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Chapter One

Nadia couldn’t decide if she was more
excited or more unnerved when they were awakened from the
hyber-pods to stare into the black void that was open space.
Neither living or working in space was new to her. She had been in
the astronaut program for years and had spent all of that time in
training—in space, living and working—on ships, on space
stations—building space stations and delivering payloads to the
colonies on Mars, the Moon, and the space station/colony cities
between them and even beyond Mars.

But she’d never been beyond the solar
system—nobody had—and the time she’d spent in space thus far hadn’t
prepared her for the area of space she’d woken up to.

She’d felt isolated before, but
nothing like this.

And it wasn’t just the distance
between their ship and the last established colony in the
system.

Everything seemed so far away it was
like being in the middle of the ocean on a raft and seeing nothing
but water between you and the distant horizon—in any
direction.

“Ok, well this is way
creepier than I expected,” second officer, Sara Thompson, said,
shivering—either for effect or because she wasn’t
kidding.

Or possibly from the aftereffects of a
very long hyber-sleep, Nadia thought, since she felt chilled to the
bone herself.

“We knew there was nothing
out here,” Myra, their engineer and mechanic, said pointedly. “It
looks pretty much the way I expected it to look. What do you think,
sweety?”

Diane, their navigator, turned wide
eyes towards her wife. “It creeps me out, too, baby.”

“Well, that’s almost a
unanimous vote there because I think it’s pretty damn creepy
myself. Let’s go home,” Nadia said wryly.

A couple of her crewmembers managed
scoffing chuckles.

They’d been in hyber-sleep for months.
In spite of the super drive they’d used to cross the solar system
in record time. But then they couldn’t test the new warp drive
engine inside the solar system because nobody wanted to take a
chance on the possibility, however remote, of throwing something
out of orbit and making the entire solar system unstable and
uninhabitable.

Beyond that, creepy or not, nobody was
in a rush to get back into the pods when they were still trying to
throw off the unpleasant side effects of months—eighteen to be
precise—in stasis.

“Fuck that shit,” Myra
dismissed it. “I’m going to have to fucking comb my leg hair if it
gets any longer.”

Diane snorted a laugh. “Stop it! It’s
not that bad.”

“We could head back to our
place and you can check it out,” Myra murmured suggestively, “and
you could braid it for me.”

“Maybe you two could wait
a little while for that? We have to check in and then we have to
plot a course.”

“We’ll have to figure out
where we want to go before we can plot a course,” Myra said
dryly.

“Yeah, that, too,” Nadia
agreed, focused at that point on setting up the telescope they’d
brought with them for deployment.

They actually didn’t know how it was
going to ‘behave’ so far out since nobody had ever been as far out
as they were—ever before in the history of mankind.

And it was
womankind that had
achieved that milestone, Nadia thought, mentally taking a
bow.

As far as anyone knew, they’d crossed
the furthest boundary/influence of their parent solar system. Would
it stay where it was put? Drift away? Begin an orbit directed by
their own sun or some other body?

The general consensus was that it
would orbit with the solar system itself, directed by whatever it
was that was moving their solar system through the galaxy—probably
the massive black hole at the center though not
conclusively.

It which case it would move so slowly
it might just as well be stationary because it would take
generations for it to move far enough to make any difference to the
makers—more than the anticipated life of the telescope—or the
people that were behind the project for that matter.

Regardless, they didn’t just release
it. They needed it for their own mission.

They hoped it was planted and would be
beaming back better pictures of the universe than ever before for
the next few decades.

And of the Milky Way.

They hadn’t really been in a very good
position—the solar system—for studying their own galaxy. As far as
they could determine they were pretty far out on one of the ‘spiral
arms’ and the galaxy itself was flat—like a dinner plate—everything
revolving on pretty much the same plain. So no good
viewpoint.

Until now—hopefully.

They would shortly be
performing the first manned
mission to test the warp drive they’d developed
and they were using it as the opportunity to take baby steps toward
exploring ‘beyond’.

Unmanned, except by robots, their ship
had already performed in excess of anyone’s
expectations.

And it had been put through its paces.
Everything conceivable that could be tested had been.

Now they would take it through its
paces.

First, they had to survey the
‘neighborhood’, though, to determine the closest solar
systems.

The probes that had been sent out
before—dropped actually—by the robotically controlled ship when it
hit deep space, had ascertained six were in ‘spitting’
distance—which meant well within the capabilities of their
ship.

They were supposed to recalculate
everything from this point and see how close they’d come to
determining the distances using the telescope and its
lasers.

They contacted the command center on
Mars when they were ready to start transmitting data from the deep
space ‘observatory’ they’d deployed. There was so much information
the onboard computers couldn’t handle it alone—which had been
expected.

They focused on triangulating the
courses to each of the six ‘potentials’ using the equations
developed for deep space navigation, checking and rechecking the
data until they were convinced they had the courses plotted—and
could get back home. Then they sent that data to the command center
on Earth so that the scientists there could check it.

The ultimate goal of their
mission—primary—was to test the warp drive in a quick trip to the
nearest solar system, where they would gather data and return. The
next mission would make the trip to the second closest and so
forth.

Nadia was thrilled they would be the
first, ever, to see a solar system up close that wasn’t home, that
was alien.

But it was disappointing, too, because
as far as they could tell the system didn’t have a planet in the
habitable zone—the Goldilocks area that would support human life.
So it was going to be really low on the agenda of systems to be
explored. The systems, naturally enough, that had potential for
colonies would top the list.

It had planets.

It even had some that were close in
size and therefore determined likely to have a similar
gravitational pull to Earth, but the closest was too close the
parent star and the furthest was too far away.

Bummer.

Not that they were authorized to land
anyway, but it would have been nice, Nadia thought, if they
could’ve gotten close enough for a view of a planet similar enough
to Earth to be considered a good candidate for colonization.
Because then their mission would have been a much bigger bump in
the history books than just ‘the first all woman crew to reach
another solar system’. They could’ve been the discoverers of a new
human home.

Of course, expansion was unlikely
until they’d built colonies, mining camps, or space stations as far
as they could go in their own solar system, but they’d already
settled all the prime real estate available—Mars and
Earth.

They would still do a tour and send
out probes to do studies. Scientifically speaking, it was expected
to be a gold mine of information that could help with further
exploration and colonization.

They were going to drop the first
probes to record data on the very first alien worlds ever
studied!

Nadia was excited—the whole crew
was—mostly because they were going to see things no human ever had,
but also partly because they were making history.

A month later, a lot of the gung-ho
attitude was down to zero or pretty damned close. They were still
waiting for a ‘go’ from the Mars and Earth command
centers.

Who were still crunching numbers and
studying the data they’d already gotten.

Myra and Diane hardly bothered to come
out of their cabin anymore.

Of course, they’d just gotten married
before they left Mars colony and headed out and they’d been in
stasis for most of their married life ….

Then again, they’d dated before they
got married, naturally enough, and they’d done plenty of
honeymooning before the actual one. The ‘new’ should have worn off
already as far as Nadia was concerned.

Not that it really mattered. They, the
whole crew, were pretty informal so far out and as long as the two
of them kept up with their job, Nadia didn’t really care what they
did.

It was just a little
irritating.

“You’d think they’d get
tired after a while,” Sara muttered, almost as if she’d read
Nadia’s mind.

Nadia nodded. “It’s making me tired
and I’m not even part of it. It’s dead boring way out here,
though—just waiting. I mean, how excited can you get about the
thousandth picture of open space? Especially when there’s
nothing?”

“True,” Sara agreed. “I
think I’ll go play with the plants in the garden—see if there’s
anything I can prune, maybe. Maybe there’s something to
harvest?”

“Didn’t look like it when
I checked five minutes ago,” Nadia said to Sara’s back. “I’m just
going to stay on the com till you get back, ok?”

Sara didn’t even respond.

Nadia sat drumming her fingers on the
console for a few minutes and finally pulled up a game of
solitaire. Just about the time she managed to submerge herself into
it, she got a message alert.

Switching screens, she read the
message—twice. And then leapt from her seat and did a cheerleader
dance and then raced off to deliver it in person.

They had a green light! They were on
schedule to launch their test flight at 0800!

Finally!

They had a fitful night’s rest and
were all seated in the cockpit and preparing for launch by 0400,
checking all systems very carefully, testing, checking
again.

They sent a message to command center
that they were prepped and ready by 0600—because that was barely
enough time for them to get it and respond if they needed
to.

The launch sequence was initiated at
precisely 0800.

It was the most bizarre thing Nadia
had ever experienced.

Especially considering how excited
they’d been to get the go signal.

There was absolutely no sense of
motion—zero. They couldn’t detect movement from watching stars fly
by, couldn’t feel it.

Except the instruments were
recording—time—and calculating distance.

An hour passed.

The tension and excitement
waned.

The four of them turned to look at
each other questioningly.

“Is it working?” Sara
asked.

Nadia checked the console. “It says it
is.”

“Hmm,” Myra commented.
“It’s going to suck big time if we shut down and we’re right where
we were. April fools!”

“It’s November,” Sara said
sourly.

“You’re such a damned
optimist, Myra,” Nadia said dryly. “You need to be more of a
realist. You’re a scientist, for god’s sake!”

After a while, since there didn’t seem
to be any reason not to, they began to drift from the cockpit to
other areas of the ship.

Myra and Diane went back to their
cabin to romp.

Nadia left Sara in charge and headed
out to exercise on the wheel. When she’d put in a full hour, she
went back to her quarters to bathe and change and then headed to
the cockpit to spell Sara so that she could prepare the next
meal.

Not that it required a hell of a lot
of prep time—except for the occasional fresh food that came out of
their hydroponics garden.

A week passed before they saw a
noticeable change in the ‘scenery’ and, at that, it was the
computer that alerted them or they wouldn’t have noticed at
all.

They’d passed the halfway
mark.

Nobody entirely believed it, but the
computer continued to mark time and distance.

* * * *

“Wow! This is
amazing!”

“It’s hard to grasp that
we’re the first humans ever to see it.”

“Shit! Five planets and
one smack in the goldilocks zone!” Diane exclaimed.

Nadia and Sara whipped a sharp look at
her.

“Are you sure?” Nadia
asked.

“See for
yourself.”

Nadia moved to the screen and stared.
A frown creased her brow. “That wasn’t there before.”

“Maybe we just didn’t see
it?”

Nadia shrugged, uncertain of how she
felt about it. She supposed she should’ve been jumping up and down
with excitement, but she just felt …. Like it was mirage or
something. “Maybe.”

But they hadn’t actually ‘seen’
anything … at all, but the star. They’d calculated the planets. And
they hadn’t found one in the ‘zone’.

They weren’t seeing it with their
eyeballs, for that matter, now. They were at the outer edge of the
solar system. They could see the star and an outer band of debris
from the forming of the solar system.

Like Earth’s system.

So maybe that was something to be
expected in all or pretty much all systems?

“Has that last
communications buoy come on line?”

“Looks like it,” Sara
responded.

“Good! I’m going to my
cabin to compose a message—let command center know we arrived and
we’ve started collecting data—and what we have so far. Anybody else
that wants to send something—now’s your chance. Record it and send
it to me and I’ll send a packet.”

“How long do you think
it’ll take to get there from here?” Myra asked.

Nadia shrugged. “Supposedly a fairly
good turnaround time—buoy to buoy—new technology, though. Maybe a
couple or three days to get there? And then turnaround another two
to three. Could be a week before we get any response.”

“Gosh I hope we don’t have
any problems we can’t handle ourselves,” Myra said dryly. “We’d be
up shit creek … and then some.”

The words were barely out of her mouth
when a concussion of some kind hit their ship and instantly every
alarm onboard was set off.

Nadia covered her ears at the volume
of the din. “Shut them off! Get those damned alarms shut
down!”

They scrambled—all four of them,
rushing from one station to another until they’d cut off all of the
alarms and pitched the ship into a deafening silence.

Nadia’s ears were still ringing. Her
heart was still hammering like a jackhammer.

“What have we got?
Anybody? Hull breach? Collision? Fire? What the fuck
happened?”

“Unknown event,” Sara said
in a strangled voice, turning to stare at Nadia in wide eyed
terror. “We’re gaining speed.”

Nadia gaped at her. “Shut down the
engine.”

Myra bit her lip. “I did.”

Nadia turned to look at the star at
the center of the solar system and discovered they’d passed from
deep space into the system—already.

Her mind went blank.

“What do we do,
Captain?”

Nadia looked at Myra when she asked
the question and saw she’d lost her usual air of cockiness and
distain.

“Let’s get busy checking
all of the systems. And—if you don’t find anything, when you’re
done, check them again—until we find out what the hell is going on
with this fucking ship. It performed every test—perfectly. I don’t
get it. Why would the drive fuck up now?”

Hours passed. They checked everything
and then switched off and checked behind one another.

“There’s nothing. We
haven’t found any kind of malfunction,” Sara reported.

“We might be about to find
out what happens using warp speed through the middle of a solar
system,” Nadia said, trying to swallow past a throat that was so
dry it felt like it had been sandpapered.

“It isn’t the warp drive
that’s engaged,” Myra volunteered.

Nadia gaped at her. “And you didn’t
think to mention that?”

“No, Commander.
Sorry.”

Nadia shook that off. “So you’re
saying it’s the hyper-drive that’s accelerating? What the hell?
That drive has been in use for years now. I’ve never heard shit
about it malfunctioning like this.”

Diane nodded uneasily. “I didn’t know
it could reach these speeds this fast.”

“Is it still
gaining?”

Diane frowned. “It looks like it’s
leveling off—but it’s still heading in like a bat out of
hell.”

“Well that’s at least a
little good news.”

Diane chewed her lip, but she kept her
thoughts to herself.

“Run some calculations and
see where this speed will put us in say … twelve hours. Or, better
yet, run the calculations against potential collisions.”

“We were lucky it happened
when it did,” Myra muttered.

“How’s that?” Nadia asked,
wondering how she could see any silver lining.

“Thirty minutes later and
we would’ve been in the hyber-pods.”

That sent a chill down Nadia’s spine.
“The computer would have gotten us up,” she said confidently—even
though she didn’t feel particularly confident.

“Not if it was
malfunctioning—like it is now.”

“Guys … I don’t think its
malfunctioning,” Sara said, a vibration in her voice that could
have been excitement or pure terror. “I don’t think it’s us at
all.”

“What?” Nadia demanded.
“What are you talking about?”

“The readings the computer
has taken. It says we’re being pulled—by something out
there.”

That was enough to throw everybody
into a state of chaos.

“I think we need to get a
report out to command center as soon as we can,” Nadia
said.

“While we can,” Myra
seconded that.

Not that any of them had a lot of
people that were going to miss them if they didn’t make it back.
NASA wasn’t inclined to appoint people for the most dangerous
missions that had a lot of family—and they preferred no close
relatives. It was way less messy if anything went wrong.

And it seemed really possible that
something had gone very wrong.

Even though there wasn’t supposed to
be a habitable planet and therefore no possibility of alien
threat.


Chapter Two

It boggled the mind, Nadia thought as
she lay in her bunk trying to rest so that she could put in another
twelve hours trying to figure out how to break free of whatever was
pulling them in—from the edge of their solar system—the alien
one.
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