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“Strangers are just family you have yet 
to come to know.”

 
– Mitch Albom



Prelude
Cortez stood at the door to the airlock, swaying ever so 

slightly on the heels of his feet. After five years, six failed 
courses, and some pleading with the Starfleet Academy 
commandant, he finally graduated and awaited his first as-
signment in Starfleet. 

Conversations echoed throughout the shuttle bay, 
bouncing off the metal walls, polished floor, and somewhat 
uncomfortable furniture. It was organized chaos, with 
shuttles arriving and departing, people milling about, an 
occasional child pleading with their parent for an extra toy 
at the shop. 

“Couldn’t we just use the transporter beam,” Herndon 
muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Cortez to 
hear.

He and Herndon had similar journeys at the Academy. 
Their final six courses were together, which meant they 
endured the same trials and difficulties together. Conse-
quently, they also failed at the same expectations from 
their teachers. One even went so far as to say that the two 
of them put together managed to make a halfway decent 
cadet. 

That was the best comment they received during the 
entirety of their time at Starfleet Academy. 

“I mean, this is archaic, expecting new cadets to have 
a two-hour wait between flights,” Herndon continued. 
“What’s the top speed of these things? The speed of smell?”

Cortez chuckled quietly, partly because the shuttles 
had a notorious odor that stuck with passengers after their 
trip, but also because his nerves were on high alert. The 
Commandant made it clear that under no uncertain terms, 
this was his one shot in the fleet. One chance to get a full-
time posting aboard a starship. 
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The U.S.S. Crusader was one of the few heavy cruisers 
built for Starfleet during the buildup for a Borg invasion. It 
had the weight of a dreadnought but was as lithe as a light 
cruiser. Its crew had a diverse array of talent and earned 
great renown during their successful rescue of an ambas-
sador’s ship inside of the Westerland Nebula several years 
ago. 

“All cadets bound to the U.S.S. Crusader, please pre-
pare for departure at port E113. Prepare your assignment 
instructions and have your personal belongings ready for 
inspection,” the port attendant shouted.

A handful of cadets staggered into a line at the airlock, 
carrying their small sling of personal items over their 
shoulder, which included a PADD containing their assign-
ment information. 

With the sound of an airy alarm, the doors whooshed 
open. A lone figure emerged from the dark bay, moving 
straight to the port attendant. 

“How many?” He asked, eyeing the group lined up 
before him. The attendant whispered a response and 
waved the group forward. One by one, they presented their 
PADD and disappeared into the dark cavern before them. 

“Cadet Cortez! Front and center!” The port attendant 
shouted. Everyone was inside, save for him. 

He fumbled, pulling the PADD from his bag and pre-
senting it to the attendant. A green affirmation light shone 
from the console, and the attendant waved him on. 

“Great. Let’s hope this batch actually survives this 
time,” the shuttle pilot said as Cortez stepped inside the 
dark corridor. A doorway near the end provided just 
enough illumination for him to see where he needed to 
walk. As he stepped closer, he heard the familiar humming 
sound of the shuttlecraft engine and smelled the notorious 
stench of worn fabric and nerves. Stale, worn, broken in. 
Starfleet.
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He entered the shuttlecraft and found a seat directly 
behind the pilot. Plopping down, Cortez let out a breath of 
nervous anticipation. This was it. He’d be in space shortly. 
He’d be taking his first steps into the unknown. 

“All personnel, please prepare for departure,” the pilot’s 
voice crackled over the intercom. 

All throughout the cabin, people grabbed a seat re-
straint and strapped in. For all of their technological ad-
vances, even in the 24th-century seatbelts were a necessity. 

The shuttle’s engine hummed to life, bringing along 
with it the familiar dull white noise found in Federation 
spacecraft. He lurched back against the seat as the shuttle 
propelled forward with its initial thrust into the sky before 
the inertial dampeners kicked in. Despite space travel be-
ing a norm, it was still a bit rocky getting out of the earth’s 
atmosphere. Thermal regulators switched on, artificial 
gravity slowly replaced the natural thing on Earth. Cortez 
heard that seasoned Starfleet personnel could feel a slight 
moment of weightlessness between the real and artificial 
thing. 

Within moments, the blue sky gave way to the star-
speckled backdrop of open space. 

Cortez couldn’t help but feel like a child again, look-
ing out of every possible window he could find without 
appearing to be a creeper. Nothing but white dots in the 
distance. Even the white noise in the background seemed 
to give way to the empty void of space. It was magical.

The shuttle rocketed toward Starbase One, perched 
just on the edge of Earth’s inner space. It served as the hub 
for planetary arrivals, was the central docking location 
for ships in the fleet, coordinated defense networks, and 
directed traffic throughout Earth’s orbit. But the shuttle 
wasn’t going there. 

It blazed past the tall, rotating structure, flying further 
into the void. Banking to the right, the shuttle eventually 
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made its way to one of the single dry docks orbiting Earth. 
Each dock held one starship and served as a place for final 
repairs, pre-launch tests, and some smaller ship launches. 

Cortez had been so busy looking at the vast emptiness 
of space that he nearly missed seeing his first glimpse of 
his new home. The U.S.S. Crusader came into focus, as he 
shifted his view to the front window of the shuttlecraft. 

“I hear it’s got the latest weaponry, ready to tackle any 
bad guys out there,” said one of the officers behind Cortez.

“Please, this ship isn’t meant for that style of combat. 
It’s more of an exploration vessel, kind of like the Enter-
prise D,” another replied. 

A couple of others chimed in, each offering a different 
point of view. The Crusader was apparently a science ves-
sel, a military experiment, black ops, and an off the books 
ship, all at the same time. Whatever the Crusader turned 
out to be, Cortez knew different. 

It was now home. 
The shuttle pulled alongside the ship, showing the vari-

ous hull patterns featured on every Starfleet vessel. Em-
blems, lights, and paint on the thrusters - it was all new. A 
stark contrast to the rusted and chipped shuttle interior in 
which he currently sat. 

Flying past the stern of the ship, the shuttle turned 
around, ready to dock. 

“Prepare cabin for arrival procedures,” the pilot an-
nounced. 

This was it. Cortez gripped the seat with white knuck-
les as the dull thump of landing in the shuttlebay marked 
that their journey had just begun.
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