room in a Fortune 100 corporate office. A massive wooden conference table took up half the space, and surrounding it were twelve very comfortable-looking chairs. On three of the wood-covered walls were mounted monitors currently displaying the ship’s course and what appeared to be real-time satellite imagery of the vast ocean around them. He made out a handful of white streaks in the water, all several miles apart. On the western edge of the shot was the green and tan coastline of South America. In what would be the northeast, he could barely see the edge of the southernmost Falkland Islands. The fourth wall was actually the same floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the bridge’s walls. Again, the view was breathtaking and overwhelming. The rich blue ocean water appeared preternaturally calm. 

“Please, have a seat. Would you care for a refreshment, coffee, or tea perhaps?” Dawson asked. 

“Oh, coffee would be great.”

Dawson tapped her palm where her cellular would be and spoke. “Alice, please bring a coffee service.” Two chirps on the other end of the line were the only sign of acknowledgement. 

“So, Doctor Sinclair. What brings you to the Southern Atlantic and my ship on such short notice? Details from your assistant were very sparse.”

My assistant? he thought. I don’t have an assistant. He shook his head a bit and laughed. “Yeah, he is bad about that.” It must have been the AI assistant. It had some techno-fancy name, but he just called it Jeeves, as its pronounced English accent reminded him of the John Cleese character. The accent was Ryo’s idea. He thought the British accent would give the AI more credibility and sophistication. Dax just thought it gave it more of a satirical effect. “So, sorry about that. There really isn’t much more detail he could have given you over a non-secure communication.”

Dawson raised an eyebrow. “Ah, I see. Is this some top-secret organization you work for? I could not find much of anything about Stellar Reach when I ran a search for it.”

Dax knew the frustration, remembering his first encounter. “Actually, yes. Kind of. It is classified as Top Secret by several governments around the world and is highly classified among the private companies associated with it.”

“So, what can you tell me?” She seemed genuinely intrigued and leaned in for his response. 

“Well...” At that point the door opened, and a humanoid robot walked into the room carrying a tray with two glass carafes and two mugs. The robot placed them on the table. “Do you require anything more ma’am?” its voice and cadence sounding very human-like.

“No thank you, Alice. That will be all.”  

“Very well.” The robot left the room.

Dax tried not to look surprised or impressed. To help hide his expression, he grabbed his full mug and raised it to his nose. “Ahhh.” He sighed, taking in the aroma. The first sip sent his taste buds into a frenzy. Between the delicate notes of berry and citrus, there was an underlying wholeness, like a bouquet of flowers. It was all Dax could do to sit back and enjoy a few more sips. When he finally looked beyond the rim of the cup, he saw Dawson smiling at him. 

“A man after my own heart. You seem to enjoy a good pour over.”

“If there is a heaven, it better have a good barista,” was all he said as he took another sip.

“You were saying?” the captain prompted.

Dax placed the mug down for the moment. “Sorry, yes. I am here representing Project Stellar Reach. Before I can tell you more about it you will need to sign a whole heap of
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