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Orbiting Ganymede, 6.2 AU from Earth.

“Good morning Rita. This is your automated message to greet the day. I know it is tough for you to connect with the morning this way, but you are going to have to try. You are five seconds away from a gentle shock to wake you. Three. One.

“Ah there you are Rita. Come on. Sit up now. I know it is disorienting to be here. Sit up first and then it will all come back to you. You are in the Wraith, the first warship in the Earth’s planetary navy. You are the Captain, remember?”

Rita Olsen, captain of the Wraith struggled to sit up from her coffin. Coffin was too nice a term for a cryo-sleep tube, but it is what she always thought of it when she lay down within, and when she emerged from it. This was her third time waking up during her service. She checked the computer.

“Twenty-two years to go?” she asked, not of the computer, but it answered her anyway.

“Affirmative. Twenty-two years, three months, four days, and 22 seconds by Earth record-keeping.”

Rita grumbled, groggy. She rubbed the vestiges of sleep from her body. “Crew status?” she managed to get out as she stumbled out of the coffin and unsteadily made her way to what passed for a closet to find some clothes.

“Crew are all waking up, sir. No medical issues or emergencies to note. There is one minor personnel issue, but we can go over that...”

“Personnel issue? What’s that?”

“Well it can wait, sir. There are more...”

“No, tell me now.”

“Acknowledged, captain. Ensign Utgart has filed a termination of relationship with Ensign Fuller, sir. Seems there was some lingering issues during that last waking period and Ensign Utgart seeks separation.”

Rita frowned. Pairings among the crew had always been a touchy subject, but she was told by command it was reasonable, and unavoidable.

“What departments?”

“They are both in medical, sir.”

Rita groaned softly. The computer, as if sensing her discomfort, continued.

“Ensign Fuller has training in Engineering sir. He can be transferred there and there is a med-tech in Engineering that would be happy to move up to medical.”

The captain nodded. “Fine. Do it.”

“Acknowledged... Captain, there is a reason for your revival at this time.”

“I’m aware. I’ll get to it. Where are we?”

“In orbit around Ganymede sir.”

Dressed and still feeling the effects of the cryo-sleep, Rita stumbled to the door, straightened herself up and nodded at it. It slid open.

Already, the halls of the ship were alive with the bustle of activity. The Wraith’s crew was larger than it needed to be, in Rita’s opinion, but it was doing more than just acting as the Space Enforcer that she envisioned it to be. It was a science ship, a research ship, and a war ship all in one. That she didn’t see the benefits of the science and research aspects just betrayed her own thoughts about the world around her.

Captain Olsen made it to the bridge, to her seat.

“Status?” she asked to the room around her.

Commander Riesen spun on his heels.

“Sir. We’ve got a message from Imperial Command, and a scan of the space near the object Pluto for you to review.”

“On screen.”

The vast screen on the wall in front of her flared to life. Rita looked at the vast starscape. “Magnify.”

The image zoomed in enough to catch what she was supposed to look at. There was something out there. She leaned forward in her chair as if those extra few centimeters closer would tell her anything more.

“What am I looking at Commander?”

“That’s the question sir. Message from Imperial Command instructs us to investigate the anomaly and report back.”

Rita nodded, settled back into her seat.

“ETA?”

“Twenty days, sir.”

Rita suppressed the groan in her throat. “Okay, well let’s go then. No sense in wasting time.” She looked at the navigation desk, but the officer wasn’t at their station. She turned to Riesen.

“Who’s supposed to be on navigation?”

Riesen checked the computer. “Ensign Reux, it appears. I’ve sent an alert down to them and made a note in his file.”

“Thank you,” Rita said, then to the ceiling, added, “Computer?”

“Yes Captain?”

“Set in a course for the anomaly and engage. 1G”

“Acknowledged.”
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LEAVING GANYMEDE, HEADING for anomaly, near Pluto. 44.2 AU to Pluto

As the ship adjusted course and started its acceleration, the gyroscopes adjusted accordingly so the only change Rita felt was a slight difference in her sense of down for a moment, but then it was corrected and it felt just like she was sitting in a chair on Earth.

“Computer, play me the message from Imperial Command.”

The computer beeped an acknowledgment and the familiar voice replied, “Captain Olsen, you are to take the Wraith and its crew to coordinates [14.1,-122,43] from Pluto. We have detected an anomaly there that threatens the planet and the whole of the solar system. You are to investigate but not engage unless you are engaged with in the first place. Be safe, careful out there. Space is a dangerous place.”

“Hmm. Commander, what do our scans say?”

“We don’t have much better than what Earth has sent us sir, but it might be an entirely energy-based phenomenon. We have detected some radiation from it, but at this time, it is just barely registering on our scans.”

Rita grumbled about needing to get closer. “As soon as we have a better idea of what we’re working with, let me know. I’ll be in my office. You have the con.”

“Affirmative, sir.”

Rita stood and proceeded to the only other exit to the bridge. As she approached, the door slid open, she stepped through and it closed behind her.

Once she was alone, she called out, “Computer, show me the anomaly. Full amplification.”

“Acknowledged.”

“What spectral analysis do we have on it?”

“It is emitting radiation in the gamma and ultraviolet ranges.”

“Does it look like anything we’ve seen before?” she asked, feeling a pit grow in her stomach. 

“No, Captain. This does not have any characteristics of an Earthly analog.”

This assignment was supposed to be easy. Fifty years of service, getting to fast forward through time in a way that most people couldn’t, and maybe get to see what the legacy of her life could be. “Whiskey.”

The computer beeped once, and suddenly her mouth was sprayed with some whiskey from the replicators built into her body. It wasn’t as satisfying as drinking from a glass, but it was a lot more convenient that finding a way to stow a bottle of contraband on the ship in the first place. Rita swallowed.

“I’m done with this until we know more. Show me personnel. Utgart and Fuller.”

Rita wasn’t particularly interested in that subject either, but at least it was looking at something that could have been familiar. In another life, she could have had a broken relationship that ended uncomfortably on a ship. Maybe. It did seem rather irresponsible of both of them.

She had another mouthful of whiskey and swallowed it down grudgingly. She thought about the world behind her and what it would be like after her service was done. Rita hadn’t exactly been trying to escape anything, but she wasn’t looking forward to returning to any of what she knew either. She didn’t have kids, her parents were dead, no siblings, no significant other in her life, and nothing to really tie her to the land. Coming to space though had been a dream of hers since she was young. But no one thought they would be facing any sort of threat out there.

Or maybe it was just her that didn’t think they would encounter anything.

A connection request came into her terminal with an atonal chime. She glanced down at the notification and tapped it. Science Officer Vul’s face, too large for the screen or rather, too close for the screen to capture her, came into view.

“Captain, I think there’s something you need to see.”

“I’ll be right there.” Rita stood and left her office, ignored anyone in the bridge and headed to the science station. Vul was standing at the door waiting for her. Vul was older than Rita by at least a decade, graying and thin hair, wrinkled skin, gnarled fingers from years of working with them. Her smile was apologetic, if insincere.

“Captain, have a look,” Vul said, swiping her arm across the entrance in some welcoming gesture that Rita didn’t think was necessary.

The science station was abuzz with activity. There were scientists on the team that had likely been awake for years already, working on other projects, but now that they weren’t in orbit around Ganymede, all of their projects shifted or, if they weren’t needed, they retired back into cryo-sleep until they could proceed again.

Vul led Rita to the first screen and pulled up her report. It showed a much better resolution of the anomaly than Rita had previously seen.

“So here’s the anomaly now, and here it was at the time of Earth’s transmission to us, when viewed by Earth’s scopes. Accounting for light delay, this is about forty minutes difference.”

A second image of the anomaly appeared next to the first. The first was significantly smaller, but they looked like strange holes in space. Not black and empty, but filled with a dull light, so when looked at against the blackness of space, they stood out quickly.

“I was told it is emitting radiation,” Captain Olsen said.

Vul nodded and tapped a button on the report and the images changed to a gradient-filled array of colors.

“Gamma, infrared, ultraviolet, x-ray, all of it. Not much in the form of visible light, but still some.”

“Okay, but I saw all of this already, what’s the notable part, Officer?”

“Well, first it
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