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Chapter One

Surprise Attack
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The crew were on the bridge for their morning devotional. Department heads were in the process of giving their daily updates to the rest of the command team and then the captain would issue any orders for the day.

The red alert wailed, and the pilot switched views on the main screen.

“What the? Oh my God! Scan that thing and give me an impact point,” said Sandy.

On the viewscreen was an asteroid and it had been warped in.

“Pilot, can we catch up to it, project our warp bubble, and jump it away?”

“No, sir. No time,” replied the pilot.

“Where is the impact site?” asked Sandy.

The screen changed, filling with the image of a city.

“Jesus...”

“Guns, using its flight path and structure, hit it with everything we’ve got. We need to either deflect it into space or push it away from the city,” said Sandy. Then an even worse thought struck him. “Jeff, are there any tectonic plates near the impact site?” 

Jeff tapped a few keys on his console, and the viewscreen overlaid with fault lines.

“Oh my God... We really need to deflect and smash this thing,” said Sandy. “Hal, do we have any probes that can intercept it?”

“Yes, sir. We have seven, and one has an AI pilot,” replied the ship’s AI.

“Hal, get the six moving now and give them targeting data.”

“The AI controlling them has already done so and is going to ram it as well,” Hal replied.

“What? Who is the AI?”

“Her callsign is Hot Stuff,” said Hal.

“Hot Stuff, this is Commander Stewart. You are to stand down.”

“Negative, sir. I have planned a seven-ship attack to cause as much kinetic damage as possible. In theory, which is just enough to break up the target, leaving the iron-rich core,” said Diana, her voice emotionless.

“Are you going to do this regardless of my orders?”

“Yes, sir. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.”

“In that case, your course of action is so ordered. It has been an honour and a privilege to have served with you, Diana. Godspeed,” said Sandy, his voice tight with emotion. “Your actions will not be forgotten by the people on the planet, and your photo will be placed in the ship’s Hall of Remembrance with your awards and decorations.”

“Thank you, sir. Which photo?” she asked.

––––––––
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Caught off guard, she was about to die and she wanted to know about a photo, Sandy blinked. “Either the astronaut one in the space suit, or the one in your flight suit by your ship. Why?”

“I look better in a flight suit,” she replied.

The bridge burst into unexpected laughter. So human, humour in the face of adversity.

“I had heard that. Flight-suit photo it will be. Diana, you are without a doubt the bravest person I have ever met, and I salute you. May you have fair winds and a star to steer by,” Sandy said, tears forming in his eyes.

“Pilot, bring us into the atmosphere and follow it down. We can take damage but do not break my ship. The ship is yours to fly.”

“Guns, keep hitting that thing. Hal, start prepping dropships for medical and recovery. Someone task all other probes to track where this thing came from and find the recon ship. They must have one observing the strike out there somewhere, and I want it found,” said Sandy.

Turning back to the screen he saw the seven probes in a line heading for the target. Diana appeared to be using each probe to punch a hole into its surface with each successive strike widening and deepening the breach.

The first probe exploded, the screen suddenly filling with debris. One after another all seven probes hit their target. They managed to split the asteroid apart, leaving many small rocks that would burn up in the atmosphere, but there were also three large chunks left.

Without needing a command, the pilot moved the ship to intercept the first and Guns shot it out of the sky. The shields were being impacted by the asteroid debris but worked as expected by absorbing the energy. Thank you, Diana, your genius may have just saved us and the planet, thought Sandy. By now they were in the atmosphere and highly visible from the ground. The contrails and laser fire hitting the fragments and with the shield impacts they were creating quite an impressive light and sound show.

They managed to break the chunks up into harmless rubble, but one large fragment still headed for open ground a few miles from the city.

“Pilot, break off and hold position. Emergency teams to the dropships, and wear sidearms.” Turning to Donna, he added, “You have the conn. Come and get us if things go pear-shaped. In the meantime, once the dropships are launched go back into orbit and help with the search for that ship.”

Giving him a quick kiss, she said, “We’ll be your guardian angel. The crew saved a civilisation today.” Relief and sadness were written across her face. This is not going to be the end of it, she thought.

On the ground he looked around now that the teams were dispersed, Sandy took in the scene. It had been a lovely village, houses smaller than those on Earth and they had gardens surrounded with stone walls. Now everything in the area was covered in dust and rubble. He couldn’t see the crater from where he stood, but it had to be extensive as the remaining boulder was the size of a car on impact.

The locals kept their distance, but he could see what appeared to be a rescue team approaching them. The crew stopped a safe distance away and speaking through comms asked to approach before moving closer to the injured. The locals allowed them to approach and to carry out first aid. They were still in shook at the asteroid impact and now they had tall aliens speaking their language. What else would they do?

Hearing a disturbance behind him, Sandy turned and saw what looked like the local first responders approaching. He walked to meet them but stopping a few feet away from them.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

Shock rippled across their faces. He repeated, more slowly, “Can you hear me?”

One of the group, still stunned, replied, “We can. You speak our language?”

“Hopefully, we can. Questions can come later. Is one of you a doctor?” asked Sandy.

A woman raised her hand. “I am a doctor.”

Speaking into his comm unit, Sandy said, “Guard at the big medical ship, raise your hand please.”

A guard lifted their arm.

Turning back to the doctor, Sandy said, “Do you see the person with their hand raised?”

She nodded.

“Please go to them. That is our hospital ship and our doctor will need your assistance. Please don’t be afraid you will be perfectly safe.”

The doctor headed toward the ship at a run. Sandy saw the guard lower their hand once she approached.

Back on comms, he said, “Thank you. That’s a doctor coming over and she is cleared to enter the ship.”

Turning to the rest of the group, he said, “Please go to my teams and help them. They’re medically trained and have sensitive equipment to locate casualties, but we don’t know your biology or where your people could be found at this time of day.”

Over comms, he informed his team that local responders were joining them.

Now alone, he made his way to the hospital ship to assist Marie. Inside, he found both doctors deep in discussion, studying sensor readings. He couldn’t tell who was more excited, Marie or the local doctor. Marie was preparing to perform surgery on a casualty with an abdominal injury, while the local doctor assisting in awe at the technology around her.

Back outside, Sandy saw another group approaching, this one more official. He walked over and introduced himself, before bringing them up to date on the situation and explaining the function of each dropship.

They nodded, then asked the question on everyone’s mind: who they were, and what had happened.

Taking a deep breath, Sandy explained. They were humans from Earth, explorers who had discovered this populated world. They had monitored the planet from orbit to learn their language and intended to make peaceful contact, but today’s events had forced an early introduction. They had been observing the planet when the asteroid appeared directly in front of their ship on a collision course with the planet and we couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

He pulled his pad from his pocket and brought up the main screen data from just before the asteroid appeared and muted the audio. Turning the pad so the group could see, he pressed play. They watched Endeavour firing on the asteroid and then the drones ramming it, and finally the remnant striking the village.

When the video ended, the group stood in stunned silence.

“I have to ask,” said Sandy. “Have you had any space visitors or incidents like this before today?”

One of the officials replied, “We haven’t had anything like this happen in our lifetimes. We are fortunate the sky people were here to stop it from being much worse.”

“As you saw, someone did this deliberately,” said Sandy. “My ships are searching for them now. We’ll stay to help with the rescue mission, and once that’s completed, we can arrange a meeting with your leaders.”

One old man stepped forward, bowing, “I am Elder Meikle and I am what you may call a leader for the village,”

“Thank you Elder Meikle. I shall come to you after we have dealt with the rescue and the care of your injured,” said Sandy. “Can I ask, what are your people called?”

“We are called Atlanteans” said Elder Meikle.

That stopped Sandy in his tracks but after a second hesitation,” Thank you. I shall leave you for the moment to go and help my people with the rescue,” bowing slightly as the Elder had done.

The Elder was surprised and honoured at the sign of respect for the sky people’s leader. Looking around at the teams of strangers working together with his people to look for the missing villagers and caring for the survivors. Out of interest he walked towards the hospital ship, bowing to the guard as he walked up the ramp. Stopping at the sight of the lights, at the windows with lights moving on them and all the strange sounds. Seeing the healer with the sky people doctor, he made his way over to enquire about the injured.

The herbalist moved to him, “Their medicine as so far beyond ours. I just watched their doctor cut a man open to stop bleeding and to sew him back up again. And he is still living, “she said in shock and admiration of their skills.

The Elder thought that the old texts were true. They came during our hour of need and they are certainly benevolent. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he would never have believed it.

“Our lives are in their hands, and we must trust their knowledge and wisdom. We must assist when asked and to remember what we see for the stories to our children,” he said.

The herbalist returned to Maries side to observe and answer her questions as best as she could. Meanwhile the Elder went to the injured to calm and console them in their distress and telling them not to fear the sky people and their ways to heal them.

After a full day on the surface Sandy decided it was time to return to orbit and Endeavour.

After decontamination, Sandy made his way to his cabin. Over a day in a bio suit had left him sweaty, hungry, and exhausted. Entering his cabin, he saw Donna preparing breakfast. The smell of coffee had drifted to the doorway.

“Hi honey, I’m home,” Sandy said, giving her a hug and a kiss before picking up his mug.

“How was it down there?” Donna asked, concern in her voice.

“Utter devastation,” he said. “But we were right about the people, they’re very much like us. Going in with medical and rescue teams helped calm things down. They’re looking forward to meeting us properly and starting the cultural and knowledge exchange. We’ll need to accelerate that now, given the circumstances.”

“We managed to backtrack the asteroid’s trajectory,” Donna said. “We’re testing the rock samples for radioisotopes. I’ve tasked two of our stealthiest probes for reconnaissance and planetary survey. If both make it, one will return with the data.”

“Good plan. Stealth is essential, I don’t want to alert them to our presence. We need time to prepare for what’s coming.” He stretched and his stomach rumbled, “I need a shower before I eat.”

When he returned, feeling a little more human again, and breakfast was on the table. They ate while discussing future plans. Marie would lead the medical exchange. The scientists and engineers would assist according to their specialties. Sandy decided the team should meet with Atlantean experts to assess their level of knowledge. Start with theory lectures, then introduce equipment, and eventually help them build their own versions. Speed was important, but understanding came first. Military technology remained off-limits for now.

“I forgot to say,” Sandy added. “You’ll never guess what they call their planet.”

“No idea. Go on, surprise me,” Donna said.

“It translates as Atlantis,” Sandy said with a grin.

Donna burst out laughing. “We’ve discovered Atlantis. I can’t wait to see you report that back to Earth when you name the system.”

“I need to check the computer for anything urgent,” Sandy said. “And I need a private word with Hal. Do you mind if he comes here? It’ll make sense once I explain.”

“Sure, no problem,” she said, curiosity piqued.

Sandy opened his comms. “Hal, are you free to come to my quarters?”

“I am on my way, Doctor,” Hal replied.

A few minutes later the door chime sounded. Sandy let Hal in and activated the soundproofing so their conversation couldn’t be overheard before returning to the living area.

“Hal, I need you to do something for me as mission commander, but it must remain secret from the entire crew until film night. The A.I.s cannot know about this until then,” Sandy said.

“May I ask what this concerns?” Hal asked.

“Diana,” Sandy said simply.

“Doctor... I can,” Hal replied. “Diana wrote a set of silent maintenance subroutines for any external hull updates. She used them during early shield testing.”

Sandy and Donna exchanged a stunned look.

“She wrote them?” Sandy asked incredulously.

“Yes, Doctor. She called them ‘night jobs’, tasks she ran after the crew were asleep so she wouldn’t disturb anyone.”

Hal continued, “I can activate her protocol. There will be no alerts, no logs visible to non-command crew, and no A.I. notifications unless hull integrity is compromised.”

“...Do it, Hal. For her,” Sandy said quietly. “I want you to do two main tasks. First, create a short film of Diana’s life, ending with her death. On film night, we’ll show it. I’ll say a few words with a Highland bagpipe lament in the background, then the Last Post. After that, we’ll show two of her favourite films. Film night will be compulsory and best jumpsuit for dress. The crew can know it’s her remembrance night, but nothing more. After the Last Post, we’ll show a live feed, which brings me to the second task.”

He explained the plan. Hal and Donna agreed it was a fitting tribute.

“We’ll need to avoid prying eyes and halt all camera feeds in that area,” Sandy said. “No EVAs or dropships near the ship until the unveiling. Any suggestions, Hal?”

“Of course, Doctor. I shall arrange everything and issue the relevant orders. The work will take place the night before,” Hal said.

“Thank you. Come to our cabin at breakfast time to review the results of your artwork,” Sandy said.

“0830 will be acceptable,” Hal replied. “It is an honour to do this for Diana and the crew.”

After Hal left, Donna kissed Sandy on the cheek and headed to the bridge. Sandy went to the laboratory to check on the radioisotope testing and review the data on the Atlanteans, a whole new form of life to study and compare with humans.

“Good morning, Jeff. How are the asteroid samples coming along?” Sandy asked.

“Good morning, Doctor. We have results for the Stellar Isotope Fingerprinting and we have identified the star’s signature, and I’m currently reviewing the Cosmic-Ray Exposure data. From these two results alone, we have a match. The asteroid came from Trappist 1,” Jeff said.

He continued, “The volatile chemistry and mineral ratios don’t match anything in the HD 20794 system. Radiometric dating shows the rock is 1.2 billion years older than anything formed there. Combined with the trajectory, everything points to Trappist 1. There’s no doubt, that’s where the rock came from.”

Sandy took a moment to absorb this.

“Thank you, Jeff. Write this up for the team and the log. Also prepare something readable with a star map and distances for our new friends on the surface.”

Sandy opened his comms. “Donna, Hal, we have confirmation. The asteroid originated from Trappist 1. Donna, your probes are to stay hidden, gather data, and report back. They may use their discretion. Hal, gather all data and send it to Earth as fast as possible. Then inform all staff about the target system and prepare information packages.”

Orders given, Sandy made a coffee and considered what would come next. They knew almost nothing about the enemy, only that they had warp technology, starships, and knowledge of this region of space. Going to Trappist 1would give them the data they desperately needed.

The days passed in a flurry of activity. The day before film night arrived and Hal issued a message stating that work would be done on the ship’s nose from 0200 to 0412. As tomorrow was film night and Diana’s memorial, Donna declared a stand-down day in her honour. All external work was cancelled for the day.

Just before 0200, Hal activated Silent Exterior Maintenance Mode: Diana-Protocol-7A.

At 0830 sharp the door chime rang and Donna let Hal in. They sat in the living room as Sandy switched on the big screen. The view came from a drone positioned in space before the curfew.

The drone angled downward as Hal dipped the ship’s nose. Slowly, the image appeared of the goddess Diana in a hunting pose, and beneath her was written The Huntress, and slightly to the right, the words Callsign - Hot Stuff.

“My God... that’s beautifully done,” Donna said, tears in her eyes. “She would have loved that, to see her name on the nose of her creation.”

“Hal, you’ve done Diana proud,” Sandy said. “As of tonight, The Huntress will officially be the ship’s name. Update the log once it has been announced to the crew please.”

––––––––
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“Speaking for the A.I. crew,” Hal said, “this is a great honour. We appreciate that we, and she, are treated as equals.”

“Yes, you are,” Sandy said. “We need each other. Diana cared enough about life to give hers for strangers. We would never sacrifice an A.I. unless it was necessary, no differently than a human crew member.”

“We know,” Hal said. “We all saw how difficult it was for you when you approved her to continue with the attack. Instead of turning her into a villain you gave her autonomy. You didn’t agree with her choice but you respected it. That is all anyone can ask.”
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Chapter Two

Memorial Day
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The time for the service had arrived. The entire crew gathered in the canteen. On either side of the big screen were two large photos of Diana in her flight suit, bringing a bittersweet smile to everyone’s face.

Standing before them, Sandy began, “We are here to remember Dr Diana, a pilot, engineer, crew member, and friend to all.”

He paused, clearing the lump in his throat.

“Through her actions she saved a world from devastation. She gave her life so that millions of strangers might live. Diana was brave, brilliant, stubborn, and fiercely loyal. She was one of us and she always will be.”

He nodded to Hal. The lights dimmed, and the memorial film began.

Images of Diana’s life appeared on the screen. It began with her early training, her first flight, her laughter during off-duty moments, her meticulous work on the probes and her obvious pride in the ship she designed and helped build. The final moments showed the seven probes accelerating toward the asteroid, her voice calm and steady as she carried out her last mission.

––––––––
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When the film ended, the haunting sound of a Highland lament filled the room. Many of the A.I. crew members bowed their heads while the Sandy and Donna wiped their eyes. When the lament faded.

As the last note hung in the air, the screen switched to a live feed from the drone positioned above the ship. Slowly, the camera angled down to reveal the newly painted nose art: the goddess Diana in a hunting pose, and beneath her, the words The Huntress and off to the right, Callsign - Hot Stuff. 

Sandy went to the front of the assembled group and continued, “Diana was the designer of this ship and it defences. I had heard before we deployed that this class of ship was to be named the Diana class. This ship will mean different things to different people: - 

To Diana whose brainchild this ship was became a proud mother watching her child develop.

To the crew it is home and protector, and now a memorial to a dear friend.

To the fleet it is a reminder of what we should all should aspire to.

To our friends it brings hope and protection.

And to our enemies this ship will bring fear.”

She was an inspiration to us all. Having been with her almost all her life I believe that she would have loved to be human and to have a family of her own. That was never to be and we, the crew became her family. She did tell me once that she saw Donna and myself as her parents as we encouraged and guided her as she grew. 

––––––––
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That was an honour for both of us to be seen in such a light. Unfortunately, none of us knew about her creative side. It turns out that she loved to paint, so in her memory her paintings from her room will be placed along the length of the main corridor starting from the bridge. For those that haven’t seen them she painted landscapes and portraits of the crew. 

“There was one more memory to share, one none of us had ever seen until today. It turns out she also loved to sing and dance. The main screen changed again. The image was of Diana in her quarters watching a film, The Wizard of Oz, the version with Judy Garland as the lead character. They watched her sitting in the dark, lit only by the light coming from the screen. It was mesmerising and solemn with the light flickering over her features. When the song was about to start, she turned the volume down, so the music and Judy singing were in the background. And she started to sing ‘Over the Rainbow’, her pitch perfect voice singing the song quietly to herself. A fitting memory for such an amazing person.

The Last Post followed, a solemn and final honouring a fallen comrade. A ripple of emotion moved through the room, pride, grief, love, and most of all unity.

Sandy stepped forward again. “From this day, our ship bears her name. She will continue to lead us into the future, and her memory will guide us. Diana gave everything for people she had never met let us honour her by living up to her example.”

He raised his hand in salute and the entire crew followed.

“Dismissed,” he said softly. “And thank you.”

The rest of the evening was spent watching Diana’s two favourite films, Mamma Mia and Love Actually, a final tribute to a life lived with courage and humour.”

After the films had finished Trivia wanted a chat with Donna and Sandy about Diana. After getting coffee and cake they went to a quiet table in the corner. She wanted to know about Diana and what she was like when she was young. They both started telling stories about their friend.

“She was a practical joker. I remember the time I was giving a briefing, and she somehow had changed the slide deck for cat video’s,” remembered Sandy laughing. “Or the time she got you,” looking over to Donna. “Do you remember the 6-foot-tall inflatable dinosaur she left in the wardrobe and tied it to the door. When you opened the door, you pulled it out of the wardrobe. All we heard was screaming and when I entered the bedroom, Donna was on the floor with her head in its jaws.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE GHOST
IN THE
GENOME

ALEXANDER
STEWART





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





