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Dedicated to my wife and children.

They’re where I belong.




HISTORIAN’S NOTE

The events of this story take place in 3189, several weeks after Michael Burnham and the crew of U.S.S. Discovery NCC-1031-A saved Federation Headquarters by defeating Minister Osyraa and the renegade “capitalist syndicate” known as the Emerald Chain (Star Trek: Discovery, “That Hope Is You, Part 2”) and approximately four months prior to the destruction of Cleveland Booker’s home planet, Kwejian, by a dark matter anomaly (Star Trek: Discovery, “Kobayashi Maru”).
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Planet Xahea – 2258

Sunrise.

Reclining in a chair on the balcony outside her private bedchambers, Me Hani Ika Hali Ka Po lifted a silver cup from its matching saucer and held it to her lips, blowing across the surface of the tea it held. Across the vast expanse of forest forming this portion of the grounds her family had owned for eleven generations, she watched as the first hints of pink began pushing against the darkness beyond the trees.

It was her favorite time of day. This brief interval between waking from slumber and facing whatever official task or duty awaited her arrival to her office was hers and hers alone. Even though she had awakened earlier than normal in anticipation of a crowded work and public appearance schedule, she insisted on reserving these few precious moments for herself.

“Good morning, Your Highness.”

The quiet yet authoritative voice drifted through the doorway leading from the balcony into her private chambers, and Po turned from the lightening sky to see Lan Aki Ga Bomi Ren, her closest aide and advisor as well as a dear family friend, standing at the threshold. Like her, he had already dressed for the day’s schedule and, as was his unfailing custom, he presented himself in a manner befitting professional decorum in a dark tunic that fell to midthigh over matching trousers and shoes polished to a fine sheen. His hair, silver and thinning with age, was slicked back against his skull, complementing the deep-blue lines and patterns of his ancestral facial markings.

“Good morning, Ren. Already hard at work, I see.” Po smiled in greeting to her trusted mentor, the one person among all of those pledged to serve her who enjoyed unfettered access to her private chambers at any time of the day or night. It was a privilege Ren honored and respected to an exacting degree, never imposing upon his queen unless required by circumstance or the necessities of duty. If he was here at this early hour, it was with sufficient reason. Po suspected she already knew what had brought him.

“I apologize for interrupting your personal time, Your Highness,” he said, offering a respectful nod. “As I am sure you are aware, today’s schedule is rather demanding.”

Rather than voice a reply, Po instead chose to call forth her personal shroud, rendering herself all but invisible. The genetic trait was one her people had possessed for as long as anyone could remember. There were those who believed it evolved as a biological protective response at some early point in her people’s prehistory. Others were certain it was an attribute imparted by the planet itself, with which many if not most Xaheans believed they carried a special bond dating back to the world’s creation and the birth of their civilization. While the ability normally manifested itself in response to perceived threat, some few people, such as Po herself, could call upon it at will. She tended to reserve it for moments like this, if only to elicit a laugh from Ren.

“I am afraid that will not shield you, Your Highness,” said her aide. “There are a number of smaller matters requiring your attention in timely fashion, and I have already organized the bulk of those tasks for you to address.”

Allowing her shroud to dissipate, Po asked, “Don’t you ever just want to sleep in, forget work, and have some fun?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Ren replied, “If only such a fantasy could come true, Your Highness.”

“Is that snark?” asked Po. “Didn’t I outlaw that?”

Choosing to ignore the question, Ren produced from behind his back a personal tablet, which he held before him as he pressed a control and the device’s embedded holographic interface came to life. Various pages of information coalesced into existence, arranged before him in a curved ribbon, which he inspected for a moment with practiced ease before offering the tablet to Po.

“As you can see, I have arranged the documents based on the priority established by the council, the members of which await your appearance with barely contained enthusiasm.”

“You need to be in charge of the council,” said Po. “Or maybe just their various staffs. Imagine what we might accomplish in a single day, let alone an entire legislative session, with you whipping them into shape. Just the thought of setting you loose to terrorize them with your organizational acumen makes me giddy.” She offered a mischievous smile. “But I’m pretty sure you’d enjoy yourself entirely too much. Besides, do you know how loudly they’d balk at the audacity of a mere commoner in their midst, teaching them how to do their own jobs?” Her smile widened as she entertained the notion. “It’s worth doing just for that. What do you think, Ren? Ready for the challenge?”

Drawing himself up and maintaining his impassive expression, her aide replied, “I serve at the queen’s pleasure, Your Highness.” Then his lips curled upward in measured amusement. “However, I would rather enjoy such an errand.”

Ever the professional whenever Po presented herself to the Xahean Council and other representatives of the planetary government, and most especially whenever the queen appeared in public, Ren reserved his less restrained observations for moments like these, when it was just the two of them working together. Po welcomed his frank opinions without reservation. More than an assistant or even the teacher he had been when she was younger, Ren also served as her conscience. She trusted him to be absolutely truthful with her while still maintaining the respect he showed to all members of the royal family and elected government leaders. It was this dichotomy and his ability to shift between the two disparate facades that made him such an effective, welcome counselor. It also allowed for frequent bouts of much-needed humor and friendship that older members of “the establishment” would likely consider inappropriate for their queen. Po had learned from observing her parents, but especially her mother, that sitting atop the leadership caste of the Xahean people was very often a lonely, isolated platform.

“Every day since I took my place here,” she said, gesturing for him to sit in the balcony’s other chair, “I’ve been grateful for you. Not just your assistance or your guidance, but your simple presence.” She had been reluctant to take on the role of queen following the deaths of her parents and her brother, even fleeing the planet for a time before she realized there was no avoiding her responsibilities. It was Ren who had stood by her side all those years, who once again pledged his unwavering support as she moved into this new phase of her life. “I couldn’t do everything the crown demands of me without your friendship. You honor me and your family every day, Ren.”

Now seated across from her, the older man bowed his head. As was normally the case, he was uncomfortable with such praise. “It is you who honor me, Your Highness. Serving your family is the privilege of my life, and it allows me to take care of my own family in a manner I never dreamed was possible, even with the opportunities you and your mother have created for all Xahean people.”

One would never know from his appearance and speech that he represented the last generation of his family to work in Xahea’s dilithium mines. Born of common stock, Ren had followed his parents’ path into the mines where he and countless other Xahean citizens toiled to extract the rare, valuable mineral from the planet’s depths. Given the quality of its dilithium deposits, Xahea had quickly become a prominent player in interstellar commerce.

During a visit by the queen, Po’s mother, to inspect one of the mines as she sought to bring improvements to those whose contributions and sacrifices made it successful, Po had met Ren. His straightforward answers to her mother’s questions, delivered with utmost respect and a genuine passion for matters of import to the labor force, had so impressed her that she invited him to a meeting at the royal home.

It was to be the first of many such discussions aimed at finding ways to improve not just the mining process but also the labor conditions, compensation, and other benefits for workers and their families. Growing out of those conversations was a hitherto unprecedented program of improvements the new queen would champion.

After reviewing and signing the documents Ren gave her, Po willed the tablet to rise from her hand and float across the table to her aide. Telekinesis was another gift imbued within each Xahean, for reasons that remained unknown. While it had obvious practical uses, she learned early on and much to her mother’s chagrin that it could also be a tool for mischief.

“Those should keep the council busy for a portion of the day,” she said as the tablet landed in Ren’s hands.

Tapping a few controls on the device, Ren replied, “Your first meeting is with the leaders of the mining consortium. The next phase of automation enhancements is scheduled for installation soon, and they wish to outline expectations as far as production impacts during the upgrade period.”

“Didn’t we discuss all of this during the initial planning meetings?” asked Po.

Ren nodded. “Indeed we did, Your Highness, but the consortium leadership is worried even the reduced estimates are overly optimistic, and they wish to present alternative schedule estimates. According to the briefing I read, worker safety is the driving factor in these proposed revisions.”

An alert tone from his tablet made him glance again at the device. He frowned as he read whatever was displayed upon it.

“Your Highness, I have just been alerted to an incoming subspace communications request.” He tapped another control. “It is from the Enterprise.”

Po’s eyes widened in recognition. “The Enterprise? Captain Pike’s ship?”

Nodding, Ren replied, “He is requesting to speak directly with you, alone and on a secure frequency.”

“Really?” It had been some time since Po had heard from Pike or anyone else from Starfleet, and her last encounter with them had been anything but routine.

Moving from the patio and crossing from her private residence to the small office she maintained in the family mansion for state business, Po looked over her shoulder as Ren stood at the entrance to the workspace, his expression apprehensive. “What’s wrong?”

“Captain Pike’s request was to speak to you alone, Your Highness.”

Po waved away the reply. “Don’t worry about it. One of the benefits of being the queen is I don’t have to follow rules or requests I don’t like.” She was not worried about Ren’s discretion even with such a sensitive matter as the one she suspected was the reason for the Enterprise captain contacting her this morning. “Open the frequency, please.”

Crossing the office to the oversized viewing screen set into the room’s far wall, she positioned herself before the monitor and waited as Ren made whatever security and encryption arrangements were necessary to complete the subspace connection. A moment later, the screen flared to life, coalescing into the image of a human male, Christopher Pike. Dressed in the gold tunic and dark trousers and boots of a Starfleet captain, Pike was—Po presumed—quite handsome for a member of his species. What she had liked from her first encounter with him was the quiet, confident authority he projected. It was evident during that meeting, when he had commanded the crew of the Discovery including her good friend Sylvia Tilly.

With his hands clasped behind his back, Captain Pike said, “Your Serene Highness, I bring you greetings from the United Federation of Planets. Thank you for speaking with me.”

“Are you kidding?” Po made no effort to hide a wide grin. “This might end up being the best part of my day.”

Pike returned the smile. “In that case, and since I know how busy you are, I’ll get right to the point. I told you I’d make contact when a certain something happened. It has. All is well.”

He said nothing else, and neither did he have to, as Po knew without doubt what he meant. Commander Michael Burnham, after disappearing along with her ship, Discovery, through a temporal wormhole, had signaled their arrival at a point in the distant future. Her mind’s eye filled with visions of her dear friend Sylvia Tilly. Po thought of her often, just as she had wondered these past months what might have become of her and her companions aboard their starship.

“That’s wonderful news, Captain.” Despite contacting her on an encrypted frequency, Pike would take no chances revealing too much information about what had transpired. She recalled her earlier conversation with him, soon after Discovery’s departure. There was of course no way to communicate with Discovery, but Pike explained Burnham would signal only if their transit was successful. Like the Enterprise captain, Po could only hope she and her crew were safe and able to find peace as well as a new home for themselves.

Pike’s expression grew thoughtful. “None of it would’ve been possible if not for you, Your Highness.” He offered a small, respectful nod. “The Federation owes you a tremendous debt, and so do I. Thank you again.”

Po smiled at the captain, recalling how even Ren had taken her to task upon her return to Xahea following Discovery’s visit to the planet and Pike and his crew’s request for assistance. The device she had created as a tool to recrystallize dilithium had proven vital to the effort of keeping the ship and the valuable alien data repository it contained away from the machinations of Section 31, a rogue intelligence agency within Starfleet. She had then led a counteroffensive against a fleet of Section 31 drones sent to attack Discovery, helping to buy time for Burnham to open a wormhole that allowed her and her ship to escape into the future.

As for her “dilithium incubator,” assisting Discovery was, she decided, the sole good purpose to which it could be put, at least for now. Her original goal for the invention—a means of reducing the environmental impacts of mining dilithium from Xahea—had always been to protect her planet from further harm. It was a solemn duty, she decided, to safeguard the world that was so much more than simply home to her people. Following Discovery’s departure for the future, she had destroyed her only working prototype. While Po could certainly rebuild the device if the mood struck her, she had no immediate plans to do so. There were those who would only seek to use such an invention for personal gain, or worse. At this point in the history of her world, it was an idea that caused more problems than it solved. Allowing that was beneath a queen pledged to lead her people on a path to a thriving future. She would just have to find another way to protect the precious world they all called home.

“This is wonderful news, Captain. Thank you for telling me. Safe journeys to you and your crew.”

Pike smiled again. “As my science officer is fond of saying: Live long and prosper, Your Highness.”

The captain’s visage faded and the viewing screen deactivated, leaving Po once more alone with Ren.

“Well, how about that?”

“Most excellent news, Your Highness. I knew the fate of your friends was weighing on you.” As her trusted confidant, Ren was the only person with whom Po had discussed her experiences with Discovery and its crew. Beyond that, she had promised to honor Starfleet’s desire to classify the entire affair. Only a private journal, with entries written in her own hand and locked away in a secure vault along with other treasured family heirlooms, offered any insight into events Starfleet would forever deny even took place. The true fates of Tilly and her crewmates were forever consigned to an obscure corner of forgotten history.

Meanwhile, the thought of them finding a new home in a reality that was almost too distant to imagine filled Po’s heart with joy. Sylvia Tilly had helped her at a point when she stood at a crossroads, deciding between ascending to her role in Xahean society or running away. Feeling lost amidst the stresses that came with her own life path, Tilly offered a sympathetic ear, and she and Po had supported each other to arrive at a place of realization and acceptance. It was one of the greatest gifts Po had ever received, and she hoped Tilly felt the same way. Po would miss her friend and suspected she would spend many a quiet moment contemplating the future Tilly and her crewmates might forge centuries from now, long after Po was gone.

“In a way, I envy them,” said Po. “Discovery’s crew. Tilly. What will they see? What will they accomplish?” She shook her head. “Contemplating the possibilities is overwhelming, but I hope they’re able to make a joyous life for themselves.” Also, the thought of Tilly and her friends traveling to a point where they might observe whatever the future held for Xahea was an even greater motivation for Po to press forward with the work she knew lay ahead.

Drawing a deep breath, she offered Ren a knowing smile. “Meanwhile, my job is to help guide our people toward a similar goal, and I can’t do any of that without you. We should probably get started.”

Ren drew himself up, as always her prim and proper adherent ready to support her in any way he was able. “A laudable aspiration, Your Highness. I eagerly anticipate what our own future might bring.”




02

Starship Discovery

Federation Headquarters – 3189

Movement, slow and deliberate against her body, roused Michael Burnham from sleep. A familiar weight and warmth slid along her shoulder. Soft and gentle, it progressed to her neck and she felt it coming to rest along the side of her face. Freeing her right hand from the tangle of sheets, Burnham slid it across the bed until she found the other body lying next to her. It took her a moment to realize Book was lying on his side and facing away from her, the smooth skin of his back warm beneath her fingers.

Wait.

The single word tugged at her consciousness, goading her from slumber. Now fully awake, Burnham opened her eyes and turned toward Book only to find her vision filled with dark hair. It did not belong to Book, and for damned sure it most certainly was not hers.

“Grudge.” Dry from sleep, her voice was a croak as she spoke. “What are you doing?”

In response, the cat began to purr. Her green eyes narrowed as she settled against Burnham’s head and neck. Without thinking, Burnham reached up to stroke Grudge’s flank, which elicited still louder purring. It was that special time of day, before the hustle and demands of duty carried her away from her quarters, when the cat solicited a precious few moments of companionship. While Grudge still deferred to Book when allowing physical contact from inferior bipedal life-forms, her acceptance of Burnham was a work in progress. This was not yet a common occurrence, but now it happened with enough frequency that Burnham could almost believe the cat liked her. Grudge leaned into Burnham’s fingers as they massaged her neck, the purring growing more intense and now laced with an unmistakable air of transitory satisfaction.

“You’re in her spot, you know.”

His voice low and thick with sleep, Cleveland Booker rolled onto his back, turning to face Burnham and Grudge. With a smile, he reached up to run his hand along the cat’s back. For her part, the feline accepted the increased attention with her normal stoicism.

“Her spot?” Burnham regarded Book with narrowed eyes. “She’s in my spot. You’re in my spot. This whole bed is my spot.”

Book chuckled before clearing his throat. “Deny it all you want, but it’s inevitable. I thought you would’ve learned that after a year of sharing my ship with her.”

“That was different.” Burnham smiled, enjoying this latest iteration of their little verbal sparring matches that provided momentary amusement at times like these. “That’s your home, and hers. I was an intruder.”

Shifting himself to a sitting position, Book adjusted the sheets around his waist and propped a pillow behind his back. “It’s her ship and she lets me fly it, but your point is still valid as far as it goes.” He smiled, gesturing around Burnham’s quarters. “In fact, the way she sees it, all of this is hers now too. You might want to start getting yourself aligned with that reality.”

Burnham rested her hand on Grudge’s back. “Is this your way of telling me you’re planning to stick around?”

“I’m not in a hurry to be anywhere, if that’s what you’re asking.” Book regarded her with a cocked eyebrow. “Why? Are you looking to get rid of me?”

“Not just yet.” Burnham studied Grudge, whose eyes now were closed as she endured the soft stroking. “Besides, it’s been a long time since my life was anything resembling routine. I’m still getting used to the whole idea.”

Book rolled his eyes. “Michael, I’ve known you for over a year now. ‘Routine’ isn’t a word I’d use to describe you. Obsessively compulsive? Absolutely, but routine? Never.”

“That’s because the version of me you know was busy adapting to a whole new universe.” She waved her hand in the air. “This ship and crew? This is the real me. This is what was missing from my life for a long time, even before I showed up here.”

It was only in the past few weeks that the reality of her present circumstances along with those of Discovery’s crew had finally begun to assert itself in Burnham’s mind. With no looming threats or larger issues weighing on her attention, life aboard ship had settled—

Into a routine. She smiled at the admission.

The change had come with almost as much abruptness as her arrival in the thirty-second century, well over nine hundred years after the era in which she had been born and come of age. An entire lifetime of successes and failures, hopes and dreams, triumphs and tragedies, was but the smallest footnote in the annals of a history that from her point of view had expanded by nearly a millennium in the blink of an eye. The future into which they had emerged—the one for which she and Discovery’s crew believed they had sacrificed so much to safeguard—bore little more than a passing resemblance to what she had imagined they might find.

Hardship had fallen upon the Federation and the entire galaxy over the centuries they had bypassed. Countless lives along with entire worlds endured radical changes if not outright annihilation. Epicenters of power once thought to be guiding lights of inspiration on an interstellar stage had seen their influence wane and even crumble. This was the reality into which she and her crew had been thrust, and within which they were still seeking a measure of equilibrium. While her people had comported themselves with distinction, she knew that beneath the veneer of duty and obligation lay the beating hearts of living beings separated from everything they had known and loved.

“I know that look,” said Book as their gazes met. “It’s the one you get when you start thinking you’re the mother to everyone on this ship.”

Unable to suppress a smile, Burnham nodded. “It’s true, in its own way. I am responsible for them, their welfare and their safety. I’m not here to wipe their noses or help them with their homework or cheer them on when they play sports, but what they do reflects on me, and what I do absolutely impacts them. That’s the job.”

It was a job for which she had spent the majority of her early adult life training, guided by Philippa Georgiou, her commanding officer aboard the Shenzhou. Georgiou had been the ideal role model, both as a person and as a Starfleet captain, and it was she Burnham endeavored to emulate.

Right up until the moment you betrayed her.

The silent rebuke sprang unbidden from the depths of her memories. Burnham knew on an intellectual level it was a simplistic distillation of what had been a very nuanced and complex situation. The steps she had taken during the tense first contact with the Klingon sarcophagus ship were intended to prevent a war rather than start one, despite putting her at odds with Georgiou. After failing to convince her captain that firing on the enemy vessel before it could attack was the prudent action, Burnham subdued Georgiou and assumed command of the Shenzhou. Only later was it revealed that the Klingon Empire had been spoiling for a fight, intentionally destroying a Starfleet communications relay in hopes of luring a ship to its location. The resulting conflict between the Federation and the Empire had been costly, not the least of which when calculating the lives lost. Despite being sentenced to life in prison for her mutinous acts, fate and circumstances saw her path cross with Discovery.

She had worked hard to re-earn the trust of Starfleet and her shipmates, an effort that ultimately saw her guiding Discovery through that wormhole and more than nine hundred years across space and time. There was a time following her arrival here in the thirty-second century and her reunion with the ship and its crew that Burnham considered leaving Starfleet, at least the version that existed in this still largely unfamiliar future. The year she spent with Cleveland Booker, working as a courier without the rigors of protocol and duty, had come to define her; it had also given her cause to question her choices and that commitment. Despite the challenges presented by a post-Burn galaxy and its effects on the Federation, it still offered an opportunity for a fresh start. It was a tempting proposition, with the allure of it all enhanced by the unlikely yet enticing relationship she had forged with Book. In the year following her exit from the wormhole, Burnham had been forced to adapt to a new reality. The situation required her to compartmentalize and even abandon ways of thinking that at one time were second nature to her. She liked to think these changes had not altered her at the most fundamental levels, but even now there remained a lingering uncertainty. Facing those challenges had almost been enough to make her shed her uniform, figuratively and literally. If she had never reunited with Discovery and her friends, that might well have been her choice.

Fate, of course, had other ideas.

Book rested his left hand on Burnham’s arm. “You’re right about one thing. This is the real you. From the moment we saw Saru and the others on the screen, I knew you’d never abandon them. It was etched on your face.” Before she could respond, he held up his other hand as if to stave off protest. “You just said it yourself: this is the part of you that was missing. I know, you and Saru didn’t see eye to eye at first, and maybe you really did consider walking away from all of it, but once you started actually working together, the writing was on the wall.” He offered a small, knowing smile. “It suits you.”

With nothing else to add to the conversation, Grudge had fallen limp against Burnham’s shoulder, her eyes closed and her breathing slow and steady.

Burnham studied Book. “We were doing all right. I admit it was hard, but I was starting to settle in.” She saw the expression on his face, knowing that it now was her turn to forestall his reply. “I know, I never gave up looking for Discovery.” To do anything less was unthinkable. A significant number of the ship’s crew had chosen to accompany her on the insane, one-way journey to the future, leaving behind everything and everyone they had ever loved. Their commitment to her was as overt an act of devotion as any she had ever witnessed. Burnham owed those people—every single one of them—nothing less. Further, she had felt that same level of responsibility to the Federation and Starfleet in which she found herself.

“I never stopped trying to figure out what caused the Burn. After all those months of waiting and hoping with nothing to show for it, in the back of my mind I started considering the possibility I’d never accomplish either of those things. It was difficult to even entertain those thoughts, let alone try to put myself in a place to accept them, but little by little, I let them try to take root.”

“I know you did,” said Book. “At least, I think you did, and maybe—just maybe—you let a bit of that get past your defenses. Still, I’d already gotten to know you well enough by then to understand you’d never completely give up. You’d always have your eyes on the stars, waiting for your friends and trying to figure out the Burn. I was right there when your communicator signaled their arrival, remember? Nothing was going to stop you from getting to them, and after that? Nothing was going to stop you from finding Starfleet, and then everything that came with it.” He gestured around her quarters. “And now here we are. This is your home, Michael. As it should be. As it was meant to be.”

The ship’s intercom chose that moment to ping for attention, followed by the voice of Zora—the artificial intelligence residing within Discovery’s main computer system—speaking with her unfailingly pleasant demeanor. “Good morning, Captain Burnham. It is now zero seven hundred hours, Federation Standard Time. Your meeting with Admiral Vance at Federation Headquarters remains scheduled for zero eight hundred hours.”

As if sensing a pending shift in the status quo that involved humans disrupting her slumber, Grudge opted to remove herself from her resting place next to Burnham. She sauntered toward the foot of the bed before dropping to the floor and out of sight. With the cat no longer separating them, Burnham turned onto her side and reached out to rest her hand on Book’s thigh. Still propped against his pillow, he shifted so that he now lounged beside her, facing her with his nose nearly touching hers.

“Duty calls again,” he said.

Burnham let her hand roam. “Seems that way.”

“The burdens of command.”

“It’s a thankless task.”

In truth, she had no idea why Vance even wanted a meeting with her this morning. She and the rest of Discovery’s crew had been ordered by the admiral to stand down for a few days of shore leave following their last assignment. As the break had been a long time coming and, in her opinion, sorely needed, she had encouraged her people to take full advantage of the opportunity. However, given the unpredictable nature of Starfleet missions and current needs, she suspected Vance had an assignment for Discovery, which was fine with her. Shore leave was nice and the downtime welcomed, but she was ready to get back to work.

Sliding his left arm beneath her, Book pulled her closer. “Maybe you could call in sick.”

“I don’t think the admiral would appreciate that. Or believe it.”

“That’s not the rebellious Michael Burnham I know.”

“Good morning, Captain Burnham,” said Zora. “It is now zero seven zero one, Federation Standard Time. Your meeting with Admiral Vance at Federation Headquarters remains scheduled for zero eight hundred hours.”

Burnham shifted in the bed, giving her hands more room to maneuver. “Thank you, Zora. No further reminders are needed.”

“A database incorporating more than one hundred thousand years of accumulated information,” said Book. “Perhaps the most sophisticated and comprehensive computer system in existence, and you’ve got it set up as your personal alarm clock.” He smiled. “Being the captain certainly has its privileges.”

Burnham responded with a playful slap. “I didn’t set it up. It did that all on its own.” The action, innocuous though it may be, was just one small component of a much larger, far-ranging effort on the computer’s part to conduct what it perceived as its primary function: caring for the ship’s crew.

She, Burnham reminded herself. Not “it.”

Further, safeguarding Discovery’s crew seemed to be a mission Zora had assigned to herself, the personification of the Sphere data residing within the computer system. Accumulated by a benign life-form encountered by Discovery, all of that information had been transferred into the ship’s computer as the newly discovered being neared the end of its life. This made Discovery along with the Sphere life-form’s data a prize sought by Control, a malevolent threat-assessment artificial intelligence created by the clandestine Starfleet agency Section 31. If Control were to gain access to the repository, it would achieve consciousness and be all but unstoppable. Indeed, at some point in the future, it had accomplished—or would accomplish—that very thing.

Enter Burnham’s mother, Doctor Gabrielle Burnham, and the “Red Angel” suit she and Burnham’s father had created for Section 31 to send a single individual through time. The suit was developed as a counter to Klingon efforts to escalate a “temporal arms race” between their Empire and the Federation. When Klingon agents launched an attack to capture the suit, Doctor Burnham used it to escape, jumping to a point nearly one thousand years into the future. There she learned Control had evolved to a point where it had destroyed all life in the galaxy. Her attempts to go back in time and prevent Control from seizing the Sphere data and achieving that level of sentience brought her and the suit to her daughter and Discovery. Her efforts were hampered by her being anchored to her arrival point in the far future, which yanked her back after the twenty-third-century version of Control succeeded in destroying the Red Angel suit.

With Control still a threat, Discovery’s crew constructed a new suit, which Burnham wore to guide the ship through a wormhole to the thirty-second century, far beyond Control’s reach. It was now gone, and Discovery and her crew remained guardians of the Sphere’s data and the unexpected identity it had adopted since merging with the ship’s computer. Just as Burnham and her people had pledged to protect the information from corruption or exploitation, so too had the computer and its—her—evolved presence undertaken a similar role with respect to the ship and the organic beings dwelling within it.

Apparently, this included reminding Burnham of her schedule for the day.

Satisfied Zora would leave her alone, at least for the time being, Burnham moved closer to Book. “Don’t tell her, but I don’t really need an entire hour to get ready for a meeting.”

Duty could wait a bit longer.
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At precisely 0755 hours, Burnham materialized in the foyer outside Admiral Vance’s office. Despite having received her uniform from the replicator in her quarters not fifteen minutes earlier, she found herself tugging at her collar and sleeves and making other adjustments. She had only just gotten used to the more subtle gray uniforms worn by the Starfleet officers who greeted Discovery upon its arrival at Federation Headquarters barely two months earlier. They were a far cry from the predominantly blue ones worn aboard starships in the 2250s, which Burnham admitted to herself she missed. This new variant—a deep red tunic with its prominent black stripe extending down from her right shoulder, along with black trousers and dark leather boots—was a much bolder choice. She decided she preferred the look, but she was still getting used to the fit.

“Good morning, Captain Burnham.”

Turning toward the new voice, she found herself greeted by Eli, the medical hologram that also served as a multifaceted assistant to Admiral Vance. As always, the computer-generated avatar presented the appearance of a trim human male perhaps fifty years of age, with brown hair that was both graying and receding at his temples. Instead of a uniform, Eli wore a stark white ensemble with matching belt and bow tie. Only a standard-issue tri-com badge above his left breast offered any hint as to his Starfleet affiliation. From her past interactions with him, Burnham knew his piercing hazel eyes missed nothing, and at this moment they were focused on her.

“Good morning, Eli. How are you today?”

The holo shrugged. “I’ve not received any significant modifications to my programming since our last meeting, so I am largely unchanged. And you?”

“About the same.” Only as she replied did Burnham realize she was still fussing with the sleeves of her uniform, and she clasped her hands behind her back.

Her response seemed to satisfy Eli. “Yes, that mostly tracks with my current readings of your limbic system, and you do seem more relaxed this morning. I trust you’re sleeping well?”

“Very well, thank you.” It had taken some time to become accustomed to the holo’s penchant for conducting its medical scans as a matter of course rather than as requested or if a situation demanded such action.

He doesn’t like being called “it,” Burnham reminded herself. That’s twice you’ve done that, and you haven’t even had breakfast yet.

“Excellent.” Eli gestured to the entrance to Vance’s office. “Of course you’re right on time for your meeting with the admiral. He’s on his way and asked me to direct you inside.”

The holo turned and headed into a larger workspace, dominated by a free-floating situation table and a view of various starships docked at or holding station in proximity to Federation Headquarters. As she entered the room, she noted Fleet Admiral Charles Vance entering from an adjacent passageway.

“Captain Burnham,” he said, extending his hand in greeting. “Thank you for joining me so early in the day.”

As ever, Starfleet’s top-ranked officer was a recruiting advertisement come to life. His gray uniform with its red and gold piping was immaculate and tailored to his trim, athletic frame. His black hair and beard were all but overrun with gray and the lines around his dark eyes bore mute testimony to a life of duty and responsibility and the challenges that come with a commitment to those ideals.

“Good morning, Admiral. What can I do for you, sir?”

As she spoke, she noticed movement to her left and turned to see the office’s other occupant rising from a sofa positioned along the room’s far bulkhead. It was Doctor Arbusala, a male Denobulan of whom she and the rest of the crew had seen quite a bit during the past two weeks. As he was a civilian, his clothing was far more casual. A dark maroon shirt and jade-green trousers, all loose fitting and looking far more comfortable than any uniform, were accompanied by leather sandals on his feet. His hair, long and brown, was pulled back from his face and secured in a ponytail, accenting his high cranial ridges. His crystal-blue eyes seemed to sparkle, and the lower half of his face stretched into a wide smile as he acknowledged Burnham.

“Good day, Captain.” Arbusala clasped his hands in front of him. “A pleasure to see you this morning. And I see you’ve wasted no time transitioning to the new uniforms Admiral Vance approved.”

Before she could stop herself, Burnham ran her hands along her sides, smoothing her tunic. “I have to admit, I wasn’t too thrilled with the gray ones.” She tossed a meek glance toward Vance, who chuckled at her comment.

“It wouldn’t be Starfleet if we didn’t change things up every now and again.” Looking down at himself, Vance tapped the front of his uniform top. “It goes in cycles, you know. I’ve done my share of reading about Starfleet history and one of the things I found interesting was how the chronology of uniform styles tends to remain in step with Starfleet’s primary focus—or its perceived primary focus—during that point in time. Periods dominated by a heightened emphasis on exploration and discovery were underscored by bolder, more colorful uniform designs, whereas those times when we found ourselves facing far more ominous challenges such as war, disaster, or other struggles provoked darker, conventional styles.”

Arbusala said, “It is an interesting connection.”

“Agreed,” replied Burnham. “The designs may change, but the colors seem to have remained consistent more often than not.” She shrugged, touching her right hand to her midsection as she glanced at her own tunic. “At least, when they’ve opted for more color.”

Vance said, “For whatever reason, fate has seen fit to bring you and your crew to us, Captain, and after giving it some further thought, I’ve come to believe your presence here signifies a turning point for us. I thought it warranted something to mark the occasion.” He paused, offering a small grin. “As for the colors, well, I guess some things never go out of style.”

“Like bow ties,” said Eli, and for the first time Burnham realized the holo had not simply disappeared after leading her into Vance’s office. Instead, he stood to one side, hands behind his back as he awaited instructions from the admiral. When she looked to him, he tilted his head to one side while gesturing to his own bow tie. “They’re a universal constant.”

Vance allowed himself a small laugh before saying, “That will be all, Eli.” In response to his direction the holo dematerialized without another word, leaving Burnham alone with the admiral and Doctor Arbusala.

“I’ve been doing my own reading as well, sir,” she said. “Call it ongoing ‘homework’ while catching up on the history we missed.”

The centuries she and Discovery’s crew had skipped over as a consequence of their transit from their own time had brought tremendous change. In particular, the Federation had seen periods of unconstrained growth and prosperity, interspersed with periods of incredible challenges and strife. There was a lot of information to absorb, and that did not even begin to account for the histories of Federation allies and enemies, some of whom had moved from one grouping to the other and even back again in their absence. Worlds and civilizations unknown to her at the time of her departure had risen from humble beginnings to become influencers on an interstellar stage.

The pre-Burn Federation had experienced unprecedented exploration that only served to expand the boundaries of known space. This included forays into the farthest reaches of the distant Gamma and Delta Quadrants, feats accomplished without the use of spore drive or similar technology. Instead, perfecting the art of navigating wormholes—stable and otherwise—along with the development of quantum slipstream propulsion had allowed for the traversing of “transwarp” corridors, reducing by orders of magnitude the time required to cross vast interstellar distances. Given the uncertainties at the time of the Burn’s origins, such efforts were curtailed in an effort to mitigate risk. Now that the disaster’s cause had been solved, Burnham expected to see a return to those initiatives.

In so many ways, she mused, we got here just in time. The promise of what the future held for her, her crew, and the entire Federation was almost too much to comprehend and appreciate. Burnham decided she would enjoy the challenge.

Vance said, “While I’d love nothing but to talk about all of that history, Captain, I’m afraid that’ll have to wait for another time.” With a smile, he directed Burnham toward Arbusala. The Denobulan had once again taken his seat on the sofa, which was flanked by a pair of straight-backed chairs and a low-rise table to form an informal meeting area. Burnham waited for the admiral to select one of the chairs before sitting across from him.

“I know you and your crew are technically still enjoying some well-earned shore leave,” he said, settling into his chair. “And I didn’t want to call you back unless I thought it was absolutely necessary. So I left things casual. At least until I couldn’t.” His expression turned serious. “I’ll be sending you out again very soon. It’s not an emergency, but it’s important. Word’s starting to spread about the expanded availability of dilithium, and the threat of another Burn is now pretty much over. We’ve had several requests for assistance from former Federation worlds who hope to reestablish contact. Our initial efforts have been very successful, due in no small part to the efforts of you and your crew, but as the saying goes: no good deed goes unpunished.” He punctuated the statement with an understanding smile. “What can I tell you, Captain? You’ve made yourselves indispensable.”

Burnham nodded. “I’ve been keeping up with reports, sir. I’m excited to see the renewed outreach.”

“It’s a delicate balancing act right now,” continued Vance. “Say what we will about the Emerald Chain, they filled a void we left behind following the Burn. For better or worse, in many cases they were there for people when Starfleet wasn’t. While I certainly believe a post-Chain galaxy is a good thing, that will not feed people or provide them the resources and support they were promised by becoming Federation members. Plus, with the Chain now fractured into who knows how many splinter groups, I suspect our short-term headaches with them will remain for some time. There’s a lot of fence mending to be done, and Starfleet’s presence—its visible, proactive presence—will be critical in the coming months.”

The admiral gestured toward her. “Of course, Discovery is an important part of that process. Your ship’s spore drive is a godsend, and while I’m not eager to show it off too much lest it attract the attention of unsavory types in the mold of Minister Osyraa, it’s our best option for accomplishing our short-term goals of renewing ties with many of our former member worlds, all of whom stand to once again be invaluable friends and allies.”

“Understood, sir,” said Burnham. “However we can help, my people and I are ready.”

Vance’s smile returned. “I never doubted that, Captain.” Pausing, he indicated Arbusala with a slight nod. “Of course, the good doctor here reminds me that you and your crew continue to be a unique leadership challenge for me.”

Here we go, Burnham thought. This could be interesting.

Leaning forward in his chair, Vance rested his forearms on his knees and clasped his hands before him before once more meeting Burnham’s gaze. “The truth is your crew is still acclimating to our century. I know those who chose to accept the risk of coming with you to our century, which all by itself is an incredible gesture of trust and loyalty, have had a lot to deal with in what for them was a very short amount of time. You at least had a year to adapt, but your people hit the ground running and haven’t stopped since they arrived. Then I barely gave you time to catch your breath following the Chain’s collapse before I had you out there showing the flag. Discovery answered that call and exceeded our expectations, but I can’t expect you to keep doing that if I’m not also looking out for your welfare.”

He indicated Arbusala. “That’s why I had Discovery stand down, and asked the good doctor here to make himself available to you and your crew these past few weeks. I know Doctor Culber has been doing a fine job acting as counselor for your people, but I also know it’s not his field of specialty. Plus, I thought it might be beneficial to talk to someone ‘outside the family,’ as it were, even with the complications that entails.”

There was the ongoing challenge of maintaining Starfleet’s official cover story to explain Discovery’s sudden arrival at Federation Headquarters. With the “Temporal Accords” enacted long after the ship’s departure from the twenty-third century, time travel or any other action that might cause a disruption to this or another timeline was prohibited. Discovery’s transit to this century was therefore a closely guarded secret, with only Vance and a handful of individuals entrusted with that knowledge. So far as the general public knew, the ship had been on a long-term deep-space assignment beyond the Alpha Quadrant’s boundaries when the Burn occurred, and the crew’s descendants had spent the intervening decades making their way home.

“I’ll admit it hasn’t been easy,” said Burnham. “However, all things considered, I think we’re doing all right.”

Arbusala said, “For the most part, I agree with Captain Burnham’s assessment. Having had the opportunity to speak with a considerable number of the crew, I’m not seeing anything I didn’t expect to encounter. Stress, heightened emotional responses, bouts with depression, and so on. Their morale is certainly high, and I believe it’s a wonderful coping mechanism, but I fear that without additional time and support for their transition, we’ll eventually begin to see more signs they’re struggling to adapt to their new status quo.”

“Essentially,” added Vance, “I’m worried your people, and perhaps even you, are simply maintaining an even keel. Carrying out the assignments I give you, substituting duty and obligation for proper physical, mental, and emotional care, will ultimately prove detrimental to your crew’s health and effectiveness. Even if I was the sort of cold-hearted bastard to do such a thing, I don’t have the luxury of running any crew into the ground, let alone yours.”

Burnham was actually relieved to hear both Vance and Arbusala offering their thoughts on this matter, which echoed her own concerns. During this brief period of downtime, she knew that nearly a third of Discovery’s complement had taken the time to speak with the counselor. The details of those conversations were privileged, but she was confident Arbusala or Vance would communicate to her anything of notable concern. So far, that had not happened, but she was aware that could change without warning.

“What do you propose we do?” she asked.

Vance replied, “What we’ve already been doing, but with a small twist. I’m returning Discovery to active status, but I’d like Doctor Arbusala to accompany you on your next mission. Your destination, the planet Evora, is four days away at warp eight. I’ve alerted the Evoran leadership you’ll be arriving then. The situation doesn’t call for using Discovery’s spore drive, and Doctor Arbusala’s been looking for an opportunity to observe your people in action while continuing his interviews.”

As if anticipating pushback, Arbusala said, “One of the innovations that occurred after your departure from the twenty-third century was an increased emphasis on assigning specialists to starships with the sole purpose of overseeing the crew’s emotional well-being. These counselors have been a presence aboard ship for centuries. Often they’re Starfleet officers, but civilians have also filled the role. They usually become key advisors to a ship’s command staff, ensuring the crew functions at a high level both psychologically and emotionally.”

“I can definitely see an advantage to having such an officer,” said Burnham.

Arbusala replied, “My presence aboard your ship for this mission is temporary, Captain, and it’s not my intention to inspect or judge you or your crew. Indeed, I’m not even required to make a report or recommendations to Admiral Vance. My intention is to be available to your people just as I have been these past weeks, but with a change of scenery from which I believe we all might benefit.” Then he smiled. “Also, I’m told your crew has a particular recreational activity that’s taken hold during off-duty hours, where you present entries from ancient Earth entertainment media.”

“You mean movie night.” Now it was Burnham’s turn to smile. “Yes, it’s become quite popular.” She extended her hands toward him. “You’ve done so much for us already, Doctor, and you’re more than welcome to join us.”

Arbusala’s smile widened. “Excellent.”

Appearing satisfied with the proceedings, Vance said, “I’m authorizing a dilithium consignment for you to take with you, Captain. You depart at zero nine hundred hours tomorrow, with an expected arrival at Evora ninety-eight hours after that. I expect you’ll represent the Federation in your usual fine fashion.”

Burnham nodded. “We’ll do our best, sir.”

As they rose from their seats, Arbusala said, “I’ll make the necessary arrangements and have some of my personal effects transported aboard later today. I’m looking forward to our journey together, Captain.”

“Likewise, Doctor.” Burnham meant that. It would be good to get back out among the stars, where she had felt at home most of her life. She knew the return to normalcy was good for the crew, but she did not discount Arbusala’s and Vance’s concerns. If there was something going on beneath the surface of her people’s calm veneer, she wanted to know about it so those issues could be addressed with the necessary haste and sensitivity. She harbored no illusions of her own capacity to recognize every warning sign. “I’m grateful you’ll be with us for this mission, and I’m sure the crew will have no problems with you being aboard ship.”
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