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“God, no.”

Captain Drake whispered, his voice lost in the hum of The Bishop’s command deck. The ship shuddered as it breached the planet’s atmosphere, screens flaring with data. A fire raged below, sparked by a windstorm in a Techless town. Drake’s fingers flew across his holographic console, summoning drones for fire suppression and hover-bots to evacuate the defenseless.

No tech meant no safety nets. Just farmers with outdated tools, fighting an inferno with furrows and vapor. Drake had visited their kind before, sharing a meal with a Techless family who’d laughed at his implants, calling them “chains.” They’d chosen self-reliance, a freedom he envied, now turned to ash by its cost.

“Captain, drones prepped,” his engineer called, voice tight.

Before Drake could respond, the screens blinked out, plunging the deck into shadow. A cold command blared through comms, vibrating the console under his fingers:

“Lock down all launch bays. Return to upper atmosphere. Ship safety compromised. Order confirmed by General Elsor.” The Bishop’s AI seized control, its hum deepening as ports slammed shut with a metallic clang, echoing through the intercoms. “Orders verified. Awaiting further directives.”

The Bishop’s voice cut off, sharp and final. Drake’s stomach twisted, a frown creasing his face as officers froze, exchanging wary glances before obeying Elsor’s command. 

Only the captain resisted.

“They’re dying,” he muttered, activating privacy settings. His screen flickered, AI warnings flashing: BY ORDER FROM GENERAL ELSOR. LOCK DOWN. Drake swiped them away, pulse racing. He brought up his command screen, fingers tapping rapidly across the glowing surface. Data flooded his holographic display. Overlapping cries for help crackled into the captain’s ears as stark imagery flashed before his eyes, displaying dozens of injured civilians. This was a community that had chosen to live a life without the conveniences of modern technology. And now, without a protectorate vessel coming, they were utterly defenseless.

They’re dying.

The weight of his decision pressed heavily on him. Disobeying orders was unthinkable. But the cries for help... the voices of those people... they echoed in his mind.

“External image,” Drake whispered, defiance burning in his chest.

In that moment, he knew he had just crossed a line he could never return from.

BY ORDER FROM GENERAL ELSOR. LOCK DOWN.

With a flick of his finger, Drake dismissed the message. His pulse quickened as he cleared the interference from his screen, repeating his order, this time breathing deeply to steady himself.

“Do it, Bishop,” The words barely audible as his jaw tightened.

The external view activated. Drake’s heart pounded with the quiet hope that he overlooked something, some hidden threat, some justification for their abrupt withdrawal. 

Maybe there’s an unsanctioned satellite crossing our low-orbit trajectory, or a passing ship... His thoughts scrambled for answers. A gas fissure, ready to ignite from the fire... He struggled to cling to any possibility that might explain why they’d been pulled back. Anything to justify abandoning those people. No one would ever keep help from coming. He thinks, the images flashing across the screen. No one would ever want a town to burn.

The digital stream flooded into his ocular display. He scanned the terrain below as the scene sharpened into focus. At first, it’s all desolate land, stretching in every direction. But then, as he adjusted the controls, the fire came into view, spreading like an insatiable beast.

“Magnify,” he mouthed, his voice a sub-audible command.

The terrain below sharpened, desolate land, then the fire, a smoky red beast devouring the landscape. “Magnify,” he repeated. The display zoomed, revealing the town’s heart. Men wielded archaic sonic movers, carving furrows into the ground to slow the blaze. Women and children operated atmospheric reclamators, pulling vapor from the air in desperate streams.

There’s still time, Drake thought, a wave of hope surging through him. If we act now, we can still save them. Then, a streak flashed across his monitor, too fast, too deliberate. Drake locked on, zooming in, his breath shallow. No larger than a shuttle, twice a probe’s size. It can’t be. His mind screamed the truth before his eyes confirmed it. A nuke.

His ocular display dimmed, shielding his vision, but nothing could shield him from the horror. The flash erupted, a blinding white that swallowed the town.

The last screams crackled through the comms... cut short. Buildings vaporized into glowing ash, homes collapsing in fiery waves. Silhouettes of families, fleeing, burned into shadows on the scorched earth. Drake’s hands froze on the console, the silence deafening.

God. No.

Drake jolts awake, chest heaving, the phantom scent of scorched earth choking his lungs. Suspension gel drains from his pod with a soft hiss, leaving a chill on his skin as The Bishop’s walls shift from crimson to beige, as if to mock his shame.

A month has passed since the town burned, but every night, the screams still echo, the silhouettes seared into his mind. He rises, the floor icy against his bare feet, legs unsteady as he dresses. Drake catches his reflection in the panel; hollow eyes staring back, a stranger in a captain’s uniform.

The memory of his command ceremony surface: standing proud, implants glowing on his temples, his mother’s voice whispering, “Your grandfather would be proud.” 

Not anymore. Drake clenches his fists, forcing a steady breath. Gramps was a hero. He saved a whole planet and I promised I would follow in his footsteps, saving everyone who needed to be saved. 

He can’t face the crew today, not after failing them, failing those people. 

“Log,” Drake rasps, a blue line flaring across his vision. He swallows, locking eyes with the recorder. 

A memory flashes, his engineer’s tight voice on the deck, “Drones prepped,” trusting him to save lives. He hadn’t. The silence presses in, heavy as the guilt he carries. 

“There is fear we must endure,” he begins, voice low. “Fear of the unknown. Of loss. Of truth.” He closes his eyes. “I’m Captain Byron Drake, and I hereby resign my commission... effective immediately.” The line blinks out, his message sent. 

I failed them. My crew... my family... that town... Forgive me, Grampa. 

Emptiness follows, a void where duty once stood.

He turns away, activating the ship’s departure protocol, which he knows will begin the process of packing his belongings, his career, his dreams... into neat, orderly containers. 

Behind him, drones hum into action, packing his life into crates. Medals, logs, a shard of alien crystal he’d found on his first mission, glowing faintly before vanishing into a box. A mystery from another life, spirited away, erasing the man he’d been.
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Captain Drake stands in his near-empty home, the hum of helper-bots filling the silence as they pack the last of his life into crates. A year has passed since he resigned, a year of dodging questions with lies.

“Time for a change,” he told friends, family, anyone who asked. They didn’t understand his choice: a civilian vessel, The Mary, bound for deep space on a seven-year mission. Lies are all I can offer, he thinks bitterly, staring at a photo of his grandfather pinned to a box. If I don’t leave now, lies will be all I have left. Lies and shame.

Drake comes to realize he’s seeking escape, any escape from the familiar, from his failures. The Mary, a civilian vessel bound for deep space on a seven-year mission, is his lifeline. What makes this position even more appealing is the nature of the ship and its crew. This isn’t a military vessel; far from it. The crew is composed of scientists, engineers, and various independent groups, most of whom have little regard for government, military, or external authority.

Each faction funds the ship, ensuring no single entity wields ultimate control, though each lays claim to a degree of authority. Officially, Drake, as captain, is tasked with overseeing the entirety of the crew, but he knows his role is more ceremonial than practical. His authority extends only to navigating their missions and keeping them safe. A separate security team handles any threats, leaving Drake feeling more like a glorified bus driver than a commander. Certainly, nothing like the command he’s left behind.

It’s perfect. 

Their destination will take him far from the home system, and with the crew spending much of the time in modified suspended animation, the years will pass in a blink. Time dilation, they call it, but to Drake, it feels like salvation, a chance to vanish from the scrutiny of those questioning why he left the military. Maybe, he muses, by the time I complete this tour, I’ll come to terms with what happened.

“Begin personal log,” Drake says, his voice echoing in the near-empty room as a bot zips past, scanning a final crate. “This is for my friends and family. I lied about my departure date. I didn’t want the fuss of farewells. Forgive me. I’ll be back in a few years, maybe with stories of exploration... and some self-discovery. I’ll miss you all. This is my goodbye. Without the hugs.” He pauses, a faint smile fading as the bot seals the crate.

He looks around the room, searching for the right words, fully aware the seven planned years will not adhere to military standards, and by the time the voyage is complete, he might be gone for nearly a decade.

“I made the choice to pursue a military career before grade school,” he begins, his voice soft as he reflects on his past. “My grandfather was the pride of our family. He commanded respect and admiration. Everyone who met him was in awe.” Memories of his grandfather flood back, sharp and vivid. “I remember being a toddler, playing with the ribbons on his uniform.” Each image holds the weight of a legacy he’s never quite escaped.

“The Ceremony of Freedom,” Drake continues, smiling at the memory of being held in his grandfather’s arms for hours, watching the new pilots perform their maneuvers above the atmosphere. “Gramps never let go of me, not until the last ship disappeared, and the trails of color faded from the sky.” He chuckles softly, recalling the brilliant displays, the mist trails forming stars and bursts of light. I always loved those family outings. I loved him.

Drake stops, staring out a window as light pours into the room. The ache of loss tightens in his chest, as raw as it had been decades ago. Had he lived to see me command, I know he would’ve been proud. Every ship Drake commanded filled him with a sense of pride, a tribute to the military service his grandfather had dedicated his life to. Every mission had deepened his respect for the man. Every mission, until his last... Drake feels the tremor in his hands return, prompting him to take a slow, deep breath, steadying himself once more.

Legend, Drake thinks bitterly. You can’t live up to a legend.

“After serving several tours, I don’t know how he would’ve felt about my decision to take a civilian assignment.” He resumes his task, making his way back downstairs. Various helper-bots, sleek and efficient, zip through the air, scanning the remaining items. Some resemble humanoid figures with articulated limbs, while others move like metallic insects, equipped with specialized appendages. They work with silent precision, categorizing, packing, and preparing for the coming journey.

Drake watches them for a moment before returning to the recording.

“This is my last batch of possessions,” he says, gesturing to the stack of boxes containing his most treasured items. His eyes linger on a small box with a pendant inside, housing a photo of him and his grandparents. A bot picks it up gently, positioning it alongside the others.

“I’m trying not to dwell on how different things will be, working with civilians instead of military personnel.” His voice falters slightly. He knows that the orders he was once accustomed to giving will now be met with discussion and negotiation, not immediate action. “I assume I’ll need to prepare myself mentally to let go of military protocol.” He pauses, a flicker of uncertainty passing over him. “My biggest challenge will probably be diplomacy rather than paperwork and oversight.”

The word oversight carries a bitter weight. His thoughts drift back to the aftermath of ‘The Incident’: The messengers, the endless committee hearings, the carefully constructed lies that shaped the official narrative. By the time Drake realized he needed to leave, the most horrific event he had ever witnessed had already been spun into a public relations stunt, a selling point for improved technology.

Oversight, he thinks, a sardonic smile tugging at his lips. Replaced by the need for profitable results on every mission.

“I’m also feeling a bit ridiculous,” he admits after a pause, his tone quieter now. “Preparing to captain civilians feels as pointless as preparing for the breakup I had in junior high.” He laughs, a small, self-deprecating chuckle. “I asked Gramps for advice back then. He told me that by the time you see the signs of a breakup, it’s already too late to prepare.”

The weight of his grandfather’s wisdom lingers, a stark reminder of how little has changed in his approach to life. He was right, Drake reflects. It took me months to get over Veronica. He smiles, a brief moment of levity breaking through. “Damn, the man was smart.”

“It’s funny.” He muses aloud. “The offer to captain The Mary came just as I was gathering my things to leave The Bishop,” he continues, the narrative flowing again. “General Forks contacted me and said he’d put in a good word if I were interested in something new. I looked at dozens of other places only to go back and take him up on the offer. Funny.”

Drake glances at the entrance, the timer for departure materializing above it, counting down in an unobtrusive glow.

Almost time, he thinks, turning back to the stacks of possessions he’ll be taking with him, each one a piece of his past, each one a fragment of the life he’s leaving behind.

“You know,” he says, almost conversationally, “after so many years under the thumb of the chain of command, I think I might enjoy taking an assignment on a vessel of observation and exploration.”

Drake strolls past the packed items, briefly considering grabbing something to eat. He waves his hand, activating the wall display by the kitchen, which flashes to life with a list of available food options. Fresh vegetables appear first, then snacks, colorful, processed treats that seem almost inappropriate for a man about to embark on a deep-space mission.

Better not eat anything before travel, he thinks, suppressing a grin. Getting sick on arrival might make a poor first impression.

With a wave of his hand, the display fades back to its dormant state, replaced by a painting of an ancient aircraft carrier from centuries ago; massive, clunky, yet a symbol of its time. After a moment, it morphs into an image of a different vessel, complete with sails and a prominent masthead.

Drake stares at the wall display, an ancient ship with billowing sails, and wonders how much simpler those times had been. No implants, no AI, just the sea. A Techless family once called his implants “chains”. Now, on a civilian ship, he wonders if he might finally break free. His stomach knots. All captains feel this way about new assignments, he tells himself. The thought rings hollow.

The thought of traveling past the furthest exploration points, venturing into the unknown where only ancient probes had gone, stirs something deep within him. He imagines those first ships sailing uncharted seas, surrounded by nothing but water, blind to what lay beyond the horizon.

And here I am, he muses, about to sail into the stars.

“You know, after five consecutive tours in military operations, the thought of walking distant shores sounds like I’m getting extended shore leave.” Captain Drake chuckles, turning away from the image of the ancient ship displayed on the wall.

“I know this isn’t the farewell any of you expected, but I hope you understand. It’s something I had to do. Take care, all of you, and drop me a line if you get the chance. Be well.” He extends his hand toward the recording hologram, and the dancing line of light halts, frozen in mid-air.

“Secure message and send to my family and friends exactly one hour after my departure.” A soft blink acknowledges the command, and the line of light zips away from him, vanishing into the system.

Taking command shouldn’t be the difficult part, Drake thinks, surveying the empty house and the neatly stacked items he’ll take with him. His home, his friends, his world... all of it behind him. In fact, taking command might just be the easiest thing.

With a tap on the control band around his wrist, the captain brings up the necessary travel information. This time, the display doesn’t project into the room like usual; instead, data streams directly into his ocular implant for private viewing. Numbers and coordinates scroll rapidly across his vision as he glances toward the kitchen archway, signaling the helper-bots to clear the area before he initiates the synchronization process.

“The Bexar Space Station is at the edge of the solar system,” he reads, taking in the station’s detailed specifications: its cylindrical structure, equipped with hundreds of telescopes, viewing decks, and informational hubs for tourists. “Archways can access travel codes for all authorized travelers.” He smirks at the thought of how even a child could navigate interstellar travel with a working archway.

Drake links his archway to a public one, designated for tourist use. The coordinates take a moment to process, but after a brief flicker, the access light glows green. He glances down, giving his captain’s uniform a quick check to ensure he’s presentable. 

Everything squared away.

A subtle vibration from his wrist signals the incoming contact from The Mary’s AI. The captain taps a few commands into his wrist interface, initiating the secure file download. As the data transfers, he notes an unexpected update: a formal greeting by his senior officers upon arrival.

Well, that’s a pleasant surprise, Drake muses, feeling a bit more at ease with the familiar structure of the greeting. I guess meeting with the senior officers is similar to what we do on military vessels.

He verifies the data packet receipt and waits, eyes still scanning the archway as information continues to stream through his ocular implant. Taking command of a military vessel required so many formalities. Meeting with the outgoing captain, witnessing the ceremonial transfer of authority... He glances at the skittering sound coming from the corner of the room, where the last of the bots scurries back to its charging station, a sign that the packing is complete.

His belongings sit perfectly assembled on the transfer platform, a three-dimensional puzzle of neatly stacked boxes. Everything in its place, ready for the journey ahead.

Drake returns his gaze to the archway, recalling the formal command transfers from his previous assignments. In the military, taking command always involved meeting the outgoing captain face-to-face, to be officially relieved of duty. Sometimes, there was even additional oversight present to ensure the transition went smoothly. The AI remained silent during those moments, a quiet observer to the exchange of leadership.

I wonder if the civilian ship’s computer will be any different, he thinks, reviewing The Mary’s protocol data. Then, an unexpected notification pops up. The Mary’s former captain has already departed.

I guess he’s not too interested in meeting his replacement, Drake notes, mentally adding it to his list of differences between military and civilian life.

As he stands in his quiet home, his eyes drift back to the ancient ship on the display, a vessel from a long-forgotten era, its sails billowing in the wind as it crosses a vast ocean. For a brief moment, he wonders what his mother will say when she receives his message. Will she start planning a welcome-home party, just like she did after his last tour?

He glances toward the archway’s flickering indicator light. Maybe not.

Drake knows that once he arrives at the space station, it will just be a matter of syncing the coordinates again. Unlike the other travelers using the archways to make round trips between the station and their homes, his journey will take him far beyond. Once he sets foot on the station, he will link to The Mary, his new command, already waiting in deep space, far beyond the reach of most civilian vessels.

No turning back now. He thinks.

Deciding there’s nothing left to prepare, Drake takes a deep breath, centering himself. He steps toward the archway, the gentle hum of its energy vibrating through the air. This was it, one final step before crossing into the unknown.

Without hesitation, Captain Drake walks through, leaving behind the familiar shores of his past.

He steps through the archway in his living room and emerges at the Bexar Space Station, Pronounced Bear. He thinks, remembering the phonetic note on the promotional literature. Most space stations don’t have promotions, but when they’re located at the outer edges of the solar system, a simple station becomes a tourist attraction. For a brief moment, Captain Drake marvels at the experience of walking from a portal at home to this far distant attraction. No sensation of movement, no disorientation. Just an instantaneous transition from one place to another. Generations ago, it would have taken a lifetime to reach this far. He ponders. Now, with Archway Tech, traveling from my home planet to the end of the solar system, and beyond... It feels as simple as crossing from one room to another.

He turns, glancing back at the blurred image of his home through the portal, struck by the ease with which he has traversed such a vast expanse. He takes a few measured breaths, aware that he’s adjusting to the subtle change in air pressure. Despite the safety protocols, the temperature feels cooler to him.

Even with the temperature change, the trip felt like walking from the living room to the kitchen, he thinks, still amazed.

Technicians and tourists bustle through the station, their chatter a dull hum. A young technician adjusting a nearby console glances at Drake, noting his uniform. 

“Military, huh? You’re a long way from the fleet,” she says, smirking before turning back to her work.

Drake stiffens, unsure how to respond. He isn’t that man anymore. Ignoring her, he focuses on the highlighted path in his ocular display, leading him to the next portal. He steps further into the station and spots a display console next to the archway, its sign indicating the surrounding archways are for arrivals only.

Drake glances at his wrist interface, reviewing the station’s map. A highlighted path guides him to the portal he’ll use for the next leg of his journey, one that will take him into deep space.

He exhales sharply.

Traveling around the planet was always routine during military operations, he muses. But this... this is something entirely different. In all his tours, none of them ever ventured beyond the solar system. It feels like standing at the edge of the world, looking back at the lights of home like a kid running away, staring into the endless darkness ahead.

Not the same, he scolds himself. I’m not running away. I’m looking for a new life. A fresh start.

Following the map in his ocular display, Drake walks past the crowds, leaving behind the tourist lights and promotional signs. Informational boards explain the sights around the station, and archways lead to every planet in the system. He continues down a quieter corridor, where the crowds thin out until no one is in sight. Ahead, maintenance bots sit idle in their charging stations, their lights pulsing in slow, steady rhythms, like children sleeping soundly.

At the far end of the corridor, he spots the archway indicator symbol he’s been searching for. It’s tucked away, isolated, far from the main thoroughfare. Few travelers, if any, venture this far.

Drake steps up to the console next to the archway and places his hand on it, activating the interface. As he pulls his hand back, he rubs his thumb and forefinger together, feeling a faint layer of oil.

He chuckles to himself. In the military, I would’ve called my engineering chief to handle this. Whoever was responsible for cleaning and maintenance would’ve faced consequences for such a sloppy job.

Despite the oil stain, the console tells him two things: first, it’s likely maintained every few months, at best; and second, this particular archway is rarely, if ever, used.

Drake steps up to the ebony portal, taking a deep breath as if preparing to dive into deep waters. He opens a communication line to his ship, The Mary, making a gesture with one hand while tapping the console with the other. A soft white light appears, indicating a connection has been initiated. As the light solidifies, Drake clears his throat.

“Mary, synchronize link for my arrival.”

“Identify,” a female voice replies, the ship’s AI, cold and precise.

“Captain Byron Drake, assigned to Deep Space Exploratory Vessel, The Mary.”

There’s a moment of unease. Drake feels it in the back of his mind as he interacts with the AI rather than a human officer or crewmember. He shifts slightly, standing at attention before the unresponsive, dark archway. It remains an ominous ebony void, neither brightening nor shimmering with activity.

Maybe this is what it’s like to go from a command crew to relying on an AI for everything, he thinks. This is going to take some getting used to.

Drake’s eyes trace the black edges of the archway, wondering if he’s truly ready for this level of change. I assume I’ll be introducing myself to the ship’s officers soon, like someone walking into a job interview, he thinks, his posture stiffening as he stands at attention. But I feel more like a raw recruit than a captain taking command.

“Synchronized,” Mary’s voice echoes softly.

A faint buzzing hums in the back of his skull as his neural implant synchronizes with the ship’s systems. The process verifies his identity and grants him access to all command protocols. He’s had the implant activated countless times before, but the sensation of an AI speaking directly inside his head still unsettles him.

Drake tries to focus on anything other than the dark portal and the flood of access codes filling his implant. His thoughts drift back to his home. By now, my belongings are falling through the portal in my living room, he imagines, picturing them descending into a shipping platform at the station. Once scanned, they will be instantly sent to The Mary, waiting in deep space.

“Archway access granted,” Mary says, her voice omnipresent, as if coming from everywhere at once.

Drake deactivates his wrist interface, feeling self-conscious. A memory flashes before him: a long-ago captain, emerging from an archway while fiddling with his wrist controls, looking unsure of himself.

I don’t want to come off like that, Drake resolves, dependent on tech, insecure in my role. I’m younger than most captains, but I need to leave a better impression.

He looks over the portal, tracing its edges with his gaze, eyes scanning the darkness. He takes a deep breath, stepping closer. Now, only the void of the archway fills his vision.

Archways; the safest, most reliable way to travel, he thinks, recalling the promotional screens scattered throughout the station. Every planet in the system has them. Even the moons and larger asteroids. They’re everywhere.

His mother’s words echo in his mind, a story from long ago about how people once traversed the stars in massive ships, taking months or even years to travel between worlds. Back then, the journey itself was as significant as the destination.

But now, with Archway Tech, it’s as easy as stepping through one entrance and out another.

One step, Drake thinks, feeling the weight of the moment as he approaches the portal.

Drake tries to recall how archway technology came about, something to do with quantum mechanics, discovered generations ago. He vaguely remembers it had to do with unlocking the key to superposition and limitless applications. But as he stands there, facing the void-like portal, he admits to himself that he never paid much attention to history. He never cared for events that happened before he was born.

“As common as clouds,” his grandmother used to say about archways, a phrase repeated by his mother that now echoes in his mind. He hopes she won’t hold it against him that he left without saying goodbye in person.

His thoughts shift to his grandfather, the man who had inspired him to go beyond the horizon, to explore the world, and then the stars. It was inevitable, just a matter of time. He remembers a story his grandfather told him about the archways, how the farther humanity pushed into space, the more archways were established. Eventually, space travel was reserved only for exploration beyond the known system, to discover new worlds to populate.

The military is the only place I’ve seen that still relies on physical ships, Drake thinks. Everyone else uses archway transport. The military’s continued use of ships is due to the need for an active, physical presence. Even though wars had become a thing of the past before he was born, there are still skirmishes and situations that demand soldiers and peacekeepers.

Military intervention is still necessary whenever colonies or radical groups escalate beyond local control.

Drake’s mind goes back to the various uses of archway technology. It’s not just for travel. His grandfather would joke about the front entry to their house, calling it a “doorway” only to laugh and say, “They don’t call them that anymore. Arches are doorways that don’t have doors.” He used to explain how archways had replaced traditional entryways, and how they were far more secure. No one could enter unless authorized, not even wind could pass through.

And they weren’t just for security, Drake remembers. Archways had been adapted to filter infections and viruses. Hospitals now use them to create sterile environments. Patients would pass through an archway upon arrival, instantly sterilizing wounds before treatment, something unheard of in generations past.

I’ve always thought of them as shortcuts, Drake thinks, a grin forming on his face. At least until today.

When he looked through the archway at home into the Bexar Space Station, it was like peering through a blurred window. Most archways gave some indication of their destination, like a translucent veil between rooms. Drake had stepped through several that led to orbiting ships and space stations, each one appearing like a clear entryway from one location to another.

But the portal from Bexar to The Mary is different. It’s like looking into a black hole, a void that swallows all light. There’s no reassuring glimpse of where he’s headed, no sense of what lies beyond.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d think I was about to step into deep space without a ship.

Drake edges closer to the archway, its ebony void swallowing all light. His breath hitches, fingers twitching at his sides as the station’s cool air prickles his skin. He can’t shake the feeling of stepping into deep space without a ship.

“Synchronized.” Mary’s voice intones, a faint buzz tingling through his neural implant, like static in his skull... sharp and cold.

Drake flinches, heart lurching. He was hesitating, and he knew it.

The portals between the station and the ship are aligned, but maintaining the connection requires precision, continuous calibration the AI must maintain until he steps through. The longer he stands here, the more it feels like he’s stalling. What was supposed to be a confident arrival now risks coming off as either arrogance, or incompetence.

What kind of first impression will that make?

Steeling himself against the darkness, Drake takes a final breath, pushing aside the tension coiling in his gut. I can’t delay any longer, he thinks. I’m the captain.

Without another thought, he steps into the abyss.
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Drake steps from the station’s dim, stale air into a brightly lit reception area, the sterile glow of The Mary’s walls stinging his eyes. He sees a line of uniformed officers standing along the far wall, rigid as statues, looking in his direction.

Their stares cut sharper than any military crew he’s faced. The air carried a faint metallic tang, and a subtle pressure tugged at his ears, like a vacuum pulling inward. His stomach churned, nausea rising, but he squared his shoulders, forcing a steady gait. Civilians shouldn’t be this tense, he thought, fighting the urge to grimace. I’m the captain, not a recruit.

“Captain aboard!” a female voice calls from his left.

Drake turns and spots a tall woman with the rank of First Officer gleaming on her collar. She stands at attention, eyes scanning the crew with a look that makes him realize he’s already made a mistake. The officers on the right stiffen even further, and Drake’s gut clenches as he understands, he should have announced himself as he entered.

He takes a deep breath.

“I, Captain Drake, do hereby take command of The Mary and accept full responsibility for our upcoming missions. I will know each of you in time and expect all situations to be handled with pride and commitment.” The words flow out smoother than he expected, a familiar ceremonial comfort settling over him, and he almost sighs in relief.

He looks over at the First Officer.

FIRST OFFICER JENNIFER STARKER! The words erupt in his mind, a jagged spike of sound through his neural implant. Drake’s jaw clenches, his vision blurring as if a siren had gone off inside his skull. Damn it, Mary, he thinks, alarm rising. He hadn’t touched his wrist interface since the station, and now the AI is overcompensating, brutally. Instead of relying on a subtle display, it's broadcasting personnel introductions directly into his neural implant, as if being helpful. The sheer volume feels like standing next to someone shouting through a megaphone... in an echo chamber.

A brief grin flickers across First Officer Starker’s face, but she quickly returns to a neutral, disciplined expression.

“So noted and accepted,” The Mary announces in a tone much softer than the one reverberating in Drake’s skull. The external voice, at least, is tolerable.

“Welcome aboard, Captain,” Starker says coolly, extending her hand.

“Thank you, First Officer Starker,” Drake replies, shaking her hand as her profile and personnel file flash across his vision. He blinks at the sudden influx of data, momentarily wondering if he’s ever had a female First Officer before. Composing himself, he turns to face the other senior officers, the formality bringing some familiarity to the situation. I can handle this.

He steps forward, preparing to shake hands with the next officer.

ENGINEERING OFFICER EDWARD CANDIS! 

The name roars in his mind, and Drake winces, barely keeping his posture steady. The volume feels like a punch to the brain, but he manages to shake Candis’ hand, nodding mechanically while doing his best not to let his discomfort show. Thank him, don’t look fazed, he reminds himself, though he barely registers what Candis says.

As soon as he moves on, Mary’s voice erupts again: 

CHIEF OF SECURITY DAVID DIGGER!

The name roars through his implant, and Drake nearly stumbles, catching himself as he faces the security officer. Digger, a dark-skinned man with a gaze like a blade, who grips Drake’s hand firmly, his voice low. 

“Hope you’re not as soft as the last one,” he says, eyes narrowing before releasing his grip. Drake mutters a thanks, the words lost in the pounding in his skull.

SHIP’S PRIMARY PHYSICIAN DOCTOR AARON QUINN!

Another blast of sound, and Drake winces, nodding at the doctor, a wiry man with a furrowed brow. 

“Should’ve checked the settings, sir,” Quinn murmurs, his tone clipped, almost apologetic, as he shakes Drake’s hand. The captain barely registers the words, his ears ringing.

The introductions drag on, each one more awkward than the last. By the time Drake reaches the end of the line, he’s barely holding it together. He forces a quick word of thanks to the last officer and steps to the side, trying to stand at attention, fighting the white-hot pain pulsing in his temples. Just hold it together, he thinks, gritting his teeth. As soon as I’m alone, I’m going to yell at that damned AI.

“Captain?” a voice whispers.

Drake turns achingly toward the sound, his mind running through the list of officers, wondering who he may have missed greeting. He’s met with First Officer Starker’s curious yet disapproving gaze. Her expression stirs a distant memory, his mother, shaking her head in disapproval as he stood drenched in rain after playing outside.

“Yes, Officer...” he begins.

“Starker,” she finishes. “How do you feel?”

“Like my freaking head is going to pop,” he admits, wondering what that might actually feel like.

“Mary, are the captain’s settings for conference room interaction still unchanged from Captain Brithers?” she asks, glancing at the empty room as if the AI could materialize at any moment.

“Brithers?” Drake echoes, trying to remember his predecessor through the haze in his mind.

“Affirmative,” The Mary replies through the room’s intercom, the voice infinitely more tolerable now that it’s external.

“Please reset conference interface to default for our illustrious new captain.”

“Conference settings for Captain are now reset,” Mary chirps, the tone light and friendly.

The ringing in Drake’s ears starts to fade, and for the first time since stepping through the portal, he feels like he can breathe.

Drake presses a fist to his temple, tilting his head down as he looks up at his First Officer.

“What did you just do?”

“Mary’s settings got... finicky under Captain Brithers,” Starker says, a glint in her eye. “He was hard of
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