
  [image: cover]


  
    
      



      All Alone in the Night


      M. Andrew Rudder

    


    [image: ArgyllComicReadyLogo.tif]


    
      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      All Alone in the Night


      



      Copyright © 2013 by M. Andrew Rudder


      



      Cover artwork by Soro


      



      Published by Argyll Productions



      Dallas, TX


      http://www.ArgyllProductions.com


      



      ISBN 978-1-61450-136-7


      



      Printed in the United States of America


      First Edition Trade Paperback 2013


      



      All rights reserved. No portion of this work may be reproduced in any form, in any medium, without the express permission of the author.

    


    

  


  
    Table of Contents


    
      Chapter One: The Frontier


      Chapter Two: Underway


      Chapter Three: Cerys II


      Chapter Four: The Athena


      Chapter Five: Qina


      Chapter Six: Akosh


      Chapter Seven: Earth


      Chapter Eight: The Asclepius


      Chapter Nine: All Alone in the Night


      About the Author

    

  


  


  
    Chapter One: The Frontier



    One month ago, the last case of Ebola was cured.


    Dr. Cooper Barnes was not happy about it.


    He was a doctor, and that meant caring about and healing the sick, but Ebola had been the last dangerous virus left on Earth, and they’d cured the last lethal bacteria a decade ago. Since he specialized in infectious diseases, it now made the majority of his training moot. If only he’d joined the military like his father wanted. His brother had, and now he was in command of his own squadron in Earth orbit. It was too bad Cooper couldn’t take authority very well.


    While about to sending a message to his brother, he was interrupted by a knock on his office door. No one had come to see him in the last few weeks, except for those particularly stupid people convinced that they were sick, and just needed a doctor to tell them they weren’t.


    He got out of his seat, giving his much cluttered office a once-over and realized there wouldn’t be room in the drawers for all the framed pictures and forms. More surprising was the man on the other side of the door. He was dressed like Cooper’s brother, in the grey and gold uniform of the International Space Program’s military wing. He had a datapad in his hand, which Cooper immediately did not trust. To his knowledge, the United Nations couldn’t institute a draft.


    “Could I speak with you, Doctor Barnes?” the military man asked.


    Cooper narrowed his eyes. He didn’t like people who got plastic surgery. His crow’s feet and laugh lines were proof of his age, and he was proud of them. This soldier, however, was black, cleanly shaved, with close-dropped hair and not a single wrinkle. He might be anywhere from thirty to fifty, and the missing lines irritated Cooper.


    “I suppose,” he said, and stepped back to let the soldier in. He immediately went to his tea kettle, suspended over a Bunsen burner and turned on the flame. He might as well be courteous.

  


  
    “My name is Captain Aziz Abdel,” the man said. “I’d like to talk to you about reassignment.” He took a seat in one of the plush chairs in front of the doctor’s desk. “You come highly recommended.” That sounded more like someone in Cooper’s field had pitied him, but he let it slide. San Francisco hadn’t been as intellectually stimulating without all the diseases tourists brought with them.


    “I’m not joining the military,” Cooper said. He sat down behind his desk, and quickly tied up his shockingly red hair. It went halfway down his back, and no military was going to make him cut it off.


    “I don’t expect you to,” the captain said. He placed the datapad on the desk, opening a file to show one of the spaceships currently being built in orbit. Rather than a sleek fighter jet or the cumbersome, branched space stations, It looked like more like a set of pair of ovals attached at the ends, with small cones sticking out of the far end. It almost looked like a silver peanut with part of its shell broken, since the ship was still under construction.


    “I’m aware the ISP is building spaceships,” Cooper said. Everyone in this hospital was gossiping about them. Knowledge of intelligent life had really kick-started space travel again. Five ships would be complete soon, with three more already planned.


    “I’d like you on mine,” the captain said. “As Chief Medical Officer.”


    Cooper kept a neutral expression and took the datapad when the captain offered it. It listed his accommodations, compensation, the spacious quarters that couldn’t possibly be crew standard, and what equipment he would have access to. All of it was state of the art, including some technology other species had shared with Earth, like drug synthesizers.


    “I get to pick my specialists,” Cooper said without looking up. Already through two pages, and he couldn’t look the captain in the eye or it would betray his excitement. They specifically wanted him because he understood infectious disease. They’d already encountered a few extraterrestrial diseases from the Qinans, the first alien race to contact humanity, and for Cooper that had been exhilarating. There would be dozens, no, hundreds of potential risks in the ship’s year-long mission.

  


  
    “Done,” the captain replied. He’d folded his hands on the desk, Cooper noticed. Someone had told the captain it would take a while to convince him.


    “Who recommended me?” Cooper asked as he swiped to the next page, now reading the dizzying list of supplies. They really expected to not return to any human outpost for the duration of the mission.


    “Captain Terrence Barnes. Good man.” So his brother was involved in all this. Well, someone was getting a better Christmas present this year.


    “I’ll need to edit this requisition list,” he commented, turning on editing and making a few notes in the file. “You don’t have skin sprayers listed, or a cellular regenerator.”


    “The regenerator still hasn’t been approved for use in space,” the captain said.


    “I don’t care,” Cooper replied. “It’s the only thing that can take care of plasma burns and radiation damage fast enough to save crewmembers in a contained situation. I’m sure you can pull a few strings.” To his credit, the captain didn’t tense.


    “I think we can manage it. Does that mean you’re interested?” he asked.


    Cooper put down the datapad. It would take him all night to go through this list of supplies, making notes on what was missing and what numbers needed to be tweaked. He’d never run a full facility without accountants before, so he felt it would probably be best to err on the side of hoarding instead of austerity.


    “Possibly,” he said carefully. “As long as Sykk Wikian is my head trauma surgeon and Angela Ahrracon is my head xenobiologist.” Taking a breath, he added, “Those two are non-negiotable.” Sykk was his partner, and Angie was a friend who knew how to do her job without ruffling feathers. He couldn’t ask for more. Now, he met the captain’s gaze. He had his price.

  


  
    Cooper noticed the captain blinked a few times. “I’m meeting with Mrs. Ahraccon later tonight in Los Angeles. Do we need a dedicated trauma surgeon?”


    “Do you know how to seal an artery without causing further damage, or set a compound fracture so it can be repaired correctly? I don’t.”


    The captain took a few seconds to pull up a different file on the datapad. There was a picture of Sykk filling part of the page. He was a Qinan, from a small planet about forty light-years from Earth, and the best way Cooper could describe him was as a white fox who walked on two legs. He had the large tail, pointed ears, and inquisitive eyes of the Earth animal, and weirdly, Sykk had picked up an arctic fox as a pet. The resemblance amused the trauma specialist. The Qinans had arrived on Earth almost twenty years ago.


    “He’s one of your current coworkers,” the captain said absently, reading the file as he talked. “I was under the impression the ISP wanted to keep the command staff human, to show our independence.”


    “He’s my partner,” Cooper said.


    “Business partner?” the captain asked.


    “The other kind.”


    “Ah.”


    “Besides, he wouldn’t be in the command staff. And as I said, his presence is not up for discussion.” Cooper realized glaring didn’t really work when the person you were glaring at wasn’t looking at you, but the captain didn’t press further. “Also, there should be at least one Qinan in the command staff. It’s their technology we’re using to build these ships, and there are definitely a few Qinans who are legal citizens of a country in the ISP.” About two dozen countries had ponied up money, technology and resources to get this project off the ground.

  


  
    That made the captain tense. He probably didn’t like that humanity’s attempts at faster-than-light travel hadn’t been able to reach the speeds required for galactic exploration, and they’d instead negotiated with the Qinan interplanetary government. However, Cooper took more of a ‘sooner rather than later’ philosophy. Also, it seemed pretty racist to ignore scientific breakthroughs just because someone that wasn’t human discovered them.


    “I’ll bring it up at the next meeting,” the captain said, closing the file. The tea kettle was whistling, so Cooper stood up, walked over, and poured out two cups of the black tea. The smell filled the room like only particularly pungent tea can. He heard a set of footsteps coming down the hall and pulled down a coffee mug, filling it as well.


    “Want milk?” Cooper asked. He heard the captain inhale sharply. The tea must have just hit him.


    “Sure.”


    The third person came around the corner. Unlike the other doctors and surgeons, Sykk preferred to dress like a medic on his own planet, in a white double-breasted coat that resembled a chef’s jacket and long slacks. None of the regulation boots fit his feet, so Cooper had given up that argument. He took the coffee cup and started sipping.


    “Hello, Captain Abdel,” Sykk said. He held out a paw, and the captain took it in a quick shake. “We met at the International Space Program’s initial summit.”


    The captain didn’t seem to remember, but he recovered quickly. “I wasn’t aware there was a medical contingent there.”


    “I was there as a ‘diplomatic representative,’” Sykk explained, “since I’m a United States citizen. They wanted a few Qinans there who weren’t beholden to any of our planets.” He pointed at the datapad. “Are you offering Cooper and I a job?”


    There was a definite pause there. “…Yes,” the captain said.

  


  
    “When do we start?” Sykk replied, smiling. He wagged his tail, and while the captain was distracted, he picked up the datapad and started flipping through pages. “This supply list is all wrong.”


    Cooper smirked. Well there went his plan to get his salary doubled.
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    The Frontier was quite an impressive ship, even if it didn’t have the same sort of grace of a plane or one of the Qinan spaceships. Then again, it wasn’t expected to work in an atmosphere. Three weeks had passed since his first meeting with Captain Abdel, and his second was about to begin. A shuttle brought Cooper and Sykk up to the ISP Orbital Station, where final preparations were being made on their new home for the next year. They would follow a loop, exploring dozens of systems in their trek before coming back to Earth for resupply and a crew change. Five ships would leave in different directions; those three still under constructions would depart in a few months.


    Earth’s first line of large interstellar ships floated around the two of them, with faster-than-light engines that Cooper didn’t really understand. The only things he needed to worry about were in the medical bay. It wasn’t like he knew how a car worked either.


    “Are you ready?” Sykk asked.


    Cooper smiled and gave his paw a squeeze. “Let’s go piss off logistics.”


    At least the ship was set up more logically than his last hospital. He could step into an elevator, and simply type in ‘medical bay,’ and the elevator would bring him where he wanted to go. He figured there were voice commands too, but better not test that right now.


    When the doors slid open, the doctor passed his huge duffel bag back to Sykk and stepped into his new workspace. The Qinan was headed to check their quarters, since for some reasons whoever was in charge of that had assigned them separate rooms. If they couldn’t get that changed, they’d probably live in Cooper’s rooms, since as an officer his were liable to be larger, and use Sykk’s assigned space as sort of a ‘guest room.’


  


  
    A dozens movers still worked to place equipment where it was supposed to be, and engineers made sure everything powered up and functioned correctly. Cooper decided to leave them alone for the moment and just explore.


    Besides the main infirmary, the ISP had assigned him a large medical lab to test cures against all the new potentially dangerous pathogens with a dozen researchers directly under his command, rather than under the Chief Science Officer.Angela Ahrracon had written papers on concurrent evolution, universal proteins, and parallel medical treatments. If anyone was needed on a ship moving into unknown territories, it was her. Angie currently stalked around the main medical bay, glaring at the workers while waving a datapad. She’d braided her hair tight to her head, with dozens of tiny braids cascading down her back. He needed to learn how to do that to his hair, while at the same time wondering if his patients would take him seriously.


    The medical bay comprised of nearly an entire deck. At least someone in design had figured it would be good for doctors to move freely and not expect only a few patients at a time. There was room for thirty patients, and assuming the entire engineering decks didn’t explode, Cooper figured that would be more than enough.


    “We got all the suggestions you put in,” Angie said from the center of her circle of minions. She tossed the datapad underhanded, which Cooper barely managed to catch. He knew they were shock absorbent, but it just seemed like a bad idea to throw expensive technology around. After a few swipes along the pages, he nodded.


    “Make sure all the new technical assistants are briefed on protocol,” he said, typing it into the schedule just to make sure. He set the datapad down on a nearby clear section of counter before giving her a thumbs-up. She was much better at this sort of thing than him.

  


  
    While she worked on the ISP personnel, he logged into the medical bay computers. Nearly every hospital in the world now had the Qinan medical archive, but he wanted to make sure they’d thought to give him access. It looked like everything could be controlled via the desks or through voice command. As an experiment, he pulled up an article about a bacterial infection common to Qinan children. Rather than the short explanation, list of symptoms, and treatment he’d expected, the monitor showed off dozens of pages of research, how it transmitted to humans, and how different strains required different dosages of the antibacterial agent. He wondered what the hospitals on Earth could do with all this, and then bet the ISP wanted to keep a lot of this under wraps, in case some xenophobic terrorist group decided to engineer a bacterium to kill Qinan children. He hated the world sometimes.


    Next, he double-checked that everything could be monitored through the central workstations. He understood the need for personal care, but there were going to be times when patients were asleep, he’d just gotten his first cup of coffee in twelve hours, and he wouldn’t want to stand back up again. Sure enough, nearly everything on the deck could be remotely accessed, including the research computers. Most of the technology might be state of the art, but he wondered why no one had thought to build in instant messaging or some other short command system into these decks. It probably had something to do with secure encryption, which was another subject he just did not understand.


    “The cellular regenerator is powered up, if you want to play with it,” Angie said, and Cooper smiled. People always assumed doctors were serious, but in reality, a new toy was still a new toy.

  


  
    It didn’t take him long to figure out how to program the device for different tissue types, body masses, and species. Only Qinan, human, and—weirdly—domesticated dogs were currently available, with the programming available to scan and incorporate other species.


    “Why are dogs in this?” he asked.


    Angie looked up from the drug synthesizer. “It’s probably how they first tested the technology. I think a few of the crew have pets.”


    “I think Sykk brought his fox, but I thought that was just a command crew thing,” Cooper said.


    “He’s not command crew,” she countered. That was a fair point. “I’ve got two cats, and I know one of the engineers brought a beagle, because he was playing with it on the station.”


    “Cats aren’t in here,” he said.


    “I’ll program it in. I’ll probably have to sedate her to get her to sit in it long enough…”


    It took Cooper a second to understand Angie was referring to her cat.


    “I assume we can send out messages to all crewmembers,” Cooper said. He left the regenerator for a few moments to sit back down at one of the workstations.


    “Should be able to,” Angie said. “I haven’t tried.”


    “Hrmm…” Well, he needed to get used to voice command some time.


    “Computer, compose message for all crewmembers.”


    He watched as a window on the monitor popped up, showing voice recognition. A client appeared with a message window, blank except for the recipient line, which read, simply, ‘ALL.’


    “Any crewmember with a pet other than domesticated dog should bring said pet to the medical bay before launch for pathogen analysis. End message.”


    To the credit of whoever had programed the client, a window popped up to approve the final text. He pressed ‘yes,’ and hoped that would solve a few more issues. The last thing he needed was for a cat to carry something to or from a foreign world.

  


  
    Another wave of engineers and staff came in with machines and boxes, which drew Cooper’s attention. This must be the rest of the supplies. When he looked around, most of the cabinets still stood empty, and it definitely didn’t feel like a medical lab without everything bursting to the brim.


    Most of those lifting heavy things for him were military men and women. Though he couldn’t be entirely sure, since everyone wore the ISP uniforms now, he could guess by their haircuts and general athleticism; some of his assistants and researchers looked like the sun was something that happened to other people.


    “Does anyone know the military complement here?” he called out. Several of those carrying storage containers turned, and he pointed at one of them.


    “One-third of the crew is active military, sir,” she said. “The rest are a mix of medical personnel and scientists.”


    “Thank you,” he said, and she nodded. That seemed like a lot of soldiers for a seemingly peaceful mission, but judging by the crew manifest, most were probably here because the ISP didn’t want to train hundreds of new people. Why train someone new in zero-gravity when they could just transfer someone?


    He went back to his equipment and started to work on making sure it was all functional. Every handheld scanner needed to be calibrated separately, and then he’d need to make sure they remained charged. Battery technology might have advanced in leaps and bounds in the last decade, but he still didn’t trust any complicated electronic device to last more than a few hours when not plugged into an outlet. Outlets that he didn’t see.


    “Where do we plug these things in?” Cooper asked. He also couldn’t find any chords.

  


  
    “Good question…” Angie mumbled, and flipped a few pages on here datapad. “Huh. Looks like all the counters can wirelessly charge. They apparently designed that right into the ship. If you leave it there, it starts charging.”


    “I thought that technology was still pretty expensive,” Cooper said.


    Angie shrugged. “They poured money into these ships. Some of this medical equipment won’t be available to the public for years.”


    “Sounds like we’ll be set, then,” Cooper said, and as an experiment set the datapad down. Sure enough, a few seconds later a little notice popped up that it had started to charge.


    Though he would very much like to just patrol the medical bay for the next few hours, instilling both fear and respect into those that answered to him, he had an appointment with the captain. Apparently being an officer meant becoming familiar with everyone else who could boss around an entire deck. First, however, he was going to check in on Sykk.


    Since the Qinan was a trauma surgeon, most of the logistical side of medicine rested with other people. Therefore, when Cooper stepped into his quarters, he’d figured unpacking would already have begun. However, no one was there.


    “Voice command prompt,” Cooper said out loud, feeling a bit foolish because the room was empty and dark, “recognize Cooper Barnes, Chief Medical Officer.”


    Instantly, the lights came up to a pleasant level, a screen taking up most of one wall lit up with an outward image of the ship and a small touchscreen with various options. There was a large bed, a couch, an open door leading off into a bathroom, and a built-in desk large enough for two people to sit side-by-side and work. For some reason, the floor, ceiling and walls were all a light blue. However, neither Sykk nor his bags had made it here.


    “Recall last three entrances or attempts,” he said, still feeling silly. No other facility he’d worked in had touch-less computers. Then again, there wasn’t much choice now but to get used to it.

  


  
    “Chief Medical Officer Cooper Barnes, 10:31, access. Dr. Sykk Wikian, 10:28, denied. Chief Engineer Joseph Koy, 10:00, overridden,” it said in a pleasant female voice. Cooper made a mental note to change that. It sounded too much like his sister.


    “Identify Sykk Wikian’s assigned quarters,” he ordered. It was a computer, after all. No need to be polite.


    “Deck Twelve, Medical Staff Wing, Room Three.” So, if he remembered the layout correctly, only two doors down on the right. He left his rooms, but not before adding Sykk to the list of those permitted to enter his quarters.


    Obviously Sykk had been in this room, since not only could Cooper enter without an issue, but also the walls had been attacked. Sykk was a large fan of hanging pictures on walls; not just in a predetermined section, but covering the entire available wall space in frames. The walls were covered in photographs, both of Qina and Earth. Sykk had toured the planet last year, so there were photos of him in New York, San Francisco, and a pair of pictures Cooper particularly liked of him next to the Eiffel Tower and the Tokyo Tower, both with the same exaggeratedly confused expression. Most didn’t have Cooper in them, since he’d been the one holding the camera, except for one on a glacier on Qina, with him in a fur-lined coat being miserable but smiling all the same.


    Come to think of it, Cooper hadn’t thought to pack anything to decorate with. Maybe it was just from being raised in a military environment, but he’d only brought one admittedly large duffel bag. Maybe he could requisition some paint to change the color scheme or something similar.


    “Here,” Sykk said without looking away from the wall. He passed two of the smaller frames to Cooper, who carefully took them. He always kept two pictures on his desk, one of his brother in his officer’s uniform and another of Sykk and him. The latter of those wasn’t the one from his desk in San Francisco, but instead a new picture of them standing in front of the International Space Program Headquarters. He slipped them both under his arm.

  


  
    “I’ll try and find whoever is in charge of logistics and fix this,” Cooper said.


    “This can just be our movie room,” Sykk said, wagging his tail. He really loved old Hollywood movies, and had amassed quite a collection on his computer.


    It didn’t take very long to find logistics, since it seemed nearly everyone on the ship needed something, even if it was just a few straps to hold cases in place. A dozen ensigns – he assumed that was the correct term – stood in front of a row of computer stations, all trying to help a hundred irritated crewmembers. Cooper decided to come back later.


    Most of the ship resembled every other busy building where he’d worked. People in matching uniforms jogged back and forth, some carrying heavy things, some focused on their datapads, and still others apparently talking to themselves. At least, that’s what Cooper thought until he saw the earpieces. Were they going to expect him to don an earpiece everywhere he went in the ship? He completely understood the need to call him during an emergency, but the damn things made his ears sore.


    After a few more minutes of walking, he found a computer terminal. Judging by the display, the whole ship ran off the same user interface, which was useful for him right now. He found the microphone icon, still anachronistically identified with a large radio microphone from the 1950s, and pressed it.


    “Locate Captain Abdel,” he said. The voice recognition took a moment to process.


    “Captain Abdel is in the captain’s quarters,” the computer responded. This one also sounded like his sister. Apparently he would not be able to get away from that voice.


    “Show directions,” he said. A map popped up, which included using multiple elevators. He basically needed to travel the entire length of the ship, and then go up four decks.

  


  
    “No time like the present,” he mumbled.


    “The time is 11:20,” the computer droned. Cooper turned off the microphone.


    It took him nearly five minutes to make it to the captain’s quarters, which as a doctor really bothered him. What if someone collapsed on this deck? Sure, most of the time the corridors wouldn’t be clogged with empty transportation containers and additional personnel, but a few minutes cold make the different between saving someone and burying them. It also occurred to him to ask where they would keep bodies of deceased crew, unless they just launched them into space. For some reason, the concept of just ejecting a corpse into the vacuum bothered him.


    When the doctor arrived at the captain’s quarters, he found he was not the only petitioner of the captain’s time. Dozens of people stood in a small crowd at the doorway, some human, some Qinan. A few dressed in red Qinan diplomat uniforms. Did the captain already have to serve as a liaison between Earth and other planets? Also, wasn’t that kind of the point of Qinan having an embassy?


    “Cooper!” Abdel called from somewhere within the quarters. People stepped back to allow him entrance, which he appreciated. There would have been nothing quite like accidentally knocking an ambassador over to cause an intergalactic incident.


    Cooper had felt his rooms were a bit large for only one person, but now his space looked Spartan. Abdel easily had four or five times the space of his quarters, which included a large conference table, a private kitchen, and a bedroom actually separated from the public space by a door. Apparently someone had asked the captain what color palettes he liked, since the walls had been painted a mix of gold and tans. It brought to mind the desert.


    “Is the medical bay to your satisfaction?” he asked. Cooper noticed an open bottle of scotch on the table, along with dozens of glasses. Apparently Abdel believed in the ancient practice of diplomacy through social lubrication.

  


  
    “I think it will be by the time we launch,” Cooper said. “Angie is making sure everything else is prepped. When is the official launch?”


    “If everything doesn’t get delayed again, it looks like we should launch about 0900 tomorrow. I’ll need you in dress uniform, on the bridge for the launch,” Abdel told him.


    Cooper normally hated fancy clothes and ceremonies, but he figured if he was going to be part of history, he could deal with the minor inconveniences. Medical students in a century might study his work, especially if he found a cure to some disease that could potentially ravage humanity. Either way, a few hours in a terribly designed uniform was a small price to pay for a couple of paragraphs in a medical textbook.


    “Do you have any suggestions for dealing with logistics?” he asked.


    Abdel smiled. “You’re command staff. Even if you aren’t on the bridge, it does mean they have to prioritize you. Medical supplies come many steps before more compression storage or a hair dryer.”


    “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be there for the ceremony, unless a crewmember breaks a leg or something.”


    “That would make a hell of a headline,” one of the engineers said behind him. “’Chief Medical Officer Misses Historic Ceremony to Help Patient.’”


    “I can only hope,” Cooper muttered, and started to move back through the crowd. Now he just needed to make sure his dress uniform wasn’t wrinkled.


    



    The next morning, it took Cooper Barnes a few minutes to acclimate to his surroundings. He liked a hot shower and coffee; there was no access to coffee in his rooms, so he’d need to find the mess hall before the launch, assuming it was even open. Sykk generally took showers before him, since he preferred colder water and it took his fur a very long time to dry. Today, however, Sykk didn’t have anything to do in the morning, so he planned on decorating and organizing their belongings.

  


  
    “Need any help in here when I’m done?” Cooper asked. He much preferred a utilitarian interior; the plain walls of his quarters served their purpose. Besides, with the built-in screen on one wall, he could just put up a picture he liked. Sykk, instead, rolled over on the bed and handed him an earpiece.


    “The captain has been trying to call you for ten minutes,” he mumbled, then rolled back over. That was the exact reason he didn’t bring the earpiece with him into the bathroom, but now he pressed the device in.


    “Barnes here,” Cooper said, looking past and slightly off to the side of the Qinan. He didn’t like looking at someone in person when he was talking to someone else; he felt it made him look insane.


    “We need you on the command deck now,” a voice he didn’t recognize said. Ceremonies must already have started.


    “I’ll be right there,” he replied before turning the earpiece off. He shrugged on his formal attire. It was basically just his black medical uniform, but with a few extra strands of gold. It was not nearly as complex as a military officer’s uniform, but he still didn’t see the point to the special outfit. He buttoned it up as he walked out the door with a frown.


    It might seem like an odd idea, but to Cooper, there was a time and place for everyone on the ship, and a doctor didn’t belong on the command deck unless someone there was injured. Let the captain, comm officer, and whoever else was required to run the ship efficiently sit in big, important chairs around the equipment that kept the ship running. That wasn’t his job; his job was to keep the crew running at peak efficiency. Hopefully, this little get-together wouldn’t take too long before he could get back to unpacking his own things and then return to medical to make sure Angie hadn’t driven someone to tears.

  


  
    The command deck reflected his expectations: many work stations with many people in uniform all looking under various levels of stress. He knew what the status screen for the ships were, since they showed three-dimensional images of the ships with simple displays like “Hull Integrity: Nominal” floating around them. A few others might be for the helm or weapons, but he couldn’t understand any of them at a glance.


    “Glad to see you again, Dr. Barnes,” someone said beside him. Cooper blinked a few times to re-focus and shake Captain Abdel’s hand. A half-dozen other men and women stood behind him.


    Besides Captain Abdel, Cooper only recognized one other member of the command crew. Kirano Faer was the only Qinan in the command staff, though luckily not the only one on the deck. He kept his fur trimmed shorter than Sykk, and the color leaned closer to wheat. They’d met when Cooper had wanted to learn Qinan faster than Sykk was able to teach him. The Qinan gave him just a slight nod. All of them wore similar black uniforms, though the command deck staff had different bars and insignia in a variety of colors on their shoulders and upper arms. Was he wearing the right coat? Yes, he told himself. Sykk wouldn’t have set out the wrong one last night.


    When he moved to the end of the line, he noticed the line of monitors and duty stations all showing different news feeds. He recognized a few of them, and it made sense that this would be viewed all over the world. Computers still couldn’t translate completely accurately, so crewmembers needed to be on hand to relay information to all of these networks, and more importantly, their respective countries. English might be one of the international languages, but less than half the world spoke it.


    “We’re ready to launch, captain,” someone at one of the stations said. He figured the ship had a pilot, since a computer couldn’t do everything. Why did everyone here but Faer look like they had stepped right out of a military regiment? He’d been told this was a mixed vessel of civilian and military personnel.

  


  
    “When does the feed go live?” Abdel asked one of the crew at the stations showing news broadcasts.


    “Twenty seconds,” the woman commented.


    “Smiles, everyone,” he said. “Or at least don’t frown.”


    That same woman held up a hand, counting down with her fingers. When she reached zero, a large monitor at the far end of the command deck lit up, showing the front of the ISP Headquarters. Thousands of people formed crowds as far as Cooper could see, some with flags or carrying children on their shoulders.


    “Hello, everyone. My name is Aziz Abdel, Captain of the ISP Frontier.”


    Cooper tried to keep his expression neutral, but he’d never heard a speech like this in person. Even if the dress uniform itched, he felt the excitement of watching those old speeches from world leaders.


    “Today is more than just an important day for future generations. Today marks a new step in human exploration. Today marks the culmination of a decade of engineering advancement and intergalactic diplomacy. Thousands of people at the height of their fields have helped to build this dream, and now we see the culmination of all of their hard work. Some of the best and brightest humanity has to offer are on board these ships, representing the solar system for anyone and everyone we may encounter.


    Today, humanity journeys to the stars.”


    Abdel paused then, and even though no sound came from the monitors, Cooper could see the people jumping and cheering. An event like this hadn’t occurred on Earth in a very long time; the impetus toward deep space exploration had been all but dead before the Qinans had arrived, and the last great moment like this Cooper remembered had been the first permanent moonbase. That had been twenty years ago.

  


  
    “Before this historic launch,” the captain said, interrupting Cooper’s train of thought, “I’d like to introduce you to the rest of the command staff.” Everyone else seemed to be following the captain’s example, so Cooper mirrored the movements, locking his hands behind his back. He knew he’d be on camera at some point during this trip or have to do interviews with reporters, but he’d hoped it would be once he was dozens of light-years from Earth.


    “This is Chief Diplomatic Officer Sara Patil,” he said, gesturing to a woman at his left. She was of Indian descent, and like him, she kept her hair long. “She is here representing the Armstrong Lunar Colony.” Good to know that non-Earth humans were also being included, Cooper thought. She was smiling, but whether or not because of the cameras or out of actual excitement to be here, he didn’t know.


    “This is Chief Science Officer Hughes Larson,” the captain continued, gesturing to a slightly chubby man on his left. “He is here on loan from the University of Cambridge.” Cooper tried not to stare. Bionic implants were getting more and more common, but he still wasn’t really used to seeing someone with mechanical eyes. He knew they didn’t make a sound when he watched them focus, but his mind still implanted a whir. There were various scars cris-crossing on Larson’s face, some more prominent than others, so he assumed they were from a war injury.


    “First Officer Serenso Baker,” he said while indicating a remarkably tall man further down the line, “graciously agreed to leave his position in the International Space Program’s Orbital Defense Division to join us here.” He might have worked with Cooper’s brother, but Barnes would have to send out a message to find out.


    The captain moved down the line. “Chief Engineer Joseph Koy was one of the first humans to work with the Qinan faster-than-light drives, so I am glad to have him aboard.” Now that Cooper got a good look at him, he realized the engineer had been on the news several times trying to explain to pundits how the technology worked. Cooper still didn’t understand it, but as long as Koy did, that’s what mattered. He’d have to ask him for interview strategies, or what subject to not discuss with reporters.

  


  
    “Dr. Cooper Barnes will serve as our Chief Medical Officer,” the captain said with a slight shift in tone. He wasn’t internationally known or a member of the military, so the rest of the crew’s introductions would probably be briefer.


    “And finally, Communications Officer Kirano Faer, assigned from the Qinan Peacekeeping Force.” The Qinan nodded, his tail giving a quick wag. Cooper hadn’t known he was originally in the military. Since he was, there would be hell on the news tonight as reporters sparred back and forth on whether it was appropriate he be here. Cooper decided to buy him a drink or seven at the first chance. Sykk had to deal with the same thing when people demanded a human patch them up.


    “Let us aboard the Frontier, along with all those aboard the Vela, Auriga, Okami, and Laith find a new and wonderful future for Earth, the Moon, Mars, and all of our allies.” Captain Abdel kept a smile up until one of the crewmembers lifted up an arm and made a slashing motion with her hand. Captain Abdel and most of the command staff all visibly relaxed.


    “Alright, everyone back to stations,” the captain said, his tone changing back to all business. “I want us out of the solar system within the hour.”


    Cooper felt the ship’s gravity shift a little as the clamps and airlocks connecting the Frontier to the International Space Program Station disconnected. Now they were completely self-contained, and when one of the crewmembers pulled up the external cameras, he watched as they slowly propelled away from Earth. He wondered what the news feeds might have cut to after the speech. Did they have family members to talk to, or other experts to interview? He bet everyone who’d ever been on good terms with the Qinan government or had worked with their technology was on one of these ships.

  


  
    “Why aren’t we going faster?” he whispered to Koy. Though he knew they were probably moving at several thousand miles an hour, he’d been under the impression that they could traverse light-years in mere moments.


    The engineer leaned in a bit closer. Cooper realized neither of them really needed to stay on the command deck. “The main engine causes gravitational disturbances. If it’s turned on too close to Earth, it’ll cause earthquakes.”


    “How did we test it?” Cooper asked. That sounded like something he, or at least the news, would have noticed.


    “Carefully,” Koy replied. “They’re basically the Qinan designs, built with Earth materials. The science is all universal. We just used different components.”


    Since it didn’t look like he was needed for any photo ops, Cooper made his way to the medical bay. Angie already had everything under control. Apparently the people she had been terrorizing weren’t just employees from the station, but also some of the laboratory assistants or engineers. However, since he’d left, everything seemed to be in its correct place, and it looked like all the equipment was currently being tested or undergoing troubleshooting of some kind. Sykk was here, explaining how some of the emergency gear worked to one of the lab techs.


    “I think we’ll be fully operational tonight,” Angie said as she stepped out of a separated space at the far end of the room. Judging by the multitude of panels and readouts, it must be the isolation room.


    “Good. I’m going to check my messages,” Cooper said. Even in space and soon to lose their constant connection to Earth, people must have emailed him.


    He’d expected the dozens of comments from friends and family wishing him good luck, a few from Sykk’s friends who had sent him pictures of where they lived with silly comments like ‘enjoying seasons’ and ‘don’t die’. His father’s letter was a bit more official, probably written on the request of a senior officer. It contained wordings like ‘the future’ and ‘make sure to keep in mind you represent humanity’ and all that. His brother, however, always knew just what to say:

  


  
    



    To Cooper,


    



    Make sure to forget you’re in a pressurized tube zinging through space. Bang some aliens.


    



    Terry


    11:12 AM. 8 May 2065


    International Space Program Station, Earth Orbit


    



    Smiling, he closed the window. At least he could tell Sykk that what they did at night in their quarters was approved by a captain in the International Space Program.


    “I need your approval for a couple of these machines to work,” Angie said. That pulled him out of his strange ideas. The medical bay came first. Inappropriate jokes could wait.


    It took a few hours, but everything eventually was put into a semblance of order. Like any other medical facility, it would take all of them some time to adjust to a new area and place equipment where it would be most convenient. He needed to place a few cases of drugs in a special cabinet that only he could access, since apparently not even Sykk or Angie could be trusted with them. Most of the compounds were addictive, had dangerous side effects, or both. In this day and age it surprised him they hadn’t discovered some better ways to deal with chronic pain outside of implants or drugs. He supposed genetic engineering would catch up eventually, but that wasn’t his field.


    So many people would be relying on him over the next year. It wasn’t just Angie, Sykk and the small army of assistants—the entire ship, including the command staff, needed him to always be prepared and ready to make difficult decisions. The ship might be shielded against radiation and all sorts of impacts, but he still wondered just how much could go wrong on a ship this size. Would something in engineering break or explode every other day? Would scientists coming back from the surface of planets need treatment for unknown poisons? They had an entire lab for pathogens, but simple things like argon poisoning could kill crewmembers without their lab at damn near perfect readiness.

  


  
    Cooper passed Angie her new randomized access codes for tomorrow and decided to find his way to the galley. He stepped into the elevator and glared at the small monitor.


    “Galley,” he said. No response.


    “Mess hall.” Nothing again.


    “Cafeteria,” he tried. Nothing.


    “Food?”


    The elevator started moving. Engineers were jackasses.


    Sykk was already there. He must have left while Cooper had been working with Angie. Now he sipped coffee and looked through a set of lists on his datapad. Once Cooper grabbed his own coffee and one of the fresh steaks—they would be gone in a few weeks—he sat across the table from him.


    “The ship has a theater,” Sykk said, spinning the datapad around so Cooper could read. When it came to Earth movies, the Qinan really enjoyed old black-and-white monster movies from the early 20th century, and it looked like they played at least one a month on the ship. Sykk had dozens in a private collection, but he kept trying to explain ‘it wasn’t the same’. Cooper liked big, stupid action movies where he could turn off his brain, and those looked to be offered at least once a week.


    “I figured they’d have a few amenities,” Cooper said. Even his last medical clinic had a gym and break room.


    “Want to go see tonight’s movie?” Sykk asked. Glancing at the screen, the title got him: Aliens vs. Moon Marines.


    “Sure.”


    


  


  
    The small theater was packed. Cooper guessed it could fit a hundred or so people, and since most people had changed out of their uniforms, he couldn’t tell which departments had spare time right now. He would bet engineering was sweating bullets, but the diplomatic branch didn’t have much to do until they arrived at an inhabited planet or an unfamiliar ship contacted them.


    The lights dimmed, everyone quieted down, and he leaned his head on Sykk’s shoulder as the title screen exploded. There was one advantage of being in space for this: no stupid warnings or previews.


    Cooper could see a few other couples in the theater. At least they weren’t the only professionals who’d decided to come up here together, though he wondered if anyone else worked on the same deck. Terrence had mentioned his wife had been required to work in the different section of the station, though he and Sykk weren’t married, so the rules were a lot hazier. Also, he was fairly certain it would be difficult to tell him no.


    “Why are they still making alien invasion movies?” Sykk whispered. “We landed years ago.”


    “Shut up and watch the movie,” Cooper said. Someone behind him snickered.


    Afterward, Cooper couldn’t remember much about the movie itself, since it was standard explosions-and-ooh-rah military fanfare. Sykk kept trying to ask him questions, but at least he had the sense to whisper each time. Once the credits started rolling, they started finding their way back to Cooper’s rooms.


    As they walked in, Sykk made a few clicking noises with his tongue. Cooper could smell Sykk’s pet arctic fox, but couldn’t see it. It was probably under the bed, hiding in the new environment. The alien pulled a packet of dried grasshoppers from one of the desk drawers, sprinkling a few just under the edge of the bed. Cooper noticed a nose and whiskers poking out into the light.

  


  
    “Can he live in your room?” Cooper asked. He didn’t like pets to begin with, and the fox smelled much worse than any dog he’d ever owned.


    “I didn’t want him digging in the bags,” Sykk said. “I’ll move him tomorrow.”


    “Lights,” Cooper said, and the room automatically dimmed. At least that worked.


    He unbuttoned his jacket and threw it on the back of a chair, practically crawling into bed. He closed his eyes, listening to the rustling of clothing behind him. Sykk followed him, one arm sliding around the doctor, warm breath on the back of his neck. Cooper pressed back against him, glad for the companionship. They’d both be in the infirmary in eight hours. Hopefully nothing would explode before then.



    

  


  
    Chapter Two: Underway


    There were far too many interesting planets in the galaxy. At least, that was Cooper’s opinion after only a month on the ship. Most of the systems they planned to visit were spread out over hundreds of light-years, but when they found one not currently in their database, they’d spend hours on end sending shuttles down to the surface to collect samples. Cooper, however never left the ship; in his opinion, there were dozens of more qualified people who could risk their lives on new planets, even if said planets didn’t have intelligent life.


    So far, there hadn’t been a real medical need for anything beyond a nurse. His only responsibility right now was building a baseline for everyone in the crew, especially the nonhumans. Angie might know more about Qinan biology than any other human, but even she would need a massive amount of data to effectively treat the rest of the crew. Sykk had partnered with one of the engineers to learn more about some of the crewmembers’ artificial limbs and organs. Apparently, some of them had organic components and could be worked on like any other limb. However, Officer’s Larson’s eyes would need an engineer to troubleshoot.


    As for the more dangerous aspects of going to new planets, they’d been able to work out a schedule for that. One of the medical assistants would go down on a simple rotation schedule, bringing up sealed water, soil, and air samples, and then scan them for harmful bacteria. Those that the computer said would react to any of the species on ship were immediately subjected to a battery of testing to find something to combat them. Those that couldn’t be immediately dealt with were recorded, placed in a secure area, and the data was sent to Earth and the other ships out here for feedback. He couldn’t really expect answers immediately, so they just kept working.


    “Here’s the next set,” Sykk said.

  


  
    “Thanks,” Cooper said absently, taking the data pad from him. He flipped through the results. A few drugs showed promise. They should have a fully successful result against one of these bacteria in the next few days.


    “Cooper,” Sykk said, and the doctor looked over. The alien was pointing at the comm terminal, specifically at the call identification. Cooper knew he needed to answer it: for whatever reason, the captain preferred he answer the medical comm directly.


    “Barnes here,” he said, pressing a finger down on the panel.


    “We need you at Launch Bay Six,” the captain ordered. “Someone collapsed on the shuttle up.”


    “On our way,” Cooper replied. No need to argue about protocol right now.


    He set the medical bay to alert, causing a quick set of notes to reverberate through the entire deck. Every assistant and tech would be here in less than a minute, while Sykk grabbed a biological scanner and small satchel filled with reliable painkillers and a few other simple tools. Cooper tucked his internal scanner under one arm, his other hand hooking his earpiece in and synced it to the medical bay and command. A variety of chatter started through, giving him a timeframe to work from. They were in an elevator within twenty seconds and headed to the shuttle bays.


    “What’s your guess?” Sykk asked. This was their routine from their last hospital—on the way to the scene, they took bets. Whoever won bought the other a beer that night. Good thing the elevators didn’t have comms in them, and Cooper thought to temporarily turn his mic off.


    “Oxygen poisoning,” Cooper said.


    “I’m going with random pathogen then,” Sykk replied.


    “Not enough time to incubate,” the doctor said.


    “Hrmm…” Sykk stayed silent for a few seconds before answering. “Dehydration.”


    “You’re on.”

  


  
    They reached the Launch Bay Six airlock about thirty seconds later. Unlike his deck, where everything was white and clean, the metal and plastics here were a mix of blue and grey. Two crewmen were already on hand with a stretcher in case they needed to transport, which Cooper appreciated. Everyone in engineering had been very helpful the last few days, since most of them would likely suffer at least a minor burn or laceration over the course of this trip.


    The lights indicated it was safe to enter the hangar, so Cooper and Sykk moved forward. The pilot of the shuttle and two of the scientists were carrying a fourth man out of the vehicle. He was unconscious, and every few seconds a spasm went down an arm or leg.


    “Set him down,” Cooper said. They placed him on the stretcher, and the two techs lifted.


    Cooper and Sykk started the barrage of tests. A drop of blood, deep tissue scans, and breath analysis confirmed no new bacteria or viruses and brought up the crewmember’s medical history. Sykk clicked his tongue.


    “Bring him to the infirmary, and tell Angie to make sure to run low-level tissue regeneration on his lungs,” the alien said. The techs nodded and started to carry him back to the elevator. Cooper turned to the others who had been on the shuttle after checking Sykk’s scanner.


    “Who else smokes?” he said. The scientists all looked at one another, but no one said anything. It wasn’t technically against the ship’s regulations, but he personally despised it and he knew none of the command crew liked it either.


    “We’ll need to test all of you for cellular damage, but Samuel collapsed because the oxygen-rich atmosphere caused oxygen toxicity, which was exasperated by his health issues. Follow me.”


    All of his assistants were ready when the group made it back to the infirmary. He assigned the walking scientists a nurse each. One started complaining almost as soon as he was told to sit down, and Cooper debated how ethical it would be to sedate the jackass.

  


  
    “I have him stabilized and we’re running the regeneration algorithm now,” Angie said. She rolled Samuel into the capsule.


    “Hope the coffin works,” one of the engineers said. The cellular regenerator certainly looked like a coffin, though definitely plastic and covered in an array of panels, displays, and touchpads. There was a monitor on the inside as well, so if the patient was conscious, one of the doctors could explain what was happening as the various nanobots and scanners fixed internal damage.


    “Good. Tell me when he’s awake,” Cooper said. Angie turned back to the monitors, adjusting the speed of repair and keeping tabs on vital signs. It was nice to have a fully capable team that didn’t need micromanaging.


    “What’s your progress?” came a voice in his earpiece. It was the captain. Cooper switched on the microphone with a tap.


    “Tell Hughes he is going to be short one scientist for at least twenty-four hours, maybe longer.”


    “Understood. What about the others?” He understood the ship couldn’t really afford a lot of downtime, since it wasn’t like someone new could be temporarily flown in. Even with a thousand crewmembers, specialists who actually went planetside remained rare.


    “We’re running checks, but they should be fit for duty. No major damage…” One of the scientists being checked handed us a sealed case. “…and it looks like the samples we needed arrived without a problem. Mission was a success.”


    “Tell them job well done,” Captain Abdel said over the comm. The awkwardness was apparent in his voice: he was a military commander, who felt that success should be its own reward. However, since so many of those under his command were civilians, he’d been slowly adapting.

  


  
    “Got it,” Cooper said before turning off the earpiece and switching back to the interdepartmental intercom.


    Everyone except Samuel went back to their stations a few minutes later, with the standard warnings against straining themselves in the next few days and a few painkillers for one of scientists; he had pulled his back out carrying Samuel back to the shuttle. Angie had finished calibrating the tissue regeneration machine, and Sykk had turned off the medical alert. Almost as fast, he sat down in a chair, and returned to the cup of coffee he’d left on one of the counters before the alert. Cooper had no idea how he stood black coffee, let alone when it was cold.



    “Why’d they go down to a planet without environmental suits on?” Sykk asked.


    “I’m betting,” Cooper said, taking a seat while he could, “that Larson just looked at the atmospheric readouts and went, ‘oh look, oxygen! We’ll be fine.’” He let his fingers wander over one of the panels, accessing the planetary scans. One of the monitors popped up with the display: a damn near ninety percent oxygen atmosphere.


    “If they’d been there longer than an hour, they’d all be dead.” There was a small green flash in the corner of the monitor. Before he could change the display, Helmsman Richards’s face appeared on the largest screen. He was in his mid-twenties, and for some reason had blue hair. Cooper supposed once you reached a certain professional level in any field, people stopped commenting on your personal life.


    “This is a first contact situation. All personnel on Level Two alert.”



    Level One was if it was Qinan vessel, and Level Three was for a completely unknown species. This must be for one of the alien species in the Qinan database, but one humans hadn’t yet encountered. From the few pages he’d read, there were a lot of Level Two species.


    “I need Angie and two nurses on standby,” Cooper said, then he stood up and picked up a datapad. They’d need to run medical scans before anyone could leave or board the ship.

  


  
    On his way down to the shuttle bay, Cooper got the files he needed on his datapad. Whoever this species was knew the drill; they’d sent over their required atmosphere (nitrogen-breather, large levels of helium toxic) and their normal pressure and gravity. It might be a little uncomfortable for them outside of environmental suits, but they wouldn’t be injured. Cooper thought the air content sounded familiar, but he sent it to the back of his mind for now.


    Besides Cooper, Comm Officer Faer was there along with a few engineers. Though the doctor didn’t know what the alien ship was supposed to look like, with a glance through the airlock’s window he could bet the large hole in one side and immense pockmarks as though it had been hit with a shotgun blast weren’t normal. The hatch opened, and a bipedal alien walked out of his ship in a sealed suit with a reflective visor. He lifted his arms to show his wasn’t carrying weapons, and walked into the closer section of the airlock for repressurization.


    “Frrigngd Rdinngi Mkkinanaiv,” Faer said through the airlock intercom. Cooper looked sideways at the other officer. Faer was speaking Qinan to their first contact.


    “I got translator working,” a robotic voice said through the intercom. The inner door opened and the alien unhooked his helmet.


    Apparently, not every Qinan spacefaring vessel was with the Qinan Peacekeeping Force, since this alien was definitely a Qinan. His fur was mainly silver with black streaks, with a small microphone in front of his lips to facilitate the translation. Cooper sighed, turned off the alert through his datapad, and called the bridge.


    “Life form is Qinan,” he said, and didn’t wait for a reply before turning the earpiece back off. Why didn’t anyone think to have a picture of their alien visitor sent over?


    “Why did we register you as an alien vessel?” Cooper asked.

  


  
    “I assume some of the damage was to the communications array,” the translated voice said into his earpiece. “Or it is the fact this is an Akosh ship.” The fact that a translation could roll over sarcasm really bothered him, but the alien smoothed Cooper’s irritated mood over a little by adding, “I am glad you have techs ready to look at my ship. I would greatly appreciate any and all assistance.”


    “Are you injured?” Cooper asked.


    “Only my pride,” the alien replied. “My name is Xillia Soph.”


    “Dr. Cooper Barnes.”


    Faer and Soph then began an exchange in Qinan of ship protocol and his temporary living arrangements.


    Cooper grumbled back to the medical bay.


    “Richards sent us the schedule for the next few days,” Sykk said when Cooper returned, still seated and drinking coffee. He turned on one of the largest monitors, pulling up the star charts and planned trajectories. They would pass by two worlds that had already developed faster-than-light travel, and a small planet with a methane-based atmosphere. There was a note attached to that planet’s data. ‘Chief Science Officer Hughes Larson requests soil samples.’


    Well, Cooper would have to override that one. He wasn’t going to let Larson risk the lives of a half-dozen men and women for dirt. If there was a civilization there, he would have left it alone, since then the risk would be worth it for the astronomical amount of data they would add to their archive. A few words were all it took to change it to just orbital scans.


    “Know anything about Cerys II or Montero V?” the doctor asked.



    Sykk typed on the main console for a few seconds, pulling up the comparisons between Earth’s data on planets and those from the Qinan database. Sykk read faster in this native language than Cooper did, so he just waited.

  


  
    “First planet has a diplomatic mission on Qina and two of its moons, but I’ve not been there personally,” the alien answered. “It might be best if you’re in the landing party.”


    “Why?” Cooper asked. As they talked, he walked over to one of the resequencers and typed in for coffee. It wasn’t good coffee, but it served its purpose as a stimulant. A few seconds later he was drinking in a chair next to the alien.


    “They have an international organization whose job it is to recruit xenobiologists to and from planets in this sector.” He turned the page on the display, still all in Qinan. “Huh…”


    “What is it?” Cooper asked. He took one more sip of the perfectly mediocre coffee before giving up and setting the mug down. It wasn’t helping his mood at all.


    “Apparently Scerisa—Cerys II—specifically requested a human xenobiologist a few months ago. The ISP never got back to them.”


    “Why not send Angie down?” he asked. The alien flipped a few more pages.


    “She’d need your permission to leave the ship, even for a few days, so sending her commanding officer would be a sign of respect for the organization.” Cooper though about it for a few seconds, and realized Sykk knew all of this because he’d gone through it on Earth a few years ago. “Want me to include it in the message Patil will send?”


    “Sure.” A few typed words, and they’d be short their xenobiology expert for a few days. Hopefully none of the nonhumans would get food poisoning. It was worth it though, since one of their goals was outreach and peaceful communication. He just didn’t really want to deal with it himself.


    “As for Montero V…” Sykk continued. “It looks like they are part of the same doctor program, but we won’t have to join that landing party if Angela goes to Scerisa, I’d bet. The atmosphere has high levels of nitrous oxide, though, so we should be prepared.”

  


  
    Cooper programmed in those details to be sent to all of the medical assistants. There was no need for surprises in the medical field if they could be avoided.


    The door to the medical bay opened, and one of the ensigns walked in, clutching his shoulder. It looked like a dislocation, so they turned off the monitor and immediately went to work. It didn’t matter if they wanted to talk a few more minutes and relax. Small crises never stopped on this ship, and until the night doctor took over, he would be on constant call. If something major happened, he would still be woken up.



    By the time the ensign’s shoulder was popped back into socket and some painkillers were prescribed, someone else was in the medical bay, complaining of pain in one leg. Half an hour later, a couple came in to discuss fertility. Most of the civilian crew had children, and those that didn’t weren’t exactly going to wait until they made it back to their solar system. About twenty percent of the crew wasn’t human, so Sykk handled any complicated issues with those patients.


    “Xillia Soph sent a message up,” Angie said as she walked out of the pathogen labs. “He wanted to formally thank you for being there when he entered the launch bay.”


    “Damn lot of good I did,” Cooper said. “I was prepared for pathogens screens and first contact, and he’s a Qinan.”


    “Engineering said his faster-than-light drive is technology we haven’t seen before, so they’re happy with the pickup.”


    “How long before he leaves?” Cooper asked.


    Angie frowned. “Just because it wasn’t something giant doesn’t mean you have to be snippy.”


    “I’m not snippy because of that,” Cooper said, setting his coffee down again. He kept forgetting. “I’m snippy because we went on alert, scrambled the screw, and pulled people off other duties for nothing. It’s like if this was a hospital, and someone called emergency for a heart attack, and instead it was just heartburn. It was a waste of resources.”


    “That’s going to happen occasionally,” Sykk piped in, “especially since we’ve been on this ship for barely a month.” He poured another cup of cold coffee. “I figure, once everyone settles in, less mistakes will be made. We’ll need everyone on high alert when it’s needed, so everyone’s just overreacting now.” He took a sip. “I’m surprised Abdel didn’t immediately call a Level Three just to see how long it took everyone to scramble.”

  


  
    Now there was an idea. Maybe the captain was fully aware of the situation, and just wanted to test how everyone would react. That made sense, certainly, but Cooper didn’t like being played with if it was true. The medical wing should be its own autonomous section of the ship, free of political games and crew testing. He had been vetted by the ISP, as had Sykk and Angie. That should be enough. Besides, Abdel had handpicked him. Didn’t that mean he knew the doctor was capable?


    “He also gave us some basic medical data on the Akoshians, so we’ll be prepared should we have a first contact situation,” Angie said.


    “Excellent,” Cooper said. “Forward it to all other ships and make sure to prioritize it for their medical staff.”


    “Understood,” she said. She might be irritated at him, but she wouldn’t keep information on a new sentient race secret.


    “Any idea who attacked him?” Sykk asked.


    “I don’t have the information, but someone might. I suspect he’ll need to explain the damage to his ship. Might be someone we’ll run into out here.”


    Cooper then looked at his message inbox, and cursed. “Paperless society my ass,” he said.


    Despite what so many people outside his field thought, everything going digital didn’t really change the amount of work he had to do. Sure, misplacing a file or unintelligible handwriting were things of the past, but double-checking every drug and dosage for a patient was only slightly improved on by a computer program that caught the obvious complications. The algorithm could tell not to hit allergies or drugs that, when combined, would kill, but couldn’t do much for particular people. There was no understood medical reason for Crewman McTaggert to have vomited up his painkillers, but that didn’t stop it from happening.

  


  
    It took Cooper ten minutes to notice the night doctor had come in. The only reason he did was because the lights dimmed to indicate the artificial time of day. Keila silently pulled the datapad from his hands, changing the protocols to recognize her as senior staff. Cooper rubbed his eyes and walked over to one of the decontamination units, setting his and Sykk’s coffee mugs in it before sealing the door and turning the cycle on.


    “You know we have a galley,” Angie said. She didn’t like the little ways he treated the entire medical floor like an extension of his own quarters. In his defense, he was Chief Medical Officer, and if he wanted to use a piece of equipment normally reserved for removing deadly pathogens from surgical tools to give his coffee mugs a particularly fantastic shine, that was his prerogative.


    He had a headache by the time he made it to the galley. Sykk took the seat across from him, silently passing him two pills, and a much more real cup of coffee. He didn’t like to eat directly after a shift. He took his aspirin and drank deeply. Sure, it wasn’t the most advanced painkiller, but he didn’t see a point of wasting more valuable resources on himself. Sykk was digging into some sort of reconstituted steak. Maybe the alien couldn’t taste the difference between artificially sequenced proteins and real ones, but Cooper felt he could. It might be psychosomatic, but it didn’t change his opinion.


    “Koy mentioned Qina is also on our list of visitations in the next few weeks,” Sykk said. “Apparently the ISP wants to show off their new starships.”


    “Is there enough cold-weather gear for everyone who wants to go planet side?” Cooper asked. Qina’s environments and biomes were very similar to Earth, except the planet ran about fifteen degrees colder on average, and their polar caps covered more of the planet.

  


  
    “In waves,” Sykk said. “We have thirty suits.”


    Cooper figured every Qinan member of the crew would want to see home, depending of course on where they landed on the planet. There was an international capitol, Rikindi, similar to how the United Nations functioned on Earth, though not within any specific country’s boundaries. It had been built specifically for the embassies from other planets on a very beautiful stretch of coastline carved out by a glacier. Cooper had a lot of pictures from that area. His brother had been very jealous.


    “Are you going to want to visit your sisters?” Cooper asked. He knew two of Sykk’s siblings were politicians.


    “I bet we’ll shuttle down to Rikindi,” Sykk said. “I shouldn’t have a problem getting a few hours off.” He winked, causing Cooper to narrow his eyes. He’d have to leave that decision to someone else, the captain probably. Besides, that was one planet he’d like to visit again.


    “You want to do anything tonight?” Cooper asked.


    “Koy offered to explain how the artificial gravity works,” Sykk said. “That should take an hour or two. I’m trying to expand my knowledge base.”


    “Guess I’ll check out the other recreational areas,” Cooper said. He objectively knew they didn’t need to spend all their free time together, but they shared very few fun activities besides film.


    As a doctor, Cooper had to recommend everyone exercise regularly, stop smoking, drink lightly, and avoid anything else that might jeopardize their ability to perform their duties on ship. However, he was also not an idiot, so he understood why there was a bar on the ship. Everyone needed a place to relax, whether just socially or with the help of alcohol, and he was no exception. He stopped by his room to change out of his work clothes, deciding on a t-shirt he picked up in New York City and some jeans. Also, he remembered something Faer had mentioned off-handedly when he came in for some antacids.

  


  
    “Computer, read off officer perks,” Cooper said.


    “Access to all confidential documents and correspondence, access to all logistical stores without prior authorization, ability to override all restrictions, complimentary service at all recreational facilities…”


    “Pause,” he said. “Specify which recreational facilities.”


    “All command staff receive guaranteed seating in all theater showings,” the computer calmly explained. “All command staff receive complimentary beverages while in the on-ship lounge. All command staff…”


    “Stop,” Cooper said. That sounded fantastic.
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    It surprised him how ‘old-fashioned’ the lounge looked, considering they were on a spaceship light-years from Earth. Some enterprising interior decorator had substituted the normal grey-and-blue walls for faux-wood paneling, and changed the light fixtures to a dimmer bulb in order to give the entire room a much more relaxed mood. A pop song he recognized floated through the air, and a few of the crewmembers he’d seen walking around or in the galley sat at the bar or in large, comfortable chairs. Of every public section of the ship, it looked like this was the only area where every inch didn’t need to be utilized. There was even a large console area and monitors for gaming, though he was glad to see someone smart had left the more physical games out of the area with the most alcohol.


    “So, how does this work, exactly?” Cooper asked as he slid onto a barstool. He didn’t recognize the bartender, who was fatter than everyone else he’d seen on the ship, so he assumed the man wasn’t accident-prone.


    “You hand me money, I pour something you ask for,” the bartender said. He lifted a glass out of a sterilizer suspiciously similar to the one in the medical bay and set it next to a variety of locked-in bottles behind him. If the gravity ever became erratic, it was good to know the booze would survive.

  


  
    “I’m the Chief Medical Officer,” Cooper said. The bartender pressed a small screen, cycling through pictures of the command staff. There was a green exclamation point covering a good section of his face.


    “I have an alert here that your officer perks haven’t been cleared yet because you never finalized your commission,” the bartender said. “Now, I don’t control that, so you’re going to have to talk to logistics to get all that sorted out.”


    “We’ve been out of the solar system for weeks,” Cooper said. “How the hell am I just finding out about this now?”


    “Dunno,” the bartender said. “I can still pour you drinks and all that, but you’ll have to pay for them.”


    Cooper instead decided to grumble his way to logistics. Like hell, he hadn’t finalized his commission. Hadn’t he just locked down dangerous drugs, and couldn’t he override decisions? How were perks not working? If this wasn’t a computer error, he was going to get a lot more irritated.


    “Logistics,” he said, once he entered the elevator. Nothing moved. So, he pulled out his datapad and called that particular deck.


    “This is Ensign Dean…hello Dr. Barnes,” said the new face that popped up on the small screen. Dean had twisted his ankle two days ago.


    “What do I tell the damn elevator to get to you?” Cooper asked.


    “Operations,” he said automatically. Apparently this was a common issue. The elevator started moving, and Cooper glared at his display until the elevator doors opened. At least they moved quickly.


    “I need to know why my commission hasn’t been finalized,” he said once he stepped onto the deck.


    Dean’s immediate typing did cool down his irritated mood somewhat. The ensign’s eyes danced over the screen as his fingers sped across a variety of touchscreens.

  


  
    “I found the issue,” Dean said after about a minute. “It looks like you never actually signed the contract.”


    “Then how the hell was I able to work in the medical lab?” He noticed his tone and took a breath. Bureaucracy wasn’t Dean’s fault.


    “Koy probably cleared you ahead of time, since that was his responsibility,” Dean said. “Payroll and whatnot falls here.” A few more swipes and he turned the monitor on a swivel bracket to face him. It was the contract Captain Abdel had presented him, but indeed with no signature on the bottom. Rather than immediately pressing his thumb against the highlighted square, he scrolled back up.


    “He didn’t make any of the changes I asked for,” Cooper said, that little bubbling cauldron of irritation inside him coming back up. After their initial meeting, he had emailed the captain a set of corrections with his tentative signature, assuming the parts of the contract he’d vetoed were met. He hadn’t heard back, so like an idiot, the doctor had assumed everything was fine.


    “I’m not joining the military branch of the ISP, even temporarily,” Cooper muttered. He realized Dean probably didn’t care, but he was pissed at the captain. He swiped the screen to scribble a big, obvious, annoying red line through that whole paragraph.


    “I’m not agreeing to refrain from ‘conduct unbecoming of an officer’…” Another big angry scribble covered that little section. Dean smiled at him.


    “Coffee?” he asked.


    “Sure,” Cooper said without looking away. There was that damn clause about mandatory addiction treatment for any crewmember. It wasn’t the captain’s place to tell him or any of the other doctors how to diagnose or treat a patient. If some of the stupider crew wanted to smoke or drink heavily, that was their problem, not his. If it became a duty issue, the captain could order them to talk to a doctor, but he damn well couldn’t force Cooper to do anything that could potentially cause other problems. Withdrawal was shitty, no matter what drugs cut the physical symptoms. A mug entered his hands, and Dean sat back down at his desk.

  


  
    “Any way I can send this to the captain in a large box with a huge red bow on it?” Cooper asked. Dean snorted.


    “I don’t think so, though I could send it marked ‘Operations Urgent’ so he automatically opens it.”


    “What does that normally mean?” Cooper asked.


    “That we forgot something on Earth, or a vital piece of equipment needs to be replaced.”


    “Like the Chief Medical Officer’s contract?”


    “Works for me,” Dean said. “I just need an officer’s permission to include that tag…oh wait.” He swiveled the monitor, pressed a few things, and then swiveled it back. Even here, Cooper’s overrides worked. Koy must have also thought these requirements were stupid.


    “I appreciate it,” Cooper said. He could be pissed at the captain another time. Dean had done something nice for him.


    “No problem,” Dean said. “Just buy me a round sometime. Or some of those premium painkillers. I heard they make you taste purple.”


    It took the doctor a few seconds to realize that Dean was joking, and they both shared a laugh, breaking the rest of his irritation. He’d definitely buy the kid a beer.
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    Cooper decided to just give up on the bar for now and go back to his quarters. Sykk had already returned as well, sprawled out on the couch. Some old black-and-white movie the doctor didn’t recognize was on the monitor. While he popped his back, the Qinan sat up and pulled a blanket out from behind the couch. Since Sykk’s home planet remained much colder than the standard on this ship, the bright red fleece sheet was purely for Cooper. He eased down next to Sykk, leaning against him and throwing the blanket over them both.

  


  
    “This isn’t your usual stuff,” Cooper said. “There aren’t any monsters being chased.”


    “Serano—one of the Qinan engineers—recommended it. It’s called Psycho and don’t you dare ruin it for me because Serano said every American knows the ending.”


    “You’re American,” Cooper countered.


    Sykk elbowed him. “I just wish we had a microwave in here. I would kill for some heavy butter popcorn.”


    “I can probably get us one, being an officer and all.”


    “Please?”



    

  


  
    Chapter Three: Cerys II


    Dr. Barnes managed to get a full night’s sleep. By the time the alarm went off, Sykk was already in the shower. Cooper rolled out of bed and started to brush out his hair and figure out where he’d set down his facial trimmer. He liked the newer models: they didn’t require water and worked like a more traditional chemical peel. While he worked a nasty tangle out of his hair, he ran through the daily announcements on the wall monitor. They should pass by the ISP Auriga in about three weeks, if both ships kept to their expected schedules. It would be nice to swap data, since he didn’t think ships’ projected paths overlapped that much.


    News from Earth was remarkably boring—he was used to hearing about new civil wars and natural disasters. Spain hadn’t originally entered into the International Space Program’s charter and now wanted in, but without the capital investment required. A treaty was under review in the United States regarding continuing to contribute military personnel to the effort. The Qinan Embassy was transferring from Ethiopia to Norway. Though the media spin said it was political, Cooper suspected it was just because of the climate—the ambassador wanted a winter. A Qinan ship had first landed on Earth in Ethiopia, so it had made sense at the time to build the embassy there. Now, twenty years later, personal preference overrode tradition.


    Saudi Arabia apparently had started to outpace the United States in contributions to the ISP, both with investment and personnel, which was causing some sort of political fervor at home. They’d been a powerful nation for decades, and sometimes Cooper just didn’t understand his country’s outrages. The ISP wasn’t a business; the Saudi government couldn’t invest their way into majority control. All it meant was better ships for the planet, more crew for those ships, and eventually more knowledge for humanity. Then again, a lot of people were stupid. He kept forgetting that.

  


  
    There was never any Scottish news in the daily brief. His brother was nice enough to forward the reports he received, so he read a few of those until he heard the shower turn off and the dryers activate. He still had about five minutes to kill. Apparently, after several decades of autonomous government, they were petitioning to rejoin the United Kingdom. He wondered not only if the people supported such a motion, but also if the UK would want them back. Political and cultural grudges ran deep, and that tiny island was no exception. Sometimes he wished he’d been born in another country, but countries with racial and cultural harmony just didn’t seem as interesting.


    Reports on interplanetary diplomacy and scientific advancement took up the time while he shaved. A planet called Akosh was planning to send an ambassadorial ship to Earth. The ISP Vela, a purely diplomatic vessel, had contacted them this week, with apparently stellar results. They’d freely shared an archive of nearby inhabitable planets, including data on a nearby supernova and stellar nursery. The only pictures of the new alien species were in environmental suits. They must not breathe nitrogen or oxygen. Some reporters were throwing around the idea of the new aliens simply not wanting to show off their physiology, but Cooper had found that the only way to find out about a cultural taboo was to ask, and no one had apparently asked the Akoshians. Maybe he should send a letter in the next data packet.


    “Shower’s yours,” Sykk said. As they walked past each other, the alien planted a kiss on Cooper’s cheek and switched the display to his language. Included in the news for all of the ISP ships was a packet from Qina, so that section of the crew could keep up with their politics, culture, and sports teams. Cooper had watched a game similar to soccer when he was on Qina, and he knew many countries remained obsessed with it. People didn’t leave their favorite pastimes behind, after all. He made a mental note to check if FIFA allowed Qinan players yet.

  


  
    Cooper was on his way to the medical deck a few minutes later, with Sykk headed toward the galley to grab them both some breakfast. Angie was already at a console, looking over the night shift reports, and the tissue regeneration capsule was empty. Samuel must have been discharged earlier than expected.


    “Just a few falls last night,” Angie said, looking up from the display. “Cracked ribs, the usual.”


    “Did you read about the Akoshians?” Cooper asked.


    “Only the unprotected brief, but I am more concerned about the Scerns. Can you pull up the data?”


    “Here,” Cooper said, typing in his password to pull the more confidential data to the larger monitor. Besides cultural and trading data, the files contained biometrics. This was where Angie excelled. In a few hours, she would be able to prepare the entire deck for basic Scern life support, trauma stabilization, and basic allergic reactions.


    “Anything I can do?” Cooper asked, walking around the main table toward the back of the ward. Everything had been sterilized overnight, so the beds were pristine, the displays wiped of fingerprints, and the isolation room was well-lit and empty. That was always a good sign.


    “Make sure a carbon dioxide atmosphere is in the primary list for isolation. At least it’s a gas we have easy access to,” Angie said. They’d received a message from one of the other ships in the fleet of an ammonia-breathing alien who had been attacked by raiders. That had been nearly disastrous until one of the engineers had siphoned off atmosphere from the alien’s ship into their medical bay. After reading that message, Cooper had been more concerned about the idea of space pirates than a new species of alien. How long had that been going on?


    “We should be reaching Cerys II’s system in about two hours,” Cooper read out from the briefing. “I want everyone prepared for a first contact situation.” Ninety-nine percent of bacteria would be harmless, and would be catalogued at such. It was the other one percent that concerned him. Who knew how long their incubation times could be, contagion chances, or what their symptoms would be in humans? The Qinan database just didn’t have that specific information. The other ships might have kept him constantly updated on their discoveries, but he was just waiting for someone to break quarantine after traveling down to some isolated planet and potentially kill everyone on the ship.

  


  
    Sykk set a mug of coffee and a stack of toast with butter and jam in front of Cooper while he calibrated the isolation room. He absentmindedly nibbled a few pieces, wiping jam from the plate with one finger. It might be a little gross when he licked his fingers, but that’s what sanitizing was for. He finished eating and passed the plate back to Sykk while he double-checked all the other emergency systems. Chief Engineer Koy kept trying to tell him they were failproof, but that word just irked him. He also had a mound of reports to look more thoroughly through, so he went to that next.



    Digital filekeeping may have created a paperless ship, but it didn’t mean eye strain disappeared. He went over pages and pages of last night’s injury reports, the current stage of multiple research projects, and the list of successful pathogen eliminations. Richard Saxos, one of his assistants, had cured three potentially dangerous bacteria from their last batch. He’d earned a day off. Cooper started synthesizing antibacterial shots for the crew, just in case the bacteria were still in the ventilation system.


    Sykk was sealing shut an engineer’s slashed palm when Cooper felt the ship begin to slow. It was always an odd feeling; he never noticed when they shifted to hundreds of times the speed of light, but when they actually used the main maneuvering engines, the artificial gravity had to up its game. It was like stepping out of a pool—for those first few seconds, when the water weighed you down, the entire universe felt a little more difficult to move through. He opened the comm to the diplomatic deck.

  


  
    “This is Patil,” said the voice on the other end. He’d forgotten that she didn’t believe in secretaries.


    “I’m ready when you are,” he said.


    There wasn’t a moment’s pause, so she must have read his message this morning. “Just remember normal first contact protocol. Do you have the normal immune-boosters ready?”


    “Absolutely,” he said. Normally an assistant would inject the landing party with a chemical cocktail that gave their bodies a temporary boost to white blood cell production. It couldn’t be used constantly, but for a few hours, it served its purpose.



    “We’re setting out from Launch Bay One. We already have landing permissions and environmental suits ready,” Patil said before cutting out. Cooper signed over control of the medical deck to Angie for the next few hours, and went to meet everyone else in their little team.


    Besides himself, Patil was there, smiling and giving pointers to one of the others in their group. Second Engineer Torres was probably here to make sure nothing went wrong with the suits, so Cooper immensely appreciated his presence, even if he didn’t have the same experience with new cultures that either of them did. Comm Officer Faer programmed the Scern language into their headsets.


    They’d have some time in the shuttle, so that should be done by the time they landed. He knew Faer was concentrating, since he could hear him constantly muttering a string of curse words in English, French, Arabic, and Qinan. They’d be fine comm-wise, as long as he calmed down before turning on the microphones. Other than that, two of Patil’s diplomatic liaisons stood at her side, and the pilot for the shuttle. He knew there were rifles in the shuttle, but at least the captain hadn’t insisted they bring a security officer.


    “Wrists,” Cooper said, and without interrupting their own duties, each crewmember and officer presented a wrist for the injections. Only Torres flinched.

  


  
    “So what happens if we screw up?” Torres asked. The three diplomats looked at him.


    “What do you mean?” one of Patil’s liaisons asked. He really wished they had their names on their uniforms. It worked for the engineers.


    “I mean, if we screw up first contact, do they arrest us or fire on the Frontier, or what?”


    “We can’t really screw this one up,” Faer said, looking up from his headset. “Qina already has treaties here. You’re an ally of them. It’s a ‘friend of my friend’ situation.” After pressing a button on the headset, and nodding, he added, “This is why I’m doing this down here instead of from my station. They’ll take one look at me and assume I’m a representative from the Qinan Intergalactic Consortium stationed on our ship.” There was a pause, and he added, “It might be a little racist, but it will ease some of the awkwardness.”


    “Oh,” Torres said, and then went back to his own preparations. Guess he shouldn’t expect alien races to be less passively racist than humans were.


    The pilot confirmed the shuttle was ready, Faer confirmed the comms were as ready as they could be, and Torres helped seal everyone’s suits. Most of the black plastic suit clung close to their skin, providing normalized pressure without restricting movement. The helmet, however, was much more like a fishbowl with readouts and displays projected on the inside of it. The air started circulating instantly, and for Cooper, the vital signs of the team were displayed in the top left of his vision. If he focused for more than a second on any one person, more information would pop up. He wasn’t sure if he liked that or not, since it meant if he tried to glance sideways someone might think something was ill.


    It would only take a few minutes to get down to the planet. They buckled themselves into the shuttle seats, and Cooper closed his eyes. He had grown quite comfortable on the ship, with its constant gravity and circulating, just-dirty-enough air. Flying around on small ships was something he tried to avoid, even when he was back on Earth. The shuttle shook as the magnetic clamps disengaged, and even though he knew the ride was as smooth as possible, and the only rattling would be when they entered atmosphere, that didn’t mean he had to like it. The suit made him feel stuffy, too, but that fell low on his list of concerns.

  


  
    “Are you alright?” Faer asked. The comms in these suits weren’t as clear as the ones on ship, so the Qinan’s voice sounded a bit hollow. They started to descend on the planet, Cooper observed from the rocking, but he didn’t open his eyes.


    “I don’t like the shuttle,” Cooper replied. It wasn’t entirely a lie.


    “Think how I feel,” the comm officer commented. It must be a private channel, since his tone stayed casual. “I get an entire alien receiving party to stare at me awkwardly and ask if I am related to anyone at the embassy. I’ll need a scotch on the rocks after this.”


    Cooper smiled despite his anxiety. Kirano Faer had been on an English-speaking ship too long. He was starting to pick up idioms.


    Once they started into their landing pattern, Cooper hazarded a glance out the window. He always found planets to be more impressive visually from space than in person, mainly thanks to pollution, but he could admit the capitol city was very well-designed. A skyscraper jutted from the center of the city, while other buildings of descending heights fanned out from the central point. If a massive sheet could be draped over the tallest buildings, the city would look like one huge pyramid. To him, so few cities on Earth had that level of architectural beauty. They descended onto one of the second-to-tallest buildings, into a hangar on the roof.


    As they landed, Cooper got his first glance of the Scerns. They weren’t exactly what he’d expected. Though bipedal, their skin ranged from green to gold to blue, all with tendrils of hair almost like dreadlocks framing their faces. Their eyes were a lot smaller and more round than humans, and they didn’t have noses to speak of. All were dressed in what he guessed was formalwear, since the clothes were layered and he could see decorative pins on several of the greeting party. They might be military or civilian personnel for all he knew, though in most cultures he was aware of, a military honor guard showed a lot of respect instead of being used as an intimidation tactic. If they wanted to kill all the humans, they could have just shot the shuttlecraft down.

  


  
    “They’re plants,” Torres observed. Cooper would have to agree. They’d come across parallels to chlorophyll on other planets, so it made sense to him they would eventually come across plant-based intelligent life. That seemed like an important detail the Qinan government had omitted from the file. Telling Earth there was something unlike any other sentient race they’d ever seen on a planet less than a few weeks away seemed like important information.


    “I’m first out,” Patil said, who then unbuckled her belt and then stood up, “then Barnes, Faer, Smyth, Williamson, Torres, and finally Rogers.” Cooper quickly checked his display. Smyth and Williamson were the two liaisons, and Rogers was the pilot. He needed to remember that. Rogers checked pressurization, and then opened the door for Patil. The rest of them followed. Gravity was only a bit lighter than the ship.


    “Welcome to Scerisa,” the foremost of the Scerns said through their comms. Faer had apparently been successful. “I am Errittian Malek, Chief of Interplanetary Relations.” He was nearly two meters tall, and held out his hands, palms up. Patil must have been reading up on their culture, since she placed her hands over his and they nodded to each other.


    “I am Chief Diplomatic Officer Sara Patil of the International Space Program vessel Frontier,” she started. “This is Chief Medical Officer Cooper Barnes.”


    Several members of the welcoming party brightened up at his title. Patil continued down the list of introductions, and while she did, one member of the welcoming party detached and walked up to him. They repeated the local greeting before the Scern spoke.

  


  
    “I am Medic Ran. We have been hoping to contact an Earth vessel for some time. We desired an outside opinion on a recent viral infection that seems to have jumped species.”


    “I believe I have a doctor on my ship capable of helping,” Cooper said. He would need to meet with the captain tonight to confirm Angie leaving the ship. Captain Abdel couldn’t stop him, but he figured he would try to keep on good terms with everyone on the bridge. There would be fewer headaches in the future and Abdel had specifically asked him to be here. There was nothing wrong with staying cordial.


    While they discussed the symptoms in both the Scerns and the domesticated animal the disease had jumped from, Cooper kept tabs on what was going on with the first contact protocols. Patil had sent around the captain’s formal greeting, and they had exchanged culturally significant data. He knew their packet contained musical tracks from around the world, movies voted on by an ISP panel, video of their first contact with the Qinans, and brief descriptions of colonies within their solar system. He sent a text-only message to Faer to make sure the captain had dinner open for him.


    “Would you mind coming to one of the local infirmaries? I know you are not the expert, but any information now could help,” Ran asked. Cooper nodded, and then remembered that gesture probably didn’t translate.


    “Of course. Let me inform my colleagues.”


    Cooper was able to detach Torres from the group. He trusted the welcoming party as much as one can trust complete strangers extending their goodwill, but he definitely didn’t want to roam around an unfamiliar planet alone, especially when he was in an environmental suit. Cooper just liked engineers, and it might be because none of them complained when they ended up in the medical bay. Working in a practical field invariably meant they got hurt, and that meant shutting up and doing what the doctor told them to do.

  


  
    They took an elevator down several levels. It was so odd to Cooper that, on a ship traveling through the vacuum of space, he could look out at the stars and be amazed, but traveling down the side of a building in a tiny glass box overlooking the city made him nauseous. He knew the symptoms were psychosomatic, but knowing that didn’t stop him from wondering what happened when someone vomited in one of these suits. He’d been in an older model during his zero-G trauma care training, but that advice had very much been of the ‘get back inside before you choke’ variety.


    “Here we are,” Ran said as the elevator came to a stop. All three of them stepped out of it into a wide hall. The stone floors and walls had a repeat pattern of jarring shades of pink and purple. The Scerns must see in a different spectrum. Ran led them down to a glassed-in room, where more of his species were lying down in beds. Oddly, it appeared they’d been sealed into them, rather than sheets simply draped over their bodies.


    “We breathe through our skin,” Ran explained. “In that room, we have changed the atmospheric makeup so you will be able to breathe comfortably.” It was good to know they’d thought ahead, since as much as Cooper might like the displays in his helmet under normal circumstances, they’d be a distraction for in-person diagnosis.


    “Do you have average biometrics?” Cooper asked. The Scern passed him a datapad.


    He’d met this species less than an hour ago, and he was already expected to be able to give advice. While he loaded the data of the amassed patients, he and Torres entered the ward, taking off their helmets and switching the comms to work only through the separate headset. He changed to a private channel for just him and Torres. After a moment he added Faer in case they had a translation malfunction.

  


  
    From the averages included in the charts, all eight of the Scerns in the beds ran fevers, and all showed signs of bloating and inflammation. Their bodies produced an excess of fluids, and rather than expelling, the virus was forcing their bodies to store it incorrectly, resulting in a myriad of other issues, including joint strain, vascular strain, and blindness in one case due to pressure on the optic nerve. He would need to get Angie down here tonight if possible, tomorrow at the latest. There was little he could do besides confirm the symptoms and promise to do his best to send a new medical team with better instruments down to the surface. To his credit, Ran seemed quite happy with this result.


    “The Qinan Medical Exchange has been able to contribute little in the ways of treatment. We know you will do all you can.”


    They returned to the rest of the group a few minutes later, after Cooper met with one of the other local doctors. He was chief of medicine at a hospital built into one of the skyscrapers, and he was even willing to send up their own shuttle to pick Angie up once the captain gave permission. Apparently on their ships the medical bay wasn’t virtually autonomous, but he assured them he would get them help. Their first contact with a new species, and they might have the ability to save hundreds of them from a disease just beginning to spread. Not a bad day’s work.


    Cooper didn’t much notice the shuddering and shaking of the shuttle on its launch, because his mind was distracted with how to adapt the medical bay to Angie’s absence. If they stayed here for more than a few days, some of the assistants would have to take a night shift or he would need to take some of the stimulants he kept for twenty-four-hour shifts. It shouldn’t come to that, but he would see. Sykk didn’t like him taking them, since the tiny shots gave him a vicious hangover.


    Emergency alerts were chiming through the ship when they docked. Cooper was first out the door, relying on his environmental suit to let him run through the hangar, into the airlock, and into the main elevator. He typed in the emergency code so the elevator couldn’t be stopped before he reached medical.

  


  
    A dozen men and women lay on beds and stretchers across the medical bay, and every member of his staff rushed around, checking readouts. One person was currently being placed in the cellular regenerator. This must have happened just as they were docking. Cooper pulled off his helmet, grabbed a scanner, and moved straight to the person Sykk was helping.


    Most of those on beds were engineers, but he could see two security personnel in the mix. All were badly burned, and some had the flesh from one or more extremities nearly melted off. Something must have been released in one of the engineering decks to cause this level of damage. He looked over Sykk’s scanner results: the damage could be repaired with the regenerator, but they would have to stop the crew from dying until they could be placed in it.


    “Get painkillers and metabolic stabilizers in everyone,” Cooper ordered. “Make sure to check allergen charts for everyone first.” Sykk nodded, and two assistants started to pull drugs from cabinets and start up the synthesizer. That should have been turned on at the emergency alarm, not now. He hoped he’d remember to mention it later.


    Cooper moved to another bed. He recognized one of the security personnel—Rick Sren, who had briefed him on ship security procedures for keeping addictive drugs out of public access. His left shoulder and arm had been badly burned, his face had been seared, including burning off his eyebrows, but otherwise he seemed stable. Cooper checked Rick’s chart quickly for any complications before injecting him with a painkiller. Almost instantly the man’s face relaxed from a grimace to a sneer.


    “I need to get to the brig right now,” he wheezed. A little internal scorching as well, then, but there wasn’t enough for the scanner to register as real damage. He amended the man’s chart.

  


  
    “You’re not going anywhere until you get fixed up,” Cooper replied. “Don’t make me sedate you.” Rick narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t try to get up. Cooper walked over to another bed, running scans and asking questions to those that were conscious. The medscanners could assess damage, but observation like Rick’s wheezing would help him be much more efficient.


    “We’ve got two corpses, seven serious, and three stable,” Angie said as she sidled past Cooper. “Head of Security Liang is gone,” she added, “along with one of the FTL experts. I’ve already informed the bridge.”


    “I need to pull this one into isolation for surgery,” Sykk called out. “I’ve got to set his arm and seal this artery before he bleeds out. Tompson, with me.” The Qinan started to roll one of the beds into the isolation chamber, sealing the door behind him and his assistant. Cooper could no longer hear him, and the Qinan had a mask on in seconds. Sykk would do what he was best at, just like the rest of them. Besides, the best he could do out here was comfort and inject what someone else told him to inject.


    “Anyone know what happened?” Cooper asked.


    “A brawl in engineering,” one of the patients said. He sat up, and other than a very nasty-looking burn on one palm, he looked fine. “Two of the FTL guys just started punching each other.” Cooper reached for one of the unattended skin sprayers. He loved these things, and was glad he’d made sure the ship had a dozen before they’d left Earth. He pressed the button, and a fine mist of synthetic skin covered the burn. It cooled, and would stop shock and dehydration. If they kept reapplying, new skin would fill in the gaps in a matter of days with no scar tissue forming.


    “They couldn’t have done all this themselves,” Cooper said, trying to lead the conversation. His scans could tell him someone was burned, but most of the time could not assess what had burned them.

  


  
    “One of them got knocked down, and grabbed a touch panel to get back up,” the crewman explained, his eyes locked on the application of new skin. “One of the vents opened. Superheated helium blasted through. I got it closed a few seconds later,” he held up his hand. All instruments in the ship were designed to survive in extreme temperatures, but that didn’t mean they were cool to the touch.


    “Why was security there?” the doctor asked. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see one patient being rolled out of the regenerator, his face and bare arm looking too perfect from the reconstruction, since it didn’t replicate things like tans and scars. They immediately rolled the next patient in. Time was still of the essence, but Angie knew what to do.


    “Fight between two of the FTLs last night,” the patient said. “He needed to report it to Koy.” He ran his good hand through his sandy-brown hair. The doctor noticed the name ‘RICKMAN’ stitched into his uniform.


    “FTL?” Cooper asked. Every department had their own slang, and he normally didn’t bother to try to keep up with it outside of his deck.


    “Sorry,” Rickman said. “Faster-than-light drive technician. They make sure everything’s stable in the engines. It was the same fight. It just continued into work.”


    “Where are the two who started this?” Cooper asked. Rickman pointed to one of the corpses.


    “Looks like Stevenson died here, and I know Traore died there.” Rickman’s face grew hard, his eyes more gazing inwards than outwards. “Stupid fight. One of them gets melted, the other dead a few minutes later. They just couldn’t keep it off the deck.”


    “Everyone here who’s still breathing will be back at work in under seventy-two hours,” Cooper said, awkwardly patting Rickman on the shoulder. He wasn’t a psychologist. They needed one full-time, but the ISP hadn’t deemed it necessary.


    Cooper moved between patients, serving more of an administrative role than that of a doctor. He made sure everyone was stable, passed a tool when he needed to, but generally let everyone do their jobs. He finally got out of his environmental suit, and switched back to his own comm instead of the one in the suit. Almost immediately a call beeped in.

  


  
    “I need to know the situation,” said the captain’s voice.


    “Liang is dead, along with one engineer. We have everyone else stabilized, but it will be a few days for everyone to get back to stations,” Cooper said. “Apparently a fight broke out and helium ended up being vented.”


    There was a noticeable pause on the other end. “I’ll inform Liang’s family. Which engineer was killed?”


    Cooper felt bad that he had to check the chart. After seeing a picture of his intact face, he knew the dead engineer was in here at least once a week for headaches or joint pain. He’d done his job and not complained, and Cooper couldn’t even connect a name to him.


    “Harmon, sir. From what I’ve learned so far I would advise it as an accident.”


    Another long pause. “There was a fight and two men are dead.”


    “Three,” Cooper corrected. “A second engineer, Traore, died on scene. Their fight wasn’t an accident, but apparently the venting was.”


    “Noted,” the captain said. “And you have permission to send Ahrracon down to the planet, since Koy informed the bridge we need at least forty hours to properly stabilize the engines again.”


    The comm cut off. Cooper figured there was much more to deal with—their maneuverability was severely hampered, and he knew the captain and Lin, the Tactical Officer, were always worried about military readiness. They hadn’t been attacked while out here, but the Qinan government had warned them about raiding ships and ‘certain governments’, though Cooper hadn’t read specifics. The captain definitely knew more than he did.

  


  
    When the third crewmember was wheeled into the regenerator, Sykk stepped out of isolation and pulled off his gloves and mask. Tompson moved the patient back into the row of beds, so that must have meant the surgery was a success.


    “I’ve got him sedated until he can be placed in the regenerator,” Sykk said, taking a seat while he had the chance. His ears twitched, and he ran a finger along his jawline, scratching idly. Cooper took a second to look around. In the small time he’d spent on call with the captain, everything had calmed down. Patients were stabilized and ready for the regenerator if they needed it, while the two less injured crewmen were patched up and being prepped to go back to their own quarters. Even if Cooper would prefer to keep them here for observation, it would be more efficient for them to just come back when they needed the skin sprayer or another antibiotic injection.


    “One crisis at a time, right?” Sykk said with a smile. Cooper couldn’t help but smile back. Nothing made his adrenalin rush like saving lives. He’d never tell anyone who wasn’t a doctor that, but it was something everyone who worked in this bay shared.


    



    Cooper filed reports on today’s events, both on the planet and their latest emergency, keeping a casual observance on everyone. His station had been placed so he could see every part of the medical bay except isolation, which let him both see monitors and make sure his assistants were prioritizing correctly. Outside of a major catastrophe, the majority of his staff stayed in the attached labs, searching for cures and reading over new breakthroughs on Earth. Out here, some new compound could save lives, and they weren’t going to wait until they went back home to synthesize a batch of it.


    He wondered what might happen as they journeyed further and further from Earth. He didn’t understand how the communications technology worked, only that they could receive data packets from Earth and the other ships, but not maintain a constant connection. He couldn’t call his brother and have a conversation, but he could send him an email. Was there a limit to the distance of their messaging? Would there be a point where they journeyed alone in the cold depths of space, with no way to tell anyone if their ship malfunctioned?

  


  
    When he thought about it, humanity hadn’t been in the same situation in hundreds of years. Since the advent of telegraphs, telephones, and especially global positioning systems, a person was only isolated if they wanted to be. In the last hundred years, humanity had developed the internet and connected nearly everyone in the world, and sometimes, human beings on distant colonies. Now, if their communications array malfunctioned, they might truly be all alone. It would be like sleeping deep in the jungle, with nothing but the ambient sounds to comfort or scare them. Even if one of the other ships out here could assist them, it could take them days or weeks to reach the Frontier. Truly, they were alone, as no one on Earth had been in a very long time.


    If something seriously went wrong, would they even want someone to come save them? If a dangerous pathogen killed the entire crew, Cooper would not want another Earth ship to find them, just in case the disease didn’t die with the crew. Come to think of it, diseases had been a major player in all of human existence. It shouldn’t surprise Cooper how much it might play into their possible extinction out here, and why they’d hired him instead of a trauma expert or a general practitioner as Chief Medical Officer. He also reminded himself to go over decontamination procedures again, just in case.


    One of the Qinan crew came in then, which pulled him back to the medical bay. Cooper listened in and heard that she’d fainted at her station, and even though she felt fine now, her overseeing officer had sent her to the medical bay just to be safe. With a few quick assessments, the assistant just told the Qinan she had overheated. Since most of the ship remained at the comfortable temperatures for humans, many of the Qinan crew kept their fur trimmed short, or kept their personal workstations and quarters much colder. The crewmember prescribed a trim.

  


  
    Several more patients moved in and out of the medical bay over the next hour, but Cooper didn’t have to give them much attention. Apparently, they’d given him quite competent medical assistants and staff, since he only got out of his seat to double-check one of the engineers after his tissue regeneration and then again to refill his coffee.


    “Why do you always check them after the regeneration?” Angie asked after he did it the second time.


    Cooper set his coffee down. “I don’t trust the machines to be perfect,” he said.


    “They’ve been a godsend in the field, though,” Angie said. “I don’t think I’ve heard of an amputation in a developed country in the last ten years.”


    “True,” Cooper said. “But I was a resident when the machines were first being tested. More than anything else, they taught us to double-check everything, especially if they help regrow damaged organs. The calibrations have to be perfect.”


    “What happens if they aren’t?” Angie asked. Cooper remembered most of her professional work had been theoretical or through a microscope, not with real patients.


    “The machines help grow and repair cells. If it isn’t programmed correctly, the nanotechnology builds cancer. A person can go from having scorched lungs to terminal lung cancer in an hour.”


    “That’s terrible…” Now she sounded alarmed, which in Cooper’s mind, she should be.


    “It is, though if it’s then calibrated correctly the machine can undo the damage. It’s why I focused on getting scans and full profiles from everyone in our first weeks. I don’t want this machine causing them more harm.”

  


  
    “I never ran accross those complications in my research,” Angie said.


    “The medical community kept them under wraps as much as they could. Nothing like ‘Miracle Technology Sometimes Creates Cancer if Misused’ to make sure that miracle technology never gets sold.”


    “True,” Angie admitted.


    Cooper still remembered the hubbub after the HIV vaccine had been introduced to the general public. Occasionally, the vaccine caused seizures or temporary deafness, and that had caused huge backlash against it. Other organizations had opposed it for moral reasons, but he tended to ignore those kinds of groups. To him, there were two kinds of people in the world: people who objectively looked at a medical advancement as a potential discovery to save millions of people, and those people too stupid to understand those implications. It kept him from punching people who had protested outside his labs.


    As promised, a shuttle docked several hours later to bring Angie down to the surface. Cooper chose not to go down to the shuttle bay to play politics right now. He was in no mood to jump through the hoops of conversation through translation, including the minutiae of how long she would stay down on the surface and what the Frontier expected in return. If he guessed correctly, they would end up with mappings of every local star system and much more cultural data, which Patil would accept with grace and poise, something he just didn’t have a lot of interest in if sick people weren’t directly involved. He could talk to someone in pain for hours or to another doctor on treatment, but not to a politician.


    Cooper and Sykk eventually ended their shift. They’d both be called in if something happened tonight, so Cooper made a point to stop by the galley and get some real coffee. It was one of the only non-synthesized foods available on the ship anymore, since he was not the only person to complain that the coffee from the resequencers tasted off. Maybe there was just something about creating a food with such a unique flavor, or it had problems with other brewed or steeped beverages. He would need to ask one of the engineers when they weren’t recovering on his deck.

  


  
    “They’re playing a comedy tonight,” Sykk commented, looking up from his datapad. “What do you want to watch?” Neither of them particularly enjoyed comedies, since Cooper didn’t like the unbelievable situations and they didn’t translate very well for Sykk.


    “I have the week’s crime dramas on hold,” Cooper said. The top requested television shows and new films for the crew were sent with all the news. He really needed to convince more people to invest in British period dramas so they could be included in the data. The United Kingdom had spread its culture and programming across half the globe. How could so few people on the ship request their programs now, when they had probably grown up watching them?


    “That sounds fine. Mind if Faer joins us?” Sykk asked. Cooper frowned until the Qinan added, “I think he’s bringing whiskey with him.”


    “Sounds good.”


    “Want to watch in my rooms?” Right, Cooper thought. He’d temporarily forgotten that Sykk still had his own assigned quarters. Even with his officer requests and overrides, they hadn’t given it up for storage or to serve as temporary quarters for some visiting diplomat. He knew there were fancier quarters, but he wondered where the diplomat’s clerks might sleep.


    “Is there room?” How much stuff had Sykk left there? Their quarters always seemed pristine. Had Sykk simply been keeping most things in his assigned room?


    “More than enough, since I returned the bed,” Sykk said. Ah. Logistics would appreciate an extra piece of furniture in case something broke, and he wondered if they could fit a poker table in there now.
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    Sykk had turned his quarters into what he considered a ‘lived-in’ space. The dozens of framed pictures still covered the walls, and the majority of the area previously taken up by the bed had been replaced with an area for the fox to explore and play, including one of those tan cat towers and some empty ducts. His fox’s traveling cage sat against the far wall, and when Cooper checked, his litter box had been placed into the bathroom, with more tubes and places to hide. All that remained was a table with four chairs and a couch that faced the largest monitor. The fox snoozed in the middle of the table, and when the lights turned on, it skittered back under a strategically draped comforter.


    “Let me check messages,” Cooper said. At least with the ventilation and the litter box in the bathroom, the room didn’t smell as bad as he’d expected. He untied his hair and turned on one of the monitors. A few dozen unread messages immediately popped up. Most were from the scientific staff, commenting on samples taken from Scerisa. Two were from medical covering dangerous pathogens currently under testing, and one final message actually made him turn and devote his full attention to the monitor. It was from his brother.


    



    To Cooper:


    I just wanted to tell you I’ll be seeing you a lot sooner than whenever you get back to this unimportant corner of the universe. If I’m right, you’ll find out before you even read this, but that depends entirely on your captain. He might be a dick about it.


    



    Terry


    1:35 AM. 14 June 2065


    International Space Program Station, Earth Orbit

  


  
    Completely puzzled, the doctor closed the message as Sykk answered the door. Kirano Faer had indeed showed up with a bottle of whiskey, along with three tumblers. He’d changed out of his uniform, instead opting for an unbuttoned dress shirt and slacks from Earth. It would have been nice, if they weren’t tie-dyed into bizarre monochromatic patterns. He wondered sometimes if the human cultural experts on Qina didn’t intentionally teach newcomers to Earth bad information so they had pictures to laugh at with their friends.


    They settled down to watch after Faer passed each of them a tumbler. Cooper barely followed the exaggerated crimes and witty one-liners. What could his brother have been talking about? He’d been in charge of a squad of fighters in Earth orbit for more than two years. As soon as Earth had found out there was intelligent life out there, a few governments immediately figured it planned to kill them. More resources had been devoted to science and exploration, but they still had a sizeable defensive force, even if they’d never gone up against an alien race or even knew what weapons they might have developed. There had been talks of equipping ships like the Frontier with enough weaponry to devastate a theoretical hostile alien fleet, but the ISP council had vetoed it. Cooper wouldn’t feel comfortable being stationed on a warship, since he thought the point of being out here was expanding man’s knowledge, not blowing ships into tiny pieces.


    Did Qina know more about alien weapons than they told Earth? What if there was an alien race who possessed biological warfare, or one with the ability to just obliterate anything that protected a human outpost. He didn’t know what weapons might be on board the Qinan ships, since they’d never actually fired on Earth ships or shared weapons technology. He understood that, in a cynical way. If, after a few years, Earth became hostile, they wouldn’t want them to have the power to take out their ships with their own weapons. He’d never been on a Qinan ship during a computer situation, so he wondered if Earth might ever find out about the technology.

  


  
    “I’m never good at guessing these,” Faer commented, bringing Cooper back to the present. He’d even automatically sipped the whiskey while he thought about devastating weapons and politics. Now that he actually tasted it, it was better than he expected; smoky, rather than the hollow synthesized aftertaste. It must be from the comm officer’s private collection. Cooper wondered what he might be able to trade for some real vodka or scotch.


    “I try not to, just to leave the surprise open,” Cooper said. He took another glass of whiskey when it was offered. His head was starting to feel pleasantly fuzzy. Secretly, he hoped there wasn’t going to be an emergency. He had drugs to negate the alcohol in his system in seconds, but to him, that sort of negated the point of them sharing his first real whiskey in a while.


    Cooper rested his head against Sykk’s arm as his mind wandered to more insubstantial worries. Even now, on board a ship of a thousand people, he maintained concerns he’d be replaced by a robot in his lifetime. Just a few months ago the international medical community had discussed approving completely automated diagnostic equipment. If it had been a debate on using artificial intelligence—Qinan ships already did for undermanned vessels—Cooper would at least understand it, but this was just a machine coldly scanning and dispensing medication.


    After the third refill, he realized why he was drinking so heavily in the first place. Three people had died, and he’d been cold and emotionless in the medical bay. They hadn’t died on his watch, but it was still three people. He should have talked to the surviving engineers more. Hell, the security team had lost their commander. They might have only been on this ship a few weeks, but a commanding officer was a commanding officer. Worst of all, it was probably too late. He couldn’t really go back now and expect them to listen to what few comforting words he knew.

  


  
    Odds are, the captain would appoint a new Head of Security by tomorrow, and they would have funerals for those who died today. He wouldn’t attend, not just because the concept of funerals bothered him (he felt once you were dead, you didn’t care what happened), but because he felt if he had not gone down to the planet, at least two of three casualties would have survived. It wasn’t like he could change the past, so now his night would consist of finishing his third glass of whiskey, get irritated when the medical science on the crime show was wrong, and make sure to tag a new set of episodes for next week.


    After Faer left Cooper and Sykk made their way back to their room, where Cooper put a message in the data packet for his brother. He knew Terry had met Sykk, but he wasn’t sure if that was before or after they started living together. It was as bad as living on different continents—information wouldn’t reach far enough or in a timely manner most of the time.


    “What’s on the schedule for tomorrow?” Sykk asked as he brushed out his fur. Cooper turned up the air scrubbers; the dander didn’t bother him, but the loose hairs ended up settling on every surface.


    “Well, since we’re still sort of crippled, I assume we’ll talk more with the Scerns and try not to get anyone else killed.”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    Cooper missed having as many pillows as he wanted, but that was a minor gripe on a ship that could synthesize a steak every night. It didn’t take him long to fall asleep.


    

  


  
    Chapter Four: The Athena



    “…and be prepared for more gravitational shifts throughout the day as the engines are recalibrated.” Was what Cooper first heard as he rolled out of bed. Then he went through a chain of curse words he felt were appropriate for banging his knee. When he looked around, he noticed a few other things had shifted, but luckily nothing expensive had fallen off his desk.


    “Lights,” he said, and the room came up to a pleasant glow. Sykk was already in the shower. “Call Koy.” While the intercom beeped, the doctor pulled on a shirt.


    “I’m on my way,” Koy said. It was audio-only, and must have just called his personal comm. “Try not to die before I get to engineering.”


    “Why didn’t someone call you to do these calibrations?” Cooper asked.


    “You’d think they could handle something simple. Then the entire ship shifts on a gravitational axis a few degrees and everyone’s calling me.”


    “I’m worried about medical…”


    “And I’m worried about the whole ship,” came Koy’s voice. “Get up there and see if anything is the matter, rather than calling me from your room.” The call clicked off.


    Of course he’d think to check where the call was coming from, Cooper thought. He finished dressing, then brushed out his hair, and if the ship’s gravity altering was an indication of the type of day it was going to be, he braided his hair tight and was pinning it down as Sykk came out of the bathroom, still dripping wet.


    “Here,” the Qinan said, fixing the last few pins. “Stupid dryers turned off when I slipped. Won’t turn back on for five minutes. I’ll be down there as soon as I’m presentable.”


    “Gotcha.” He didn’t want to get soaked by hugging him, so Cooper just smiled at Sykk and walked out of their quarters.

  


  
    Two more gravitational shifts occurred as he walked to the medical bay. Luckily, when the first occurred he was in an elevator, which meant he could grab a railing, but the second slammed him into a hallway wall, banging his funny bone. He startled an engineer who passed him with a loud string of curses.


    No one higher-up was in medical, though a few assistants held down the more important diagnostic equipment that was on wheels. Any other time the ability to move around equipment was a blessing, but now, Cooper needed to suppress the urge to take pictures. His brother would love this.


    “Any word from engineering?” one of the assistants asked.


    “I figured they would have called here,” Cooper said. “He got snappy at me.” Another shift, but this time the doctor just grabbed the nearest counter and held on. Only one assistant rolled more than a few inches. What were they going to do? Someone was bound to get seriously injured in all this mess, and they wouldn’t be able to effectively treat them with everything rolling to the far side of the medical bay. They could call in a junior engineer to temporarily take the wheels of off everything, but that would only add more work to do after all this finished.


    “Dumb question,” Sykk commented as he walked into medical, brushing down the fur on his muzzle with one paw. “Why don’t we just clamp everything down?”


    “We don’t have clamps large enough,” Angie said. “The only ones we have are medical.”


    “What about the magnetic ones?” the Qinan asked. “There are a bunch in the airlocks for securing ships and cargo.”


    Why didn’t he think of that? Magnetics wouldn’t damage any piece of equipment here, since everything was shielded, and if they were lucky, no one else would have remembered them except engineering. He guessed everything in the engineering decks was already secured. He pointed at one of the medical assistants who went planetside. He really needed to memorize their names.

  


  
    “You. Do you know what Dr. Wikian is talking about?” The assistant nodded, and Cooper decided to add some incentive. “Grab a dozen of them and I’ll memorize your name.” Sykk grabbed the large scanner the assistant had been supporting while he made a run for the elevator.


    “I’ll give him five minutes,” Sykk said.


    “Ten,” countered Cooper.


    “I’ll bet some real coffee.”


    “Done.”


    Six minutes later, the assistant returned with his arms full and a very angry-looking engineer following him. Cooper pointed at the heavy diagnostic equipment, and the assistant started to work, while the engineer went straight up to the doctor. He had ‘Ericson’ stitched into his uniform.


    “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but…” he began.


    “Medical is more important than cargo security.” Cooper said. “Were those clamps currently in the process of holding anything down when…” he looked over at the assistant.


    “Mike.”


    “Mike here took them?” the doctor asked.


    “No, but…”


    “No ‘but’s,” Cooper said. “If any of this equipment breaks, we have to go back to Earth. I don’t want that and you don’t want that. Now, once the artificial gravity is fixed, I will have Mike return them to whichever shuttle bay he took them from.”


    “But…”


    “Koy can’t override me on this. Now go back to your job and let me do mine.” At least Ericson knew when he was beaten. He sighed and trudged out of the medical bay, giving Mike one last glare before the elevator closed. Before they could really get back into a normal routine, the main monitor automatically turned on, emblazoned with the captain’s face.

  


  
    “This is a Level Three alert to all decks. Prepare for unknown vessel.”


    Very loud alerts chimed through the speakers, and Cooper keyed into the main medical computer. He locked out all other staff from everything but the main drug synthesizer, in case of capture, and made sure it required fingerprints and voice recognition for him. Sykk shut down the isolation room’s ability to change the atmosphere. Where was Angie? Oh, right. She was still on the surface dealing with that Scern disease. She’d be irritated she missed the first Level Three alert.


    “I need knockouts prepared for all known species,” Cooper said, and Mike started typing into the synthesizer. Once they had a variety of incapacitating chemicals, that synthesizer would be shut down as well until the alert was lowered. He pressed the intercom and called the bridge.


    “How close is it?” Cooper asked.


    “At current speed, within five minutes,” First Officer Baker answered. They’d probably delayed telling the rest of the ship to check readiness. Cooper finished locking out the medical bay and turned to the staff.


    “Don’t let anyone die while I’m gone,” Cooper said before he briskly walked toward the elevator and then pressed his earpiece. “I’m on my way to the bridge.” At the last word, the elevator doors shut.


    Emergency chatter filled his hearing as the elevator quietly brought him to the bridge. Weapons were primed, just in case, even though this vessel couldn’t be considered a warship. According to Sykk, if something serious attacked them, they were screwed. Security issued a lockdown warning—all nonessential crew, including all scientists and diplomats were restricted to quarters until the ban was lifted. There should be an engineer on every deck within the next thirty seconds, according to one alert. Cooper was glad he had control over his own department, because he didn’t plan to send anyone back to their quarters who could be useful, and even the most squeamish diplomat could help pull someone to the medical bay. He needed to bring that up at the next officer’s meeting he attended.

  


  
    On second thought, he needed to start attending the officer’s meetings if crap like this got by him. What other regulations and procedures had they agreed on since they’d launched? He surely didn’t remember that from the tiny packet of essential regulations for all departments. Maybe they’d just assumed he wouldn’t follow it, which made a certain amount of cynical sense. Abdel must have figured out his preferences for the medical bay by now.


    The loud alerts muted on the bridge, but the doctor figured if someone was within shouting distance, you didn’t really need a chime to remind them it was an emergency. The captain was in his big, fancy chair, leaning right or left as he issued orders. A large monitor on the far wall showed a sleek ship, looking more suited to atmosphere than space. Cooper could see ports that might be for weapons, but also something else that surprised him.


    “Zoom in on the ship’s right side,” he said, surprised when one of the bridge techs turned, nodded at him, and immediately obeyed. The captain, however, swiveled his chair around.


    “This is my bridge, Barnes, and I won’t have you ordering my personnel,” he warned. Cooper narrowed his eyes at the older man.


    “Then explain to me why you didn’t notice the writing on the side of the oh-so-dangerous spacecraft is in English.”


    There it was, on the largest monitor, for everyone to see. The tech who had listened to him smiled, carefully not meeting the captain’s eyes. Stenciled onto the side of the ship in big, blocky letters were the words ISP ATHENA.


    “It looks like they finished the second wave of spaceships early,” Cooper said, hands behind his back. He was also being careful not to meet the captain’s gaze, but for a different reason. People got mad when you corrected them, and madder when you were right.

  


  
    “I see that,” Captain Abdel said, swiveling back around. Surprisingly, he then chuckled. “I’d like to mention not a single one of our well-trained and professional bridge crew managed to notice that. Perhaps I should replace one of you with the good doctor.”


    “Not for all the money in the world,” Cooper said, and that got him a few more smiles.


    “I want communications open,” the captain said, now back to business, “and make sure we use standard diplomatic channels. This is probably a test from the ISP.”


    Kirano Faer typed for a few seconds at his station, and the largest monitor switched to a different program. It looked suspiciously like a video chat program Cooper and Sykk had used when they were in different parts of the country. Good to know some corporations had contributed to intergalactic cooperation, he guessed. A few seconds later, an image came through of a bridge with a similar setup to the one on which he was standing, but with fewer workstations and someone very familiar in the other ship’s captain’s chair. Captain Abdel was momentarily stunned, so Cooper took the lead.


    “Hi, Terry.”


    Cooper’s brother folded his hands in his lap and smirked. He wore a maroon uniform, the norm for an ISP military officer, but with more bars on his shoulder than the last time Cooper had seen him in person. It clashed with his close-cropped, bright red hair. Cooper assumed the uniform meant he belonged where he sat, and if Terry was in charge of a ship, it meant the Athena was a military vessel. No one should have put him in charge of scientists, anyway.


    “Good to see Captain Abdel hasn’t killed you yet,” Terry said, nodding at someone off-screen. The camera zoomed in to just frame Terry in his chair. “I guess the ISP didn’t include the memo about us heading out here today.”

  


  
    “You just launched today?” Captain Abdel asked, some of his composure returning. “It took us weeks to get to Cerys II.”


    “We launched three days ago. Our engine is designed to take a lot more stress than yours,” Terry explained. “We needed to test if we could get to the furthest reaches of humanity if needed.” The other captain’s smile got a bit wider, which bothered Cooper. What was his brother up to?


    “We were told the second line of ships wouldn’t be ready for another month,” Captain Abdel said. “What caused the speedup?”


    “It’s a dangerous universe,” Terry said. “The Laith came across a hostile alien force six hours into their mission. The Auriga did yesterday. The International Space Program is worried about security, and that’s why we’re out here.”


    “I think we should discuss this in person,” Captain Abdel said. “We’re recalibrating the engines, so I would ask to send a shuttle over to the Athena.” Now that Cooper thought about it, the gravitational shifts weren’t happening on the bridge. They must have a separate system to keep the command staff safe, which both sounded like a good idea and pissed the doctor off that medical didn’t have the same thing. Why shouldn’t sick patients be kept as safe as a pilot?


    “Put Cooper in that shuttle and we have a deal,” Terry said with a smile far too wide to be appropriate. The doctor narrowed his eyes, but there wasn’t anything he could really do at this point. He wanted to see Terry, but he’d prefer they have a few beers together, rather than a formal meeting.


    “I’ll need to wait until Angela Ahrracon comes back from the planet’s surface,” Cooper said. “I can’t leave the medical bay without any head staff.” Sykk might be head surgeon, but he couldn’t diagnose patients. The engineers tended to forget when they asked him questions in the mess hall and he just looked puzzled.


    “How about in three hours, then?” Terry asked. “That should give you time to get your personnel back. Barnes out.” The video feed dropped.

  


  
    Right, Cooper thought. There would be no need for a xenobiologist on a warship, so Terry wouldn’t know who Angie was. In the wide shot he hadn’t noticed any Qinans on the bridge, so he guessed that Terry’s ship was human-only. That seemed like a bad decision, but he wasn’t on the board for the ISP. He suspected only the Frontier had a Qinan in the command staff, and that was only because Cooper had placed the suggestion in the captain’s head.


    Honestly, if Earth was that worried about human ships this far out in space, why hadn’t they asked Qina to check up on the ships? That would have saved a lot of panic and the rush of completing the second wave of ships. That probably bothered him more than anything else about this morning: the ISP preferred something go wrong in finishing up the second wave of ships than ask an ally for help. If he understood correctly, a Qinan ship could have been here in half the time with more powerful weapons.


    “Anything important I should know about your brother?” Captain Abdel asked without turning his chair back around.


    “He takes his job very seriously,” Cooper said. “Don’t expect him to think Scerisa is peaceful just because they’ve been nice to us. He sees everything that isn’t ISP-stamped as a potential threat.”


    “Sounds like I shouldn’t bring Faer on the shuttle,” the captain said. The Qinan in question looked over at the doctor.


    “You think he’s a racist?” Faer asked. At least the doctor knew the answer to that question.


    “No,” Cooper said. “I think he doesn’t trust humans either.”
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    “I understand you have patients to treat, but this is an extraordinary circumstance,” Cooper said.


    Angie looked busy. Though she’d kept her hair tightly braided, there were bags under her eyes and even through the monitor he could tell she hadn’t showered. The vacuum beds filled the space behind her, and Cooper could hear other people talking in the background, though since the translation wasn’t activated, he couldn’t even hazard a guess at the topic of conversation.

  


  
    “Override his request,” Angie said. “We’ve just started to administer an effective drug cocktail. I can’t leave in case there are complications.”


    “Wait,” Cooper said. “You already have effective treatment?” He’d expected Angie to assist in diagnosis or possibly help with symptoms, but not find a cure.


    “It wasn’t a pathogen,” she explained. “A pollutant changed the structure of a protein that stopped them from retaining too much water. It didn’t jump from the domesticated animal. It just affected them first.”


    “Good thing I sent you down, then,” Cooper said.


    “Good thing you sent me down with rations,” Angie answered. “I can’t eat anything grown here.”


    “Some compound we can’t digest?” Cooper asked.


    “Nearly everything has arsenic in it,” Angie said.


    “Well, you’ve got two hours before we have to send a shuttle down for you. I’m sorry, but we can send you back after I’m done on the Athena.”


    “Thanks,” she said. “Apparently they want to give me a medal, even though I didn’t actually cure anything.”


    “Make sure it isn’t made from arsenic, then,” Cooper said dryly, and Angie rolled her eyes. He disconnected then, since a patient had entered the medical bay.


    He set the tech’s broken wrist and then went back to paperwork from this morning. Though there hadn’t been nearly as many accidents as expected, one or two crewmembers came in every half hour, though the medical assistants took care of almost everything. Sykk kept his personal comm on, but had stayed out of the medical deck for most of the day, since he wasn’t needed. If anyone actually needed surgery, they’d call him to medical, but just like at a hospital, Cooper didn’t see a reason for the surgeon to just loiter in the medical bay if he wasn’t needed. This wasn’t favoritism; he let techs and assistants leave if there was nothing for them to do.

  


  
    After Angie arrived, Cooper keyed her in as temporarily in charge of the medical bay. Before he left, he opened one of the cabinets and pulled out one of the personal medical scanners. Hopefully the charge would last a bit after he took it off the ship. He placed it in one of the medical carrying cases and sealed it shut. Nominally, this was to keep everything sterile, but it also prevented most scans.


    “What are you bringing that for?” Angie asked.


    “Insurance,” Cooper said.


    He walked down to the shuttle bay. Captain Abdel stood outside one of the airlocks, and he eyed the sealed case suspiciously, but didn’t say anything until they were strapped into the shuttle and the pilot was maneuvering out of the bay.


    “Something you should tell me?” Captain Abdel asked.


    “Be more specific,” Cooper said, his eyes closed. He wondered if someone could engineer a better shuttle for them.


    “Why are you bringing medical equipment onto a ship that arguably has the same resources?” the captain asked.


    “Because I don’t trust other doctors,” Cooper answered.


    “With your brother, or just in general?”


    “Both.”


    Because the ships had both taken up geosynchronous orbit, it only took them about a minute before Cooper felt the simple safety of normalized gravity kicking back in. When they were cleared to exit the ship, he noticed these shuttle bays were more utilitarian—the bay was maybe half the size of the ones on the Frontier, and Cooper noticed automatic weaponry along the walls. This was not a ship that could be easily taken over.


    What did they expect, though? That an enemy ship might just glide into the shuttle bay, and the crew waltz into the ship? First, they’d have to understand that was what the shuttle bays were for, and second, they’d have to possess a ship small enough to enter the shuttle bay. If he was in charge of an alien pirate ship, he would just attach to some thinner part of the hull and drill into the metal. Let alone, if those guns shot energy weapons, how could they know certain energy signatures would actually injure an unknown species?

  


  
    Terry’s ship had airlocks within each corridor at regular intervals, probably in case of depressurization. As they made their way through the corridors and into an elevator, Cooper observed an airlock panel outside each elevator. He bet it was to isolate a danger in one section of one hallway and suck the atmosphere out. It didn’t matter what the potential invader breathed—no life they’d encountered could live long in a vacuum. A few other security measures surprised him; the elevator didn’t respond to voice commands, but rather an iris reading and complex code system. He was glad he hadn’t been asked to be on this ship; he didn’t think he could remember this much for security reasons. If it wasn’t related to saving lives, his family, or Sykk, it tended to slip from his memory.


    Cooper and Captain Abdel were escorted to a ready room. Once the soldiers walked them in, they went back to their own duties. The majority of the space was dominated by a huge, three-dimensional display, showing the ship and the surrounding space. Terry sat at the far end of the room. When he looked up, he stood and walked over, shaking Captain Abdel’s hand before Cooper’s. However, he smiled at the doctor.


    “Good to see you didn’t pull some medical nonsense to get out of this,” Terry said. Cooper resisted the urge to push him. That would be more of that ‘conduct unbecoming of an officer’ that the internal memos kept going on about. Also, they weren’t twelve anymore. If he wanted to strike him as an adult, he should be a man and punch him.


    “I understand your ship is stuck for a few more hours?” Terry asked, indicating two of the vacant seats around the display. Once they sat down, someone else in a military uniform set coffee and cream down in front of the captain and tea for Cooper. He appreciated the gesture, even if he’d mainly switched to coffee in recent years.

  


  
    “That’s correct,” the captain said as he stirred cream into his coffee. “An accident killed several of our personnel and temporarily crippled our engines. We informed the ISP.”


    “I know about the incident,” Terry said. He then sat back down and tapped on a console. The display changed to show the Frontier in all its non-aerodynamic glory. Cooper quietly sipped his tea. Someone really should have made these non-military ships look better, even if they weren’t designed to enter an atmosphere. This is what happened when you hired engineers and no artists; everything might function perfectly, but no one would want to paint murals of these ships. He remembered seeing one of the old space shuttles at the Smithsonian. That had been elegant design, even if the technology seemed so primitive now.


    “We have several staff ready to replace your lost crew,” Terry continued, causing several decks on the Frontier to highlight. “Along with additional personnel the ISP considers necessary for your continued mission.”


    “What kind of personnel?” Captain Abdel asked. By his body language, Cooper knew the captain was irritated, but he didn’t betray it in his voice. Cooper just didn’t have that level of self-control.


    “Security, mostly, including six members of an ISP military-trained special forces unit in case of a boarding by a hostile alien force, and eight pilots for space-based combat.”


    “We don’t have a fighter wing,” the captain said, very deliberately setting his coffee cup down. He placed his hands on his knees and gripped, rather than let his anger over his ship being tampered with show to Terry. Cooper could understand; no one told him how to run his medical bay. If he’d been captain, he would have started yelling by now. Then again, that was probably one of the many reasons why he wasn’t captain.

  


  
    “You’ll have one as of today,” Terry said. “Here are the orders.” The display on table’s level changed without removing the ship, showing a document several pages long.


    “Why wasn’t I informed before now?” Now the anger was seeping into the captain’s voice.


    “The ISP wanted to test military readiness for all ships, and that meant a little surprise,” Terry answered. He still acted calm, but Cooper could see the corner of his mouth twitch. He’d just become a captain, and he wanted to flex his muscles. On top of that, Terry enjoyed practical jokes, and this definitely felt like one. Why not see how quickly a ship could respond to danger, even if there was no threat? There would be no real harm in that, at least in Terry’s mind.


    “Well, I expect you’ll take care of all upgrades my ship needs, then?” Captain Abdel countered. “I shouldn’t be expected to divert my engineers from fixing the engines.”


    Now it was Terry’s move. When they started debating semantics, the doctor quietly opened his medical case and pulled out the medical scanner he’d brought with him. Terry glanced at it, but didn’t comment as Cooper powered it up.


    “What are you doing?” Abdel asked when Terry turned to receive a message from another of his crew.


    “Just checking up on my lab,” Cooper said. This scanner had a messaging service, synched to the medical lab, but his brother didn’t need to know that right now.


    I need you to send me all medical protocols for officers he sent to Sykk’s personal comm. It didn’t take very long for a file to pop up. He opened it and read while Captain Abdel and Terry played politics. He’d found that important decisions took very little time—the minutiae took forever.


    “…and of course, the medical bay would need to be secure,” Terry said.


    “Don’t even try,” Cooper calmly said, even if he wanted to throw something at his brother. They needed to be more than siblings right now, but the main factor overriding his irritation was how expensive the medical scanner would be to replace.

  


  
    “What if you are working with a dangerous entity?” Terry asked, folding his hands on the table. Cooper knew that as the ‘I win’ stance, but the doctor had another idea.


    “That’s for me to decide, not ship security,” he said. “Medical is for doctors, not guns. And until the ISP sends me official orders saying otherwise, there will be no security personnel on the deck unless they need a fracture set.”


    Terry bit the inside of his cheek and turned back to the captain. Cooper knew he’d get that document. His brother had always been the military kind, always worried about security and the near-infinite possibilities that could destroy a vulnerable area. However, the doctor knew it was much more likely a rogue virus would kill the crew of a ship than someone sentient running around with guns and grenades.


    It took them a few more minutes of careful talking around subjects before everyone stood up and shook hands. Cooper locked the scanner back up in the medical case, then shook hands with a few other military personnel who came in to meet them before they returned to their own ship.


    “If I could have a few minutes with my brother,” Cooper asked with a smile.


    “We can talk in my quarters,” Terry said. Before they started down a new pathway, Captain Abdel shook his hand, pulling him close.


    “If you have some sort of plan, do it now,” Abdel said. Cooper very slightly nodded.


    Even if this was a military ship, Terry had much larger quarters than the doctor. Not only could Cooper conceivably run laps around the room, it had small partitions at waist height that broke apart the space into a living room, dining room, kitchen, and gym. One of the doors must lead to the bedroom.


    “Where’s Marsha?” Cooper asked. That was Terry’s mutt. Cooper hated the yappy thing, but Terry loved it to pieces.

  


  
    “Living with dad. Couldn’t bring her on the ship,” Terry said. He undid the top button on his coat and walked behind one of the partitions to reach under it. He retrieved a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. He didn’t ask before he started pouring. Cooper turned his scanner back on.


    “So how long have you had the artificial leg?” the doctor asked.


    Completely bionic bones and muscles had become more and more common in the last few years, but he’d never heard of an active-duty military officer with one. Terry propped one leg up on the counter and rolled up his pants to show off a few new scars and a swath of skin with no hair.


    “I don’t see an artificial leg,” he said as he tried to stare down Cooper. The doctor hadn’t backed down when he was eight, and he wasn’t going to now.


    “Just because you kept your skin doesn’t negate the carbon-fiber I can easily pick up,” Cooper said. “Want me to scan again? I bet I can get the serial numbers.


    How many people know?” Cooper asked. Terry pulled his pants leg back down.


    “The CMO here, and one doctor back on the station. I had to go down to Earth to get it done.”


    “I know this renders you ‘unfit to lead a military expedition,’” Cooper said. An officer on the Frontier might be allowed bionic eyes, but the ISP still worried that the bionics could be disabled by an enemy force.


    “Maybe,” Terry said, passing him the glass of whiskey. Their whole family drank for any reason. Luckily, all that liver damage they were causing could easily be reversed with a few injections. A few minutes went by without either of them saying anything.


    “What do you want?” Terry finally asked. Cooper had always found watching his brother eat or drink a little gross, since he tended to lick his lips constantly.


    “I know I can’t really stop you from doing anything,” the doctor started with, “you being a captain and not on my ship. But, I expect you to provide sufficient justification before you load me up with hours of extra work.”

  


  
    “Agreed,” Terrence said, but he probably knew that couldn’t be the only demand. If Cooper revealed his artificial leg, it could utterly destroy his career. They both knew that, so at least at the moment, the doctor held all the cards.


    “I also want to know what it will take to have access to whatever alien data you already have.” Before Terry asked, he added, “That means the stuff they won’t send with the general report.”


    “You get biometrics on everything,” the captain said, but Cooper just set his glass down.


    “I get biometrics on races we like,” he corrected. “I suspect the military keeps the others on file in case they decide to build biological weapons.”


    “You know everything like that is classified,” Terrence said, setting his glass down as well.”


    “You know I’m an officer, entitled to see everything on the ship, even if they don’t send it directly to me.” Cooper grinned. “There’s no such thing as classified to a doctor.”
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    There were a few people getting patched up when Cooper got back to the medical bay, but none of them needed his particular attention. The shuttle back to the Frontier had been awkward at best, since besides the doctor and the captain, the dozen new personnel came with them. All the fighter pilots dressed in more traditional military uniforms, which set them apart from the rest of the crew, both on the shuttle and once they docked.


    Everyone else had secondary duties—even Cooper did paperwork and needed to read recent medical findings during his downtime, but these men and women would only ever be needed in case of a military emergency. They would sit around, using up ship resources until the theoretical moment when they were pissed off at an unknown entity enough to blow up their ships. Well, his cynicism told him it was more likely they’d be pissed off at a known entity.

  


  
    What bothered Cooper about the whole situation was he understood the need for a military. Almost every country kept some soldiers, or at least the ability to raise an army, just in case someone else decided to be a bastard. However, the doctor found the idea of entering unknown space bristling with weapons to be about as hostile as it got. Patil made a great first contact individual, and he could in a pinch, even if he might not be the nicest person. What made the ISP think a soldier would be the right choice?


    The more bitter part of his brain took over, and he understood: it was precisely because they were military members. A doctor said they were here to help; a diplomat said they were here to negotiate. A soldier meant business. Not nice business or useful business, but the important business of making sure an alien race understood that any request the ISP made was not a request, but actually an order backed up by guns that could ignite atmospheres. At least, he assumed they could. He didn’t understand how most weapons worked that had been invented post-gunpowder.


    “When should we come in for examinations, sir?” one of the soldiers asked. Cooper came out of his little world. The man was young, but must be experienced enough to be out here.


    “I’ll start seeing everyone at 0600. You’ll get alerts at your station…” He wasn’t sure if these soldiers would have stations. “…let’s make those on your personal comms. You’ll all have to pass my medical standards to continue to work on the ship.”


    At least everyone nodded, even if he could see the irritation on a few faces. Soldiers knew paperwork was part of the job, but like anyone, didn’t like when they needed to do the same thing over and over. Odds were they’d gone through a full medical inspection a few days ago to make sure they were ready for the Athena, and now they needed to repeat everything.

  


  
    Little shocks ran through the shuttle when it docked, and after they made it through the airlock, Cooper noticed the tiny gravity shocks had become less frequent. They must be making some progress, especially with a secondary crew so close. The replacement personnel would definitely help, the doctor knew, but what mattered to him right now was to make sure he could deal with anything that happened in case the engine even had a minor hiccup or these new pilots got too drunk one night and punched out one of the old crew.


    He needed to not think like that. Everyone on the Frontier with a job was, by definition, a member of the crew. There was no ‘old’ and ‘new’ crew, and his irritation about the sudden change of rules aside, it wasn’t their fault. It was bureaucracy’s fault. Something was happening with the International Space Program already, and he didn’t like it.


    After locking himself in his quarters, he ran over some of the other information Terry had sent over. Almost every other page he needed to submit to a thumbprint scan. He really didn’t understand the need for that; everyone on the ship should be aware of other species humanity had interacted with, new ISP news, or scientific discoveries. Some of these alien races weren’t exactly friendly, but it didn’t look like any wanted to destroy Earth. They would just have to be more careful in future interactions. The ISP Vela had apparently met an asexual alien species, and even if Cooper didn’t find alien biology incredibly interesting, that was something new. Most of the Qinans on Earth were male, so some people thought they didn’t have a sex.


    Then again, sometimes Cooper wondered if this entire endeavor would lead to some sort of terrible conflict. Surely, an alien species out here had superior weapons, and surely someone knew how to blow up a planet. Cooper knew some governments still didn’t want Earth nations allying with aliens, or the more common term right now, ‘offworlders.’ It only took fifteen years for the independent moon and Mars colonies to be considered alien. Why should he be surprised politicians didn’t want to deal with planets they didn’t see in the night sky? If Mars was foreign, then Qina or Scerisa would be considered completely unintelligible.

  


  
    Maybe more rational heads would prevail at the ISP, but he doubted it. It wasn’t like racism, sexism, religious intolerance, or homophobia had disappeared on Earth, and everyone involved in those irrational hatreds are human. Why should he expect people to act a different way toward aliens? Hell, he’d lived in San Francisco mainly due to the amazing weather, but he wasn’t about to pretend the tolerance hadn’t played an important role. Sykk might be accepted on his own planet and on a large chunk of Earth, but they very well couldn’t participate in things like Doctors without Borders thanks to intolerance. Qinans were just a convenient target.


    What would happen if the ISP decided Earth should become isolationist? Cooper didn’t really know what he’d do. He’d never spent more than a few weeks off Earth, and always done the more tourist oriented stuff when he’d visited Qina. If Earth took an aggressive stance toward the universe, would that extend to the Qinans? Earth wouldn’t even be outside its solar system if it hadn’t been for Qina. Would they throw all that away? His gut told him someone had seriously discussed it.



    

  


  
    Chapter Five: Montero V


    It took a week to fix the problems caused in engineering and for Angela’s discovery to be administered to all current cases on the surface of the planet. They wanted her to remain for a few months in order to continue treatment and receive praise for her work, but she insisted on returning to the Frontier. They would probably request her services through the ISP, but Cooper was confident he could prove she was essential for their crew. He had a basic understanding of Qinan medical care, but she was the expert, and they needed her. After finalizing their next destination as Montero V, Cooper was able to leave the medical bay in her control and have some personal time.


    Sykk was sipping coffee while reading through some of the news from the last week. Since they had needed to remain in charge twenty-four hours a day, Cooper had not been able to spend much time with him. He’d delegated inspecting the new soldiers and crewmembers to Sykk, since he needed to stay on top of their research projects and communicating with the rest of the ship. He was starting to get irritated at Koy. It would help if he knew what maneuvers might cause additional patients. Most of the time he just set bones or treated minor injuries, but if something went wrong on another deck it would help to know ahead of time what caused the influx of injuries.


    “Captain Abdel sent your contract back,” Sykk said, swiping his small screen to move a document to the larger one on the room’s wall. Cooper had crossed out a few things, but the captain had un-crossed them all, and even written in little notes


    “I’m not signing it as written,” he said. His passwords and overrides still worked, but he wondered how long that would last. Probably the only reason they did were his qualifications; no one else on this ship could be the Chief Medical Officer. Sykk was a great surgeon, but couldn’t diagnose. Angela knew more about alien biology than probably any human researcher, but she didn’t have the generalized training required to treat so many different kinds of patients.

  


  
    “He’s going to decommission you any day now,” Sykk warned, switching the monitor back to a crime procedural.


    “If he does, we’ll see how long that lasts before the rest of the command crew yell at him. I fixed Patil’s ankle in ten minutes.”


    “That’s only because you know how to use the tissue rebuilders,” Sykk added.


    “And I’m the only one who knows how to use them. If they aren’t calibrated correctly, they make you grow tumors. Abdel won’t risk it.”


    Sykk flicked his ears, looking uncertain before he continued. “Why don’t you want to be considered a military officer?” he asked. For Cooper, that was an easy answer.


    “I’ve seen what it does with my brother, and my dad. He went bald early, and is constantly frustrated that he is overridden by people light-years away or by a regulation that could destroy his career if he disobeys it. I care more about keeping people alive than the rules, and I’ll be damned if someone else is going to control how medicine is distributed.”


    “The ISP has medical rules,” the Qinan countered, rolling over on the bed to lay his head in Cooper’s lap.


    “They amount to ‘do your best for the patient, keep records, and don’t distribute dangerous medications unless you have to.’ There’s one other that basically reads, ‘if a patient is stupid and disobeys you, it isn’t your fault.’ I can agree to those, because those make sense. The military rules are ridiculous. I feel they were all written by a committee who’s never had to deal with limited resources or cramped spaces.”


    “We have a lot more space than our last set of offices.” Cooper absentmindedly stroked Sykk’s ears. He made a sound similar to purring, but lower-pitched.


    “And back on Earth we’d have an entire hospital building, where someone can just go down a few floors if a piece of equipment is malfunctioning, or call in help if we need it. We have three senior staff, and a dozen assistants and researchers. That’s it.”

  


  
    “We’re doing well,” Sykk mumbled, stretching out. For once, no one was demanding their attention. This would definitely only last a few more minutes, if tradition had anything to say about it.


    “We are, but I am not looking forward to our first outbreak,” Cooper said. “Some dumbass is going to ignore decontamination regulations, and then we’ll be up to our eyeballs in muck.”


    “Then Abdel will lock them up,” Sykk whispered. He looked about ready to fall asleep.


    “Do we even have a jail on this ship?” Cooper asked.


    “It’s right next to the body freezer. All between engineering and the gyms.”


    “How do you know that?” Sure, Cooper had looked over the schematics of the ship, but not into details for decks he’d never visit.


    “I figured we’d be sent there some day. Someone’s going to get into a knife fight at some point.”


    “We aren’t in the city anymore,” Cooper countered.


    “But we do have a bar, and alcohol makes a lot of people dumb.”


    Their comm buzzed, so Sykk rolled off the bed and pressed the button. For some reason, the alien didn’t like using the vocal commands. They both had odd things they needed to deal with on the ship; Cooper preferred keyboards with actual buttons, but almost every typing surface on this ship was a flat touchscreen.


    “This is Dr. Wikian,” Sykk said.


    “We need Barnes on the diplomatic deck,” Patil said through the comm. “We have a…situation.”


    “Is this a medical situation or a meeting?” Cooper asked, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice. This was his first personal time in days.

  


  
    “Montero V contacted us as we approached the planet. They require our assistance in a…matter,” Patil said.


    “Be more specific or I’m not coming up,” the doctor said. Angie was on call right now. She could deal with a new life form.


    “One of their ships is helpless in orbit, and they can’t repair it. They need your help,” Patil said.


    “It’s a ship. Call Koy.” There was a much longer pause than before.


    “It is…a living ship, apparently.”


    “I’ll be there immediately” Cooper said, and motioned for Sykk to cut off the comm.


    Cooper got straight up and reached for his uniform. A completely organic ship? Different countries had been experimenting with the technology for decades, to little success. He could be one of the first humans to board such a vessel. Did Qinan have the technology? They definitely hadn’t shared it.


    “I think my jacket is under the bed,” Sykk grumbled, rolling off the bed to check.


    “Does any government on Qina use organic ships?” Cooper asked as he buttoned up his coat.


    “A couple use organic computers, but they’re just for the local system and colonies. It’s not something I’m familiar with.” Sykk had found his jacket pinned under a chair leg and was tugging out a sleeve.


    “I guess we’ll both learn something today,” Cooper commented as they both exited their quarters.
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    Luckily, Patil was able to finish the actual diplomatic end of things, so Cooper, Sykk, and Angie could all focus on this new obstacle. Cooper figured all three of them were needed, and the crew of the Frontier could wait an hour or two for the doctor to return. Besides, the secondary staff all knew how to set bones, and which sprays to use on burns or cuts. They could manage if it meant he and his colleagues really got to see something new.

  


  
    It might be because of all the lulls in action on this trip, but he was really looking forward to seeing the organic ship. Here, there might be chaos once a week, but on Earth, there had been chaos every hour. He liked those adrenaline highs; those times made him feel needed, and important. He knew, factually, that he was a member of the command staff, but Patil met new alien cultures most days, and Koy probably stopped the engines from exploding every twenty minutes. Fixing a clumsy ensign’s dislocated shoulder just didn’t give him the natural buzz he had been expecting from this assignment.


    “What did they send over?” Cooper asked Angie. He really hated being in the shuttles. Reading on top of being in zero-gravity might just make him vomit.


    “Just basics on the ship and atmosphere. We’ll dock, and organic tethers will hold us in—they noted that for us so we didn’t think it was odd. The ship’s basically one big cyborg—artificial gravity, some modifications to different sections of the ship, but almost everything else is organic.”


    “Atmosphere?” he asked.


    “Somewhat similar atmosphere to Earth with the same pressure. They mentioned nitrous oxide in their summary, which is nice. I mean, it’s not toxic in these levels, but if we just wear masks, we’ll be fine.”


    “Good, good. Any pictures of the actual aliens?”


    “They look like those things your brother had in his yard,” Sykk chimed in.


    “What? At the ranch?” He remembered the cactuses and lizards, but most of that trip and had been them complaining about the one-hundred-degree heat. For some ungodly reason, his brother liked living where there was no winter, only pain.


    “The little lumbering things your brother said had leprosy.”


    “Oh. Armadillos.” Well, that would definitely be different than anything else they’d seen out here.

  


  
    “Apparently they aren’t bipedal, so expect to crouch,” Angie added. Cooper got a sudden image of crawling through ducts and banging his forehead on doorframes in his head, but he pushed it aside. Now wasn’t the time to giggle.


    As their shuttle maneuvered around an orbiting asteroid, the alien ship came into view. Their engineers must have figured their art should imitate life, since ‘armadillo-shaped’ was definitely how Cooper might describe the ship. The ship was the shape of a football, with large, layered plates. Since he’d been told it was organic, he bet it was some form of bone or chitin. Whoever designed these ships did have a taste for splendor, since the sunlight gleamed off the multicolored hull, making it dazzle like the inside of an oyster. Cooper watched as one of the plates sunk inward and retracted, revealing an opening that definitely looked like a docking bay, even if the walls were colored like the outer hull. Their pilot led them in, and set the ship down. He didn’t really know why, but he had expected the ship to respond somehow.


    “Masks on,” Angie said, and all four of them donned simple masks over their noses and mouths. They wouldn’t do much, but it would stop them from getting giddy in the next few hours.


    The doors opened, and Cooper stepped out first. It might be normal for a diplomat to lead the introductions, but the ship’s captain had been very specific—only the doctors and their transport would be allowed on board. Patil would be meeting with government officials any minute now, down on the planet’s surface.


    “Welcome, Doctor Barnes,” said a voice in his ear. Well, the translator worked, since this language had already been in the database thanks to the Qinans.


    The Monterans reminded him of iridescent armadillos. Beautiful colors glittered all over their shells, even in the low light of the re-pressurized docking bay. They might be quadrupeds, but Cooper could almost lock eyes with the one in front of him – each of the half-dozen aliens was the size of a pony. The one directly in front of him spoke into a headset, high-pitched chitters translating into English.

  


  
    “We understand you are the head physician on the Frontier,” the Monteran said. “I am the Chief Biologist, Chizik…” Cooper remembered names didn’t necessarily translate. “And these are my two trainees.” That might have meant closer to ‘assistant,’ but he couldn’t be sure. He wished the aliens would have allowed Faer on their ship. If these translation bugs continued, it might cause issues.


    “What seems to be the problem?” He might as well treat this like any other medical exam, even if the patient was hundreds of times larger than those he normally dealt with. Besides, Angie should be able to cope much easier than him. This was her specialty, after all.


    “The ship’s stabilizing engines are malfunctioning, and our orbit has decayed over the last few days. We have evacuated everyone else from the vessel until the problem can be rectified.”


    “You’re normally in charge of the organic maintenance?” Sykk asked as they moved out of the docking bay and into a wide hallway with a low ceiling. The walls here also remained colorful, though judging by the fact that certain square sections were shaded differently, he guessed those were the access panels. The corridors were wide enough for two Monterans to walk side by side, so Cooper, Sykk, and Angie didn’t need to worry about space.


    “Yes,” Chizik said. The entire corridor also contracted and expanding ever so slightly every few seconds. A creature that lived in a vacuum shouldn’t be breathing. Was that just its way of dealing with the difference in temperature out here? Sykk had said the Frontier needed to regulate its temperature constantly; the external temperature could vary wildly from hundreds of degrees below zero to boiling.


    “Are there any anomalies in intake or output?” Angie asked. Cooper appreciated her changing the question from ‘have you eaten anything strange lately’ or ‘are you constipated.’ These might help them determine the problem. What other questions would they need to translate to fit a ship? This was entirely new territory for all of them, so Cooper started to go down his normal barrage of questions and tried to think of which might apply to a spaceship.

  


  
    “The ship is closer to a plant than a mushroom,” Chizik explained. Cooper wondered if the translator had meant ‘fungus,’ but didn’t want to call Kirano and ask at the moment. Sure, those words might be similar, but it was like confusing ‘plant’ and ‘fruit.’ It might also be a lexical gap, but he didn’t want to worry about that right now.


    “So, the ship is solar powered, and has atmospheric emissions?” Angie continued. “Do you have average life signs, or the logs from before the anomalies started?”


    “Both,” one of the trainees said. “Where would you like to start?”


    “Let’s go to the bridge,” Cooper said, “then we should be able to diagnose.”


    “Bridge?” the trainee asked. It must be another translation bug.



    “Central command? Nerve Center?”


    “Ah, of course. This way.”


    They continued down the hallways toward the relative center of the ship. To the doctor’s surprise, they never took an elevator, but rather the paths inclined up or down to accommodate their trajectory. He glanced down side paths, curious how a living ship might form some of the more unnecessary ship rooms, like a galley or living quarters. Did they just shape the chitin plates to match what they needed? Was it a form of cosmetic surgery? Would that be considered cruel? How sentient was this ship, anyway?


    Eventually, they made it to a large open room, full of low-placed consoles. A vein led from each screen to a central armored hub, which the doctor figured hid either the organic brain or the device that integrated the organic and inorganic halves of the ship. One of the other Monterans was up on its hind legs, setting up a higher console for their crew. The station even had three different monitors. Two showed ship schematics, while the third showed Koy’s irritated face.

  


  
    “I would just like to mention I have my own ship to maintain,” he grumbled, though he kept a smile on his lips. Cooper noticed he wasn’t wearing a translation earpiece.


    “I figured it would be best to have an actual engineer on this as well,” Angie said. “Abdel approved it. We’ve only got him for half an hour, though.”


    “Then let’s get started,” Cooper said as he started to get acquainted with the station’s interface.


    Once he was able to wrap his head around the idea that the ship’s cooling and heating systems resembled a body’s normal temperature regulation, he noticed irregularities. Angie kept her attention on the completely alien systems, like the bladder that helped keep the ship from contracting. Apparently the chitin plates on the outside hull had spread apart far outside regular parameters, and the whole body was flooded with what the Monterans said were various hormones.



    “The ship looks like it’s expanding its hull, creating extra space between these two organs,” Angie said. Koy nodded, and sent over a scan.


    “Is this a normal process? It’s almost like the ship thinks it needs another cargo hold for the Monterans.”


    “It shouldn’t be able to respond that way,” Chizik said behind them. “It’s not sentient, just organic.”


    “How long has this ship been operational?” Sykk asked.


    “It’s one of our oldest,” one of the trainees answered. “Let me check a translated measurement…” He pressed a claw to one of the lower panels. “Over twenty-five Earth years, or twenty Qina years.”


    “If I didn’t know any better,” Cooper muttered, “I’d say she was pregnant.” Both Sykk and Angie looked at him. He scowled.

  


  
    “What?” he exclaimed. “It’s not a stupid guess. The ship is alive, and that means it should be able to reproduce. Even bacteria can do that.”


    “That…didn’t occur to me to check,” Angie whispered. “Let me run a foreign body analysis, excluding all of us.” She pressed the screen a few times, then motioned for the both of them to look at her monitor.


    “…Huh.” Both Sykk and Cooper leaned over her shoulders.


    “Huh. I’ll be damned,” Sykk said.


    “How long does it take to grow these ships?” Cooper asked, looking back at the Monterans. Koy rolled his eyes and disconnected.


    “Almost a decade before they are strong enough to survive the vacuum,” Chizik said. Angie’s screen now showed a bulge against the side of the empty internal space, about the size of their shuttlecraft.


    “I think your ships may have figured out a way to speed that up,” Angie contributed before she switched the displays of all the monitors to match her image.


    “When was the last time another one of these organic ships docked here?” she asked. He supposed if they didn’t use asexual reproduction that meant the ships should need to come together.


    “About sixty days ago,” Chizik said after checking a log. “Do you think they have…reproduced? We did not think that would be possible.”


    “At this rate of growth, using that number…” Cooper pulled out his personal datapad and crunched some numbers. He could leave math to a machine to figure out that sort of thing. “…the offspring will fill that gap in barely a few months. I think congratulations are in order.”


    “I…I…” the translator garbled, and Cooper waited. “I need to contact my government. I thank you. Please return to your shuttle.”


    Cooper felt immensely pleased with himself. He might not be an alien expert or a gynecologist, but every doctor needed the basics. Maybe it was because of the pregnant crewmember he’d treated for morning sickness yesterday that made the idea stick in the forefront of his mind, but helping this new species with a medical emergency might just help build relations with Earth. Wasn’t that what this was all about? Fostering intergalactic peace, contributing to medical and scientific advancement, and meeting new people?

  


  
    



    They strapped into the shuttle, and the pilot eased them out into open space. Cooper decided to spend the quiet minutes trying to guess what repercussions this might have for Montero V. Surely, this would mean a larger fleet for the planet, but if they could become allies, it definitely meant more medical knowledge for Earth. There had been fewer viruses and bacteria than he’d expected on this trip, but more interactions with strange disorders and alien races. Before stepping onto the Frontier, he’d really figured all alien interactions would fall to Angie, and he could focus on the human crew. What should he really have expected, as head of the medical unit?



    There were only so many clumsy people; after all, sprained ankles and dislocated shoulders could only fill so much of his time. He might be an expert on communicable disease, but unless someone screwed up decontamination, what would he be doing all day? Some alien races seemed to want a doctor over a diplomat, and most likely that was cultural or just some unwritten rule humanity wasn’t aware of yet. In his mind, doctors didn’t lie to their patients, and they couldn’t hide anything from them, whereas a diplomat needed to know what could and could not be said in public. Maybe that was why he’d gone to the last few planets. Maybe he’d end up going down to a lot more because of that.


    Where would the ISP be right now if they had just built all science vessels? The Okami’s captain was a Nobel Prize winner, and they’d had more successful interactions with alien races than almost all the other ships combined. He also didn’t like the idea of the Athena, and he sincerely hoped his brother wouldn’t fire first on a perceived alien threat. So many planets out here respected scientific advancement, and would let him or Larson go where Patil or Abdel could not.

  


  
    They docked with the Frontier, and before they could even unstrap, Cooper’s earpiece clicked on.


    “Barnes, I want you in the situation room. Right now,” the captain said, and then his comm turned off almost as quickly. Abdel must be mad about something. What had he done, other than give a potential ally a new scientific breakthrough? That wasn’t something to be yelled at about. Sykk flicked an ear as they stepped into the airlock. Cooper remembered how good the Qinan’s hearing was. He’d explain to Angie why Cooper got off the lift on a different floor.


    



    The situation room looked like every other meeting room on the ship, with the added bonus of possessing a large sculpture of the ship in the center of the rectangular table. Screens covered two walls, and plates of half-finished meals sat in front of a few chairs. He’d figured the captain and the bridge crew rarely made it to the mess hall, and here sat proof. Captain Abdel and Patil stood next to the far wall, both with their attention on one of the monitors. It showed the Monteran’s ship.


    “When did you become a diplomat?” Abdel asked as the door shut behind Cooper. He stiffened. Something strange must have happened on their way back to the ship.


    “I am not,” Cooper started. “That’s Patil’s job.”


    “And yet, somehow,” the captain continued, “I have a government, who, in the middle of our formal introductions, receives a message from that stranded ship. Apparently, you and your doctors managed to figure out what had damaged the spacecraft, and how to fix the entire problem before I learned the Chancellor’s name.”


    “The ship wasn’t damaged,” Cooper explained. “It was pregnant.” Patil didn’t seem affected by this news, but the captain stiffened.

  


  
    “It’s a spaceship.”


    “It’s still alive, though apparently this is the first time it had happened,” the doctor answered. “As I understand, they need to run tests and all that.”


    “That doesn’t change the fact…”


    “That’s why we needed to call you up here,” Patil interjected. To her credit, she didn’t even look irritated. “The Chancellor won’t deal with the captain or myself directly. They only want to speak to one of your team. Apparently they plan to form a treaty with the ISP immediately, and prepare the vessel you diagnosed to visit Earth.”


    “That’s awfully fast,” Cooper conceded, but the captain folded his arms. Apparently that wasn’t the correct thing to say.


    “Your discovery could give them a hundred ships in the next year. They could outpace Qina’s Peacekeeping Force in five. They don’t need the resources or manufacturing that we do to produce ships anymore.”


    “I guess it’s a good thing they like us then,” Cooper muttered, and though a vein in the captain’s forehead started to pulse, Patil took a step forward.


    “What’s important is that so far, the first two civilizations we’ve met out here, we’ve been able to open diplomatic relations. Both also had medical problems that they needed outside assistance on, but with the medical exchange, we’ll be able to keep new doctors moving back and forth between the planets. We’re out here instead of probes and robotics because we want to meet these planets and these people personally.” She glared at both of them. “So calm down, stop being sarcastic, and focus on the fact that we can be friends with these planets instead of enemies.”


    Cooper wondered now why Captain Abdel had been so worried, but then it came to him. Earth had never engaged in an off-planet war. Sure, the ISP did drills and the planet had panicked about and prepared for it since the Qinans had landed, but no alien race had invaded anything owned by humans, and even the ISP ships, now light-years apart, rarely had needed to use their weapons on a hostile force. When the introductions had been cut off, Abdel must have assumed Cooper had managed to offend their hosts, or damage their ship further. The good news didn’t change the panic that must have risen in him.

  


  
    Would Earth, or really any other human base relying on the same ships, even have a prayer in a war against a technologically superior foe? Judging by Earth’s history on the matter, he wouldn’t put money on any of humanity’s resources. Many people had the chance to see Qinan ships, but very few understood just how more advanced the ships were. Cooper only understood because of traveling to Qina, and speaking with Sykk’s sisters. Even the first aliens to land on Earth, the first aliens they’d ever encountered could completely eradicate them without even taxing their fleets. From the Qinan’s own records, Cooper knew they weren’t even considered a power. Out here, humanity was a teenager with a rock trying to fight a tank, and the tank might not have qualms firing back at them.


    “I’ll go to the surface, of course,” Cooper finally said, locking his hands behind his back. “Patil, I think we should run down customs and translations errors. I don’t want to cause an incident, especially if there is already goodwill.”


    The captain turned back around, changing the display to internal systems, and Cooper understood the meeting was over. Both he and Patil walked out of the room, then into the elevator, and her fingers danced over her datapad.


    “I sent you an e-mail with basic cultural expectations and taboos. Read it tonight, and be ready at ten for the shuttle down. It will be dusk on Montero V.” Cooper liked when she was all business. He relied on her to understand all of these nuances and make sure he didn’t violate any taboos.


    “I’ll need to check pathogen screening and see if the original surface team brought up anything,” Cooper said.

  


  
    “Leave that to Sykk or Angela. I sent you over one hundred pages. You should drink some coffee and get to it.” Treating it like a diagnosis, the doctor decided to not to argue.


    He returned to his quarters and tried to focus on these notes. He completely understood the need to mimic social nuance and custom. Just like the wrong gesture could be incredibly offensive in every culture, there was a massive list of things to avoid. He liked how Angie organized her diplomatic notes: she created lists of dos and don’ts, then explained why each should be emphasized or avoided. Most of the cultural details deflected off his brain, but he knew she’d ask him about some of this stuff. He might not necessarily need to know what each formal outfit meant, but if she expected her assistants to learn all of this for every planet they visited, he could try to do it for just this one. Besides, if they landed on Qina, he could serve as something of an expert.


    As he swiped to the next page, he wondered what Patil might do if the ISP continued on the track toward militarization. Would she find herself out a job as well? Probably not, he told himself. Despite the United Nations’ existence, most countries still maintained embassies or consulates in every other country. There weren’t that many terrible countries left, but that was partially due to a few wars in the last couple of decades and a handful of well-executed assassinations. Patil could find a job convincing some country to continue to trade with some other country.


    Hell, probably every member of this crew would have a long list of job offers after this mission. He swiped to another page and debated what he might do. Could he just retire on Qina? Maybe he’d write a memoir. Every retired president and long-sitting senator seemed to do that, though he didn’t think he had the talent. Did they hire ghostwriters? Maybe he should look into it. He could choose a title like “The Last Germfighter,” or “A Thousand Years of Disease,” though he didn’t know if he would get to pick the title.

  


  
    He’d swiped through four more pages before he realized he wasn’t picking up on cultural differences of the Monterans he was going to meet tomorrow. He pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to concentrate. The future would come in the future. Right now, he needed to make sure not to anger anyone tomorrow. What would happen if he screwed this up? He needed coffee.


    When Cooper walked through the mess hall, he tried to push his worries about the future into the back of his mind, but they kept resurfacing. Every person here would have a career after this. Everyone here still mattered in the grand scheme of things, even when they returned to Earth. Sure, they all might be praised as brave explorers, but the engineers would always be needed to keep the engines running. The security personnel would always be needed to keep stupid people in line. Hell, even the logistics officers would always be needed, because no matter what, everyone needed somebody to help them organize.


    He took a seat with his coffee and tried to visualize what everyone around him might do after this mission. Martin, one of the pilots, might finish his commission with the military and just live off his retirement, probably fishing. Most of the wrecked environment in the United States had been fixed, so it shouldn’t be that difficult to find a nice spot. Sera, a soil specialist, might become a much sought-after guest speaker, or choose a comfortable job at a university. She was currently pregnant, so maybe she’d take her pay and settle down somewhere. Maybe she’d be that professor and have a househusband. She caught him looking at her and smiled. He smiled back, even if the worry might be betrayed on his face.


    Right now, he probably felt more alone than at any other time since agreeing to this mission. He returned his coffee mug. Sleep might alleviate some of this concern, but he doubted it. Even amongst the medical bay, he was the only member of the senior staff who didn’t have a future. Angie would be desired by professionals for the rest of her life as she acquired more and more knowledge of extraterrestrial life. Even if the ISP went to hell, they’d at least try to recruit her to design biological weapons. She might not take it, but at least she would have a job offer.

  


  
    Once he made it back to his room, Sykk was already in bed, and Cooper did his best not to disturb him. He shut the door between the bathroom and the main room, stripped, and stepped into the shower. Cooper felt something was lost by not having to fiddle with the temperature; the shower’s programming had just registered it was Cooper Barnes who’d stepped into the space, and adjusted before the water even started to pour down. It took longer than usual to untie his hair, but when he managed it, he just stood under the water for a few minutes and let the pressurized jets beat down on his scalp. Just standing here, where not even the captain could contact him let him relax for just a few minutes.


    The doctor heard the bathroom door open, and rolled his eyes when the shower door automatically went opaque. Sykk opened the door, and silently stepped in with him. He might feel alone, but it was sometimes difficult to remember he wasn’t actually alone. Sykk definitely wouldn’t have to face the same career crisis as him, but the alien would still help where he could.


    Sykk silently wrapped his arms around Cooper’s shoulders. Sometimes, he wondered if Sykk comforted him the same way he might comfort another Qinan. It wasn’t like he had that much direct cultural experience. Was Sykk just doing the best he could? In truth, they all just did the best they could. If it wasn’t for the mild roar of the shower, he knew he could have heard Sykk making his odd purring-like sound.


    “It’s going to take forever to dry out your fur,” Cooper mumbled. He wasn’t sure the Qinan had heard him until he licked his ear; even in the warm shower it made him jump.


    “You only stay in the shower more than a minute of two if you don’t feel good,” Sykk said. Cooper had never noticed that pattern in his own behavior.

  


  
    “I’m just thinking about what I’ll do after this mission,” the doctor said. Sykk reached behind him and turned off the water, and then turned the dryers on low so they could still hear each other over them.


    “You could do this for a long time,” Sykk said. When he wagged his wet tail, it looked more like a whip than an appendage. “Don’t worry about it right now. It’s still a long way away.”


    “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t think about it,” Cooper countered, but then Sykk placed a finger over his lips.


    “Even if you never work again after this, you’ll be fine. We have a joint bank account, remember? Did you even look at your benefits package?” Sykk asked.


    “I read the salary,” Cooper said. It had been a little higher than he expected, but not out of the ordinary for someone in his field.


    “That wasn’t a yearly salary. That was monthly.”


    “Oh.” Well, maybe he could write a memoir after all. By the sound of it, he could pay someone to write a memoir about him. He wasn’t sure if he could still count that as a ‘memoir,’ but he bet whoever wrote it would know.


    They finished drying off, and then Sykk led him back to the bed. They curled up together, with Sykk’s back against the wall and Cooper in his arms. They might be about the same size, but the extra fluff created by Sykk’s fur certainly made him look larger and feel softer. Almost immediately Sykk’s warm breath exhaled evenly across the back of his neck. He envied the Qinan for his ability to fall asleep so easily. Money might not be an issue, but he still worried about the future. Truly, though, he could worry more about the future tomorrow. When he looked over at the small clock below the main monitor, he noted the time. Well, he could worry about the future in about five hours.
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    Cooper woke up with a headache, but a few pills took care of that. He showered before Sykk, used the built-in dryers, and then found a uniform that was still pressed. He tried to remember if he needed anything else besides his datapad, translation comm, and the sense to hold his tongue, but figured Patil would meet him at the airlock to make sure he was appropriately dressed to meet a new civilization. This was one the Qinans already had diplomatic ties with, but he might as well be Columbus or Cook without the assumption everyone new was ignorant. There were advantages to the present, after all.


    Patil greeted him at the airlock to look him over, while Sykk gave him a quick immune booster injection. According to his notes from last night, he couldn’t cover his face in any way, since it was considered rude. He also needed to stay close to the Monteran diplomats, because it was considered rude to stay at a distance more comfortable with humans.


    He understood the concept there, since Sykk and Faer both stood closer than might be considered normal. He’d been to casual dinners and get-togethers on Qina, and it was normal for acquaintances to press close to one another on a couch, brush out each other’s fur, or touch more frequently than he was normally comfortable with. He was sure there were cultures on Earth that were less taboo about the subject, but he’d grown up in Scotland and then moved to the United States. There were barriers around adults that didn’t get broken down without being incredibly close to someone.


    He stepped into the shuttle with just the pilot and Patil. Sykk needed to take out someone’s appendix this morning, so he couldn’t come along, and Angie needed to run the medical bay with him off-ship. Now Cooper needed to focus on not making an entire government angry at him, and he hoped he didn’t anger Patil either. He’d made it through most of her dossier on the new planet, and had planned to go through the Qinan’s database and see if there was anything else he needed to know. It was too late now, though. If Earth needed him to function as diplomat, he guessed he’d just need to function as diplomat. They shuddered into the atmosphere, and Cooper decided to take this chance to peek at the surface.

  


  
    Unlike Cerys II, with the beautiful glass and metal skyscrapers, the architects of Montero V had preferred to move with the land, rather than construct buildings that towered hundreds of feet above the surface. He could see a canyon with small windows sparkling along the sides, and large grass-covered mounds that he’d thought were natural hills before he noticed Monterans bustling in and out of them. It reminded him of the hobbit houses at the theme park in New Zealand blown up to office building scale. He needed to bring Sykk to see them next time they were on Earth. Sykk liked those movies.


    As they dropped lower into the atmosphere, a large compound came into view. The public works were easy to spot; dozens of Monterans drank from a wide fountain. From above, the stones formed an intricate geometric pattern, with all the main lines leading to a central building. It was so far the only construction Cooper had seen completely disconnected from the grass and soil. More than anything, it looked like an eagle using its wings to shield groups of Monterans from the sun.


    They set down on a landing pad outside of the giant birdlike building, and he liked the circle of obelisks that surrounded the landing pad. Each displayed a different image carved into it, and from Patil’s notes he knew each represented a country interested in peace. An analogue to the United Nations did put Cooper at ease, since he figured that definitely cut down the odds of him having to operate on a crazy dictator or save the life of someone while a gun was pointed at him. Patil motioned for him to exit the ship first, and he pulled in a deep breath and obeyed. No time like the present to foster interplanetary peace.

  


  
    Hundreds of Monterans stood behind stone barriers a dozen yards away, many holding up large, circular devices. He figured they were cameras. Was their arrival that big of a deal? Since Qina had already visited, this wasn’t their first interaction with aliens. Did his discovery of a pregnant spaceship really mean that much? Maybe some of his worries and questions would be answered soon. A half-dozen Monterans waddled forward, one wearing a black, dull helmet. He remembered what it represented.


    “We welcome you to Barinchik, Cooper Barnes of the Frontier,” the translator said in his ear. A disadvantage of standing this close was the chitters cut into the translated voice, so he needed to concentrate to understand.


    “I accept your welcome, Chancellor,” Cooper responded. “I hope ties of diplomacy will blossom.” He hoped for a moment that translated well, and when the Chancellor continued, he figured it had.


    “Please, come into the Lyceum, so we may discuss our coming visit to your empire.”


    He wondered if that last word was a translation error or what the Monterans honestly thought of humanity’s expansive colonies, but he decided not to question it right now. If he wanted to be cynical about it an outside force that looked at all the planets and moon Earth had colonized in the last few decades might assume they’d committed genocide to do it. Patil followed at his side, glancing calmly between the masses of aliens on either side of them.


    “Anything important I should do now?” he whispered.


    “Don’t smile. Baring teeth is considered rude,” she whispered back.


    “I did read the notes, you know,” he muttered.


    “Just keeping tabs,” she said with the tone of a schoolteacher chiding a student. Well, when it came to diplomacy, that’s what he should consider himself.

  


  
    They continued into the building, and Cooper resisted whistling in case that turned out to be some kind of curse. The interior of the building reminded him of the Vatican. Great murals spread across the ceiling. Some showed divine images, others of Monterans embracing, and some of Monterans carving the obelisks outside. A large section showed a Qinan knelt down to speak with a Monteran. He didn’t remember how long it had been since Qina’s first interaction with the planet, but it must have been important enough to warrant space on the ceiling.


    “Hello, Cooper,” someone said to his left, in perfect English. Cooper jumped and twisted around, then smiled despite his nervousness.


    “Sykanda!” He hugged Sykk’s sister. They’d met on Qina, and he’d been under the impression she still worked in Rikindi. She looked almost exactly like her brother, except her eyes were a brilliant ruby. Were Sykk’s other siblings here?


    “When did you transfer to this planet?” he asked, even after he heard a discouraging noise from Patil. He knew his actions held up the procession, but this was also important.


    “I’m the ambassador here now. Did the Qinan government not update Sykk? He should have been told. Is he in your landing party?” Sykanda asked.


    “He’s working on the ship,” Cooper explained. “I’m sure he’ll be sorry to not be able to catch up with you.”


    “You get back to your meeting. We can talk after,” she chided, though wagging her tail. “I’ll send a message to your captain and visit the ship as soon as possible.” She brushed his arm before Cooper turned away to step back into pace with Patil. He wondered what she wanted to talk about, other than simply catching up. They could do that over e-mail.


    They strode to the center of a clear, tiled floor. Most of the room remained empty of podiums, desks, or anything else he might recognize, and he noticed the pattern of the colored tiles created spaces the Monterans shuffled toward. Each already knew where to sit, and Sykanda sat down in the only chair, behind the only desk. He wondered why they hadn’t thought of that for him and Patil, but then he realized—they hadn’t thought to ask. Oh well. He could stand for whatever needed to be discussed, since he was used to being on his feet all day after the last hospital. Once every Monteran found their square, a sound like an immensely loud bicycle horn echoed through the room. Cooper resisted the urge to wince.

  


  
    “Our first order of business is to thank you for saving one of our most important spacefaring vessels, and bringing us the scientific discovery of the decade,” the Chancellor began. Cooper was surprised how accurate the translator had become; Faer must have spent all night calibrating and working out bugs. “This, we hope, will open up diplomatic relations with Earth and its colonies.”


    Sharp clicks erupted all around him, and the doctor observed most of the amassed Monterans clicking their nails against the floor. He hoped that was the equivalent of polite clapping and not a call to war.


    “We begin by offering to you the first of this new line of spacecraft, as a proof of our goodwill.”


    “Wait. What?” Cooper blinked. The translator must have failed.


    “The pregnancy you discovered. We have agreed to grant the ship to you, as you are the one who led us to discover this is possible,” the Chancellor said.


    The doctor just stared. What the hell would he do with a living ship? He was a doctor, not an engineer, and his discovery had only been a lucky guess. Did they expect him to captain it, or to serve as a liaison between the planets? Did they think if they gave him a spacecraft that he had no idea how to treat was some sort of majestic gift worthy of such a political alliance? He pictured being Koy, always stressed, always double-checking, and something near-catastrophic going wrong almost every day. Koy was going bald. He didn’t want to go bald.

  


  
    “Nod and accept it,” Patil said out of the side of her mouth. Right. Cooper needed to pay attention to their very important meeting, rather than remain in his own mind and worries.


    “I…” he paused, not sure at all how to respond. He didn’t want to accept it. It was a spaceship he would need to care for. He didn’t even like children. How could he care for an infant that size? Would it even be considered an infant? This was too much.


    “Doctor Cooper Barnes of course accepts and appreciates this wonderful gift,” Patil answered for him. “He is stunned by your generosity.”


    The Chancellor nodded, and Cooper dully heard more clicks. A spaceship. Of his own. A ship he could name, and command, and care for. What had his life become? What ever happened to tracking infectious diseases, or diagnosing illnesses? Just last night he’d been worried about his future, and now it looked like a generous alien government had decided his future for him. So much for writing a memoir.


    “Of course, according to your findings, the other doctors’ findings, and our own experts, it will not be hatched for nearly a year,” the Chancellor continued. The back of Cooper’s mind filed away the fact that Monterans laid eggs, in case that little piece of knowledge became useful at a later date. The translator should not have confused ‘hatched’ with ‘given birth,’ anyway. “By that time, I hope treaties are already in full effect with Earth, and we become mutually beneficial allies.


    Now, on to matters of our sovereign space…” the Chancellor continued, but despite his promises, Cooper really stopped listening. He tried to imagine what would happen in a year. Could he worm his way out of this by then? Should he just resign himself to this new life, instead of continuing to be unsure about his future? It couldn’t be that different, the more sensible part of his mind told him. He’d probably have a whole team of xenobiologists at his disposal, and Sykk would probably enjoy having a completely different command structure. He knew Qinan ships weren’t as departmental; would he have that kind of power over this new alien gift? If he did, he’d make sure the new ship did not become part of the ISP. Bureaucracy should never get in the way of scientific advancement, or of curing the sick. If this ship helped him cure even a single disease, then international government be damned.

  


  
    He could travel between planets that needed him, the excited, less cynical explorer in him said. The United Nations couldn’t decide who needed his expertise most, or where the ship went. Could he do that? He knew the United Nations controlled the ISP, but he also knew there were independent spacecraft. How long was his commission on this ship? He was sure, if needed, he could just resign. No one could stop him from leaving.


    No. He’d agreed to be the doctor on this ship, and he would do so as long as he was needed. The people on the Frontier needed someone for the little things, even if that meant he had to set aside other needs or other wonderful ideas. Sykk was needed, since no one else on the ships had the expansive surgical knowledge he did. None of the nurses or assistants could even repair a hernia. Abdel must have scoured the country for applicants. Surely all the world’s available experts were on these vessels. By the amount he was being paid, he bet many doctors did have a price to leave their homes and families behind.


    However, it would be a year before he needed to make any concrete decision. Abdel would probably ask him to make it tonight, but he needed to dodge the question. He honestly didn’t know what he wanted to do, and Sykk’s input mattered as much as his own reservations. Wherever he went, he wanted the Qinan beside him. They’d been together for nearly a decade, and had gone through multiple job transfers during the wave of new medical advancements after the Qinans had landed. He should treat this new alien ship just like any other job offer, and that meant talking it over with Sykk.

  


  
    After shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he listened to Patil continue to steer the negotiations and minutiae of interplanetary diplomacy. The doctor bet he would need to step back in, since they’d requested him specifically, but he took another thirty seconds to reorient himself to the conversation. Even though they’d already presented their gift, he didn’t want to destroy any goodwill Patil had built up while he’d been worrying.


    “Though I understand this planet controls its extraterrestrial outposts, Earth does not have jurisdiction over the lunar or Martian colonies,” Cooper jumped in with. The Chancellor bobbed his head.


    “When did they rebel?” he asked. That was a fair question, but one he hadn’t expected. Almost every New World country he could think of had rebelled against a European power. Apparently losing grip on far-away settlers was a universal concept.


    “They did not. When each colony was founded, they were given autonomy,” the doctor explained. He thought he heard sighs from several of the closest Monterans. He’d just figured out what they smelled like: buttered popcorn. He decided not to bring it up until he and Patil were safely back on the ship.


    “Then we will need to form treaties with every human government?” one of the other Monterans asked. Now the crowd rumbled with scraping sounds. That must be the discontented noise.


    “No,” Patil answered. “The ISP is the primary space force of the solar system, and each government works through the United Nations. You will only need to negotiate with them. It is similar to this council, but also represents the governments of other planets.”


    “That does make this easier then,” the Chancellor said. “Will there be any other human group we need to form a treaty with?”


    “The only permanent human off-world government that does not answer to the United Nations is the colony on Alpha Centauri Four,” Patil said. Cooper had never been there, and he didn’t remember hearing about that. It must have been that way for a while.

  


  
    “Why is that?” the Chancellor asked. Cooper was happy to hear the scraping calm down. It sounded like nails on glass.


    “When it was originally founded, it was before we had faster-than-light travel. It took the colonists six years to reach the planet. They had to function independently.”


    “That does make sense,” one of the other Monterans conceded. A wave of nods made Cooper hope that meant they agreed. Even on Earth, it could mean the opposite.


    “Then we will send the Kerin to Earth, and open diplomatic relations. Also, we shall send another ship to Alpha Centauri to make sure all human outposts know we are there for peace,” the Chancellor said.


    “Thank you, Chancellor,” Cooper said, and taking a little initiative, knelt down. Patil followed. Hopefully that note was correct. No one had looked angry at the Qinan on the mural.


    “May we always have peace between our worlds,” the Chancellor said, and the chitters became louder than the translation. A chorus of clicking echoed through the room, and now Cooper felt like this evening had gone much better than if he’d just waited in the medical bay for a crisis.


    They broke apart from the rigidity of the formal ceremony, and the representatives began to speak with Patil. Cooper slid between them, homing in on Sykanda. She motioned to an empty chair beside her.


    “Generally I have an assistant, but he is off-world for a few days,” she explained before he sunk into the chair. He didn’t mind being on his feet all day, but he was no longer quite as used to it.


    “What did you want to talk about?” Cooper inquired.


    “One topic we need to discuss before we visit to your ship.” She leaned in closer. Surely it could wait until Sykk was present, if it was personal.

  


  
    “Your captain should be aware of the Monteran history in peacekeeping. I would recommend reading articles in the Qinan database, especially concerning first contact between the Qinans and the Monterans. Is Kirano Faer in your crew, or is he with the Auriga?” Sykanda asked.


    “He’s on ours,” Cooper answered, not sure now where this was going. If it wasn’t safe to trust the Monterans, why had this planet been on the itinerary? Wouldn’t Earth have known better than to send a single ship if they’d been warned? Then again, he bet they had known some risk was involved and were just taking a chance. The ISP might even think the Monterans would react differently to someone other than the Qinans.


    “Talk to him about first contact with this planet. He was there, working as a translator. There’s a reason he wanted to help your government.” She smiled at him, and then peered past him. “One of the delegates wishes to speak with me. I hope to visit the ship by morning.”


    Cooper rose and stepped away, rather than impede her duties any longer. Did he need to do anything else down here, besides keep appearing like he knew what he was doing? They already planned to give him a ship. Didn’t that mean Sykanda’s worries had no place, or was it more a peace offering to hide true intentions? He hated having to worry about this. Medicine was much more straightforward, especially out here, where accidents were more common than anything else. He knew how to fix a broken bone, and it didn’t take talking around the fact that the bone broke to fix it.


    Patil gestured at him to come back over, so he moved back to stand beside the diplomat. He then continued to nod and generally agree with whatever she said. This didn’t take any effort, and diplomacy was her specialty. She handled alien cultures. She handled interdepartmental disputes. He set the arm, and she explained to the two brawling engineers why they needed to calm down. Their partnership could work for however long it needed to. He just needed not to focus of owning an organic ship in the near future. That could wait until he curled up in his quarters, with Sykk and his old friend Jack Daniels. Well, that assumed he could barter a bottle off someone. He bet Faer had a bottle or two somewhere.

  


  
    



    No one greeted them at the airlock, which Cooper found a little odd. Was that normal for first diplomatic relations? Hopefully, Abdel would still want him to visit these planets. Maybe the captain wouldn’t bring up his ‘present’ of the first in a new line of living ships. Maybe an alien race not engaged in any formal peace treaty giving him a ship that could potentially be a weapon of war wouldn’t come up in polite conversation. Then again, maybe butterflies planned to fly out of his ass and power the ship all the way across the universe.


    When he reached the medical bay, Angie was reading the next steps of their galactic itinerary, and Sykk was in isolation, bent over a patient. Something headache-inducing must have happened while he’d been on the planet’s surface.


    “A power conduit shorted out,” Angie said, preempting his question. “Spinal damage to one tech from being knocked back into a support beam, two others burned. The burned patients are already back in their quarters, and Sykk is repairing her spinal column.”


    “I guess the artificial neurons work,” Cooper asserted. “I’ve never used them before.” They’d only been developed a few years ago. He was only surprised the ISP had approved their use on these ships.


    “Sykk has the training,” Angie assured him. “He just has to make sure everything works before he wakes her up.”


    While no one needed him, Cooper slumped down into a chair, picked up Sykk’s abandoned cup of coffee, and wondered how his brother might react to the thought of him as a captain as well. Surely he’d be proud, but also irritated the slightly younger doctor made his way so far up so quickly. He also needed to meet with Faer soon, but right now he wanted just a few minutes of peace. For right now, there were no minor emergencies, no politics, and no one who needed him to be on his best behavior. If someone interrupted his coffee break with something trivial, he could yell at them. He was an officer, after all. Well, as long as Abdel didn’t get too angry at him continuously rejecting his contract and put Angie in charge. She could handle it, though.

  


  
    Would she agree to be the doctor on his new living ship? Crap, he didn’t want to think about that, but it was too late. While she continued to pay attention to her own work, he surreptitiously pulled up her personnel file on his personal datapad. He flipped through her professional accolades—he already knew most of them—and checked her personal details, to see if anyone might stop her from joining a crew on an alien spaceship. Apparently she’d married, which surprised him. Had she mentioned her husband at all? Neither of them talked about their personal lives while on the medical bay, but Cooper hadn’t even known the man existed. He clicked her husband’s name to be brought to his page in the database.


    Oh, so that was why Cooper had never seen him. He was also a xenobiologist, and according to his records, had accepted a matching lucrative job offer on the Okami. Apparently he shared her belief in not letting personal connections interfere with work. She probably spoke to him daily, or as best she could, without ever showing her stress once she crossed the threshold into medical. He really needed to thank her one of these days. He knew he wasn’t that strong. There was a reason Sykk’s acceptance as top surgeon came as one of his requirements to take this position.


    “Let me scrub up, then we can head out,” Sykk called over as he stepped out of isolation. A nurse helped the groggy technician to her feet, and Cooper watched her take a few steps. Good. Those packs of artificial nerves did come in handy.


    Theoretically, they could regrow nearly anything patients damaged with enough time, even entire limbs. One of the machines around here could regress adult stem cells into embryonic ones, allowing them to be altered into just about anything: white or red blood cells, skin, even nerves. However, the device took so damn long manufacturing that it was just easier to spray on artificial skin or sew in a cybernetic implant. Technology improved constantly, and he wondered when someone would get around to designing a device like the food synthesizer for body parts. Some people had ethical quandaries with the idea of growing spare body parts. He did not.

  


  
    He followed Sykk out of medical, ready to explain to him about both his sister’s new placement and her odd warning until Koy fell into step beside them. For some reason, he didn’t feel it was right to speak about such a strange event with the engineer present, even if he knew Koy wasn’t a gossip. It could wait until after they’d eaten, anyway.


    Though the food synthesizers didn’t do specific liquors very well besides just shots of pure grain alcohol, they produced very impressive starches and beef. He typed in a burger and fries, while Sykk preferred some hot onion soup and a porterhouse. Qinans needed more calories on average than humans, but most of the time Sykk made it up by eating candy bars between surgeries. Today, it looked like the surgery had taxed him. Koy picked spaghetti and meatballs.


    “I don’t like most of the pasta sauces that come out of these things,” Sykk commented.


    “It can’t do cream sauces correctly,” Koy answered, lifting his steaming plate from out of the device. Maybe he should ask Koy how the technology worked, since he just placed it under the category of ‘wizardry,’ like internal combustion engines and solar panels. Maybe he should have paid more attention in those core classes during college.


    “The proportions are off?” Sykk asked, probably more interested in this than any other technology on the ship. Cooper could not keep up with his interest in trying every dish humans had to offer, especially the spicier cuisines.

  


  
    “It can’t do much but the simplest dairy right,” the engineer explained. “The synthesizer techs fixed the brie and cheddar recipes, but it’s still stalling on yogurts and anything where milk is mixed with acidic substances.” Cooper shrugged. He didn’t have the same love of cheese most people did, so as long as the machine could still make steaks and pastas, he didn’t really care.


    They found a table near the far wall, hopefully where no one could overhear their conversation. Though he strongly suspected every public space contained cameras for security, he wasn’t sure about microphones. Why would they need to eavesdrop on mess hall talk? The captain could probably just ask someone to tell him whatever new rumors might be flying around the ship.


    “Your sister is on Montero V,” he started with, and after Sykk stopped choking from the surprise, he continued. “She’s going to visit the ship in a few hours. I figured I would warn you.”


    “She’s nice when she’s not at work,” he explained. “I don’t know what she told you on-planet, but we do get along.” Cooper remembered Sykk mentioning they’d all been born at once, rather than spaced out like his siblings. Multiple births were much more common than singles on Qina, but identical siblings were rare. He knew of three sisters, two of which worked as politicians.


    “She brought up Qina’s first contact with Montero V, and said to ask Faer. Do you know anything about it before I have to hunt him down?” Cooper asked. The alien’s ears flicked a few times. He always did that when he was worried about something.


    “Well, we have a peace treaty with them. We never actually went to war, but there was a lot of showboating—is that the right English word?—and there were some threats. It’s been a while, but I think I remember from school that the Monteran government values aggressive diplomacy and coming out on top, rather than mutually beneficial deals.”

  


  
    “They gave me a ship,” he told him, and that caused Sykk to sigh.


    “Then they probably figure they can get what they want,” Sykk continued. “I figure they’ll go to Earth with your ship, and basically say ‘we’ve already given you enough’ at the negotiating table.”


    “I don’t want to be the reason this all goes south,” Cooper muttered between bites. Rather than a historical footnote, some future historian could devote an entire chapter to him, titled ‘The Man Who Killed Earth.’


    “You won’t be. Whoever they send will be.” He finished off his steak and then pushed the plate about an inch forward. “I better tell Sykanda to warn the UN.”


    “Could it be that bad?” he asked.


    “Could be. They also have mass drivers, which if they bring them near Earth, your government might just pre-emptively fire on them,” Sykk said.


    “What?” Cooper asked after swallowing. Sure, this ship had weapons, and he knew the defense force had shielding and precision weapons for the defense of the planet against hypothetical invaders Earth hasn’t met yet, but that was a weapon he’d never even heard of. It sounded horrible.


    “It’s a thruster, basically, that shoots asteroids at planets. We developed them a few decades ago, but they’ve never been used on populated planets.” He took a gulp of soup. “I think the closest equivalent on Earth is nuclear bombs. You’ve used them, what, once since they were designed?”


    “Twice,” Cooper corrected. “A few days apart.” He remembered that history lesson, and the pictures that accompanied it. Not something he’d forget. It always surprised him that another nation hadn’t started another war with them in the past few decades. Earth had certainly had its fair share of crazy leaders.


    “Well, Qina uses them to clear uninhabited worlds for development. Montero V uses them to deal with planets who threaten them,” Sykk said.

  


  
    “I hope your sister and you talk about something other than Monterans destroying Earth,” the doctor mumbled darkly.


    “We will,” Sykk assured him. “She’s had two litters, and she’s been trying to convince me to either hire a surrogate or adopt a few children.”


    “I don’t want kids,” Cooper said firmly, setting down his fork. This conversation repeated about once a year, and his answer didn’t change. He was a doctor, and if he was going to raise a child, that child would get his full attention. He just couldn’t do that when he was responsible for the lives of others. After this commission, maybe they could get a comfortable position on a medical board, or find a small cottage in the country. Then his answer might change.


    “It’s still out of the ordinary where we live,” Sykk continued. “At my age, I should have already had at least one litter.”


    “You don’t like females…” Cooper trailed off. He bet that didn’t matter for cultural traditions. It certainly didn’t matter in a few counties he’d visited.


    “Most males who marry other males on Qina have a few kits before they do, or adopt. We just don’t have the same sexual orientation scale humans do,” Sykk said.


    “Right.” Cooper sometimes wondered if every Qinan was bisexual. Sykk definitely didn’t sleep around on him, but every male Qinan he’d met had shown at least passing interest in one of them, the other, or both. ‘Bisexual’ might be the best term to describe most Qinans, but he also knew most cultures on Qina preferred monogamous pairing. Polygamy was legal on Qina planet-wide, but it wasn’t common.


    “So why is she pressuring you if she has kids?” he finally asked. “It isn’t like your family line is going extinct.”


    Sykk frowned at him. Cooper knew it was the same thing he’d said the last time this had come up. It probably hadn’t been the right question then either.


    “You know I want them, but… well… I wanted to raise them with you, not with someone else. I can’t just expect you to deal with it if I went ahead and adopted a few kits or human children,” Sykk said.

  


  
    Cooper waited until they’d dropped their trays into the dish racks and walked back out into the hall before he leaned over to kiss Sykk on the cheek. Family pressure or no, they were together, and they could deal with whatever stupidity occurred in the next few weeks. He didn’t mind dealing with living ships, aggressive aliens, and strange medical problems if he could deal with it with Sykk.


    The two of them just relaxed for the next few hours. They could stay on call, and if nothing drastic occurred in the medical bay, some personal time wasn’t out of the question. Instead of a movie, one of the theaters played sitcoms, so they sat down and just relaxed for a few episodes. As a rule, Cooper didn’t much like sitcoms, but he still managed to laugh a few times. The theaters were always packed, no matter what time of day they entered; he supposed everyone needed a little relaxation.


    They found an empty couch in the lounge, curled up, and Cooper tried not to worry about what might happen in a few hours. A conversation about children was surely on the way, along with one about actually getting married. He and Sykk had talked about that as well, but the same conflict always came up; if they got married, then they couldn’t work together. Sykk and Cooper were both very good at compartmentalizing; they understood the office was the office and home was home, even if they both situations took place on this ship.


    Probably only one third of the crewmembers on board were married, according to their medical files; he’d never needed to make the worst phone call in the world, but that was only because that call fell to the captain here. He wondered if the ISP had specifically chosen as many single experts as possible, just to cut down on extra unnecessary personnel or the emotional stress of being separated for long periods of time. There had to be doctors who were better qualified than him, but he supposed most of them probably had children or grandchildren to think about.

  


  
    Cooper and Sykk got the call that Sykanda was about to dock, so they made their way to the primary airlock. Even if he’d only seen her a few hours ago, he tried to steel himself against what they might discuss in this informal setting. Sykk wagged his tail, but this was one of those times that Cooper wished he had the Qinan’s sense of smell. Then, it might be easier to tell if the surgeon was nervous.


    Sykanda stepped out of the airlock, looked Sykk over, and then gave him a hug. Cooper let out a breath. At least their evening hadn’t started with the marriage question. She nuzzled her brother, and then looked over at Cooper.


    “As I understand, your culture demands you give him a ring as a symbol of your devotion. Where is it?” she asked.


    Shit. This was going to be a long evening.



    

  


  
    Chapter Five: Qina


    In Cooper’s opinion, the jokes about space being a large, mostly-empty void were pretty accurate. Three weeks after Montero V, they might have visited a star, planet, or other celestial body every few days, but they had not met another intelligent life form. Earth beamed news and scientific data to them, the medical bay tested and cured diseases they ran across, and Koy complained because people kept breaking things. Cooper knew the feeling; a machine only worked perfectly before people started getting involved, just like pills only worked if the patient remembered to take them. A dozen patients could have been back to work in the last few weeks if each of them hadn’t spoken some variation of, “Well, I felt better, so I didn’t finish taking the antibiotics. Now I’m sick again and it’s your fault.”


    There might not be any previously-common diseases on the ship, but sometimes decontamination failed to kill everything. One bacterial infection caused all the Qinan crew to run fevers; another spread amongst the pilots and induced vomiting. Both crammed the medical bay, leaving precious few resources to deal with injuries and research. Cooper didn’t complain during these days, though; it made him feel more like a contributing crewmember than an officer who managed others. There were times he was grateful for the ability to administrate, but there was really nothing like curing a patient.


    “We’ll be entering the Qina system in an hour,” Faer chimed in through the comm. “For those crewmembers whose names were pulled from the lottery, please report for cold-weather gear and translators. All officers are encouraged to visit the planet on rotating shifts.”


    “How long can we go down for?” Sykk asked. Cooper finished his cup of coffee. This was the only day so far on this trip neither of them were on call. He really wanted to use it doing something fun.

  


  
    “We’re restocking while we are in orbit,” the doctor started. He’d read the brief this morning while Sykk was in the shower. “Medical and comm departments are on the first shift down, and all the Qinan crewmembers have been given the full ninety-six hours to visit their families.”


    “What about you?” Sykk asked. He placed a paw over Cooper’s hand that wasn’t currently in the process of setting his coffee cup down.


    “I’m going down with you, but if they need me, I have to come back up. Angie doesn’t want to go planetside at all. It’s too cold for her,” Cooper said.


    “It’s not that much colder than Earth,” Sykk muttered. He’d told Cooper how much the other Qinan crew complained to each other about the standard temperatures, but Sykk had been on Earth for most of the last decade. He was used to human levels of comfort.


    “It’s not that much colder than northern California or Sweden. It’s a lot colder than Lebanon,” Cooper said.


    “Angie was in San Diego before this,” Sykk countered, finishing his own coffee and starting to clean up.


    “Yes, but she was raised in Lebanon. There’s a reason she didn’t want to work with us up North. I like winter. I just don’t want it to be ridiculous,” Cooper said.


    “Is that why you didn’t want to work on Qina?” Sykk asked.


    That question still hung in the air, even a few years after the initial offer. It had been their first big fight: yelling, throwing things, insulting each other’s family, cultures, and way more cursing than is ever really necessary. At first, it had just been because he wasn’t fluent in Qinan yet, and then the fight had morphed into a battle over where they would grow together as a couple, and then further into shouting. In retrospect he knew every argument he presented was stupid, and really, he just wanted to be comfortable, but ‘it snows for three-quarters of the year’ didn’t seem like a very valid argument to turn down a six-figure income.

  


  
    “Let’s just enjoy Rikindi while we can. I don’t know when we’ll next be able to see Qina,” Cooper said.


    The shuttles would all be used today, and Cooper crammed in between a dozen Qinan crewmembers. Since none of the other human crewmembers cared about the diplomatic aspects of the planet or had family to visit, they would land in a different section of Rikindi that catered to off-world tourists. It contained anything an intelligent, able-bodied human might want: museums, public works, roller coasters, and bars. Qinans reacted to alcohol the same way humans did, so opening drinking establishments designed for off-world guests fit quite well. Qinans needed more alcohol to become drunk, since their bodies processed toxins faster, but most of the crew probably wouldn’t mind having to buy fewer drinks than their compatriots. Hopefully local doctors could deal with the probable alcohol poisoning.


    Once they landed on the surface, Cooper zipped up, buckled his down jacket, and secured his fur-lined hood. On the northern hemisphere it was the tail end of fall, which meant temperatures already dropped well below freezing during the day and were lethal for humans within a few minutes at night. The Qinans jumped out of the ship in their ISP uniforms, most of their tails wagging and a few immediately jumping into the snow like excited children. He understood the sentiment; his last time in Scotland, he’d immediately taken the train to a crumbling castle and explored.


    “We really need to get you a microfiber suit,” Sykk commented, taking Cooper’s thickly-gloved hand.


    “I’m happy in this,” Cooper mumbled through the fur and snow. It might not be very physically comfortable, but there was something psychologically comfortable about the layers of synthetic down and fur. An outfit no thicker than his normal clothes just wouldn’t make him feel like he was on Qina, especially after all the pictures they’d taken of him bundled up over the years.

  


  
    “Do you want to visit my family first, or do something fun?” the Qinan asked. Sykk grinned. Cooper didn’t really mind socializing with family members, as long as they didn’t start the ‘kid talk.’ The sister still in Rikindi didn’t, since she’d given birth to ten of her own already, and was planning more. Cooper didn’t understand how they did it. Not just the physical aspect—the emotional stress of raising that many children. He’d be busy with just one child.


    “Let’s walk around, then see your sister,” Cooper said.


    Rikindi, architecturally, was beautiful—that was the advantage of planning a city from the ground-up. Public works, like a statue of the first International Minister, weren’t shadowed by nearby buildings. Spaces lay open for walking, pictures, or just so visitors could enjoy the area. Small surface vehicles like bikes or snowmobiles were also banned, which he appreciated. Nothing like being clipped by an oblivious motorist to kill the mood. Cooper especially liked the displays below every monument, which could be switched between several dozen languages. With no internet connection, it was the easiest way to learn the background information and related locations around the city.


    It started snowing ten minutes after the shuttle departed, but it was more a light, romantic snowing than a blizzard. Rikindi brought to mind a mix of Washington, D.C. and Ankara, Turkey. The buildings may be new, but they reflected ancient historical sites and traditions. Temples and churches with rising minarets and stained glass windows stood next to square, flag-waving embassies. He noted the location of Earth’s embassy, but he’d never been inside it. Next to it stood a massive Catholic cathedral with no signs of wear. Two buildings down was a hot dog shop. They each bought a dog filled with cheese. Dairy products were something humans had introduced to Qina, and they’d loved all iterations of cheese and milk.

  


  
    “Have they had any success on Qina?” Cooper asked, pointing at the church. He’d been raised Catholic, but had lapsed as an adult. It might have been from being a doctor, or just falling out of practice, but every time he saw a cathedral he felt a little guilty about not going for so many years. Next time he was on Earth, he really needed to visit St. Andrew’s Cathedral again.


    “Some,” Sykk answered as they walked past a local chapel in full service. Cooper could hear a choir singing in Qinan, and stopped to listen. Qinan had a lot more ‘R’ and ‘N’ sounds than English, so to an untrained ear, it sounds more like growling than chanting. He wouldn’t mind sitting in on a Qinan religious service, just to see how much the church had adapted to the new world.


    “My sister goes. I don’t think she’s baptized or anything, but she enjoys the services. I know her husband is. He wanted the kids to go,” Sykk said.


    “Hrmm,” was the only comment Cooper could add.


    “I know there’s a dozen or so Earth temples in Rikindi. Everyone set up a building. The mayor’s been very accommodating,” Sykk said.


    “As long as they don’t fight?” Cooper asked sarcastically. A lot of people had thought religious strife would go away as fewer humans actively practiced their religion, or after first contact. It had not.


    “As long as they don’t fight,” Sykk agreed, smiling.


    They walked paw-in-hand down the avenue, stopping to admire new statues or watch news feeds broadcasted on public screens. Some included common sayings in Qinan, others directions to local hotspots or museums. He spoke and read Qinan fluently, but he knew those boards were immensely useful for someone new to the planet without a translator. So many Qinans lived on Earth now that most people assumed everyone in the international capitol was bilingual. Qinan was the Earth equivalent of Esperanto: a constructed, universal language. Unlike Esperanto, however, this planet embraced Qinan as a universal language. Nearly everyone on the planet spoke their original, regional language and Qinan.

  


  
    “Barnes?” chimed in a voice in this ear. Damn. It was Abdel.


    “Yes, Captain?” Cooper stopped in the middle of the road, turning his head away from Sykk to indicate he was on the comm. The Qinan took the hint and stepped over to one of the displays that showed local restaurants.


    “Someone broke contamination,” the captain began.


    “How could anything on Qina harm the crew? Every human should have been vaccinated before we left Earth,” Cooper said. Qinan diseases had been the first extraterrestrial diseases humans had been exposed to, and every member of the ISP had to be inoculated against them before leaving the planet. The shot had made Cooper dizzy for several days.


    “It was one of the Qinan crew who went down last night to secure the landing sites. They brought up an unknown pathogen. Angie started the quarantine procedures,” Abdel said. That meant even he couldn’t get back to the ship without violating his own rules. That negated him personally observing patients. Angie knew what to do. She could handle it.


    “Have Ahraccon send me biological scans of the infected, and use the immune-boosters on anyone directly exposed. That should slow it down. The medical techs know how to synthesize more. Have you ever been on a ship in quarantine?” Cooper asked.


    “No,” Abdel answered. That simplified things. He wouldn’t confuse older regulations, or whatever military he originated from, with those for the ISP. It also meant, right now, he could assert himself, and the captain might not question it.


    “I don’t want preference given to officers. The medical techs and engineers keep the ship running, and they can keep doing that if you or Richards becomes ill. Does the Frontier have an auto-pilot of any kind?” Cooper asked. He really should have read more of the technical specifications of the ship, especially for situations just like this.

  


  
    “Yes, but…” Abdel began, but Cooper interrupted him.


    “Engage it to remain in a geostationary orbit, if it can do that. I want updates every half-hour, either from you or Ahraccon,” Cooper said. To emphasize his point, the doctor took a much more authoritative tone.


    “Any pathogen we haven’t been exposed to has the potential to kill every human on the ship. It could do what smallpox did to Native American populations. If you don’t want that to happen, you’ll obey these orders. I realize you are captain, but when it comes to this, I am in charge. I can override you if necessary.”


    He cut off the comm then to emphasize his point. Abdel and Angie needed to handle this. He could put in his two cents, he could contribute to discussions, but he was helpless to assist patients. There was a highly trained crew up there. Every officer knew the quarantine regulations, or should. If they didn’t they might die.


    “Did you bring a datapad?” Cooper asked, something occurring to him. His nose was going numb, so they moved out of the snow under an overhang shielding one of the screens flashing fast food advertisements.


    “I think so…” Sykk mumbled, fumbling inside his surgeon’s coat. He flicked his ears and pulled out one of the smaller ones issued to all crewmembers. “This is all I have.”


    “That will work. You remember my passwords?” Cooper asked.


    “Yup,” Sykk said.


    “Then access medical communications and get everything copied onto that. I just hope the battery lasts until the quarantine is over,” Cooper said. He didn’t know the actual battery life for these things, since the counters in the medical bay charged all of their devices, and the earpieces charged from the datapads. What happened if he lost connection with the ship during this crisis? Sure, the embassy could probably help, but going through diplomatic channels could cost precious time.

  


  
    One problem at a time, he told himself. First, he needed to establish constant contact with the ship if he could. Second, he needed to contribute any observations possible. Third, he might need to deputize, or whatever the ISP term for it was, someone into being head surgeon for the next few days. Sykk might be the most skilled, but he knew some of the assistants possessed the right kind of training. Forth, he needed to find a way to cure this from several hundred miles away. If Leonid Rogozov could cut out his own appendix while isolated in Antarctica, he could save a ship full of people from miles away on the planet’s surface.


    “Call your sister,” Cooper ordered, pulling out his earpiece to check the tiny light on the side that showed its charge level. Green. He assumed that was good, unless the warning colors had changed in the last few years.


    “What should I tell her?” Sykk’s nails already danced over the screen. Cooper did have an adequate answer for that.


    “I need diplomatic clearance, a constant connection to the ship, and something with a lot of alcohol in it if we fail.”
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    Cooper created a nest in the middle of Sykrin’s office, monitors on three sides and only a small space on the desk devoted to his untouched glass of something that smelled like spiced rum and Sykk’s personal datapad. Bioscans covered two of those screens, while a live feed from the medical bay continued on a third. Sykk was in the other room, speaking with his sister, while a large collection of children loitered in the spacious office. If he wasn’t in ‘save people’ mode, he might compliment the shining black hardwood and comfortable chairs. It reminded him of an admiral’s office he’d visited as a child.

  


  
    “Mr. Cooper, are you married to my uncle?” one of the children asked in Qinan, peeking over the desk. Cooper guessed she was six or seven.


    “Sort of. Is your mother still on the phone?” he asked back. He’d been told all their names when he arrived, but promptly forgot them. More important things were going on. The child trudged over to a doorway, peeked in, and then looked back at Cooper.


    “She’s still yelling.”


    Sykrin didn’t normally deal with Earth, but once they’d arrived, she gotten down to business. Sykk’s sister contacted the Earth embassy, screamed at two different people, and had Cooper connected to the Frontier in less than five minutes. After Patil, Cooper had figured diplomacy involved calm discussion, but he liked this new approach. Now, she was yelling at someone else in Rikindi, just to make sure they understood how terrible it would be for international relations if a human crew died in orbit. He heard her voice shift back into a calm tone for a few moments, then ratchet back up. Another child left the room.


    “Uncle Sykk wants to know if you want to eat with them,” the new child said, the same age as the last. All of the children, male and female, only wore skirts, but Cooper figured beyond cultural norms, their fur kept them warm. Cooper glanced at all his monitors. Until a patient either reacted to an antibacterial drug or worsened, he had nothing to do.


    “I’ll be there in just a minute,” he told them both, and they went back into the other room.


    Cooper enjoyed the Qinan’s communal meals, since they differed so much from the subdued dinners of his childhood. All ten children, Sykrin, Sykk, Cooper, and Tynon, Sykrin’s husband, gathered around a large table and scooped spiced, shredded meats and something that tasted like honeyed porridge into bowls. He wasn’t one to stand for table manners, so the children eating with gusto and occasionally throwing food at one another made him very happy. He participated, dodging flung meat until Sykk gave him an exasperated look. He needed the stress relief right now.

  


  
    “I am glad my office can assist you, Cooper,” Sykrin said with a smirk. She wore the formal red uniform of a Qinan diplomat, accented with gold braids along the shoulders and down the arms. He believed they symbolized unity, but he couldn’t remember right now.


    “Sorry we couldn’t just socialize, but you know how emergencies can be.” She rolled her eyes and nodded.


    “When you have saved your ship, I do hope we can spend more than a few minutes eating together,” Sykrin said. “Sykk was telling me about these ‘monster movies’ that are so popular on Earth. I believe I would like to start with Alien.” Cooper bet that Sykk had gone down a list of movies, and the idea of a group of miners trying to stop a terrifying alien had been an easy sell.


    “I haven’t even come close to saving my ship,” he muttered bitterly. In the last few hours, they hadn’t made any sizeable progress, though some drugs looked promising.


    “I doubt you would be in charge of medicine on that ship if you were not capable,” Sykrin assured him. “Therefore, you will solve this, and then all of us will watch this film.”


    “It’s not really appropriate for children…” he started, but she held up a paw. Then again, he didn’t think Alien was appropriate for most adults.


    “They older ones understand it is not real, and the younger litter will be asleep. I will order some scrnit for celebration.”


    Cooper didn’t know that word, but figured it was either an equivalent of popcorn for the movie or some kind of fancy drink. Either way, he finished eating in a slighter better mood than he’d been before, and moved back to his temporary work station. No changes, but two more infected. All now showed fevers and vomiting, with the earlier cases progressing into lung damage. They needed to figure out how to combat it before people started dying. Suddenly, he had an idea.

  


  
    “Is any department immune?” he asked the medical bay feed. After a few seconds, one of the techs came into view. Cooper focused on remembering his name.


    “Markice, check the department for all current patients and tell me if any department or subsection is showing resistance, or no cases at all.” The tech looked over at another monitor, pressed a few keys, and then looked back at the doctor.


    “It looks like none of the new military personnel have become ill. Should I have them called in to check immune response?” Markice asked.


    “Yes, and double-check their medical records. Ask them face-to-face if they were injected or given anything prior to boarding the ship.” Why would the military crew have stronger immune systems than deep-space explorers? Was this part of some plan to remove some of the civilian crew? No, he wouldn’t suspect the ISP of that. If they wanted to place the ship under military command, Abdel might simply oblige them. The more hopeful part of his brain concentrated on the idea of the new members of the crew having some antibody that would show up in their systems.


    While he waited for an answer to that question, he watched the kits run around the office. Unlike on Earth, babysitters weren’t a cultural norm here. If someone had children they were expected to care for them personally. Sykrin’s husband worked on the other end of the building, so the children generally moved between their care throughout the day. Though they shouted, squeaked, and growled at dinner, when their mother ordered them to be quiet, they obeyed. Every one of them was old enough to read, so each had a small pile of books on a table in the corner. When ‘quiet time’ was enacted, they each found a seat and stayed put. He wondered if his children could be that obedient. Looking at his own behavior as a child, he’d bet his children would do a lot of stupid stuff.

  


  
    “The Earth embassy just told me they’d prefer you conduct your business there,” Sykrin started, “but I told them you’d much rather not have to move your workstation from my auxiliary office.”


    “This is just your auxiliary office?” Cooper asked. Did her main office have gold-plated desks?


    “I wasn’t going to give you my main room. I do still have business to take care of, emergency or no,” she explained. “I’m here as a representative, and frankly, the building is quite irritated at your presence, since many of the delegates don’t like Earth representatives in rooms with access to confidential information,” Sykrin said.


    “We’re allied,” Cooper countered.


    “And all nations have their secrets. I also know you don’t want to anger Sykk, so you wouldn’t spy on me.” Sykrin sighed and rubbed one of her shoulders. “If you were going to spy, predicating it on the possible deaths of a thousand people would be a bit too large of a lie. Also, Sykk went to go get you some coffee from a local shop. He should be back in a few minutes. ”


    Just like any scientific field, a lot of medicine was waiting around for results. Sykk returned with a coffee percolator—far more old-fashioned than he’d expected—and an overpriced pound of brand-name coffee. He set it brewing before he briefed one of the medical techs on how to correctly perform a lung biopsy. Most of the techs wanted to wait until Sykk was back on the ship, but with the quarantine in place, Sykk would only return after it was too late to help.


    “Can you send the microscope’s feed to me?” Cooper asked. Two of the techs nodded and started scrambling. They knew an emergency when it happened. Maybe he could give these techs a raise after all of this. They were proving themselves quite capable at handing a crisis.


    It took a few more minutes, but eventually the cross-section appeared on his monitor. Discoloration, breakage, cellular damage. He knew what it was supposed to look like, but that didn’t fit with these lungs.

  


  
    “Try the Helicobacter pylori antibacterial compounds,” Cooper ordered. “By the look of this, it’s an ulcer in the lungs. If this doesn’t predate the outbreak, then a bacterial infection is causing ulcers wherever it attaches.”


    “If it’s inhaled, that means the entire crew could be infected already,” Sykk piped in.


    “True. If that antibacterial is effective, synthesize enough for the entire crew. The body can’t fight it on its own, and any damage to the lungs will kill these patients if it isn’t reversed,” Cooper said.


    “We only have the two synthesizers,” Angie shouted from off-screen. Cooper ran some numbers in his head.


    “We have to find out if that works first. The cellular regeneration unit should be able to repair the damage, once we’ve killed the bacteria causing it. There’s no point in monopolizing that machine until we’ve stopped the infection’s progress. You know how to triage. Yell if you can’t see me on monitor.”


    Cooper accepted the offered coffee, and while they tested that drug, he watched the kits take turns trying the coffee. It was hotter than he liked, but then again, the planet was a lot colder than he liked. Somehow, Sykk had found French vanilla coffee on this planet. Wonders never ceased.


    “Don’t you put milk into this to make it taste decent?” Sykrin asked, making a face after her first sip.


    “Most people do, but I need the extra caffeine right now. It also doesn’t have any calories that way.”


    “Seems like a waste of a beverage if it does not taste good,” she muttered, trying another sip. The disgusted look on her face didn’t stop her from continuing to drink, though.


    “It’s an acquired taste.”


    Angie slid into view on the monitor, holding one of their injectors. He could hear the regenerator powering up in the background.

  


  
    “That was it. None of the Qinans are affected, so they remain at their stations. The military members had been immunized against a similar strain, so we can have them take up the stations of disabled crewmembers for the time being. We should be able to cure all but the most severe cases in the next few hours. Regeneration could take the entire rest of the day, but no casualties.” Cooper smiled despite the stress. That was what he wanted to hear.


    “Make sure to immunize the rest of the crew, following my previous orders. Will you need me once the quarantine is lifted?” Cooper asked. Angie blinked a few times.


    “I don’t believe so, at this point. We all know how to use the synthesizers,” she said. One of the diplomats on a gurney behind her sat up to wave at him. An assistant pushed him back down.


    “Then I’m going to use my shore leave. I’ll be up on the ship in…” He checked the time. Had so long really gone by? “Eighty-nine hours.”


    “Crisis averted, officer,” Angie said with a smirk before she disconnected the feed. Cooper leaned back in his chair, flopping his head to the side. He was mentally exhausted, but still planned to do something of merit in the next few days. After rubbing his eyes, he met the gaze of the closest kit.


    “Who wants to play hide and seek?”
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    Most of their precious few days off consisted of entertaining children and exploring Rikindi. The city might have been built purely for interplanetary cooperation, but it was still over two hundred years old. Shops tucked in between older buildings sold knick-knacks, opera houses played stories from a dozen planets, and movie theaters played around the clock. When he’d visited the planet before, they’d stayed in the city, but it was so large there was always more to experience. He passed by Akoshians and Scerns in environmental suits, some Monterans waddling down the roads, and species he did not recognize. Most wore full-body suits, so he wondered what atmosphere they normally breathed, and what they could contribute to the medical field. One pair of aliens that walked by were nearly three meters tall and reminded the doctor more of trolls from fairy tales than anything he’d seen before. Apparently silicon-based life did exist. He needed to tell Larson.

  


  
    “Do all off-worlders live in Rikindi?” Cooper asked.


    “Most have to because of interplanetary treaties, unless they have a work assignment,” Sykk said. They found a local food shop selling what looked like falafel sandwiches. He’d take the chance. The stall definitely smelled like frying oil. Sykk ordered for them both.


    “We don’t have nearly this many aliens on Earth, even now,” Cooper said.


    “We’ve had faster-than-light travel for over three hundred years.” Sykk passed him the Qinan analogue of pita wrapped around mushrooms and fried something or another. When he bit into it, it tasted enough like pork for him to enjoy it. The planet overall preferred meat to vegetables, and spiciness to mild flavors. This was somewhere in the middle, though very good. The herbs in the fried meatballs reminded him of meatloaf.


    “How come it took you so long to find us, then?” Cooper asked sarcastically. The food got cold quickly, but like a good meatloaf, it didn’t affect the taste.


    “I wasn’t on that first mission, but I know we went out there because we detected your television broadcasts. I watched Friends and Will and Grace a few years before we established contact,” Sykk said.


    “I don’t think I’ve even heard of those,” he said, and leaned against the Qinan. It was so strange recently to talk about things besides infections, especially television shows his grandparents probably watched as children.

  


  
    “We’re dozens of light-years away. It’s what we picked up. I like sitcoms,” Sykk said.


    “I’m just surprised,” Cooper said. Of all the pieces of world culture, television had reached the Qinans. No Scottish poets, no Oscar Wilde, no Shakespeare, no poetry, no Tale of Genji. Their first exposure to Earth had been chipper white people trying to find love.


    “Ethiopia was really hot,” Sykk said, and stuck out his tongue. “I’m glad I had some television to watch inside the ship while I was inoculated.”


    For almost two years, every Qinan ship had landed in Ethiopia. They’d said it was because of some symbolic connection between the origin of mankind and their next step into the future, but Cooper had always suspected a more strategic reason. If they’d landed in the United States, China, Russia, or any of the other most powerful countries, the other nations would have either accused them of taking advantage or inventing the entire thing. Ethiopia’s economy had exponentially grown since the landing, but no one could say a country that had been so poor at the time could have created such an elaborate hoax.


    They walked into one of the public theaters, and Cooper was surprised to find a production of Othello on the main stage. The titular character was played by a human, while every one of the Venetians was a Qinan. They found seats in the back, and Cooper found a touchscreen embedded in the back of the seat in front of him. Apparently it was to silently order food. He didn’t recognize any of the dish names, so he just settled back and watched.


    After the end of the first play, there was a thirty minute break, and then the cast went into a rendition of Romeo and Juliet with the two warring families as one completely human and one completely Qinan. It added a level of racism to the play that Cooper found interesting. He suspected Sykk had stopped paying attention, so he just leaned against the alien and watched the new take on a classic. The language might be too archaic for the aliens in the audience, but the actors certainly looked like they were relishing their parts. He assumed there were great works of cultural importance in Qina’s history as well. Maybe he and Sykk could go see one of those tomorrow.
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    Angie kept sending updates throughout the weekend of curing patients and progress of immunization, and though he appreciated being kept in the loop, he knew they weren’t strictly necessary at this point. They’d succeeded in stopping a plague from obliterating everyone on the ship. Now, he could eat Qinan meatloaf and relax.


    “Any news on the Montarens and Earth?” he asked Sykk. The alien had been reading the morning reports, but to Cooper, a vacation was time away from work, not time to stay tuned in to work. The quarantine breach exempted itself from that rule, since lives had been on the line. However, he did not need to know what Koy was doing to the engines when he wasn’t on the ship. Besides, nothing had blown up recently. He assumed that meant things in the engine room were going well.


    “They arrived at Earth, extending diplomatic relations, all on normal schedule. It looks like Alpha Centauri isn’t talking to them, but the way you explained it, they might not care,” Sykk said. He picked up a sausage and tore a greasy chunk from it.


    Cooper had seen the primary Qinan domesticated animals, and even though he knew their equivalent on earth were goats, he just couldn’t stomach the idea of eating a piece of them that wasn’t even considered good enough for meatballs. He liked haggis, but even he had limits on strange things, and small scavengers that looked like a cross between spiders and elephants just didn’t click for him.

  


  
    “Hrmm,” Cooper said as he tried to reorient his mind away from staring at the purple bit hanging from the end of the sausage. Sure, Earth and Alpha Centauri functioned separately, but opening diplomatic relations with a powerful spacefaring species should be paramount. Hopefully they wouldn’t be stupid.


    “Where are we heading after Qina?” he asked. The rest of today spread out in front of them, but tomorrow morning meant taking the shuttle back up to the ship, and back to the routine of the medical bay. He liked the vacation, but a few more days of this and he’d be going stir-crazy. Cooper needed the mental stimulation saving lives gave him.


    “Two weeks to Akosh, and then three weeks after that to a planet called…Destro.” Sykk folded his ears back. What made that planet more troubling than the others? “Apparently that’s the end of the first league of the trip. Then, we loop around, take scientific and medical samples on about a dozen planets on the way back to Earth.” He showed Cooper the screen. Their flight path resembled the number eight, with Earth at the center of the loop.


    “So, only two more inhabited worlds to worry about contamination,” Cooper said. Planets with organic life did mean pathogens, but as with the other planets they’d explored, most microbial life on planets without sentient species was not sufficiently evolved to be harmful to humans of Qinan.


    “Do you want to keep going, once we make it back to Earth?” Sykk asked.


    “What do you mean?” the doctor asked. He set down his coffee. What was on Sykk’s mind?


    “I mean, do you want to go back to Earth? Leave the Frontier?” Sykk asked.


    Cooper stopped trudging down the packed street. Was it just because they were on Sykk’s homeworld? Had his sister said something yesterday? Yes, this was a dangerous mission, but they’d agreed to it. He might not like the regulations and the expectations of an officer, but wasn’t saving people what he wanted to do? Isn’t that why he’d become a doctor? More important, did Sykk want to return to Earth? Maybe he needed to ask the question out loud.

  


  
    “Do you want to go back?” he asked. They started walking again, and the Qinan took his gloved hand. His tail and ears both flicked back and forth a few times before he answered.


    “I don’t… I don’t know. I liked serving on the ship at first, and it’s a lot less stressful than the hospital, but… I don’t want something to go wrong there and we both die. I mean, we worked thirty-hour shifts at the hospital, and I only have to do one surgery every few days here, but it was what I expected. I don’t go down to planets because I’m not considered part of the ‘first contact’ crew, Angie takes care of all the Qinan staff, and I’m left watching movies most of the day. It doesn’t feel like a real job.”


    During the day Cooper spent most of his time managing the large medical bay, so he hadn’t been paying attention to what Sykk concerned himself with between surgeries. When he looked back, he realized the Qinan was always at his side, and he thought that meant he was preparing to help, not that he was void of things to do. He’d diagnosed patients and assisted the nurses, but when he thought about it, he couldn’t place Sykk consistently in the isolation room or, really, working most of the day.


    “I know the ship needs a trauma surgeon,” he continued, squeezing the doctor’s paw.


    “You were always exhausted in San Francisco,” Cooper threw in, not sure if that meant anything right now.


    “Yes, but I loved it.” He smiled, showing off his teeth. “I loved every second of that tiring, ridiculous job. You’d think I’d be sick of running around, drinking half a gallon of coffee a day and only sleeping an hour at a time. But it’s what I was trained to do. On the ship, I don’t feel… needed.”


    “Of course you’re needed…” Cooper started, but then shut his mouth. It wasn’t his right to tell Sykk how he felt about anything, and if this trip had turned into a waste of time and energy for him, he needed to consider that. To tell the truth, Cooper wasn’t entirely satisfied with it either, since most of his original specialization served little purpose. Most of the time, he felt like a teacher passing out homework instead of a valued leader of a small battalion of doctors.

  


  
    “We’ll talk about it, I promise,” he finally said, leaning over to press his cold face into the Qinan’s shoulder. The gentle snow now reached halfway to his knees. For now, two more planets to visit. After that, their future could be decided.


    

  


  
    Chapter Six: Akosh



    Knowing about Sykk’s dissatisfaction with his job caused Cooper to pay more attention while he was in the medical bay. A week ago, he would have assumed Sykk was going over patient charts or progress on antibacterial medications on his datapad, but now, he actually glimpsed snatches of sitcoms and old monster movies. More concerning was that this happened more often than Sykk was actually looking over data or working in the isolation room. He hadn’t doubted the Qinan’s explanation, but now that he was aware of it, it gnawed at him.


    If they were both disconnecting from their job, should they continue doing it? It might pay well, but Cooper didn’t want to see their relationship end up damaged thanks to a bad enviornment. Already, most of their possessions remained in storage; he missed his collection of real paper books and his couch. There had been many a night where, after a long shift, he’d just collapsed on that couch with a microwaveable meal on the coffee tables in front of him. He missed that coffee table as well, stains and all.


    Angie, on the other hand, buried herself in work nearly every day. She kept in constant contact with the science labs and analysis on the other end of the ship, and made sure the other xenobiologists received reports on every potential disease they cured or nonlethal bacteria they discovered. Angie would be a much better Chief Medical Officer than him. The ISP might have wanted a pathologist, but what they needed was a xenobiologist who was prepared to spend every waking moment working with other races and cataloging new life. Would she take his job, though? He wondered if that had been Abdel’s original plan. When the captain had recruited him, he’d said he planned to speak to Angie next. If he had turned the post down, was she the captain’s second choice?

  


  
    In the days leading up to visiting Akosh, Cooper busied himself acting like a school nurse. He distributed mild painkillers, hangover cures, and birth control, occasionally performing routine examinations or wrapping up mild injuries. Nothing out of the ordinary happened when the faster-than-light engine ran; as far as he could tell, the engineers just made sure it continued to run smoothly and didn’t have to constantly correct it. Sykk tried to explain how the engines functioned one night, but it gave Cooper a headache. Bodies and diseases he could understand. He was still one of the few people he knew who read the manual for a new gadget.


    Other ships might have interacted with Akoshians before, but the Frontier would be the first human ship to visit their home planet. This time, Cooper didn’t need to go to the surface or deal with some sort of emergency. Unless someone broke an environment suit or did something dumb, this might not involve him at all. Akosh was one of those planets Qina had accumulated a staggering amount of detail on, so most medical concerns were solved before they even launched. Would he have anything to do for the next few days while they introduced themselves to this race?


    “Is the isolation room is ready for an Akoshian?” he asked Angie on the day they’d planned to arrive. The ship shuddered back down to below the speed of light. One of the drug synthesizers rolled a few inches, and one of the techs stopped its progress without looking up from her microscope. At this point, the minor task had become second nature.


    “Atmosphere is prepped, and the average biometrics are already programmed. I’ve got the common ailments memorized, just in case, and several of the techs are prepared for emergencies.” Angie swiped the screen. “Want to see the pictures of them out of encounter suits? Apparently they are coming up to the ship, rather than Patil flying down to the planet.” Curiosity overtook Cooper.

  


  
    “Sure. Why are they risking the environmental suits? Is their atmosphere that different?” Cooper asked.


    “They breathe oxygen, apparently,” Angie commented, swiping her screen to show a spreadsheet of information. “Their air pressure is about twice Earth’s, but the environmental suits are more cultural. They don’t show themselves to aliens.”


    “Then how do we have pictures?” he inquired.


    She smiled. “Doctors get to know all sorts of things,” she said, and pulled up the picture.


    The Akoshians were dragons.


    Not similar to dragons, like the Qinans were to foxes; they looked exactly like the dragons from Western folklore. They stood up on their hind legs, but from the records, they could walk on all fours. Large, batlike wings adorned their backs. Scales covered their skin, and their eyes had slit pupils, like cats. Was this where humanity dreamed up the idea of dragons from? In the last few decades the theory that humans invented angels and the more anthropomorphic gods by observing aliens surveying the planet had become more widespread. Now, there was evidence for the origin of at least one mythical. Somebody on Earth was about to pop a lot of champagne.


    “Has this already hit Earth news?” he asked.


    “They specifically requested their medical data not be released to the general public. I think they’ve been to Earth before,” Angie said. Cooper thought he noticed a smile.


    “I would bet,” he said.


    Sykk walked back into the medical bay, nibbling on a piece of garlic bread. He glanced over at the screens, giggled, set his snack down, and double-checked the isolation room screen.


    “I should start watching fantasy movies tonight,” he said with a wide smile.


    “You look like an Earth animal too,” Angie said with a harsh tone, but she was smiling as well.

  


  
    “Yes, but I don’t look mythical. I’ve never seen an Akoshian before. We have dragons in our ancient works too—that explains that,” Sykk said. Satisfied, he picked up his garlic bread and kept eating.
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    Cooper paid attention to the Frontier’s internal cameras as the Akoshians docked. Half a dozen aliens in sleek, black environment suits climbed out, all with visors tinted so the waiting humans and Qinans couldn’t even see their faces. Once they entered the airlock, each of them bowed to Patil and Abdel, and the now large group proceeded to one of the rooms set aside just to impress first contacts. It contained models of the ISP vessels, potted plants, a globe of Earth covered in semiprecious gems, and even a small collection of famous works from Earth history if they wanted some culture. Cooper wondered if they would be presented with snacks and drinks, considering their environmenal suits.


    Even if the Auriga had already established relations with the species, Abdel insisted on putting on their best faces. The large room was filled with chairs, cushions, tables, though he figured the Akoshians might not sit down, considering their large tails. Some human chairs might accommodate the Qinans, but the Akoshian’s tails were nearly as thick as their legs. Honestly, Cooper figured he would only ever enter that stately room if someone was choking or had suddenly collapsed.


    “I need to switch the feed over to a second monitor,” Sykk said, interrupting his thoughts. “Engineering is sending up someone who directly inhaled some methane.” That had occurred a few times over the last few months. Apparently they used the gas in a few different sections of the ship.


    “No problem.” Cooper picked up a datapad, and was able to pull up the standard diagnostic programs by the time two engineers entered the medical bay, supporting a third. The front of his uniform was sprayed with vomit, and his eyes weren’t focused. The doctor went to work.

  


  
    It didn’t take long to stabilize the engineer, but Cooper let him lie down and recover. No one needed to go back to work when they still felt nauseated, especially if their commander expected them to work with toxic substances. One of the two engineers who had carried him in went to retrieve a clean uniform. Cooper sent a quick note to logistics; they really needed to keep spare uniforms in the medical bay, for situations just like this. Hopefully, whoever redressed wouldn’t give themselves a promotion in the process.


    After that was done, Cooper moved back to his feed of the stateroom. The Akoshian delegation all remained standing, and an enterprising crewmember had moved the impressive chairs out of the way, and Abdel remained standing with them. He watched gestures and responses unfold, and then the group began to file out. Abdel must have offered them a tour of the ship. Cooper switched off the monitor. He needed to appear busy if they were going to play host in the medical lab. Earth was rightfully proud of their medical advances in the last few decades. If Cooper remembered correctly, that meeting room was only one deck away. He didn’t see a point to appearing busy, but there was merit in showing they were prepared for emergencies.


    “Hong, how are you feeling?” he asked, his irritation at playing diplomat again not evident in his voice. A patient didn’t need to be his mental punching bag.


    “Better,” the engineer croaked. He sat up, swayed a little, but recovered. “I think I can go back to work.”


    “I don’t expect you to leave just because Abdel is showing off the medical bay,” Cooper assured him. “Just roll over and don’t interact with our…guests.” Hopefully Hong hadn’t picked up his mild distaste at this situation.


    “Yes, sir.” Hong slumped back down and faced away from the automatic doors. He made a note to buy Hong a drink when he wasn’t woozy.

  


  
    “…and this is our medical bay, which includes our pathologists, xenobiologists, surgeons and doctors. Thanks to your government’s significant contributions to our database, we are fully capable of treating Akoshians already,” Abdel said. Cooper had to admit, Abdel had the voice for this kind of thing. His own faded Scottish accent generally gave other people the initial impression he was drunk, whereas Abdel’s was commanding and reassuring at the same time. Maybe he could have Abdel record some messages for the patients along the lines of ‘take your medication’ or ‘it won’t heal if you pick at it.’


    “We appreciate the consideration, and I hope we will not need it,” the lead Akoshian commented. Now that the Akoshians were in the medical bay, the doctor could get a good look. What they’d assumed were ridges or life support equipment under the heavy black fabric was actually his furled-up wings, and his giant, muscular tail swayed back and forth behind him. Oddly, he wasn’t using a translator, or their technology was superior to Earth’s and could intone a personal voice. “I see you have already allied with the Qinans.” The end of his covered muzzle pointed at Sykk, who was currently going over the day’s patients at one of the stations.


    “They were our first contact with alien life,” Abdel explained. Well, they were apparently humanity’s first confirmed contact with alien life, since he’d seen the pictures of the Akoshians out of their suits.


    “They are many race’s first. They are an inquisitive people,” the lead Akoshian said.


    Cooper looked over at Sykk, puzzled. Was that racist? Sure, he knew the Qinan government specifically sent out exploration missions, but that was more a sign of a cultural urge to expland their knowledge than a racial trait. Also, Cooper tried not to bring up the whole ‘dragon’ thing. They didn’t really have a leg to stand on.


    The captain’s smile did not falter, though. “They were instrumental in our constructing this ship. They moved Earth ahead technologically by centuries,” Abdel said. That was certainly true. Without the Qinans, they’d still have infectious disease on Earth, and Cooper would still have a viable, comfortable career path. Then again, they’d also introduced him to Sykk, so he’d consider that a net positive.

  


  
    “Their behavior toward you is common,” the Akoshian said dismissively, his massive, covered tail lazily waving back and forth. “They like playing shepherds to the galaxy.” Sykk muttered something in Qinan, and though Cooper didn’t catch it, he bet the Akoshians did, because two of them hissed.


    “We are not amused by your government’s encroachments into Akoshian matters,” one of the others said in a dangerously even voice. Cooper took a few steps closer to Sykk.


    “He is not a representative of his government,” Cooper told them, and that seemed to calm the group down. Well, all of them but one.


    “He will still report to his planet. You wait. He will betray you, just like they always do,” one of the other Akoshians said. Well, that was definitely racist.


    Sykk snarled, and the speaking Akoshian shoved passed his compatriot, winding a tight fist back. Unfortunately for him, Cooper stood in between them, and the doctor ducked, wrapped his arms around the alien’s midsection, and twisted. The attacking Akoshian spun sideways and fell to the floor, his suit squeaking against the sterilized floor. None of the other aliens moved, though Abdel’s jaw dropped. Well, he might have just ruined a diplomatic meeting, but he didn’t care.



    “No one attacks anyone in my medical bay,” Cooper spat out, trying to ignore the adrenaline rush. Right now, he wanted to bash their guest’s head in. No one attacked Sykk. Not on Earth during the pro-human demonstrations, and definitely not here where he should be safe. He wasn’t going through that nonsense and panic again.


    “I think you’ve proven your point, Doctor Barnes,” the lead Akoshian said, his tone somewhat amused. “I apologize for my colleague. He will be reprimanded.”

  


  
    “Captain?” came Faer’s voice through the medical bay’s comm. As the downed Akoshian shakily stood back up, all heads turned to the voice.


    “Here,” Abdel said. His tone became much more official.


    “The Athena has just come out of lightspeed. The captain wishes to speak to you,” Faer said.


    Cooper frowned. Why was his brother here? They hadn’t been attacked, and the presence of a warship might sour any meeting with this new planet. Why would the ISP risk it? Well, he didn’t really know how the ISP functioned since they’d decided to build warships.


    “If you’ll excuse me, friends, duty calls.” Abdel bowed to the group, then made his way back to the elevator. The lead Akoshian regarded Cooper for a moment.


    “I am impressed by your quick reaction. Have you been genetically engineered?” The Akoshian asked. That was a question he’d never been asked.


    “I’m fairly average for a human. Part of medical training on our world includes learning how to calm and restrain violent patients,” Cooper explained. The training had definitely helped during his residency. He suspected the medical community put new doctors at drug clinics and metropolitan hospitals just to weed out the weak ones.


    “We had planned to tour the rest of the ship after this, but I must first remove my bodyguard from this vessel. Please excuse us,” the Akoshian said.


    The entire group left the medical bay then, the knocked down alien clutching his left shoulder. Cooper felt no pity, and none of them had asked him to patch him up. He would have, on principle, but that did not mean he would have liked it.


    “I think I could have taken him,” Sykk grumbled, going to back to check his readouts. “As long as his friends didn’t join in.”


    “I knew you could,” Cooper said. He took a moment to give Sykk a quick hug before he shifted back into work mode. He didn’t like showing affection in front of others, but he noticed Angie politely turn away, so maybe this didn’t have to count.

  


  
    “Doctor Barnes, patients incoming from the mess hall,” a voice called in over the comm. Cooper had just enough time to call in support staff when a dozen men and women tumbled out of the elevator, all clutching their stomachs, some helping others into the medical bay. The acrid smell of vomit hit his noise as one crewman shuddered and collapsed. Something must have gone wrong with the food synthesizers.


    Mostly at first, his job consisted of pressing bowls into arms so people didn’t vomit on the floor, and talking with those still able to respond. Some were only there to help others here, so they could help piece together a story. The engineers had announced additional corrected food recipes, and everyone ill had tried them.


    “Food poisoning is easy enough to treat,” Cooper explained. “Vomiting is the body’s quickest way to expel harmful substances.” Another splatter indicated someone wasn’t done, and he waited for her to finish before continuing. “Once you haven’t vomited in half an hour, we’ll run some tests. If you haven’t stopped in an hour, we’ll run the same tests. I know it’s uncomfortable, but keep in mind the food synthesizer malfunctioning could have killed you.” People forgot most common poisons were organic compounds.


    Cooper then retreated to his station, calling up engineering to find out exactly what new recipes found their way into the food synthesizers today, and making sure every such recipe was disabled. It might be the devices themselves, but that was for Koy’s department to figure out. He needed to deal with the consequences.


    More and more vomiting and weak patients poured into the medical bay, which left Cooper with little else to do besides direct patients to empty beds and to shoo away everyone there to help their comrades to his department. It was nice they’d been willing to help, but right now, they used up precious square footage. On top of the chaos, when he looked over, he realized Sykk once again didn’t have anything to do, and was just sitting on a stool, talking to one of the recovering patients. Angie had already powered up the drug synthesizer just in case, so what was left for him to do?

  


  
    Nothing, really. He’d spent a decade specializing in infectious disease, and thanks to safeguards and regulations, the only real danger a medical resident would not have been able to solve was the incident in orbit above Qina. Maybe Sykk was right. He rarely had anything to do, and running this medical bay was far below his pay grade on earth, much less the inflated wages he was currently earning. Wouldn’t he be better off doing something else with his time? What would it hurt to settle down somewhere, just be a general practitioner or a professor? Some of his skills might be obsolete for Earth, but new doctors would need them for space exploration. Surely the ships currently out here would not be the only ones in a decade.


    Would it be worth it to settle? He craved the adrenaline rush from saving people more than any recreational drug, and it was probably one of the reasons he’d never bothered trying most legal drugs. Most doctors he knew carried some sort of addiction, whether that was smoking for the ten minutes alone or stimulants to deal with the long hours. Hell, too much caffeine gave him a headache. If he gave this up, where would he get that rush?


    “Barnes, I need you in the situation room immediately,” Abdel voice chimed in through the comm. Cooper pressed the button.


    “I have nearly fifty patients at the moment…” Cooper said.


    “This is a higher priority. Ahraccon will be able to handle them,” Abdel ordered.


    Confused, Cooper pulled himself out of his chair and took the elevator up to the bridge deck. He took a moment to yawn, rub his eyes, and try to look as alert as possible. If something else had gone wrong or one of the Akoshians was sick, he needed to be alert. Just reading over medical data was no substitute for real-world experience.

  


  
    Abdel waited for him in the situation room, along with Baker, the first officer, Kirano Faer, the tactical officer whose name the doctor didn’t remember, and Patil. All of them were already seated, with Abdel at one end of the table. At the other end sat his brother. This didn’t look good.


    “Koy is trying to recalibrate the engines to increase their efficiency, so he will not be able to attend this officer’s meeting,” Abdel said as though that explained anything. Did these normally occur? His job didn’t include the day-to-day functions of the ship, so if they did, he doubted he would attend them. Something big must have happened.


    “Let me begin, then,” Terrence said, sighing heavily. “I am afraid your mission as it stands is effectively suspended.” Cries of protest came from all directions, and Cooper didn’t bother taking a seat. Instead, he folded his arms across his chest and glared at his brother. This better be good.


    “We have a mission to complete,” Abdel stated, but Terrence just sighed again.


    “Yes, you do, but right now you need to return to Earth, as the defense of the earth and her colonies takes a higher priority. The Alpha Centauri colony has been destroyed, along the with the ISP Anhur. The United Nations believes those human colonies within the solar system may be next,” Terry said.


    Cooper took a second to process this while silence stretched through the room. Did Terrence, or the ISP for that matter, know the Monterans had been headed that way? Could they have already practiced gunboat diplomacy and destroyed a colony? Could diplomatic relations deteriorate that fast? Would he be blamed for assisting a race they’d expected to become allies?


    Well, he figured they couldn’t really hold him responsible. He knew foreign governments hadn’t blamed those behind designing the nuclear bomb for the devastation of the end of World War II, even if he bet the scientists might have blamed themselves. He sincerely hoped it hadn’t been the Monterans, even if that meant a new species of intelligent life was coming to kill humanity.

  


  
    “Who destroyed the colony?” the tactical officer asked. Cooper remembered her name was Lin.


    “We don’t know,” Terrence said, balling one of his hands into a fist. “The last communication from the colony indicated a high alert from ‘unknown vessels.’ The Anhur went to investigate and found no recognizable signs of human civilization—the colony was so thoroughly melted down that there was nothing left but glass residue. The colony reported unknown vessels, and the captain sent a last log about an hour later to the ISP as life support was failing.”


    “Do we have any sensor logs, and scans, anything?” Faer asked. “Even copies of communications between the two ships might help identify the culprit.”


    “We don’t know,” Terrence repeated, sighing and hanging his head for a moment. “It seems the unknown vessels blocked communications before destroying the colony and then the ship. Over a thousand people were stationed on the Anhur, and ten thousand lived on the colony.” He paused to take a breath. “We know you update the ISP nightly on scientific and cultural findings, but I believe it would help if you could add anything else that might not have seemed that important at the time.”


    “What about the Monterans?” Faer asked. Everyone at the table looked at him, but Cooper wondered if he should contribute Sykanda’s vague warning. They might be aggressive, but would they have destroyed the colony? Then again, they knew very little about the species. Humans had wiped out entire civilizations over land and precious metals. Why wouldn’t an alien race wipe out a human colony over something minor, like a misunderstanding?


    “Their diplomatic envoys have already arrived at Earth, and have been in negotiations for the last two weeks,” Terrence said, then stiffened. “Do you think they could be behind this?”

  


  
    “They attempted to destroy my ship when we made first contact,” Kirano said, his ears flicking back and forth. “We wouldn’t allow them to board or scan the ship, so they fired on us. We recovered, but their interplanetary diplomacy is always ‘shoot first,’ in my experience.” He folded his ears back, and Cooper realized he was probably the only one in the room who knew Faer was embarrassed. “They may only have refrained from firing on Earth because of us helping with that pregnant ship.”


    “That ship is currently in Earth’s orbit,” Terrence said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Their Chancellor still insists on giving it to Coo…Dr. Barnes, but I don’t know if that is going to happen, considering they may have destroyed an Earth colony.”


    “It’s not an Earth colony, though,” Cooper said. Now all eyes were on him. He swallowed and braced himself. “They knew Alpha Centauri was independent, because they wanted to know where the United Nation’s jurisdiction ended. If they blew up the colony, it means they attacked an ally of Earth, not Earth or its colonies.”


    “That means it might have been meant as an intimidation tactic for Earth,” Baker said. He rubbed his temple. Cooper was glad he didn’t have to deal with this type of second-guessing every day—he’d end up drinking a lot more.


    “If it had been, they wouldn’t have blocked communications,” Cooper brought up. A few nods, so he guessed he was on the right track. Why was he here, really, though? He didn’t know enough about military tactics or diplomacy to really contribute. Medical knowledge wouldn’t help in this situation. A disease didn’t need to be treated, or an injury healed. Did they just invite him because his brother was a bearer of terrible news? That made a weird sense to him. Like when he asked every relative to be in the room together for a diagnosis.

  


  
    “So, what do we do when we get back to Earth?” Cooper asked. That seemed to be the remaining question. If they were just going to patrol the solar system looking for unknown ships, he would not be needed, and Angie could definitely go home.


    “Remain in orbit, and be on alert. The Okami and Laith have already arrived and are patrolling Mars and Europa. The Frontier, Athena and Vela will all stay at Earth and the Moon. The Orbital Defense Division might be well-armed, but they’re nothing compared to these ships.” Terrence then stood up, wincing suddenly. His face moved back to a neutral position so fast Cooper wasn’t sure anyone else had seen it, but it must be his cybernetic implants. Why couldn’t he have just accepted retirement when he should have? Now, he needed to be a military leader in Earth’s largest crisis since discovering aliens were real. Cooper needed a drink, then he needed to go back to a room full of vomiting crewmembers. Then, probably, another drink.
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    Abdel broadcasted a summarized version of events over the comms to the entire crew a few minutes later. After that, Koy warned everyone about system failures and gravitational disturbances that might be caused by pushing the engines. It had taken them months to get this far out, but apparently by ‘exponentially increasing their speed’ they could make it back to Earth within two weeks. He performed the same tweaks to the Athena’s engines, loudly warning Terrence afterward that odds were it wouldn’t hold together. Apparently he didn’t expect a ship he wasn’t in charge of to hold together. How did he think the other ISP ships survived out in the cold emptiness of space?


    Outside of official announcements, Koy drank a lot and worried the engines would explode, which would not only kill everyone on the ship, but could destroy any planet they happened to be nearby if they were traveling faster than light when it happened. More and more engineers entered medical every day, most with minor injuries. Each patient told them they all worked longer hours, since they needed to keep constant vigilance for even the slightest miscalculation with the engines. These engines were finicky during the best of times. Apparently, now the engineers needed to all act obsessive compulsive.

  


  
    They needed to drop down below the speed of light several times during those two weeks, twice for the engines experiencing minor failures on the Frontier and a third because an overclock on the Athena nearly blew out half a deck. Koy took a shuttle over to the warship, returned covered in minor burns and demanded to be allowed to kill Cooper’s brother. At a time like this, he couldn’t really blame the stressed-out engineer. Besides, he’d wanted to kill his brother on several occasions—most of those moments had occurred as adults.


    When Cooper woke up on the day they planned to arrive at Earth, it wasn’t because of his alarm or Sykk rolling out of bed. The entire ship jolted, heaving the doctor out of bed and slamming him onto the floor. He groaned, then had the wind knocked out of him as Sykk landed on top of him. The Qinan let out a squeak before rolling off of him.


    “Sorry,” he whispered, holding his side as he stood up. Both of their uniforms were still draped over the desk, abandoned last night after their long shift. They waited expectantly for a message or alert, but after about ten seconds, they both stood up and started getting ready.


    “Guess that was just normal now,” Sykk commented. He waved his paw over one of the motion sensors and the room brightened up. Apparently rolling around the floor was not enough to activate the lights.


    “At least it’s not happening every few minutes,” Cooper replied. “I’ll take one big jolt over little ones throughout the day.” Sykk’s pet fox climbed out from under the bed then, investigating after the crash. It noticed Cooper and just stared at him before it skittered back under the bed.

  


  
    “I thought he was staying in your rooms,” Cooper said, and Sykk waved him off.


    “They’re doing some recalibrations and needed me to move him. They’re using the space for equipment at the moment. I told you that a while ago.” How had he not noticed the fox for the last few weeks? He really must be exhausted when he made it back to his quarters. He shrugged on his jacket, buttoned it up, and shuffled out of the room. He’d showered last night, and didn’t feel like shaving today.


    When he walked down one of the corridors leading to the medical bay, he paused and stared out of the window. He’d seen every planet in the solar system except Mercury up-close, and still marveled at them. There was something beautiful and serene about seeing Earth from this far away. He couldn’t see national borders or civil wars. The planet looked the same to him as it did to every human since Yuri Gagarin—big, blue, and peaceful. They continued to approach the planet until they slid into orbit. Barely visible around the curve of the planet was the saucer-shaped ISP Orbital Station, where he assumed they would dock, at least temporarily.


    Another shudder greeted the entire ship when they connected to the station an hour later, which caused Cooper to spill sterile water all over a patient’s uniform. It didn’t injured him further, but it irritated him. Sykk didn’t want to stay here, why should he? What would it take to leave the ship for a few hours so they could discuss their options? Well, he was an officer. He didn’t think they could stop him from exiting the ship when it was docked.


    Cooper finished with their current wave of patients, told Sykk his plan, and then the two of them made their way to the primary airlock, since technically this was shore leave for the entire crew. Dozens of crewmembers streamed in and out of the airlocks, most of them focused on datapads or carrying crates of supplies, so no one stopped them. The station had been built with a much larger medical facility than on the Frontier, and any patients requiring complicated treatment could be moved. Besides, if they absolutely needed him, he did have his earpiece activated.

  


  
    Would they be able to go down to the surface? Terry surely would be on his own ship, but Cooper might be able to see his father while he was home. It seemed like a longshot, but perhaps his dad would be happy that he worked on an ISP vessel. Provided, his dad didn’t really like the idea of international cooperation, but then again, he was Scottish and had voted to secede from the United Kingdom on several occasions. That had always struck the doctor as odd. If his dad loved Scotland and disliked unity so much, why had he joined the Royal Navy? Maybe it was a weird sense of family tradition, since he remembered pictured of his grandfather in a uniform. To his knowledge, Cooper was the first person not to enter the military in generations.


    Would his father want to see him, though? Their last encounter had not been pleasant. Admiral Barnes was a man set in his ways. He didn’t like the Qinans as a rule, and he definitely didn’t like the concept of Sykk. When he’d brought the Qinan to a family gathering, there had been some serious discussions about ‘unknown elements’ and ‘possible incursions’ that Cooper had not appreciated. Unfortunately for his father, Sykk possessed excellent hearing, and didn’t understand that explaining to someone you aren’t a spy for an alien government didn’t make them suspect you any less. They’d left on less than amicable terms after that.


    Sykk squeezed his paw, which pulled him back to the present. He didn’t need to see his father. If the admiral didn’t like who he’d been with for the better part of a decade, then Cooper didn’t have to put up with the passive aggressive comments or the declarations about imminent doom. They could just enjoy the station, or maybe find out more about the Monterans. That might be fun.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven: Earth



    The Orbital Station functioned more like a small city than a ship. A long line of shops kept those that permanently lived here entertained, while another contained numerous restaurants and bars. Like Rikindi, this was the first stop for interplanetary visitors, so Earth put its best face forward here. The biggest, most prominent brand names showed off gleaming storefronts, and bars offered drinks from dozens of cultures. An Irish pub sat next to a high-concept gay bar, both of which were packed. He checked the local time and was surprised to see it was past nine in the evening. He was under the impression all the ships and stations ran on the same time.


    Cooper took a second to breathe in the new air. It might still be filtered spaceship air, but it was Earth air, at least in concept. He was a quick shuttle journey to the surface, with its pollen, lingering food smells, and the unidentifiable scents that wafted down a street. More than anything else that he’d left at home thanks to living on a ship, he missed the smells. The mess hall might always smell of food, and the medical lab might always mildly smell of cleaning agents, but none of those scents clung to the air, thanks to scientifically engineered air purification systems. He also wanted to eat something greasy and terrible. There was nothing that reminded him of home like food that dissolved its paper wrapping.


    “Where do you want to go?” Sykk asked. Cooper pointed at the gay bar. Maybe they actually served a decent tequila sunrise. He didn’t trust the Irish bar to be able to mix one. He realized that was probably racist, but he also didn’t like to eat in French restaurants without a smoking chef. There was just something about the atmosphere.


    The clear plastic windows must be reinforced, because once they stepped in the music pounded against them. Sykk’s tail started to wag, and Cooper just followed him through the bar, trying to tell if anyone from the ship was here. A dozen or so Qinans littered the dance floor amongst over a hundred humans. At this distance, however, Cooper wasn’t sure if there were any other Qinan-human couples here, or just a mass of dancing people. They reached the bar, and the black bartender turned to them. He really liked her bright purple, spiked hair.

  


  
    “What can I get you?” she asked.


    “Tequila sunrise and…” he looked over at Sykk, who nodded. Cooper knew his usual order. “Four shots of whiskey.” He reached into his coat pocket for his credit card and passed it to her. She swiped it, then started on their drinks.


    “I figure we can talk here,” Cooper said, leaning in close so Sykk could hear him over the music. They took adjacent barstools. His uniform might show he was a medic, but hopefully anyone curious about where specifically he worked would reach the conclusion he was off-duty. It was bar, after all.


    “Are you comfortable leaving the ship after only six months?” Cooper asked. Sykk took the first shot and tilted his muzzle back, coughed, then looked him in the eyes.


    “I am, as long as we have something else set up,” the Qinan said, taking his second shot. “I want to do something with my life. Did anyone update you on your present from the Monterans?” There was an idea. Surely, if the ship had been born already, it was either in orbit or docked with the station. Could they go see it?


    “Want to go find out?” he asked.


    “Let’s finish our drinks,” Sykk said and smiled at the bartender when she set the next two shots down. Sykk knocked them back with gusto.


    While he sipped his drink, Cooper watched the dancers. He didn’t recognize the music, but he figured pop music must have shifted over the course of the last few months. That was something else he needed to catch up on—he’d never remembered to listen to the top pop hits when he was on the ship, since after coming home from work, he and Sykk tended to watch movies. The Qinans heard a wider audio range, which made most human recorded music a bit of a mess for them. It was a good thing they hadn’t found Earth through the Voyager records, or they might not have visited the planet at all.

  


  
    One drink couldn’t really affect the doctor, so after Sykk finished his shots, they started down the full length of the ship. Most foreign ships were required to dock the furthest away from the civilian population as a security measure. Cooper’s credentials let them walk through every checkpoint, and with both the buzz of the crowds and the local newsfeeds, it did not take long to find the Monteran delegation’s ships.


    Several ships orbited the stations itself, and passed by the windows every few minutes. Every time the giant iridescent vessels appeared, somebody jumped, as though each time they were so shocked at the ships. Cooper knew they looked strange compared to Earth or Qinan ships, but he personally quite liked their designs. In his opinion, the Earth ships looked stupid and the Qinan ships looked like metal flamingos. At least the Monteran ships actually looked like they belonged in space, with their weird plates and football shapes. He could believe a ship like that could survive alone in deep space.


    As they approached the airlocks, Cooper strayed toward one of the windows. All of them had benches built in, which let anyone just sit and admire the planet and the stars beyond. It really put the troubles of Earth in perspective, but Cooper wanted to use it for another purpose. A ship was currently attached to the space station on this end. Since he knew what all the other alien ships looked like, this must be an Akoshian ship.


    More than anything, it looked like a turtle. There was a central saucer section, which Cooper assumed contained most of the crew and essential systems, and giant exhaust vents on the bottom of the ship that probably served as both landing gears and thrust. More than the Earth ships, this thing definitely looked like it could maneuver inside an atmosphere, rather than just crash in style. There was also an empty airlock, with Monteran guards on either side of the airlock.

  


  
    “Is this the newest vessel?” he asked one of them. Even if he’d only seen these aliens a few times, he thought he recognized one of them.


    “Hello, Doctor Barnes,” the Monteran he recognized said. “Your vessel is not currently docked with the station.”


    “Where is it then?” he asked, smiling as much as he could without revealing any teeth. Keeping tabs on all these cultural expectations was difficult. He’d expected to only have to remember about a dozen rude Earth gestures, and now he’d needed to expand that list exponentially.


    “Your ship is actually on the surface, being studied by human engineers,” someone said behind him. Cooper whirled around, surprised to see an Akoshian in an environmental suit. “They have never seen organic spacecraft before, as I understand.” This one’s suit was silver, with thick lines of black along the seams. “I’m sorry if I startled you. I am…” a set of whistles emitted from the suit. “Damn. Well, apparently this software cannot translate names. Let us go with a more direct translation, ‘Elation.’”


    “Alright, Elation,” Sykk said. “How do you know where the Monteran’s new ship is?”


    The Akoshian paused, then nodded. Cooper figured he’d smiled or whatever the equivalent was, then realized it wouldn’t show through the suit. “Your captain is currently speaking with the Monteran delegation, members of the United Nations, the Qinan ambassador, and with most of the representatives from Akosh about the attack on your colony. We arrived here one of your weeks ago,” Elation said in a bored-sounding voice. “I say ‘most of the representatives’ because I can only take so much politicking before I want to drink myself to death.” Cooper felt suddenly quite attached to this alien. Apparently scotch was a universal language, after all.

  


  
    “There’s a reason I’m not in on that meeting,” Cooper said. In truth, he hadn’t known such a meeting was taking place, but that didn’t matter right now. The organic ship had already been born, and he wanted to see it. He’d panicked when it had been offered, but right now it seemed like the most solid alternative to working on the Frontier.


    “I am headed to the surface to speak with your human engineers about practical fixes for organic technology, as a thinly-veiled excuse to continue to avoid this meeting. Would you care to join me, Doctor Barnes? I would like to hear about you decking…” Another set of whistles, this time in shorter blasts. “…in your medical bay.”


    “I’m glad to share the story.”
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    It had been over six months since Cooper had walked around Earth, and even if he didn’t like most of the planet, he missed it in the same way he’d missed Scotland when he was living in San Francisco. New York City might smell a little gross even after all the clean air initiatives and living on the ship, but he was glad to be back all the same. There was just something about grease in the air, homeless people trudging around, and crazy people who he was sure had homes screaming at passerby about how aliens were going to destroy the world. He also liked street performers, and very few cities compared to New York City.


    The Orbital Station shuttle landed near the United Nations, and then they walked to a section of Central park temporarily cordoned off. They’d done the same thing when Qina landed a ship after first contact. UN Peacekeepers took his and Sykk’s thumbprints, then contacted the Orbital Station about Elation. It only took about two minutes for all three of them to be cleared, and then they were ushered through a narrow gate. Temporary fences might block a street view, but now they stood in front of the new ship.

  


  
    Cooper’s gifted ship looked similar to the Monteran ships, but smaller and more streamlined. Its hull sparkled under the heavy lights, the iridescent plates much more vibrant than any ship designed by humans. It rested completely against the grass, with no landing platform he could recognize. One of the chitin plates near the ground shuddered, then lifted up, revealing an interior corridor, and three men in industrial coveralls hopped down out of the ship. When they noticed Cooper’s small group, they waved them closer.


    “Welcome to your ship, Dr. Cooper,” the apparent head of the trio said. He was over six feet tall and carrying diagnostic equipment. When Cooper looked passed him, he noticed Monterans waddling up and down the corridors, all wearing headsets and scarves. They must be fitting it with the cybernetics that let the pilots use the organic ship.


    “The Monterans want to do an official ceremony presenting it to you on Earth, for the press and all that,” the leader said. “Any idea what you want to name it?”


    That hadn’t occurred to the doctor. Why hadn’t the Monterans named the ship? It was their technology, genetically engineered or not. The ship wasn’t his child, and he’d yet to confirm he was going to be the captain. Were they so confident in a decision he hadn’t really made yet? Besides, he didn’t really know naming conventions for ships. As far as he could tell, the ISP ships were named by a committee and chose the least offensive names possible, United States ships were named after parts of the United States or formal important leaders, and the Royal Navy named ships after all sorts of things, from sections of London to dragons. He suspected if he named an armadillo-shaped ship after a character from a video game or a preferred brand of liquor, someone might get mad at him.


    “Would you like to see the inside?” one of the techs asked. Cooper nodded almost immediately. Maybe the coloring on the outside could help him decide between the Maker’s Mark and the Jack Daniels. He probably wouldn’t name it after booze, but it was fun to think about.

  


  
    The other two specialists helped lift the three of them into the ship. The ceiling glowed softly, illuminating the corridor and airlock more like a mining tunnel than an Earth starship. He remembered the Monterans didn’t need the same illumination as humans, and wondered if he could brighten it up. Wait. He hadn’t even agreed to pilot it.


    “What’s the progress on the bionic installations?” Sykk asked. The leader of the small group frowned as Elation ran his covered hand over a panel, causing it to slide back and reveal a set of tubes. Well, they were arteries and veins when Cooper thought about it. It shouldn’t be that difficult to adapt to a situation like this, as strange as it was.


    “The lead Monteran surgeon is currently ill, so there have been some delays,” he answered. Sykk immediately perked up, his tail wagging.


    “I can probably assist. I’ve implanted cybernetics into Qinans and humans. If one of medical colleagues could lead me, I will do the actual work,” Sykk said.


    The head scientist looked relieved. “I will have to run it by the Monterans, but I know they need the help,” he said. He turned away to call them on his earpiece, and it only took a few seconds for him to turn back.


    “There will be two of the Monterans assistants here immediately to bring Sykk down to where he is needed,” the scientist said.


    Sykk wandered down a side corridor a minute later, two Monterans chatting with him in rapid Qinan. Cooper and Elation continued to follow the scientists, always walking toward the center of the ship.


    The command center here looked just like the last Monteran one he’d been inside of, but without the cybernetic consoles. Instead, the center of the room was dominated by a large platform, about waist-height and large enough for a Monteran to rest on. He wondered why they hadn’t started with the work stations, but then noticed the purple tendrils dangling off the sides. He’d read about experiments on Earth for this sort of navigation – plugging the pilot directly into the computer’s systems and letting their brain do the processing, which theoretically cut reaction time and the delay between an order being issued and completed.

  


  
    “Who gets plugged into this?” he asked. Elation turned to regard him.


    “Generally a pilot,” Elation said sarcastically. Cooper smirked. He wished the Akoshian wasn’t part of a diplomatic envoy.


    “I don’t know if a human can pilot this,” Cooper said, being a bit unprofessional and just poked one of the tendrils with a finger. They shivered, which he didn’t like. It seemed too much like one of those low-budget movies where women always seemed to have their clothes ripped off.


    “I can,” Elation said. “Our military uses a similar setup, though this is the first Monteran ship I’ve seen with one.” He lifted a tendril and ran his fingers along the flesh. It twitched, and the other tendrils all retracted into the base. Cooper hadn’t expected a slurping sound, but the entire ship was somewhat devoid of noise, besides the echoes of voices in other sections of the ship. He didn’t realize how much he missed the background hum of the Frontier. Maybe this ship would sound like that once it was in space.


    “Do you have any experience on these organic ships?” Cooper asked. Now that he’d noticed it, the lack of noise was really getting to him. There was no silence in a hospital, and there was always the low background hum of the engines on his ship, and of many machines all powered up. It was a small detail, but apparently he now required white noise to function.


    Elation shrugged. “Yes, and these aren’t standard for Akoshian vessels,” he said. “It seems this new wave of organic ships is being born without the need for most of the cybernetics previously implanted.”

  


  
    “Then what are all these Monterans doing?” he asked. One of the aliens shuffled in, took a reading from one of the walls, and then turned back around, his voice too low for Cooper to hear.


    “By my understanding,” Elation said once the other alien had left the command deck. “They are mainly installing monitors and optic connections. The ship doesn’t really need eyes in space, but most crews require some form of view of the space around the ship.” Cooper noticed a display popping up on the inside of his helmet. It must work like the ISP environmental suits. “They’re also implanting synesthesia translators.” The doctor knew the word, but not the actual application, and when the alien noticed the pause, he explained. “They explain the ship’s senses in terms you or I can understand: its chitin regrowth into hull integrity, radiation and electromagnetic detection into readouts for the visible spectrum, etcetera. I assume they are setting it to human visual spectrum.”


    “How aware is the ship?” Cooper asked. The Monterans had simply described it as organic, and he wanted a second opinion. If the ship was sentient and aware, he wanted to talk to it, as odd as talking to a ship might be. Slavery was illegal on every sentient world Earth was aware of, and he wasn’t about to start a new trend.


    “Just a moment, I need to find an analogy in your database,” Elation said. Dozens of images flashed across the inside of his visor, and after about twenty seconds, they cleared again.


    “I believe an equivalent would be a dog,” Elation said. “It responds to stimuli, has been domesticated, and can be trained. It has emotions, in a sense, but not in the full spectrum a sentient creature does. Treat it well and care for it, and it will be loyal to its captain.”


    “Is that why the Monterans haven’t named it?” the doctor asked.

  


  
    “It is traditional on Montero V for a ship’s first captain to name their ship,” Elation explained. “The ship is biologically male, if that matters for naming traditions in your culture.”


    “Thank you,” he said, grateful for someone who would just explain things, rather than insist on ceremony. Why hadn’t they already allied with the Akoshians? If culturally they valued honesty and directness, he’d love more of them on Earth. If Elation wasn’t standard for his culture, he just wanted to work with Elation. He’d never felt this way about working with anyone on the Frontier, except maybe Kirano Faer, but that was because the Qinan couldn’t talk around a subject when he was translating through three languages. Metaphor just didn’t work between so many cultures and languages.


    He heard Sykk’s footsteps a few moments before the Qinan entered the command center. Cooper realized the three scientists were still here, probably waiting for his approval or disapproval of the current progress. He wasn’t the captain yet, though now the idea looked more and more appealing. Captaining and repairing a living ship would be an amazing addition to humanity’s medical field, and his contributions would be unique. There were half a dozen starships out there with doctors doing exactly what he was doing now, but none of them would figure out how to heal a living ship. Also important, Cooper knew anyone who was ‘the first human’ to do anything would guarantee him a place in medical history. He knew the doctor who’d performed the first successful heart transplant, and the first one to cure cancer. Being second or part of a wave of doctors just wasn’t the same.


    Cooper brushed his hand over one of the stations, realizing after a moment it was actually a chair designed for a Monteran to sit upright. The seat shivered, and Cooper gripped the armrest, not sure what to expect. As he watched, the seat re-molded, the entire size shrinking by half and the back matching the curvature of a human spine. Furthermore, the actual sparkling chitin of the seat receded, revealing soft black fur.

  


  
    “How did it…” Cooper muttered. No organic life he’d ever seen could react like that. Would every system adapt to the presence of humans?


    “Oh,” Sykk said, moving up to look at the new seat. When he touched it, a hole opened in the back of the chair for his tail. “The Monterans said the ship could adapt to a variety of species. They’ve added Qinan and human biometrics to it.” He smiled at Elation. “I think they can add Elation to it as well.”


    “Is that necessary?” the alien asked.


    “If you don’t want the ship to think you’re a foreign body and eject you, yes,” Sykk answered, his smile not faltering. So it had an immune system. That shouldn’t really surprise Cooper, since the ship was alive, but he’d always attributed ship security to a person with a stun baton.


    “I suppose you could, then,” Elation said. The Akoshian looked around the room, as though counting the number of people, then reached up and unsecured his helmet.


    His scaly skin was a deep crimson, with brown splotches around his eyes and the tip of his snout. Tiny horns curved from his forehead around the sides of skull, like those of a satyr. Then again, he looked like a mythical Western dragon, so Cooper tried not to focus on what might fall outside of that narrow definition. He glared at Sykk, whose eyes were wide.


    “Yes, I look like a nraiko. Yes, there is a reason for that, and no, I am not personally responsible for the influence. You may take a biological sample and scan me in,” Elation said. He tilted his head to the side, revealing softer scales at the base of his neck. Sykk pulled an injector from his coat pocket, changed the setting on the side, and then gingerly placed it against the Akoshian’s throat. After a clicking noise and Elation hissing, Sykk pulled his arm back and passed the injector off to one of the human scientists, who rushed out of the control room, probably back to wherever they inputted that kind of data. He supposed it was like the bacteria that were always present in the human body; the immune system of the ship would now know not to fight them. Elation then clicked his helmet back on. He turned his head to the remaining human engineers.

  


  
    “I think you should go assist your colleague,” Elation said. They fled.


    “I’ll leave this on, just in case any other Akoshians come onto the ship,” Elation explained. “I do not particularly approve of our government shielding the fact that we have visited many worlds before, or their insistence on these ridiculous environmental suits. We breathe the same atmosphere as humans.”


    “At least you’ve had a few thousand years in space,” Cooper said. “We’ve barely been off our world a century, and permanent bases are very new.”


    “It’s not all its cut out to be,” Elation said bitterly. “Even with our ships, it takes years to reach other galaxies, and most of what is out there is just empty space, or dust.”


    “Then why don’t we just focus on this ship?” Sykk interjected, his tail swaying back and forth. “It’s pretty amazing.”


    Cooper had to agree, so he turned back to the morphing chair. He slumped down in it, just to see what might happen. One he relaxed, the back of the chair expanded, sliding forward to obscure his vision with a wide panel about a meter square. Once it met the chair again on the other side, forming a full hemisphere, Cooper watched as a screen powered up, showing a schematic of the ship and the location of everyone in it. A dozen Monterans, signified by purple ovals, worked in the lower decks, and judging by the curvature of the decks, he was going to guess the engines. Most of the human staff, marked as gold squares, moved around the outer hull of the ship, occasionally pausing in the middle of a deck. A couple of questions came to mind, so he decided to just ask Sykk and Elation.

  


  
    “What are the human scientists doing?” he asked, lifting a hand as a track-ball materialized under his fingers. That was more old-fashioned than he’d expected, but he wasn’t about to complain to a ship that adapted to his mere presence.


    “Taking scans, mostly,” Sykk said. “They’ve never seen technology like this, and the Frontier crew didn’t have much of a chance to explore the first ship after we diagnosed it.”


    “Do we have communications connected yet?” Cooper asked, realizing he fell into the captain’s role a bit too easily. It wasn’t much different that commanding the medical bay, there were just more people. Peeking under the display, he watched Elation check his visor, then take a seat on the pilot’s bench. One of the tendrils moved to encircle his thigh, but the Akoshian gave it a slap before his visor lit back up.


    “To different sections of the ship, yes, but not to any external source. It looks like the ship is more designed to sync with the other organic ships than fully artificial ships,” Elation said.


    “Sounds like a frequency problem,” Cooper commented, trying to frame the question in his mind like hearing loss. There were a variety of options when it comes to humans, and he wondered which would translate to the ship. He also needed to think of a name for it before the ceremony, but that could wait.


    “We could implant something like a cochlear implant,” Sykk suggested.


    “The ship can communicate, just not on the right range,” Cooper reminded him. If necessary, he wanted to avoid any more cybernetic components. Anything the ship could do without, it should, as integrating inorganic parts could introduce complication, as it tended to do with humans.


    “Is there any way for it to learn the frequencies?” Elation asked.

  


  
    “I have an idea,” Cooper said, before taking out his earpiece. He pressed a button on the side, causing it to try to re-sync to his datapad by sending out a ping.


    On his display, the text around the ship schematic blurred, then altered to English, as did the minute text filling the ship that indicated department, deck and species. Looking over as Sykk, he watched as the Qinan took a seat, waited for the station to extend, and then whistled.


    “Mine’s in Qinan. I think it figured out how to use our earpieces,” he said, a little awe in his voice. If only being exposed to a new language was enough for humans to pick it up, a Communications Officer wouldn’t be needed. Could they adapt this technology for Earth? Universal translation was relatively new technology, and it took entire lexicons to add a language to the database.


    “Is there a special seat for a Comm officer, or does one of us do it?” Sykk asked. Elation hopped off his bench and found one of the other seats. After taking off a glove and touching it so it re-shaped, he gingerly sat down, his large tail nearly touching the ground.


    “It would seem this station can,” the Akoshian said. “This ship appears to require a much smaller crew than a traditional vessel…” His screen had popped up at waist height, letting him manipulate it like a touchpad. “…I think you could command this ship with only four or five people on the bridge, with very few crew throughout. The ship needs a doctor, not an engineering department.”


    Cooper didn’t have the knowledge for something like this, the back of his mind told him. He’d specialized in disease, and though he might know the basics, Angie could adapt better to a situation like this. It was a staggeringly amazing prospect to be the first doctor to ever work with and diagnose a new species, and if he looked at it more like helping the Akoshians with a disease or the Monterans with a biological issue, he could solve it. He was a professional. He could do this if he needed to.

  


  
    “Can you contact the scientific outpost outside?” Cooper asked. He’d seen a small station of computers and monitors in the cordoned-off area. “If possible, have the display pop up here. I want to see how they respond.”


    It only took a few seconds before a startled scientist appeared on his monitor. A few more people entered his field of vision, some of them holding guns. Well, apparently tapping into a communications network caused alarm.


    “This is Doctor Cooper Barnes of the Frontier,” he announced, smiling wide at the reaction he received. They looked worried. “I got my ship working.”


    “What…” the first scientist recovered quickly. “…how did you do this? These frequencies are supposed to be secure.”


    “They are, and I am cleared,” he explained, as though that really explained anything. He wasn’t sure if he wanted them to know this ship could absorb communication channels within moments.


    “Ah,” the scientist said, waving off the military personnel still loitering around. “We haven’t been able to deduce how to activate most of the systems. The atmosphere is being pumped in at the moment.”


    “You can’t think of it like a machine,” Sykk chimed in. The scientist jumped, looking slightly to the left of whatever monitor Cooper appeared on. Apparently the ship could now just tap any station into the network. He certainly liked that a lot.


    “Do you have the engines online?” the scientist asked. “The Monterans have not reactivated the ship since it landed.”


    Cooper wondered about that. He’d owned dogs a decade ago, and Sykk did have that little fox in their quarters. How would he motivate it to move? Well, since it was alive and he guessed he was sitting in what might be considered analogous to its brain, he figured stimulating the right nerves and muscles might do it, just like propelling a person forward.


    “Elation, stay on screen with the scientific outpost, I am going to run some diagnostics,” Cooper said. He felt odd about how easy that order had come, but pushed that feeling back for now. Switching his screen back to the ship schematics, he clicked it to just show propulsion and the faster-than-light engines. He didn’t understand the actual use, but he could follow the connections between the two and the command center. A bright blue line on the screen showed nerves running down through the ship, first down a spinal column and then directly to the completely organic engines. However, when he zoomed in, there was a blank spot two decks above the engines.

  


  
    “Someone’s severed the nerves connecting the engines from the command deck,” he muttered, then ducked under his screen to look at Elation. The Akoshian pointed at Sykk.


    “As I understand, he’s your surgeon,” the alien said.


    “Then you take the call, and we’ll try and reconnect the nerves,” he said.


    He wasn’t sure how to deactivate the station, so he took a chance and simply slid off the chair. The absence of a user apparently did the trick, since the screen retracted and the chair shifted back into a shape more fitting for a Monteran. Maybe it would develop muscle memory over time, and stay in a human shape. Maybe he could convince it to adapt a massage setting while he was at it.


    Cooper had wanted to see the ship, and now he could without being followed. This ship was about the same size as the Frontier, but not as complicated, due to it not needing many of the systems human ships required. There wasn’t a recreation deck, or a most of the living quarters. If they stayed on this ship, what would that mean for them? Would they have to reshape a section of the ship to create rooms, or did he not read the schematics correctly? Surely the Monterans needed private time just like everyone else. He could always watch movies or television on his own devices, but he would need some more essential things, like a bed.


    Sykk needed to leave the ship and borrow some surgical tools, but while he did that, Cooper found the deck where the monitors had shown the damage. After putting his earpiece back in, he found he could connect to the command deck. Humanity would definitely benefit from technology that adapted this quickly, as long as the Monteran government was willing to share. Somehow, he doubted they’d be as generous as the Qinans had been.

  


  
    Sliding one of the chitin panels back, Cooper found the problem. The thick cords that the doctor deduced were nerves hadn’t been severed; instead, a large metal clamp had been placed over them. A readout on the top of the clamp remained stable, with large buttons on both sides of the display. He stared at it. Was this just to make sure the human scientists who examined the ship couldn’t take it for a test drive? They’d planned to gift it to him, but it looked like that plan had simply been for show. They didn’t want him to fly it, only to serve as a political tool to appease Earth into negotiating with them. Also, he knew pinched nerves hurt, so that meant whoever had done this didn’t care if they harmed the ship.


    “What the hell…” Sykk said behind him, so Cooper moved out of the way to let the Qinan work. This was his specialty, after all, even if he couldn’t remember ever having to remove a clamp from around someone’s nerves before.


    He generally didn’t stand over people’s shoulders when they worked, but this was just so something entirely new. Sykk first scanned the actual clamp, clicking his tongue a few times before experimentally pressing the leftmost bottom button. The screen went blank, but the device didn’t move. The surgeon then very carefully ran his gloved paws over where the clamp touched the nerve tissue, frowning.


    “The nerves have a protective covering, but they cut it out before applying the clamp,” he said, anger evident in his voice. “They wanted this to be as effective as possible, and it’s probably causing pain or discomfort.” He then reached a paw back. “I need you to serve as my assistant. Pass me the laser scalpel. Set the length to two and the intensity to ten.”

  


  
    Cooper rarely used surgical equipment, but thanks to medical classes he knew how to operate most of it. The surgical laser resembled a fountain pen, with small dials on the side that clicked in to confirm setting. He followed Sykk’s instructions and then passed the laser forward. He watched as the Qinan very carefully sliced through the metal, just above one of the clamp’s four points that dug into the nerve. He then reached for the point of the clamp, carefully removed it from the tissue, and passed it back to Cooper. It had created a wound, which now oozed a clear, thick liquid. The nerve also expanded out a few inches as the pressure abated.


    “Hand me a cauterizer,” Sykk ordered. “If we need to do full regeneration, we can do that after I have the clamp off.”


    Sykk worked slowly, cutting off a leg of the clamp, then cauterizing the resulting wound. Once all four points had been removed and set in sterile bags, the Qinan focused on repairing the casing around the nerve. A call beeped into Cooper’s earpiece as they were finishing up, so the doctor figured it was safe to answer.


    “Two things,” Elation said. “One, the ship’s showing the connection to the engines is restored, and they automatically powered up. Two, the Monteran delegation is outside the ship, and the ship is not allowing them to enter.”


    Cooper frowned. He wasn’t sure why, but he would probably bet whichever Monteran put this clamp on was present in the group outside. The ship didn’t want that individual back in, because it associated him or her with pain. He liked that reaction. If someone had temporarily paralyzed him, he certainly wouldn’t want that person near him.


    “Tell them whoever installed the nerve clamps needs to go back to their own ship,” Cooper said. He helped Sykk clean up the surgical site and then slide the chitin panel back into place. Once it clicked, they both stood up, and the Qinan pulled his gloves off.


    “These might be all over the ship,” Sykk whispered, placing a paw over the doctor’s earpiece to muffle the noise. “Who knows what other systems they didn’t want to function while the ship is on Earth.”

  


  
    “The Monterans are in discussion with the scientists outside,” Elation interjected. “It would seem they did not expect anyone to discover the clamps.” Cooper could hear the satisfaction in Elation’s voice, even after translation.


    Cooper decided to walk back to the control center and find out where other clamps might be. From that first cutoff, it looked like the Monterans wanted to minimize damage to the ship while still disabling it. He’d bet, however, that removing the clamps would either alleviate any pain the ship was experiencing, or at the very least give them a better idea about what the ship was capable of. Right now, this ship was his patient, and Sykk would be its surgeon.


    They discovered two more clamps restricting atmospheric valves right outside the command deck, and three more holding back airflow from one of the sealed-off decks. He bet the atmospherics were in one of those rooms, and after Sykk removed all of the clamps, one of the scientists in the engine room called his earpiece to say the ship seemed to be inhaling. It might be able to live in a vacuum, but it probably had some form of lungs, relying on those to fill the inside of the ship for the crew. That probably also meant a hull rupture was even more catastrophic, since the ship wouldn’t have spare oxygen stores.


    Next, they made their way around several decks, trying to figure out where an access panels were. None of the scientists before today had even been able to access ship schematics, so it was much more a trial and error than anything. They’d press a chitin plate, waited to see if it opened, and if it didn’t move on to the next possible location. After about a dozen attempts, they found a clamp restricting nerves that led to the outer hull. Sykk’s guess was that they would have more range with sensors after they removed it. It took less than a minute to secure the pieces of the clamp into a bag.


    “Do you hear that?” Sykk asked. Cooper looked around.

  


  
    “What?” he asked.


    “There’s a humming. It’s like when the engines on the Frontier are running smoothly,” Sykk said.


    Cooper paused. He heard it now. It was one of those sounds he didn’t notice until it wasn’t there, and now it was back. He’d been feeling more comfortable and confident for the last few minutes, and that must be why. It sounded similar to the warp engines, but more a consistent drone than an oscillating note.


    “Any idea what you want to call this ship yet?” Sykk asked.


    “Nope,” he answered honestly. A few ideas more ideas had come to mind in the last few minutes, but they didn’t really matter right now. The ship’s health and well-being were what mattered.


    Four more clamps later, they managed to re-power the weapons systems. According to Elation, this little ship packed quite a punch, easily outgunning even the ISP Orbital Station. Before powering the beam emitters up, they hadn’t even been on the ship’s schematics. Why had they hidden this detail? Sure, Montero V might not want the human government to know their destructive capability, but this wasn’t going to be their ship. Giving someone a warship had to be a sign of mutual understanding, rather than a threat. Then again, he’d barely scratched the surface of their culture when he was on the planet. What did he know?


    “You know, I don’t think the Monterans are going to be distracted by politics forever,” Elation reminded him. “According to the scientific outpost, your captain and the other assorted delegations are on their way down. You will have to speak to them.”


    “Yes, I will,” Cooper said sternly, but was glad for the warning. Maybe Abdel would understand. He seemed very reasonable most of the time.


    After checking the command center readouts one more time, they determined all the clamps and restrictors had been removed but one, directly below the command center. It led to a tight coil of nerves and tissue, surrounded by thick plates and layered in ropes of arteries and veins.

  


  
    “Do you think that’s the ship’s brain?” Sykk asked. At this point, the sensors showed every ship and communications network within several hundred miles, including all television and radio stations. He glanced at a monitor, indicating three shuttles from the Orbital Station were en route to New York City. If he wanted to finish healing this ship, he needed to do it now.


    “Open a panel below us,” Cooper said. He bet they’d only have a few more minutes.


    The Qinan couldn’t find a plate that opened easily. Undeterred, he just bypassed the whole idea and used his surgical laser to remove a section of one large enough for his head to fit through. He ducked in, almost completely flat on the floor.


    “Cooper,” came his muffled voice. “I don’t think I can do anything about this.”


    He pulled back out, and Cooper took his place to see what was wrong. Rather than a clamp or something similar pinching the nerve, a large contraption had been slung between two large arteries. After a few seconds, he understood why it looked so familiar—it resembled a hormone injector, with small, flat surfaces against the walls of each artery. He bet they sealed off needles, and allowed a constant drip without anyone being the wiser.


    “Elation,” he called over, and the Akoshian swiveled to show he was paying attention. “Can you scan this? I want to know what it’s injecting into the ship.”


    The alien walked over, leaning down to peer into the small hole, and Cooper watched text scroll across his visor. After ten seconds, he sighed, reached in, and pressed one of the buttons on the device. Then, he gripped the middle of it and yanked it from the crevice.


    “Seal those four punctures, now,” Elation commented, as though it wasn’t a big deal he’d just ripped a mechanical component out of a living thing. Sykk dived in, expertly sealing off the small holes before popping the plate back into place, and then resealing it as well.

  


  
    “What was it doing?” Cooper asked, trying to keep his anger under control. Elation wasn’t a doctor. He’d probably done that as the fastest solution to the problem, since the diplomats and officers were on their way. While Sykk made sure the Chitin plate was secure, Cooper turned to Elation, waiting for an answer.


    “It’s a sedation box,” Elation explained, idly popping off the back of the device and removing a small, half-empty vial of purple liquid. “They’re Akoshian technology, used to keep larger individuals unresponsive and easily controllable. This vial,” he held up the purple liquid. “is equivalent to…” He read some text on his visor. “…opioids such as morphine.” He then yanked out a full vial of blue liquid. “Then this would be an amphetamine. I would guess they wanted the ship docile, for now, since the stimulant hasn’t been used at all.”


    “Why would they keep a strong stimulant in there, then?” Cooper asked, even if he had a few ideas.


    “To quickly raise alertness in the subject,” Elation guessed. “It might be dangerous, but they did essentially attach a syringe to the carotid artery.”


    Cooper clenched his fists. He didn’t know how long the sedatives would take to wear off, but he bet the Monterans did, and this was why they were returning to the surface. They’d paralyzed and drugged their own living ship, just to make a present of goodwill that would be of no use to any government on Earth. Did they really think no one would find these clamps or injectors? There were human scientists walking all around the ship. One of them would have eventually seen a clamp, and then reported it. Cooper had just figured it out first.


    “Looks like the shuttles have landed outside,” Sykk commented, his eyes on one of the monitors. Cooper stomped over to his chair, and this time it morphed before he even touched it. The system learned fast. He sat down, the screen clicking into place in front of him a second later. He found an alert trigger on the screen and clicked it.

  


  
    The sound of a beehive echoed down the corridors, and Cooper calmly watched the screen as the airlocks sealed and the engine’s temperature rose. The buzzing subsided a little, but the noise still crept into his brain. He liked that much more than the loud alarms of the Frontier. How had they engineered a ship like this? He assumed they weren’t evolved, since the idea of life in a vacuum didn’t make sense in his understanding of biology. Maybe Angie could enlighten him.


    “Both of our captains are attempting to enter the ship,” Elation said casually, as though he had all the time in the world. “The ship is not permitting either of them entry.” He touched something on his display, and Cooper’s screen receded from in front of him. Before he could say anything, the closest wall of the command center shuddered and revealed a much larger monitor, even bigger than the one on the Frontier’s bridge. From what he could tell before it turned on, the screen was entirely organic.


    “The doors are sealed until I get an explanation about the treatment of my patient,” Cooper said, trying to keep his voice even. There was no point to yelling at Abdel, who didn’t look at all surprised he was sitting in the captain’s chair, or at Terrence, who looked panicky. Two dozen Monterans and Akoshians stood behind them, and if he guessed correctly, the Akoshians rocking back and forth in place and raking the ground with their claws was a sign of irritation or anger.


    “What patient?” Abdel asked.


    “They’ve drugged and harmed this ship, knowing full well the implications of their actions,” Cooper answered, keeping his hands steady. He could treat life-threatening diseases. He could save lives. Compared to that, staring down an angry group of politicians wasn’t that hard. He just needed to remember to not yell at them.

  


  
    “That isn’t up for debate right now,” Abdel said. Cooper could tell he wasn’t happy, but he was trying to stay calm in front of the aliens as well.


    “My job is to treat and heal,” Cooper said. He kept his eyes straight ahead, locking with Abdel’s through the video connection. “And I am saying I cannot allow this type of harm and reckless endangerment to continue.”


    “This isn’t your ship yet, Barnes,” the captain warned, but that gave Cooper an idea. It would be risky, probably stupid, and might not work, but dammit, he wasn’t going to let anyone else hurt this ship.


    What would happen if the ISP found out they could control the Monteran ships with the right drugs, or worse, what might happen if the Monterans found out humanity knew that? Surely it might occur to one of the strategists, but without empirical evidence, it would just be another theory on how to best another military power. He could help stop that from happening, and stop whoever had damaged this ship from ever stepping into it again.


    “Patch me through to the Monterans, or if the leader of the diplomatic team is there, put him forward.”


    Cooper waited patiently while the captain turned around and addressed the group before a particularly massive Monteran shuffled forward, complex patterns tattooed across his muzzle. It probably meant something important, but he didn’t care right now.


    “I am the Head Diplo…”


    “By naming it, I assert myself as rightful captain of this vessel,” Cooper said. “I name it Asclepius, after the Greek god of medicine.”


    The Monteran stood there, silent, for nearly a full minute, while Abdel walked between the other Monterans and the Akoshians, trying to calm nerves or talk the doctor down. Sykk looked over at him, giving him a toothy grin and thumbs-up. If this wasn’t exciting, he didn’t know what was. Elation just sat there, twiddling his thumbs. Of course, the outcome of this didn’t really affect him, but Cooper felt beneath his visor, he had to be smiling at the discomfort Cooper caused. Finally, the Monteran on the screen turned back to him.

  


  
    “You should not take our culture so lightly,” the Monteran said. “We granted this ship to you as a token of goodwill, and we will not have it used as a weapon of war against us.”


    “Is that why you disabled its weapons, and doped it up?” Cooper responded, wondering how the word ‘doped’ might translate. Abdel looked quite angry behind the diplomat, but the doctor kept his expression steady and neutral. This alien probably hadn’t been the individual to perform these cruel operations,


    “Those implants are standard for these…” the alien began, but Cooper was having none of it.


    “The engine diagnostics and screens in the command center are standard. Pinching nerves and paralyzing a living ship is cruel. As a physician, I won’t allow this kind of treatment,” Cooper said.


    “That is not your decision to make!” the Monteran’s words were backed up by whistles and a wave of noise from the other aliens that didn’t translate. He suspected now that the translator blocked cursing.


    “It is for this ship,” Cooper said, still trying to appear as calm as possible. He was seething, but that needed to wait until he figured out which alien had done this.


    “You will allow us entry into this ship immediately,” the Monteran said, his claws digging deep furrows into the ground, “or we will board it by force.” Now Abdel turned back around, looking into the camera at Cooper. He knew this was one of those times they’d probably both like Patil to be here, but right now, the doctor needed to hold his ground.


    “Elation, do you think you can pilot this ship?” he asked, without breaking eye contact with the Monteran.


    “I would like to state, for the record, that I am not doing this as a representative of my government,” he said. Sykk nodded at him, and then the Akoshian stepped over and lay down on the piloting bench. “Now that everyone knows my position, would you like me to power up the weapons as well? It would appear they are tied to this console,” Elation still, still with a tone of polite interest.

  


  
    “If you would, please,” he said, smiling at the Monterans still outside the airlock.


    “You might want to step back, sir,” Sykk said. Abdel was the first to move, and furious or not, the Monterans shuffled quickly backwards.


    Cooper pulled up the external sensors and watched as the ship lifted a few feet. Nothing really connected the ship to the ground; they hadn’t even thought to strap the living ship down. He waited for grappling cables, someone to take a shot at the ship, or anything like that, but it didn’t come. Were they too worried to fire on the ship, since he’d made a point to power up the weapons, or because it could create an even larger diplomatic incident?


    “Bring us into orbit,” the doctor ordered, and he watched through the monitors as New York City disappeared, soon replaced by empty sky, and then vacuum.


    “The Monterans are threatening to fire on you, Cooper,” Abdel called in once they could see the orbital station. “Bring the ship back down, or dock with the station and end this.”


    The comm screen shuddered, went blank for a few seconds, and Kirano Faer appeared, the bridge of the Frontier evident behind him.


    “Sorry for breaking into your communications,” the Qinan began. He looked incredibly nervous, his ears flicking constantly and continuously glancing left and right, as though he expected reprisal any moment.


    “Listen to me, Cooper,” Faer said. “Messages to the planet’s surface are being blocked by a dampening frequency. These readings match what happened on Alpha Centauri.” He swallowed, looking at someone out of frame. “We confirmed. It’s the Monterans. You need to get that ship out of there.”

  


  
    “What about you?” he asked. He might not want to keep working on the Frontier, but he didn’t want the crew to be put in danger because of his actions.


    “We have our orders,” Faer said. “I already sent my findings to the Qinan Intergalactic Consortium. They are on their way to defend human colonies.” He sighed. “We only have one shuttle left. We’ll need that in case of evacuation.”


    “Who is in charge of ship right now?” he asked. Maybe one last ballsy move today could save a few more people.


    “Baker, since he’s First Officer,” Faer explained, then comprehension dawned in his eyes. “Does our Chief Medical Officer need to speak to him?”


    “Immediately,” he said, as his ship maneuvered closer to the Monteran ships still docked with the orbital station. If necessary, he would protect those on the station. If this kind of paralysis and drugging was standard, could he save the other ships as well? Was that his place?


    Yes, it was his place. Saving, healing, dealing with diseases that threatened his life and the life of those in his charge was his calling, and his job. He might not like the politics of moving between worlds and interplanetary space, and he definitely didn’t stand for cultural barriers that prevented someone from recovering, but he would put up with them to a degree to provide medical care. If someone was ungrateful, that didn’t fall into his concern. The ship glided, and he checked the readouts. Every system functioned perfectly now, and he wondered how he could tell if the ship was happy. It must be, with all these barriers to its motility and level-headedness removed. Maybe he could figure out how to read its emotions. Absentmindedly, he stroked the armrest. The ship was just another patient under his care, and he wasn’t planning on releasing it to someone he knew would harm it.


    “This is Acting Captain Baker,” the first officer said through the comm. He looked quite angry. “Care to explain what the hell is going on?”

  


  
    “The Monterans are planning to fire on me, and then probably show off their military power by destroying the orbital station, or a major city. I need you prepared to defend me, and defend the planet from the Monterans,” Cooper said.


    “They are our allies,” Baker said firmly, “and until I receive a change of status from the ISP, they are still considered that.”


    “Then as Chief Medical Officer, I remove you from command,” Cooper said. “Authorization Sierra-Yankee-Kilo-Kilo. I place Communications Officer Kirano Faer as Acting Captain.”


    The effect was immediate. Even over a comm, the Frontier’s automatic systems cut in, disabling the command controls of the Frontier and removing Baker’s officer overrides. This wasn’t nice of him, but right now Cooper needed to prevent as much loss of life as possible.


    “You’re going to be court-marshaled for this,” Baker warned as two security guards moved into frame, ready to escort him from the bridge.


    “I’m a civilian,” Cooper reminded him. “The worst they can do is fire me.” He waited until the first officer gave up his chair, and Faer replaced him.


    “How bad does it look?” Cooper asked. Faer settled into the chair, waiting for someone else to take his original seat. Then he frowned.


    “Monteran ships are following you into orbit, Cooper. I can’t scan the ships, but I doubt they are planning to just talk to you,” Faer said.


    “Then prepare the Frontier for combat,” Cooper ordered. “I won’t have them doing to earth what they did to Alpha Centauri.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight: The Asclepius



    Now they played the waiting game. Four Monteran ships had followed him out of the atmosphere, but with his weapons trained on the docked ships, they weren’t firing on him. Sykk figured out how to stimulate the hull plating while they stood off with the alien ships, though Cooper wasn’t sure how much that would help. They didn’t know anything about the power behind these weapons, or even if they worked in the same way ISP-issued weapons did. Would firing Monteran weapons on a Monteran ship even do anything? He was being stupid, the back of his mind told him, but on the other hand, these bastards had killed thousands of innocent people. Well, some part of their government had killed those people, but someone out there in his sights had harmed this ship, his patient.


    “Captain Abdel is contacting us,” Sykk said, his head bobbing to some unheard tune. “I figured out how to close the communications.”


    “Where is he calling from?” Had human vessels been able to leave the surface? With the communications blackout, he wondered if Abdel had just made an executive decision.


    “Looks like he’s on the station,” Sykk answered. “Apparently the Frontier’s computers won’t acknowledge his captaincy.” The Qinan smirked, and pulled the call up to the largest monitor.


    “How can I help you, Captain Abdel?” Cooper asked, leaning back in his chair and crossing his ankles. “I am sorry for the incident I am probably causing.”


    “They are threatening to declare war on all human colonies,” Abdel said, entwining his fingers and setting his hands in his lap. At least for the next few minutes, they could talk to each other like fellow captains, rather than a captain and an angry doctor.

  


  
    “Then I suppose all the ISP ships are on high alert?” he asked. The other captain nodded, so he continued. “I don’t have this ship fully functional yet. The depressants were being used long-term, so I don’t know how long it will be before I have full range of motion or if all the senses are working as they should be.” He wasn’t entirely sure if terms like ‘range of motion’ applied for a ship flying through the vacuum of space, but they would work temporarily.


    “The Athena is in position to fire,” Abdel, and then his eyes grew hard. “He has orders to fire on any ship that threatens to shatter the chance of an intergalactic alliance.”


    He understood the implication—would his brother sacrifice his career for Cooper’s life? Honestly, he didn’t know, which probably bothered him more than the ISP ordering a ship to shoot him out of the sky if necessary. He took a quick look at the system readout; all the plating showed nominal, and the ship seemed to understand they were in a tense situation, because hormones surged through different systems. He wondered if the ship’s version of adrenaline could counteract the depressant, but only time would tell.


    “Tell them I don’t plan to fire unless fired upon first,” Cooper said. “Maybe he’ll listen to you.”


    “Do you plan to speak with the Monterans again?” the other captain asked.


    “Once I figure out what to tell them,” he answered.


    Abdel nodded, then sighed. “I hope you don’t cause a war over one ship,” he said. “The ISP hasn’t confirmed the attack on Alpha Centauri was caused by these Monterans. These are two different situations.”


    “Yes they are. Every patient matters, captain,” Cooper said. “Even the ones who can’t talk back.”


    He cut the call at that point, and started to brainstorm. There had to be a way to bluff, threaten, or blackmail his way out of this without any further loss of life. Maybe they valued something culturally that he could use. This ship had to be favored, since they would have just fired on him. If they were willing to destroy an entire colony, why not this one ship?

  


  
    Was it the fear of reprisal? They barely had a fleet, let alone squadrons of ships to fight with. Maybe they feared the Qinans, but he doubted that from what Sykk’s sister had told him. Was it the scientific advancement of this new ship? Maybe they didn’t want to destroy it, and therefore kill him, because despite their gunboat diplomacy and nerve clamps they valued how important this ship was to their own future. If the ship was the key, then that would be where he would start.


    He took Sykk’s personal datapad with him while he wandered the corridors, scanning different sections and trying to figure out why the Monterans might value this particular ship so much. If it wasn’t historical significance, which was a possibility, then something about the ship itself must make them wary of destroying it. This high up, the pieces wouldn’t immediately fall to Earth. Was there some sort of black box, or information on the Monteran fleets aboard?


    “Elation, is there a Monteran archive in the ship’s memory?” he asked, glad the ship had configured to sync his earpiece to the ship’s comms.


    “Nothing more than coordinates and star charts,” the alien responded. “I am guessing the ship inherited those, since there isn’t an input date.” Well, unless they thought their list of explored systems was worth causing a war for, that wasn’t it.


    The doctor walked into one of the larger unused spaces, deciding to just pace around it a few times. This could have been a medical bay, if his main patient hadn’t become the ship itself instead of the crew inside. Now, it was just smooth walls and a floor with a checkered pattern. No one had even gotten to the point of installing monitors.


    “Sir?” said an unknown voice. He nearly jumped out of his skin. He clenched his fist, not sure what else he was supposed to do, and turned around. One of the scientists from earlier was standing in the doorway to the empty room, looking bewildered.

  


  
    “Oh, shit,” Cooper said under his breath. He’d been in the moment, being important and righteous, and completely forgotten about the other people on the ship. Well, that probably demonstrated that he was going to be a shitty captain.


    “Everyone’s fine!” the scientists said. ‘We just weren’t told about a test flight, so a few of the Monterans got thrown. Their shells absorbed all the impact.”


    “What’s your name?” Cooper asked. He really needed to bring everyone up to date, since they might get blown up any minute.


    “Doctor Li Ziqi,” he said. “I’m head of Aerospace Engineering at MIT.”


    “Would you like to be Chief Engineer?” he asked. The engineer looked taken aback, but recovered quickly.


    “What happened?” he asked. Now was Cooper’s chance.


    As they walked back to the engine room, he brought the engineer up to speed on everything that had happened in the last twenty minutes, including his brother’s orders. Sykk was a surgeon, first and foremost, so he really shouldn’t be in charge of anything outside of repairing the ship. Dr. Ziqi assured him that since the ship had absorbed the languages stored in their earpieces, he could report on the engines. He then spoke to the other engineers and scientists on the ship. Several of the Monterans were quite nervous when they were told of the recent events, but Cooper had expected that.


    “I know I wish to return to a Monteran vessel, now that this is UN property,” one of them said about a minute later. All of the stragglers now stood on the walkways around the engine, most nervous but excited at the successful jump into orbit.


    “This isn’t owned by any Earth government,” Cooper asserted. “It’s owned by me.”

  


  
    “You are a member of the International Space Program, which means this ship is theirs now,” the Monteran said, rocking back and forth between his front legs. Cooper guessed that was nervousness.


    “I would have to officially turn it over to them, I think,” Cooper said, but he couldn’t really cover up how unsure he was about that. They hadn’t seized Angie’s medals from Scerisa. They shouldn’t be able to seize this ship.


    “They will take this ship and tear it apart!” One of the other engineers yelled out. “They will use it to destroy the Monteran ships!”


    That was it. Cooper forgot about trying to calm anyone down, or make sure people wanted to remain on the ship. He didn’t even know if this ship had shuttles. He sprinted back to the command center, slammed down into his chair, and pulled up the ship’s live status.


    “Sykk, what happens when the ship is exposed to a foreign body or parasite?” If they’d needed to input Elation into the immune system that meant there must be an internal response.


    “Well,” the Qinan said, moving the status screens to the largest monitor from his station. “For someone moving about, the ship will reroute atmosphere.” He caused one empty segment of one deck to flash orange on the screen. “That’s what the display will do if it detects unauthorized personnel. If they touch the airlocks, the ship will seal itself off.” The airlocks then glowed orange. “As for something like a virus or bacteria…” The display then changed to show internal nodes placed at regular intervals throughout the ship, covering all decks and several at each airlock. “The closest analogue I can guess—I’m not a xenobiologist either—is these nodes produce a version of white blood cells.”


    “So, if they are disabled, or directly infected, it could kill the ship?” Cooper asked.


    “Similar to how HIV ravaged Earth until twenty years ago,” Sykk said.

  


  
    “Thinking of killing the ship after all this work?” Elation sarcastically asked. He’d been so still, the doctor had thought he’d fallen asleep.


    “No, but I think I know why the Monterans are so nervous. Call them up,” Cooper said.


    A bridge very similar to his appeared on the large screen, though with more stations and cybernetic components. Some of the Monterans in the background hissed at him, but he ignored them. Only the captain mattered.


    “I don’t want to fire on you,” Cooper began, trying to be as professional as possible. This was his moment, and if this idea failed, he could probably kiss this ship and the orbital station goodbye. No time like the present to be the honest jackass people expected of him, and no time to be an honest jackass like when someone was very angry at him.


    “I believe I know why you are so keen to stop the ISP from seeing this ship at its full potential. You gifted it to me fully intending to cripple it, so it would be nothing more than a symbolic gesture to open diplomatic relations with an unknown government. You figured a symbolic gift is still a gift, and under any other circumstances I probably would not have intervened.” He narrowed his eyes.


    “However, you have caused this ship pain, and the crew of the Frontier can confirm Monteran ships destroyed the Alpha Centauri colony. The second is inexcusable, but the first personally bothers me.” He leaned forward in his chair, even if it meant little when they were miles apart. “I don’t know what moral and ethical requirements doctors have on Montero V, but I do know what they have here. I will not abide a creature suffering, even if you only see it as a ship. I will not allow you to replace those nerve pinchers, or those injectors, and I will not allow you to harm any humans on this ship, or any other ship that I can protect.” He then smiled, baring his teeth.


    “I found out about the immune system nodules only a few minutes ago, but I strongly suspect that is why you are so keen to make sure we don’t take this ship apart, and why we shouldn’t examine this gift too closely. That’s why Monterans are on board right now—they aren’t here to assist as much as they are to make sure the engineers didn’t discover what that system was for. It’s why it didn’t show up on the ship’s status before we removed all the damage you caused.” Now for his trump card, if that’s what it was.

  


  
    “What happens if this ship is exposed to an infection that the ship can’t fight? I suspect, like all living things, it would die, and probably quite quickly. And, like any disease, it can spread. What would happen if humanity developed a virus could kill your entire organic fleet? How would your entire civilization fare?” He leaned back then, still smiling. “Humans have wiped out entire continents of other humans with the right disease. That’s why, isn’t it? If we figure out how your ships defend themselves, we can figure out a way around it.”


    “We could kill every ship, decimate your fleet, without ever firing a shot. It would leave your people alive, and our government wouldn’t even consider it genocide, because the ships aren’t sentient. They’d call it something more political, like ‘removing a tactical advantage’ or ‘operational casualties.’ Now, I know these ships are a marvel of genetic engineering, and your government doesn’t want to lose that. It would rather destroy an entire colony, or risk interplanetary war than risk losing one of their greatest medical and engineering feats.”


    “Am I wrong?” Cooper asked.


    Now he waited, hands together, looking between the members of his command. Sykk had pulled back his screen, smiling over at him. Elation was still lying down, the tentacles around his arms and his helmet on the floor next to the bench. Dr. Ziqi had found his way up here in the last few minutes, and judging by his expression, he must have heard most of his little speech. Maybe Cooper was an idiot, but one thing he did know was how easily living things died. One alien virus could kill the ship’s crew. One rogue virus on Earth could wipe out most of the species. One bad infection could kill this ship, or any ship like it.

  


  
    “We are only acting on the orders of our government…” the captain started, but Cooper held up a hand.


    “I am not, and that’s not really an excuse,” Cooper said.


    “Then, we are protecting ourselves from potential harm,” The Monteran captain said. “That ship could be used to destroy us.”


    “Or it couldn’t,” Cooper countered. “I don’t plan to show the ISP how to kill your ships, as long as you stand down.”


    “Your government will seize the data from you,” the captain said, baring his teeth. “I am sorry.”


    The comm cut off, and the whole ship shuddered. Cooper gripped the armrests and looked over at Elation, who wasn’t moving, but then again, he hadn’t been moving before. Another rock, and the ship’s schematics popped up on the main screen.


    “Who’s firing on us?” he asked, and Sykk’s fingers danced over the touchpads.


    “The lead Monteran ship fired on us, but the chitin is holding,” he said. “It looks like their weapons are having trouble penetrating our hull.”


    “Elation, target their engines. Sykk, order the engineers…” He didn’t want to think of them as his crew right now. “…to the centermost space in the ship. If they resist, threaten to inject them with something that will knock them out. There’s got to be some basic injectors in your bag.”


    “I don’t know what will knock out a Monteran,” Sykk commented, causing Cooper to let out a humorless laugh.


    “Then tell them that. Don’t actually poison them, mind you, but I need them to listen to me.”


    Sykk popped his earpiece back in and started out of the command center, leaving Cooper and Elation alone in the room. He cycled the large monitor through all the feeds he could find, eventually finding one that played a video feed from the front end of the ship. Brilliant purple energy beams arched out of the underside of the Asclepius, slicing whole sections off the rear end of the Monteran ship. There was something horribly surgically precise about the entire procedure as it carved off an exhaust port, then an external manifold. He watched as small pockets of atmosphere exploded.

  


  
    “What the…” He’d expected something like a stun, or just a jolt. He zoomed in the image, and was relieved to see no floating corpses.


    “I’m trying not to target occupied decks,” Elation commented. “These ships have automatic seals for breaches. If it matters to you, the pulse lasers are painless for the ships. The ships can regenerate, so the ship won’t be permanently damaged.”


    “I appreciate you telling me that,” he said. “Switch to a lower level, or output, or something. I don’t want them harming my ship, and I don’t want you to continue to harm theirs.”


    “Can’t figure out how to change the settings,” the Akoshian said. “If you’d like, I could probably carve out the bridge,” the Akoshian said. “I’m quite a fan of this targeting system.”


    “No,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”


    “They really want to kill you,” he countered, but Cooper just shook his head as the first alien ship’s engines stopped glowing. Cooper’s ship turned, now facing the second ship as wave after wave of missiles and pulse weapons bombarded their hull. The ship definitely shook, but no breaches popped up on his display.


    “Disable them if you can. If any move to target the station or the surface…” He thought quickly. He didn’t value human lives over alien lives, but he understood there was definitely a difference between attacking soldiers and innocent civilians.


    “Are their ships laid out the same as this one?” the doctor asked. Elation’s eyes swiveled around under their closed lids.


    “Essentially. We have fewer cybernetics, and stronger hull plating.”

  


  
    “Then target weapons as well, if you can. If we can stop this, we will.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Another heavy shockwave rocked the command center, this one strong enough to knock Cooper out of his seat. Where was Sykk? Had he evacuated everyone into safe rooms? Would he come back here, or just stay with them to stop a panic from rising?


    Cooper got back up and worked quickly, splitting the largest monitor between a front and rear view of the ship, checking to see if there was any damage—the best he could tell was the nerves and tissue under the chitin was bruised—and then re-opened communications with the lead Monteran ship. They didn’t answer.


    “Still haven’t figured out how to dial down the weapons?” Cooper asked as a barrage of missiles smashed into the front end of the ship. One of the viewpoints temporarily went dead, but came back up five seconds later. A few flecks of chitin now floated free, but no hull breaches.


    “Nope,” Elation said


    “Then focus on stopping those ships from trying to target anything but us. Piss them off.”


    “I can do that,” Elation said. He sounded excited. As violet beams carved into the opposing ships, Cooper started trying to locate anyone else in the area. From the cameras, he could see no one else firing on the Monterans, and no one else firing on him. Where was the Athena? There, coming around the curve of the planet. He pulled up comms and hoped he could puncture whatever lock the Monterans’ used to block communications. Apparently they hadn’t expected this ship to be ready for space, since Terrence’s face appeared, angry as hell, on his personal monitor.


    “Would you like to explain before the government makes me fire on you?” he yelled. Several of the bridge officers behind him looked startled.

  


  
    “They fired first,” Cooper answered calmly. “And I don’t think your weapons can penetrate my hull. Theirs certainly can’t.” That definitely caused a pause.


    “I’m doing my best to disable their ships, but I need your assistance if they start firing on the station. Do you have anything to intercept their missiles?” Cooper hastily swiped through readouts, trying to figure out if this ship had anything similar. Elation should have found it if it did. Sykk had been the one to learn about how the ISP ships were constructed, whereas Cooper had only cared about the medical bay and leisure time.


    “The point defense lasers can intercept the missiles,” Terrence said, still looking quite mad. “But I can’t do anything about those laser cannons they’re firing at you, and if they hit the station…”


    He understood the implication. A lot of people thought the orbital station was just a military base, or a government building, but it was more like Washington, D.C.—those aspects were certainly present, but most of the population worked and lived like any other civilian, like he used to. It was a strategic target, which put thousands of innocent people’s lives on the line.


    “Does the station have any defenses at all?” he asked, and Terrence glared at him.


    “Do you read anything the ISP sends you?” he demanded, but then pinched the bridge of his nose just like Cooper did when he was stressed. “It can shoot out orbital junk, or correct its orbit, but it doesn’t have guns or missile bays. There’s a defensive squad, but this is the first time their deployment isn’t an exercise. Some of these missiles are larger than the fighters.”


    “Where are those other military ships you mentioned before?” Cooper asked.


    “Most are still under construction,” he said. “The Athena and the Anhur were the only completed warships.”

  


  
    “Then get the ISP ships to focus on intercepting missiles and protecting civilian targets. I think I can disable the Monteran ships” Cooper said.


    “You can’t give me orders, Cooper,” his brother said, all his anger flushing back.


    “No, but as a fellow captain…” He smirked despite the seriousness of the situation. “…I can request assistance. Now get to it.” He cut the comm, and the monitor went back to the external views. Some more flecks had been blasted off the hull during that call. He needed a solution to this that didn’t require him to just blast the Monterans out of the sky.


    Something came to him. If they were so worried about him figuring out an infection the ship couldn’t fight, maybe he could alter how the other ships responded to intruders. If he could re-program the other ships to recognize the Monterans on the bridge as foreign bodies, he could stop this right now. He ran over to Sykk’s station and cycled through call channels. How had the Qinan figured this out so quickly?


    “Sykk, how do I override an immune response?” he asked, then winced as his words loudly reverberated throughout the room and echoed down the corridors.


    It took about a minute before Sykk appeared in front of him, his uniform smeared with blood and a bandage over his upper left arm. Cooper wanted to take a minute to ask what had happened, but there wasn’t time.


    “I need to convince the Monteran ships that the members of the bridge crew are all foreign bodies, and I need to do it remotely,” Cooper explained.


    Sykk blinked a few times. “Well, I figure they transmit that sort of data between ships, but I don’t know if we’ll be able to override the safeguards,” the Qinan said. “That’s more hacking than medicine.”


    “What if you just inject it?” Elation asked, actually sitting up a little and bracing himself on his elbows, his eyes still closed.

  


  
    “That’s…amazing,” Cooper said, somewhat in a daze now. Why not? Why couldn’t they just get close enough, and inject an antigen that would label the bridge crew as dangerous? It might take some ridiculous flying on Elation’s part, and a quick use of a drug synthesizer, but he could do it. He doubted there was one on board, so Cooper would need to get back to the Frontier somehow, borrow one of their shuttles, and then essentially crash into the alien ship to get close enough to inject. Could the device create something fast enough?


    No, Cooper thought. It couldn’t. They knew next to nothing about the biology of these ships, and even if they created an antivirus, it wouldn’t work fast enough. However, there was another option that occurred to him.


    “Call the Frontier,” Cooper said as Sykk took his seat. Kirano Faer appeared on his screen.


    “I need you to send a shuttle over to pick me up,” he said, already getting out of his seat. “I have a way to solve this, but I need your help and access to my medical bay.” Was it still his medical bay? Well, he sure as hell was going to count the department as his.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine: All Alone in the Night



    Cooper stepped into the Frontier’s airlock, glad that no one else had tried to challenge him in the last few minutes. Faer had delivered a shuttle for him, and he’d left Elation to deal with the Monterans. Hopefully, his temporary pilot wouldn’t disregard his orders for nonlethal attacks. Maybe Sykk could keep him in check. Hopefully the small group of engineers wouldn’t stage a rebellion or something else similarly stupid. For the next few minutes, he needed to focus on a way to stop this before someone did end up getting killed. The Frontier’s emergency sirens blared through the ship, and he encountered no one else has he made his way to medical.


    About a half-dozen patients were asleep in the medical bay when he arrived, but he knew Angie could take care of them. He wheeled over the drug synthesizer, typing through the available combinations. What could work to cause some immune response, or to disable the connection between the rest of the ship and the bridge without harming the ship itself? He didn’t have the time to work with Angie and figure out exact biological responses. Maybe something less subtle would do the trick.


    “Angie, what do we have left in the controlled substances cabinet?” he asked. The other doctor looked up from her datapad.


    “We’ve used most everything up, but I think we have some of the stronger painkillers in there.”That wouldn’t help him very much, since he wasn’t sure what painkillers might deaden reaction on such a large creature. Then again, there was the old cocktail remedy—if a small dose of one didn’t work, small doses of a bunch of different drugs might.


    He unlocked the cabinet with his thumbprint, retrieved some painkillers, then synthesized some immunostimulants. They worked on humans and Qinans alike, so maybe they’d do the same for one of the living ships. He found some opiates in a cabinet, and then walked over to the medical bay’s console, calling up to the bridge.

  


  
    “Have everything you need?” Faer asked. Cooper could see the emergency lights pulsing in the background—they must have been damaged already.


    “When I get back on that shuttle, I am going to stand down my medical order,” Cooper explained. “I don’t want your career destroyed by my stupidity.”


    “Don’t do that,” Faer said. “The ISP can’t do much to me, and I’ll be damned if I give this chair back to Baker at the moment. He’s liable to blow you to pieces.” Well, good to know someone had his back on the ship.


    “Then, thanks for helping me stop this,” he said, knowing it sounded somewhat stupid. Theirs was supposed to be a mission of peace and exploration. He planned to keep it that way, and not turn the Frontier or the Asclepius into a warship. Terry could deal with military powers in the future. He would deal with keeping alive those people exploring new worlds and expanding humanity’s knowledge of the universe.


    Just to be safe, he grabbed one of the spacesuits and one of the pulse rifles from the rack at the airlock. If someone shot the ship, it would be best if explosive decompression didn’t kill him. He suited up, locked the helmet on, and synced it to the ship’s medical bay. Since there was no one’s life signs to monitor but his own, he used the medical bay’s computers to call Sykk.


    “Did you find everything you needed?” the Qinan asked, but that wasn’t what the doctor wanted to talk about. The pilot of the shuttle was on his way, but he wasn’t planning on endangering anyone else.


    “I really want to work on this new ship, after all this is over,” Cooper started as he sealed the airlock behind him. His chief medical officer codes really shouldn’t work here.


    “Sounds like a plan,” Sykk said. “Hopefully the ISP won’t be too mad.”

  


  
    “I wouldn’t think so,” Cooper said. The controls of the shuttle did have an autopilot. He targeted the lead Monteran ship and felt the magnetic clamps disconnect.


    “I’m getting a message from the Frontier...” Sykk’s call disconnected from his helmet for about a minute while the shuttle maneuvered out of the launch bay and toward the attacking ships. He knew nothing about the more complicated aspects of this shuttle, but the steering worked like a helicopter. He could probably dodge any energy blasts, and if he didn’t, that’s why the spacesuit was important.


    “Why did you leave your pilot behind?” Sykk asked. Cooper had always been direct with Sykk. He shouldn’t stop that now.


    “Because I don’t know if I am coming back, and I wasn’t going to kill anyone else,” Cooper said.


    Sykk didn’t answer immediately. “Were you planning on telling me your plan?” he asked, his voice far too steady for the situation.


    “If I succeeded in not getting blown up,” Cooper said. “Even if the shuttle gets punctured, my suit has about four hours of air. If this isn’t solved by then, we’re in real trouble.”


    “Come back to the ship,” Sykk ordered, and now Cooper could hear an inkling of panic in his voice. “Right now.”


    “You know, no one at the hospital understood how we could be together. They couldn’t figure out how we did it, or how we got past all the cultural barriers,” Cooper said, smiling despite having to dodge between point defense lasers and missiles. Terrence had been right—most of the missiles were larger than the shuttle. If he slammed into one, there was really no walking away from it, but it also meant they wouldn’t target him.


    “I want you safe!” That came through as a cool robotic voice; the Qinan must have switched to his native language. Listening to the computer voice would make this a bit easier for him.

  


  
    “That isn’t an option right now,” Cooper said. The alien ship was less than a minute away, if he was judging their speed correctly. “If I don’t come back, I want you to bring our ship to the Qinan Intergalactic Consortium. I don’t want humans dissecting it.”


    “I am coming to get you,” Sykk said, but Cooper suspected otherwise.


    “Elation is the pilot, and I don’t think he’ll let you override me,” Cooper said. The shuttle had piloted past the last of the missiles. Now, the autopilot was orbiting the ship while waiting for a docking confirmation it wouldn’t receive. Hopefully this would be close enough.


    “I love you, Sykk,” he said, before disconnecting the call, then the comm entirely. He knew he’d have hell to pay for this if he was successful, but the threats on innocent lives needed to stop. The cruelty needed to stop. Most importantly, the missiles bombarding Sykk needed to stop.


    He opened the hatch as the ship lazily spun around, double-checking his medical readout. It didn’t really know how to scan the ship, but it knew the ship was alive. He leaped, hoping his rudimentary understanding of physics held true since secondary school. It did, leaving him clumsily gripping one of the alien ship’s armored panels. His boots found purchase, so he stood back up.


    Right now, he had never felt more alone. Even when he walked the empty corridors of the Frontier, or had been visiting cities thousands of miles away from Sykk, he’d never felt disconnected from the world around him. Right now, even with readouts flying past his vision, he was completely alone on the hull of an alien ship, with little more than some artificial fibers standing between him and death. However, he and his convictions might have triggered this incident, and now he was going to end it.


    Hearing his own breathing always bothered him, but it was the only noise that followed him as he gingerly stepped along the chitin armor plating. He witnessed one of the pulse cannons firing up-close, surprised the shock didn’t travel along the plates. The muscle and skin tissue must absorb the impact. Shaking his head to break his concentration on the inventiveness of living things, he skirted around the rim of the pulse cannon, trying to find a less suicidal break in the chitin. Judging by his ship, there should be vents for sucking in atmosphere when they were on a planet.

  


  
    He found one, tucked between two pulse cannons. The all-encompassing brightness nearly blinded him, so he turned up the shields on his helmet. Already there was little more than static in his visor. It looked like he’d just have to do this by feel alone. The evil voice in the back of mind told him he should have brought Sykk, the surgeon, but he wasn’t going to endanger him. Instead, he pulled the rifle from his back and pressed the small button next to the trigger, watching as the lights on the side switched from red to green.


    It might not be technology he understood, and he only had a vague idea how traditional bullets worked. What he did understand, was to point the open end of the barrel at the thin chitin and hold the trigger down. It had no kick, but the short bursts of blue light made quick work of the port. Air poured from the breach, and Cooper patiently blasted the hole a bit bigger, angling his shots to only hit the chitin. He’d definitely cause some bruising, but a few stitches was better than losing an arm. He hopped down through the hole he’d created, dropping faster than he’d expected as the artificial gravity kicked in.


    He slammed into the floor of the empty corridor, cracking his helmet, though not enough to leak air. All his displays went to static, so he went ahead and turned them off. Looking left and right didn’t reveal any Monterans, but did tell him the corridor had automatically sealed because of the breach. He might have a few minutes before the ship could attack him as a foreign body. Vaguely, he realized he’d just boarded an attacking ship like some kind of space pirate. He hoped he survived this escapade; this story was going to be amazing at bars.

  


  
    Three painful steps to the left, he found an access panel. Logically, these had sealed as well to prevent someone like him from messing with the ship, but two blasts from the rifle solved that problem. After pulling away the scorched panel, he counted two arteries, one vein, and a nerve cluster. No time like the present to start injecting things into alien ships.


    He started with the immunostimulant cocktail, which he sank directly into one of the arteries. While that pumped in, he primed the painkiller cocktail. For a second, he debated using it on himself—his leg was throbbing from the fall. After that moment of weakness, he injected those into the other artery. He wouldn’t have too much time after the ship began targeting everyone as foreign bodies, if he’d calculated the drugs correctly. Finally, the doctor patted the wall of the corridor.


    “I’m sorry, ship. I’ll make it up to you.”


    Now, to get the hell off this ship. He’d been fairly active when they’d lived in America, so even in the bulky gloves he managed to climb the textured wall of the corridor back up to his reasonably-sized hole. Hoisting himself out of the ship, it took a second to flop down on the hull and just wheeze for a minute. Maybe he wasn’t in as good of shape as he thought. The gravity felt a little heavier too, and that definitely added to his pain and discomfort. When he looked around through the cracks in his helmet, he noticed the pulse cannons weren’t firing and the missile barrages had ceased. Were the drugs working that fast?


    Well, he couldn’t call for assistance, so he stood up and limped back down the side of the ship. He was alone, and if something else went wrong, he was probably going to die. Well, maybe they’d build a statue of him, or at least put a commemorative plaque on the station. Something along the lines of “Here, Dr. Cooper Barnes valiantly saved hundreds of lives, but unfortunately he tried to do it alone and died. He is survived by his asshole of a brother and Sykk, an alien who is still furious with him all these years later.” Yes, that would be great. He could inspire future generations of doctors not to be such goddamn heroes.

  


  
    “Where are you?” Faer voice said through his earpiece.


    “How’d you turn the comm back on?” He was pretty impressed, but more worried this gave the other Monteran ships a pinpoint on him. Did communications in space work like sonar? Better not to find out.


    “The suits are synced to the ship, you idiot,” the Qinan said. “You know this is my job, right?”


    “Sorry,” Cooper said. “I’m on the center Monteran’s ship outer hull. The shuttle is...looking for a docking bay, I think. I set the autopilot.”


    “Stupid, stupid...” A few seconds of hearing nothing but his breathing, then Faer came back on the line.


    “I can’t get the shuttle very close, but if you don’t mind jumping, I think you can make it. Sykk is going to skin you alive.”


    “Yes, he will,” Cooper said, and wondered if he could complete a great flying leap with a bum leg and sore lungs. Sure, he was breathing evenly at this point, but by the pain, he now bet he’d cracked a rib or two in that fall. He’d been stupid to forget about the artificial gravity. Heroic and stupid.


    There was the shuttle, floating about a dozen meters above him. Could he make it? He took an experimental leap, got about three feet off the hull, and the microgravity of the ship pulled him back down. A new jolt of pain went up his leg. He needed a few plan.


    “How do I fill the shuttle with air?” he asked.


    “It’s on the ship’s display, under ‘atmosphere.’ Just make sure the doors are sealed and hit ‘human.’ Why?”


    “Because there’s only one way I can get off this ship. I’m going to vent the O2 tank. Hopefully it will blast me far enough.”

  


  
    “The emergency seals in the suit will kick in after five seconds,” Faer said. “If the tank empties, you’ll have under a minute of air left. If you don’t manage to rendesvous with ship, you’re dead.”


    “That’s always the risk in space,” Cooper said. At that point, he calmly pointed the pulse rifle at the base of his oxygen tank and fired.


    The resulting expulsion of air rocketed him upwards, and in the emptiness of space he almost felt he could feel the rush of wind on his face. The open shuttle door beckoned to him, and he grabbed the side, twisting himself around the corner and yanking the door shut. The automatic gears slowed the process, and he was already feeling a bit dizzy as the ship shut and he slammed a hand down on the console. He pressed atmosphere, then human as his vision blurred. There—enough air for him to hear noises outside his helmet, and he unhooked it and threw it aside.


    He gulped in lungfuls of air, the burning of the thin air soon alleviated as the pressure increased to sea level. He then jumped into the pilot’s seat, his arms and legs shaking. The shuttle itself spun away from the Monteran ship, blasting faster than the autopilot had barely a few minutes before. Vaguely, he realized Faer must be remotely piloting it and used the air refilling the ship as his cue. Grateful, the doctor lolling his head to the side and wished he could just pass out. It now hurt to breathe, which he assumed meant that cracked rib had escalated to a broken one. Or two. Sykk would have to take a look if there was internal bleeding, which there probably was. Then again, a few moderate injuries in exchange for saving thousands of people felt like a fair trade-off.


    He docked with the Frontier a few minutes later, and a strange inversion greeted him after he’d walked back into the airlock. Two medics waited for him, one with a medical scanner and the other ready with a stretcher. It took him a few deep breaths, but he managed to get on the stretcher without assistance. They knew what to do, and he wasn’t the chief medical officer right now.

  


  
    “You have two broken ribs...” Well that was one correctly diagnosed injury, “...internal bleeding, you cracked your left femur and bruising is spreading along your left leg and up your side. We’ll need to sedate you, sir, in order to set the ribs.”


    “Understood. Give me comm to the bridge,” Cooper ordered, wincing as they pulled into the elevator. He had a few seconds before he was unconscious, and he needed to make them count. One of them inserted an earpiece for him.


    “This is Faer.”


    “I am hereby rescinding my medical override effective immediately. Please apologize to Baker, and don’t let him punch me while I’m out. Did the attack halt?” Cooper asked.


    “The Asclepius is currently assisting the Monterans to evacuate their own ships, sir. Apparently the lead ship automatically transferred the antibody data through the nearby fleet. Even the ships docked at the orbital station can’t currently be boarded.”


    “Good. Keep me updated…” He looked up at the medics as the elevator doors opened. “…after I wake up. Cooper out.”


    The medic injected him, and he was happy to ease into unconsciousness.
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    The first thing Cooper noticed as he woke up was the smell of coffee. Not synthesized coffee, but the real stuff. Then, the events of the last few hours steamrolled into his mind and he sat up, surprised he wasn’t even sore. These tissue regenerators really earned their floor space. When he titled his head and blinked a few times, Sykk came into focus.


    “I had to operate, you know,” the Qinan said, his voice professional. Cooper knew he was totally going to get it later. “You lacerated one lung and tore multiple muscle groups. Any additional heroic jumps or leaps and you would have been out of commission for days.” He sipped his coffee. “You also had the beginnings of a concussion, but I was able to take care of that.”

  


  
    “Any permanent damage?” Cooper asked. Not much could be permanent in this day and age, but he felt it was important to ask.


    “None,” Sykk assured him. “Now, apologize.”


    “For playing a hero, or for not telling you I was going to play the hero?” he asked.


    “Both, preferably,” Sykk said.


    Cooper sighed and reached for the untouched cup of coffee, taking a sip before answering.


    “Then I apologize for both, and any other stupid decisions I am going to make in the next few days that I may or may not consult you about.”


    Sykk narrowed his eyes. “Have anything else planned?” Sykk asked.


    “I was going to tell the ISP they can’t take this ship, resign my commission, then try and convince you and Angie to do the same and join me.” He took another sip. “I don’t know if Elation has to resign or anything, but it seems he really likes piloting this ship. Maybe Patil can smooth things over or something.”


    “What if she doesn’t want to leave?” Sykk asked. “What if, after all the crap you just pulled, I don’t want to either?”


    “I’ll convince you,” Cooper muttered, finishing his coffee in one final scalding gulp. “I’ll convince Angie too. She won’t want to miss diagnosing and caring for a living ship. You’d miss me too much, and I’d miss you.”


    “That’s good to know,” Sykk said dryly before leaning over and kissing Cooper.


    Cooper was alive, and no worse for wear. He’d managed to avert any further destruction by ignoring orders and endangering himself. With his help and the ship, he and Sykk could expand their knowledge of the universe, free of politics or alliances. If he wanted to take his ship to the furthest reaches of known space and help alien races he’d never heard of, he could. If he wanted to catalog infectious diseases and help prevent a future epidemic, he could do that too, and for once, the schedule and itinerary were completely up to him. Now just came telling everyone.
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    Cooper had expected more screaming, and definitely more people vehemently objecting to his actions, both those performed and planned. Several governments in the UN objected to him claiming the ship, but it meant very little when the Qinan government decided to back his assertion. Kirano Faer might be the reason for that, especially since a momentarily after he received word of Cooper’s claim to the vessel, a very official-looking document from the Qinan Intergalactic Consortium requesting Faer join his crew was submitted to Cooper. Well, he definitely didn’t want to piss off the Qinan government, so he very quickly wrote back and accepted.


    Elation’s acceptance into the crew took a single call to the Akoshian lead ship. He turned off his translator during the conversation, and since Sykk didn’t speak his language either, they just waited until the comm turned off and the alien affirmed he’d be the doctor’s pilot. Cooper wasn’t sure about cultural norms, so he couldn’t decide if the massive amount of food the Akoshian ate following their conversation was consolation from him giving up his official exporation duties or in celebration of no longer having to deal with beuracracy.


    Angie, however, proved the most difficult member of his dream crew to acquire. She might be the foremost xenobiologist on Earth, making her perfect for helping with the alien ship, but that also made her perfect for any assignment. The ISP wouldn’t budge on her current posting, so he decided on a more direct path to get her on his ship. He was going to talk to her personally. He made an appointment on the Frontier to retrieve his personal belongings, and instead of walking to his quarters, he turned and trotted right into the medical bay.

  


  
    The point defense lasers had spared the Frontier any major damage, and for the first time since leaving Earth, the medical bay was actually completely clear of patients. Angie sat at her desk, reading something on her datapad. Cooper gave one last look at all the shiny ISP technology. Maybe the Qinans could outfit his ship with some state-of-the-art equipment if he asked nicely.


    “You know I quite enjoy this assignment,” Angie said as he pulled over a chair to sit next to her.


    “Think what you could learn about this ship,” Cooper urged. “Think about the planets we could visit that the ISP wouldn’t bother with.”


    “Like what?” Angie asked. Crap, Cooper thought. He hadn’t actually been prepared with examples.


    “Well… What about Qinan colonies humans have never visited, or Scern settlements? We’re allied with them, we should help them wherever we can,” Cooper said.


    “So you want to turn your new alien super ship into, what, a mobile hospital?” she asked.


    “More like Doctors without Borders, but in space,” he explained. “We could visit worlds where there aren’t enough doctors, or where specialized care is needed. Between you, me, and Sykk we’ve got everything covered. We pick up a few pathologists and some staff, and we can be humanity’s first warp-speed medical vessel.”


    “I don’t think the ISP is going to give you any staff,” she commented, flipping the page on her datapad. This entire time she still hadn’t looked up. “They’re pretty mad at you. Abdel only let you pick up your stuff personally because he wasn’t allowed to jettison it into space.”


    “That mad, huh?” he asked.


    “He’s still trying to figure out how to court-marshal you,” Angie said.

  


  
    Cooper thought it over for a few seconds. Maybe he couldn’t convince her, but he needed her. She was the best at her job, and if his crazy idea was going to work, he needed the best. If a living ship couldn’t convince her, what could?


    “You’ll be my Chief Medical Officer,” he finally said.


    “I thought that was your job,” she responded, but did look up from her datapad now.


    “I’ll be the captain. This ship doesn’t need as many crew as an ISP ship to maintain, but has the space for hundreds of Monterans. We can convert over half the ship to medical bays. All that space, just to help sick aliens. It’ll all be yours.” Now she set down her datapad. He felt he was close.


    “I’ll need equipment.” She waved a hand, indicating the tools and machines around them. “The ISP isn’t going to outfit you if you don’t turn over the ship to them.”


    “No, but I bet the Qinan Medical Exchange will when we tell them we’re on a humanitarian mission…so to speak,” he assured her. He wasn’t entirely sure about that, but maybe Faer or Sykk could do something about that. Hell, maybe they’d listen to him, since he’d stood up against a planet the Qinans weren’t on such good terms with.


    “If you get the diagnostic tools and the regenerators…I’ll consider it,” Angie said.


    Even knowing it was probably inappropriate, he gave her a quick hug. She stiffened, but relaxed and let out a patient sigh after a second. After letting go, he left the medical bay, not entirely sure what to say after that. She knew his preferences, after all. He’d just been so happy she was willing to take another strange space adventure with him. After all, she’d agreed to the Frontier. What was so different about heading off in a different ship?


    He’d be captain, for one, and that certainly might turn some people off. He didn’t agree with the military most of the time on principal, he definitely had no experience on that end, and would stand against the ISP if they were doing something stupid. What sane human would join his crew? Well, doctors, sure, but what engineer or weapons officer would help him?

  


  
    These thoughts gnawed at him while he packed his clothes, tricked Sykk’s finicky fox into its crate with a piece of shrimp, and deleted all his override commands. Koy would have to remove the ship-wide ones, but the doctor figured he’d leave the door unlocked when he left. After zipping up his duffel bag, he turned around and frowned at Captain Abdel, who loomed in the doorway.


    “I’m leaving, you know,” Cooper said.


    “Captain or not, I still think I should knock your teeth out for what you pulled,” he growled.


    Cooper held out a hand. “You’ll have to get in line. Sykk is still mad at me, China wants the ISP to seize the ship, and Russia thinks I should be shot out of the sky. A broken jaw would be a blessing at this point, just so I don’t have to deal with any politicians for the next few days.”


    “Now, what I recommend,” the doctor continued, “is that you shake my hand and then let me get the hell of your ship with just your Communications Officer and your xenobiologist—f she agrees.”


    “Are you planning on taking any more of my crew?” Abdel asked, though Cooper thought he saw a hint of a smile. “I don’t think anyone else would jeopardize their careers by joining you.”


    “Koy wouldn’t turn down being the first engineer to study a living engine,” Cooper countered. “Patil and I get along well, so she might come if I asked her nicely. I hand-picked most of the medical staff—four words, and they’ll all jump in a shuttle.” Abdel gripped his hand, but didn’t shake it just yet.


    “What four words?” Abdel asked.


    “‘Nobel Prize in Medicine,’” he said.Captain Abdel shook his hand.


    “Get the hell off my ship.”
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    The Monteran ships left the solar system a few hours after Cooper returned to the Asclepius. He watched as the alien, chitin-plated ships blinked out of sight, their faster-than-light engines probably returning them to their homeworld in a matter of hours. What power did this ship hide? Could he do the same, once they figured out the mechanics of everything? An Earth ship could make it to Qina in a few weeks. Judging by how fast the Monteran ships had made it to Earth, could he make the same trip in a week? What about in a few days? Only one way to find out.


    When he looked around the bridge, he regarded his minimal crew with a bit of trepidation, but also contentment. He could remember three names for the bridge crew. Until they reached Qina, Sykk was functioning as Chief Engineer, Elation as their pilot, and Kirano Faer as their Communications Officer. Angie was asleep in her own quarters, taking advantage of a few hours of peace. The Qinan government had already offered him the skeletal staff he’d need to maintain this ship, and given him permission as a separate entity from the ISP to explore Qinan space. He could help people humans wouldn’t even bother with, and he could do it while bypassing the general barrier of politics.


    “The Qinan shuttle is docking,” Sykk said absently, without looking up from his screen. He managed to configure the chair to give him a screen set up like a table he could manipulate with his fingers, rather than trigger with his vision. Cooper’s seat still wouldn’t shift to that.


    “I wasn’t aware they were giving us any crew from Earth,” Cooper commented. He simply waited for the occupants to board —rather than ISP ships with their large docking bays, this ship just had airlocks that adjusted organically to fit different ship configurations.

  


  
    Sara Patil walked onto the bridge, decked out in bright purple sari and looking stern. She must have been on the surface, since he’d never seen her outside of her ISP uniform.


    “I am going to assume you didn’t bother to find a diplomatic liaison,” she said, sitting down in one of the empty seats. To her credit, she didn’t even flinch when it molded to become comfortable for her.


    “I don’t think I’ll need one,” Cooper countered.


    “Then you’re an idiot.” She reached into a pocket and produced a small chip. “Here is the ISP database, since I bet you didn’t think to download into your ship.”


    “We were going to get the Qinan’s…” he began, but she cut him off.


    “How did you plan to get there? Second star to the right and straight on until morning? I had to pull a lot of strings just to get you this. Now plug it in, and let’s get moving. I already turned down returning to the Frontier. This seems just as important, and to be honest, Abdel is a misogynistic ass.”


    “Understood,” Cooper said. He wondered if Captain Abdel knew yet that his diplomatic officer wasn’t coming back. Well, technically, he hadn’t stolen her from under his nose. She’d stolen herself away from him.


    He took the chip from her and pressed it into the captain’s chair’s armrest, and after a few seconds, the largest monitor spun through hundreds of windows, showing flashes of images, text, and occasional video before settling on an image of Earth, taken from a high orbit at night. He could see the lights of major cities, but not country barriers or specific manmade structures. Up here, it was just Earth, nothing more and nothing less.


    “Elation, please plot a course for Qina. I believe Patil said it was second star to the right, straight on until morning.” Sykk and Patil both smiled, and he settled back down in his captain’s chair.


    This was going to be interesting.
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