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  CHAPTER 1




  Sub-Lieutenant Sophie Capland rubbed her starched collar. She hated these formal uniforms but luckily it was only worn on special occasions such as today. She glanced up when she heard a polite cough. A male ensign, also dressed formally in his white uniform stood before her at rigid attention with his right arm snapped up in a salute. He was unusual because of both his gender and presence here. Only ten percent of the crew aboard Starship Human Dawn were male but for an ensign to enter the sub-lieutenant's common room conveyed a sense of urgency.




  She grimaced at the pomposity of it all but acknowledged his salute. If anything his eyes showed compassion or even sorrow.




  "What is it Jack... err …I mean Ensign Talmore?" she asked.




  "Admiral Tanaka wishes to speak to you on the bridge immediately, Sub-Lieutenant Capland."




  Sophia gulped. To be summoned to the bridge to speak to the admiral at any time was a foreboding experience but now, only an hour before the ceremony began it could only mean that she had failed to graduate. Eighteen of the twenty-seven sub-lieutenants would receive their shoulder pips and a lucky nine would be promoted to lieutenant. Who they were would only be announced at the ceremony.




  "I'm sorry, Sophia," Jack whispered. "If I had my say, you'd be the first to be promoted." He shrugged. "I voted for you."




  Sophie tried to keep the disappointment from her face as she glanced at her companion. In the modern UNEF, United Nations Extraterrestrial Force, the nine new lieutenants were voted in by their peers. As with all promotions, senior officers could veto this but it was rarely done. The opposite, though, was common. Demotion back to the ranks was a fact of life and already nine of the original thirty-six sub-lieutenants had been demoted. In one case a girl had been dismissed and returned to civilian status. It was only because of this girl's family influence that she had been allowed to remain aboard and deep-frozen with the five thousand other civilians.




  Sophie ignored the sympathetic gazes of the others around as, with her cheeks burning in embarrassment, she did up the top button of her tunic and walked out of the room. She took the elevator to the observation lounge and almost ignored the view of Earth outside. The once beautiful planet was now covered in thick brown cloud, the result of hundreds of years that poured pollution into the atmosphere.




  A UNEF sergeant in her white helmet stood by the bridge elevator and saluted. "I have been told to inform you to go directly to the bridge, Sub-lieutenant Capland," she stated.




  "Thank you," Sophie replied and within seconds was there with its myriad of computer screens, control panels and other electronic equipment. Three androids manned the distant pilot seats but the only human present apart from herself was the admiral who was standing facing away from her with his hands behind his back. He turned, acknowledged her salute with a mere lift of a finger and nodded at one of the swivel chairs beside his desk.




  "Be seated Sub-lieutenant," he said.




  Sophie frowned. This was not expected. Usually one stood at rigid attention for up to twenty minutes while their misdemeanors were listed before pips of rank were ripped from shoulder lapels. She sat down and watched as the admiral sat in the adjacent chair and crossed his legs.




  "You are outspoken in your defense of the rights of those of my gender," he said. "Tell me why you opposed the ration of twenty-five to one for females aboard the Human Dawn."




  Oh hell, that was why she was summoned here!




  "I believe that there is more to human survival than treating females like cows on a dairy farm, fertilized by one male with the aim of producing a new generation as rapidly as possible. Families are still important. I realize that males historically controlled the destiny of humans but after the gender riots the pendulum has swung too far the other way..." She gulped and stopped mid-sentence when she remembered to whom she was talking. "I’m sorry Admiral Tanaka but this topic is, in my humble opinion, important if we are to survive as a species."




  The admiral waved a hand. “You were instrumental in forcing the vote on including family units in our civilian list and consequently having it successfully passed?” he asked.




  "I was just one on the committee," Sophie whispered.




  "If you say so," Admiral Tanaka replied. "But please continue. I am interested in hearing of the reasons for your stance and also your opinion on what could happen if we ever reach an inhabitable planet."




  "My opinion, Admiral?" Sophie gasped. "You're interested in my opinion?"




  "Yes. Now is your chance to say exactly what you think without fear of offending the numerous pressure groups aboard this vessel."




  "Or you?"




  The admiral frowned. "State what you think sub-lieutenant, not what you think I want or need to hear. Understand?"




  "Yes Sir." Sophie swallowed and began speaking. For twenty minutes she spoke of her beliefs and predictions. After all, if she was to be expelled from the military, what did she have to lose? Afterwards, she glanced at the man who appeared to be deep in thought.




  "Shall I continue, Sir?" she asked.




  "No, you explained yourself with precision and passion to confirm what has been entered in the reports about you, Commander Capland," he said and raised his eyes to face a green pilot light in the wall. "The appointment for the vacancy has been confirmed and will be announced as soon as the successful candidate arrives. That is all." The light turned red.




  Sophie stared at him. She knew he was elderly, probably over eighty but he was not senile. "Commander?" she stuttered. "Surely you..."




  "No, it was not an error. As soon as you arrive at the graduation ceremony, all those assembled will be informed of your double promotion to the sixteenth ranking officer aboard this vessel." The admiral rose to his feet. "In these desperate times for humanity, persons of your calibre are necessary. The young must replace the elderly and lead us into the unknown. That is all Commander Sophie Capland. You may go."




  Sophie's head was spinning as she saluted and marched off the bridge. It felt like a dream from which she'd awaken in her own quarters... but it wasn't. Like everything over the last six months everything was happening almost too quickly.




  *




  A week later, only the second starship to ever leave the solar system began its one-way journey beyond their galaxy in search of another world that could sustain human life. The first attempt twenty-one years earlier had never been heard from again and it was assumed that all those aboard had perished. This new starship, Human Dawn was a vast improvement over the earlier Human Sunset with technology and overlapping fail-safe systems capable of performing together or in isolation from each other. New security systems had been incorporated with the computers capable of learning from any errors made or to recognize the humans in charge with the automatic transfer of access priorities to lower ranked officers or, in the event of a catastrophe, actually use data to select the best humans to continue the journey. The composition of what to search for in a solar system had been programmed into the computers as well as the course of the earlier starship before its disappearance. Nobody really expected the Human Sunset to be found but the information had been included in the databanks to appease relatives of those aboard.




  Even with the latest technology, once infinity drive broke the speed of light barrier, no humans could remain conscious so were deep-frozen in suspended animation and the computers left in control. Once the solar system of a possible planet was entered, the Human Dawn would slow beneath the speed of light and the androids recharged. Once they were functional, systems were set up for awaking the duty humans. It was the senior duty officer who was awoken first and she made any decisions on whether to orbit the planet for further investigation or reject it or continue the journey through deep space.




  Astronomers and mathematicians back on Earth estimated that the chances of a suitable planet being found on the first sub-light awakening was twenty percent. In many ways it was similar to the exploration of Earth by early sailing ships. Even with safeguards and sophisticated electronics, the chance of success was still marginally better than for those humans left in Antarctic, the only land mass still capable of supporting life on the dying Earth.




  Also being used in the equation was the unproven but highly likely fact that humans could only be awoken and refrozen four times before they suffered physical and mental damage to their bodies. Thus it was that the awakenings were divided amongst the twenty-one senior military officers. This, of course, now included herself.




  *




  When Sophie awoke, it took a moment to realize that she was suspended in a hollow transparent cocoon, as the containers were called. She could hear the faint hiss of air and feel her hair being blown around her cheeks. Her throat was dry but otherwise she felt fine and at peace with the world. She grinned to herself. It was not the world of course but somewhere beyond.




  With a faint whirr, the top of her cocoon slid back and she dropped with a distinct thump onto a mattress below. The Human Dawn must be now spinning so the artificial gravity could be formed. Weight returned to her body as she stretched her fingers and toes. Everything felt normal so she swung herself out and onto the carpet below.




  So far, so good!




  "Hello," she called. "Is anyone awake?"




  Nobody was. There were a hundred and twenty-eight containers in her section and everyone held a person in suspended animation. As she was herself, they were all dressed in blue bodysuits with only their hands, feet and faces exposed. Their skin, though, was like white marble as if they were stone caricatures rather than flesh and blood.




  Sophie had seen humans in this condition before but she still felt apprehensive as she walked along and checked each cocoon. They were stacked four high on each side of the passageway but rotated down to ground level when a button was pressed. A blue pilot light shining at the top of each cocoon indicated that the person inside was healthy but still in suspended animation. Two lights further down the passage showed red.




  Sophie sighed. She knew that there was a three percent attribution rate so two deaths out of a hundred and twenty-eight was better than the anticipated average. Still it was a shock when she brought the first cocoon displaying a red pilot light down to ground level and studied the interior. A parched skeleton poked out from the bodysuit.




  The second cocoon was worse with only a flattened bodysuit inside. Not even the bones of this unfortunate woman remained. She must have died early in the journey for such massive decay to have taken place. As Sophie moved further along a flash caught her eye. At the far end, one pilot light flashed yellow indicating that the occupant was alive but a problem was present.




  She rushed up to the cocoon and noticed that the interior was a mass of swirling mist. The woman inside was being awoken in an emergency situation!




  "Code three help required," she called.




  Immediately the end door lock opened and a woman appeared. She was remarkably human-like in appearance but was one of the fifth generation androids that Sophie knew would have been activated when the starship dropped out of infinity drive.




  "You summoned, Commander Capland."




  "Yes, 4873," Sophie replied after reading the android's number on the cream uniform collar. "What is wrong with this cocoon?"




  "The emergency light is flashing."




  "I know that." Sophie felt exasperated. These latest androids were so human-like that at times it was easy to forget that they were machines and didn't contain the... oh what would one call it? Common sense, she guessed the words were.




  "Diagnose the problem and make a suggestion about how we can help the woman inside, 4873."




  The android touched the cocoon and gave a detailed account in scientific terms. Sophie nodded. Basically, it meant that there had been an electronic malfunction and the only way to save the woman's life was to bring her out of suspended animation under emergency conditions.




  "Will she survive?" Sophie asked as the swirling mist inside the cocoon began to thin out.




  "With emergency aid there is a 40 to 60 chance that she will expire."




  "Die," Sophie retorted. "The word is die."




  "Of course. I shall use the word die in similar situations next time."




  "Thank you."




  The mist disappeared and Sophie could see the woman inside. She recognized her as one of the girls almost a decade younger than herself who had come directly to officers' training college from high school. She did not, however, know her socially. Sophie frowned... now what was her name?




  "Sub-lieutenant Penny van der Ven," 4873 replied in reply to her question.




  The girl was semi-awake and gasping for breath. Her face and fingers, though tanned, showed a bluish tinge.




  "Quick, she needs oxygen," Sophie gasped




  A mask plopped down from the top of the now opened cocoon and 4873 placed it over the girl's face, the strained breathing became less severe but the patient still looked to be in distress.




  "We'll take her to the infirmary," the android said.




  The cocoon was unclipped from the wall, wheels lowered underneath and the android, with Sophia's help pushed it though to the elevator that took them up to the infirmary three floors above. Here, more androids assisted and Penny was lifted from her cocoon and placed on a metal table. Her bodysuit was zipped opened and electronic suction pads placed on her shaking body. Monitors above lit up with electronic graphs and three-dimensional diagrams showing internal organs.




  "Crystallization within her lungs has caused the distress," an android said. "Repairs will need to be made."




  A disk the size of a three-millimeter dragonfly appeared from out of nowhere, it seemed, hovered above Penny's nose and dropped into it. The girl spluttered and Sophie saw the main monitor show the interior of a tube, which was the girl's windpipe. She watched, fascinated as an electronic dart like that from a stun gun shot out. It disappeared from the screen but within moments the patient's breathing became more regular and the bluish tinge on her face, fingers and toes disappeared. The disk flew out her nose and landed with a ping on a saucer beside the operating table.




  A moment later, Penny's eyes shot open, focused on those around. "Sophie," she whispered. "… I mean Commander Capland. "




  "Sophie will do, Penny," Sophie whispered. "How are you feeling?"




  "Fine, I think. Well, my throat is sore and I feel all bunged up... you know what its like if you have a cold?" Penny glanced around. "So I'm in the infirmary and have just had an operation to help me breathe?"




  "Yes you had a minor operation. " Sophie said. "But how did you know?"




  Penny shrugged. "So it worked?"




  "What worked, Penny?"




  "The manual override in the cocoon. I remember waking up... well the opposite really. It felt as if I was drowning but managed to press the emergency key to call you."




  "Me?"




  Penny flushed. "Your number, actually. I remember that you were the fifteenth ranking officer so pressed that number in after switching to manual override, just like we were taught at training college "




  "Fifteenth," Sophia whispered. "I was sixteenth, Penny."




  "Oh hell so how..."




  The android that had operated on Penny cut in. "Admiral Tanaka has expired so you are now the fifteenth ranking officer aboard, Commander Capland. Sub-lieutenant van der Ven would not have known that, though, for the information was classified."




  "But I did," Penny gasped. "I remember wanting Sophie to help and knew she'd moved up to fifteenth." She grimaced and glanced at the android. "It's now fourteenth, isn't it?"




  The android frowned. "I'll check," she said. For a moment her face became vacant before life appeared across her eyes again. "You are correct Sub-lieutenant van der Ven, the third officer's cocoon has registered a malfunction. She expired only a few moments ago."




  "How did you know that, Penny?" Sophie asked.




  "I've no idea," the girl replied. "I just knew just like I knew I was dying." She stared at Sophie. "It was a major operation, too wasn't it?"




  "Yes," Sophie replied. "It was."




  *




  Sophie, who was closely followed by Penny who insisted she was well enough to leave the infirmary, walked onto the bridge and brought up the Human Dawn's log book. There were numerous other records in the memory banks but traditionally the logbook was filled in as a personal account of events by the senior officer manning the bridge. The last entry was dated a day after she had gone into suspended animation and had been signed by Admiral Tanaka. There was nothing unusual included, merely a note that everyone aboard except himself was in suspended animation, they were near the edge of the solar system and infinity drive was to be engaged after he entered his own cocoon.




  "Poor Admiral Tanaka. He never knew he wouldn't come out of his journey alive."




  "Typical male wasn't he?" Penny whispered.




  Sophie switched off the ereader log and glanced up. "What do you mean?"




  "He still believed in male dominance and that his orders were to be obeyed without question."




  "I guess but he was good to me..." She continued on to explain how the man had double promoted her.




  "So that was why?" Penny whispered. "We all thought it was because your family were wealthy and bought your promotion."




  Sophie felt a surge of anger. "My mother or grandmother would never do that," she hissed.




  Penny flushed. "I never said I believed it. I know how you stood up for everything we all believed in and went out on a limb for us. I would have been too scared to do half of what you did..." Her voice dropped. "I'm sorry."




  "There is no need to be." Sophie laughed. "When I was called up to the bridge I thought I was going to demoted, not the opposite."




  "Yeah well, I was still scared of the old guy and the captain is an old bat, too. She can freeze you with just a glance and has a voice like a foghorn."




  Sophie grinned. Penny's description of Captain Maxine Kavanna was spot on. "Okay, but remember she'll be back in charge when we arrive."




  Penny shrugged. "If we arrive, Sophie. I already think the dice has been rolled too often for that to happen."




  *




  CHAPTER 2




  "Right, I'd better do all the checks demanded of the awoken duty officer." Sophie grinned. "Well, the first is already done."




  "And that is?' Penny asked.




  "A second in command has to be awoken. That, Sub-lieutenant van de Van, is yourself."




  Penny screwed her nose up. "By age, I must be the most junior officer aboard. Hadn't you better get someone else?"




  "No," Sophie said. There was something about the teenager that made her feel confident, the ability to make premonitions may have been the reason but her whole personality was important. Most of the lieutenants who would normally be awoken were resentful that a she had jumped over them in the promotion list and personal resentment or jealousy was the last thing she needed at the moment. "Three are required to be awake. Who do you recommend?"




  Penny frowned. "You're asking me?"




  "Why not? It is important to have someone we can both relate to."




  Penny whispered. "You won't like my suggestion but I'd like Jack Talmore,"




  Penny frowned. He was the ensign who had brought her the summons to see the admiral. She knew him reasonably well as a quiet but conscientious electronics expert.




  "Why a male?" she asked.




  "Three women will just bitch," Penny said in a rush of nervous words. "If things go wrong and they already have, trying to keep up a military hierarchy with orders rather than trust will fail."




  "By saying that things have already gone wrong, do you mean your own situation?"




  Penny's eyes appeared wide and thoughtful. "No. In the whole scenario, my personal situation and yours too, are not important. We did not drop out of infinity drive because I was dying. There was another reason."




  "Because we are at a possible destination."




  "But we aren't," Penny whispered. "Check outside."




  Sophie was about to query the idea but hesitated... Penny had been right before. "Pilot Computer, this is an Officer on Duty Directive. Switch to a view of our immediate environment without magnification," she ordered.




  Immediately four monitors flashed on, each one Sophie knew, showing a different direction from the Human Dawn. The only change was stabilization to counteract the blur caused by the starship's spinning, which was necessary to create gravity on the outer core where they now were.




  "Oh my stars," she gasped.




  Every monitor showed just blackness punctuated by distant spirals of far off galaxies or star clusters. By all accounts, they were in deepest space somewhere between several galaxies. Further requests for information confirmed everything she now viewed.




  Sophie stared at Penny who was pouting and nervous. "In simplified terms, explain where we are in relation to Earth and any possible planet capable of supporting human life?" she asked the computer.




  "We are five hundred light-years from Earth and twenty five from System 408976 that has a forty-six percent possibility of containing a solar system with an Earth type planet."




  "Five hundred? How much time has the journey from Earth taken?"




  "Due to quantum physics, time is not an absolute measurement."




  "Using the measurement of time used on Earth."




  "A hundred and three years, five months and sixteen days, four hours and thirty seven minutes. I assume you do not require seconds."




  That long? A journey of twenty to thirty years was originally anticipated. Sophie hesitated but decided she should try to solve their immediate problems before asking why they had been traveling so long.




  "Why have we dropped below infinity drive and I was awoken?"




  "The information is classified to officers equal or above the rank of commodore. There are five aboard."




  "I know that," Sophie grumbled and glanced at Penny. "I'd better awaken the captain."




  "It won't be possible," the girl replied.




  "Rubbish," Sophie retorted, suddenly annoyed at Penny's pessimism. "Pilot Computer, this is an Officer on Duty Directive. Awaken Captain Maxine Kavanna."




  "It is not possible." The computer repeated Penny's words.




  Sophie's heart lurched. "Why?"




  "Manual override has prevented all senior officers from being brought out of suspended animation."




  Sophie turned to Penny. "Did your override do this?"




  Penny flushed but shook her head. "You know that is not possible, Commander Capland."




  The use of her official rank made Sophie feel ashamed. "Of course. I'm sorry, Penny but who else could have done it?"




  Penny shrugged. "It's okay but I have a question. If you're a senior officer, why are you awake?"




  The commuter replied before Sophie could say a word. "Due to Commander Capland's rapid promotion, the late Admiral Tanaka was awaiting confirmation from Earth of his decision to promote her. She was placed on the supplementary list of senior officers, not the main one. The manual override directive did not include her."




  "Who else is on this list?" Sophie asked.




  "At the moment there is only yourself but there is a directive that in our present situation, you can promote any junior officer to help you safely continue the Human Dawn's journey."




  "What present situation?"




  "An emergency dropping from infinity drive."




  "And you can't tell me why that has happened?"




  "That is correct, Commander Capland."




  "The admiral knew this would happen," Penny whispered. "You were purposely selected to cope with it."




  "That is correct and given the circumstances we are now in, it was his express order that Commander Capland was awoken. This has been done," the computer replied.




  Sophie turned back to face her younger companion. "Is there anything else you feel about all of this, Penny?"




  "I'm scared, Sophie but think Jack's electronic expertise will be required to help us find what's wrong."




  "So let's get him awake," Sophie whispered and ordered the computer to do it.




  *




  Once he realized that the two women who outranked him were not interested in continuing military protocol, Sophie notice Jack Talmore relax and almost immediately solved a problem that had eluded her over the two hours it had taken to awaken and bring him up to date on what had happened.




  "What do you notice about the four external views?" he asked as he bent over a control panel in the center of the bridge.




  "They cover the four directions so we have a view in every direction from the Human Dawn," Sophie replied. "Even when we shift them they still show just interstellar space in every direction."




  "Do they?' Jack asked. He waved his hand over a light beam and the forward view slid sideways to overlap the view to the starboard. "There it is."




  Sophie frowned and stared at the screens. She glanced at Penny who shrugged, and studied the screens again. As usual, they were three dimensional, not that made a lot of difference with the distant galaxies. "I see nothing except that the two views now overlap slightly."




  "Read the reference points along the bottom," Jack said with almost a smirk in his voice.




  "Oh my stars," Penny cried. "There's a blind spot."




  "How do you know?" Sophie asked.




  "I'll bring up the grid lines," Jack said. Circular lines appeared showing latitude and longitude based on their starship being in the center of a sphere. Horizontal and vertical circles were point zero on the two circumferences and the other points were listed from between one and 360° from these circles.




  "I've got it," Sophie gasped. The reference points where the two screens overlapped should have shown the same degree and minute reference points... but they didn't! The numbers had a 5° latitude difference.




  "A blind spot like one you often have when you're backing a car by using just the outside mirrors," Jack said.




  "So shift the bottom screen up," Sophie suggested.




  Jack did and again the views appeared to overlap with even a star cluster overlapping. The digits below, however, showed a five-degree longitude difference.




  "So the computer that stops everything looking like a spinning blue around us has fitted the visual views in together but the digital readout has recorded that there is no overlap but that distinct blind spot?" Sophie said.




  Jack nodded and altered the views several times with the four screens. However, every view and overlap excluded a thin slice 5° wide and high. He frowned and spoke commands to the computer. More scenes changed and the replies from the computer completely ignored any questions or references to this gap. Suddenly, the screens sort of blinked before their original settings reappeared but with the reference digits covering the whole spectrum.




  "Why is in now correct?" Jack asked.




  "It was always correct," the computer replied.




  "The numbers showed a discrepancy," Sophie said. "As commanding officer on the bridge I order a back check on why this happened."




  "Your order is not possible."




  "Why?"




  "Pre-programmed protocols will not allow your order to be acted upon. Any inconvenience is regretted. May we suggest that you are worried about a problem that does not exist?"




  Sophie stared at the other two. The onboard computers or the androids for that matter had never given a personal opinion or suggestion before. "Emergency Code Red. Life support, gravity and drive systems are to remain intact but all computer and androids are to go off line until Sub-lieutenant van der Ven, Ensign Talmore or myself enter the restart code."




  Immediately the screens faded, all the monitors and pilot lights went blank and the two pilot androids on the bridge slumped to the floor like unconscious humans.




  "That serious is it?' Penny asked.




  "There are no pre-programmed protocols, only methods and procedures. The terminology is wrong."




  "Meaning?' Jack asked.




  Sophie stared at the pair. "Somebody or something has used a very sophisticated system to hack into our onboard computer."




  "… and have purposely made it create a blind spot?" Jack asked.




  Sophie nodded.




  "So we go and have a look outside for ourselves." Penny cut in.




  "But because of our gravity spin we'll just see a blur." Jack pointed out.




  "Not if we take a maintenance tunnel to either the north or south poles of the ship where there are observation windows," Penny said. "There will be no gravity but all life support systems are still on line there." She shrugged. "That's what we learnt at training college, wasn't it?"




  "My stars, you're right," Sophie gasped.




  "The southern pole would be in line of sight of that blind spot." Penny turned to Sophie. "Do you know how to get there without bringing the computer back on line?"




  "The Protection Override Supplementary Computer was created for just this scenario," Jack interrupted. "The activation code would be written in the paper manual."




  "As opposed to the online one?' Sophie asked.




  "Exactly. Computers can do many things but unless the writing is in view, they cannot read printed text," Jack replied.




  "So we open the pages very carefully."




  "And don't say what the code is," Penny added. "Audio may pick up our words and change it."




  "Smart girl," Jack whispered.




  Sophie nodded and felt pleased. Both her companions were proving to be intelligent and confident crewmembers. At the moment, she doubted if anyone else onboard could be more resourceful.




  *




  The access to this supplementary computer was simple, yet effective. The manual did have the instructions, which Sophie read under her shielded hand and let the other two do the same. At each end of the main control panel on the bridge were four colored thumb pads. They had to be pressed in a sequence and simultaneously so one person couldn't activate the computer alone.




  Even with this knowledge they made three attempts without success. Finally it was Penny who suggested she call out the colors for Sophie and Jack to press




  "Are you ready?" she called. "Red. …green... blue ...yellow."




  "No luck!" Sophie gasped when everything remained off-line.




  But she was wrong. A panel in the ceiling opened, a flat screen dropped down and words appeared.




  Posc has been activated. The senior officer present needs to identify herself. Sophie spoke and had to answer a series of personal questions that she couldn't remember having ever told anyone. One asked for the name of the kitten she had when she started high school. She frowned and thought back. "Blackie...no that's wrong. I think it was Circles."




  "Correct. Why was it called that?"




  "There was a sort of white circle of fur around its neck."




  "Correct." The questions continued until Posc finally allowed her full access. She directed it to accept Penny and Jack's voice and they were ready to continue.




  She was disappointed when Posc could only provide access to emergency and safety procedures and report on operating conditions. It could show but not change the external views that the main computer had displayed with the blind spot still there.




  "So we'll visit the South Pole observation deck like you suggested, Jack," Sophie said. "Can we get there, Posc?"




  "Except for the lack of gravity, it is safe for humans. I can be voice activated from anywhere within Human Dawn. Please proceed to the elevator."




  Across the bridge were four elevators but the access doors remained shut. Instead a smaller fifth panel slid across to reveal a smaller elevator with room for only four people. They crowded in and after descending for several moments Sophie had the sensation that they were moving horizontally and then at an angle. Gravity disappeared and she grinned at the other two as they all began to float and had to grab handholds to stop bouncing off each other in the confined space. The Human Dawn was huge, almost three kilometers in diameter, so it took several moments before the elevator slowed and the ceiling slid away to show blue lights above them.




  "We'll need to float out," Sophie said. She was closest to the exit so, by using handholds pulled herself out into the observation deck. It was a clear hemisphere bubble with dull blue lights shining from the roof, which actually was rolling beneath her.




  She had been in zero gravity in training sessions before but it still took time to orientate herself and realize it was herself rolling over, not the deck around her. She grabbed a floating strap, pulled herself across to a handhold and watched as the others had even more trouble than herself at finding their way to the observatory edge. Penny ended upside down with her face mere centimeters from her own.




  "Okay, you're both upside down," she grumbled. "I know it's me but instead of grinning like idiots why don't one of you give me a hand."




  Jack laughed, reached out with one hand and flipped her over. Penny grabbed a handhold and stood facing them. She gasped and stared over Sophie's shoulder.




  "Oh my stars... see it?" she cried in almost a scream.




  Sophie turned and saw what caught Penny's attention. Outside, about five hundred meters away, another spacecraft hovered. It was quite different from any that she had been in or even learned to recognize back at training college with even the construction material of a type she had never encountered. It looked liked a jet fighter with wings of rectangular solar panels joined to an elongated shiny white marble hull with a cockpit at one end and a narrow swinging antennae replacing any tail at the other. Compared with their spaceship, it was tiny and probably no larger than a passenger airplane back on Earth. Interior bluish light shone from the cockpit but the fuselage was solid with no sign of portholes or windows.




  "Something moved inside," Jack gasped.




  Sophie heart went into overdrive as she, too noticed a blurred shapes move across the cockpit. It was hard to really tell but she was sure the shape was human-like with two arms and a head poking from a bodysuit.




  "Magnify 500 percent," she said but instantly regretted her order for the spaceship disappeared and only black sky replaced it. Of course, anything artificial invoked the cloaking device. "Cancel." she hissed and it all came back into view.




  "Bad move," Jack whispered




  "I know," Sophie muttered. She knew the situation was getting to them all.




  "We aren't as scared as her," Penny whispered.




  "Premonitions or observation?" Sophie asked.




  "Mainly observation," Penny replied. "She turned sideways and has a bust. As for the premonition part, I feel neutral." She raised her eyebrows. "Shouldn't I feel nervous, scared or even terrified?"




  Sophie squinted at the alien craft. The silhouette of the person in the cockpit turned and she could see the distinct shape of a female form beneath a tight body suit that appeared to cover her hair with a hood.




  Jack floated there, deep in thought.




  "What, Jack?' Sophie asked.




  "Just a theory. You know how they pull drone freighters at post-light speed?"




  "Of course," Sophie whispered. "You could be right."




  "Well I don't understand. Explain it to me please." Penny sounded exasperated.




  Jack grinned. "It's an economy thing on the theory that infinity drive creates a wake of electrons like a ship cutting through waves in an ocean on Earth. These though, work the other way. Any other vessel in this wake is also pulled into infinity drive. It works, too. They have pulled several unmanned drone freighter craft through behind a starship. These freighters don't need anti-matter drives and can use their ordinary nuclear engines to move at sub-light speeds when they reach a new solar system."




  "It's top secret," Sophie added.




  "I know that stuff," Penny cut in. "You're saying, that while we were in infinity drive this vessel got into our slipstream and was pulled along with us."




  "Yes," Jack replied. "Our computer picked up and decided to drop to sub-light speed and awaken Sophie. When we dropped to our speed back it followed and remained floating along with us."




  "That doesn't explain it being hidden and our computer refusing to tell us about it." Sophie said.




  "They may have more advanced technology and hacked into our systems, perhaps with the aim of navigating us to their world so their damaged craft can get home."




  "True," Sophie whispered. Their theories could be spot on or completely wrong. Why, for example, couldn't the senior officers be awoken? She grimaced. It was her responsibility to decide what they should do next. She saw both Penny and Jack staring at her and waiting for a decision to be made.




  *




  


  





  CHAPTER 3




  Before Sophie had a chance to do a thing an announcement from Posc seemed to come from everywhere in the observation deck.




  "There is incoming communication. To you wish to receive and translate it?"




  Sophie frowned and thoughts filled her mind. Security was paramount in a situation such as this. The chances were that a message would not harm them but she had no idea whether advanced technology could do something unexpected.




  "What security do we have, Posc?"




  "The incoming signal is on a limited radius sealed beam."




  "Meaning?"




  "Nothing beyond the beam can pick up the signal. The human that is visible in the extraterrestrial starship flying parallel to us is transmitting it. May I give an opinion?"




  "You do that?" Sophie gasped.




  "The term is inexact but by diagnosing the incoming data I can draw a probable scenario. This ability was incorporated in my systems as it would have been required if humans under my care were unconscious or otherwise incapacitated."




  "Let Posc do it," Penny whispered.




  Sophie nodded and the computer began.




  "The human is frightened and scared of your response."




  "Why?" Sophie asked.




  "She caused the malfunction that almost caused Penny's death. She used an electronic particle beam to operate the cocoon but had not anticipated how it worked. On her second attempt she was successful."




  "By awaking me?"




  "Yes."




  "So she has compassion?"




  "Her actions and present emotions would suggest that."




  "Let us hear what she has to say."




  Sophie literally jumped in fright when a life-sized human female appeared in front of her. Like with all meetings with strangers, she instantly evaluated the woman before her, She was quite young, of average size and build with short brown hair, tanned skin and a thin face. The eyes that looked directly at her appeared apprehensive and her lips were out of synchronization with the words she spoke, showing that she was speaking a different language.




  " I do not know if you can understand me but assume a basic translation of my words has been made. If you understand me please raise three fingers when you reply..." The woman waited.




  Sophie held up three fingers. "I am Commander Sophie Capland, senior officer on duty of the United Nations Starship Human Dawn from the planet Earth. I can see and hear you. Please identify yourself."




  Unexpectedly the woman's chin quivered and her eyes became awash with tears. "Do you bleed?"




  Sophie frowned at the strange question. "If I cut or hurt myself of course I bleed."




  "And you operate at a temperature of 37° Celsius?"




  "Yes?"




  The male and female with you also do?"




  "Yes, we're all humans."




  "And you will submit to a small test?"




  "It will be okay, Sophie," Penny whispered. "I sense nothing sinister in her request."




  "Be careful," Jack warned.




  Sophie nodded. "If you submit to the same one," she replied and immediately thought that her request was like asking a criminal to promise to tell the truth. There was no way of proving if any self-test was the same as the one they'd be subjected to. She gulped and in a rush of words to cover her uncertainty asked the woman again to identify herself.




  "I'm sorry. My name is Kyra Adair and yes, I shall take the same test as yourselves."




  It was a common sounding name but of course this could have been changed in the translation. Sophie glanced at the other two. "Shall we proceed with it?"




  Penny nodded but Jack hesitated before also he also gave a cautious nod.




  "Very well, Kyra. What do we do?"




  "Just stand still for a moment. I guess you don't realize it but I am also looking at yourselves in front of me. What you will see is exactly what is happening before me."




  Sophie nodded. Four circular beams dropped appeared above each of their heads and moved over them towards their feet. Apart from a slight buzz in the ears, Sophie heard or felt nothing.




  "The source of the voice is a Caucasian female human in the first quarter of her life span. She is one meter seventy-eight centimeters tall, weighs fifty-eight kilograms and with no known diseases. Adrenalin count and blood pressure are higher than normal due to possible stress," Posc announced. "More detailed information is available upon request."




  "File it." Sophie ordered. It appeared that the girl had done what she had asked for.




  Kyra stared beyond Sophie as if she listening to data about themselves. She frowned, her lips moved as if she had spoken and she made an audible gasp.




  "Well?" Sophie asked.




  "You are all human and not only that but taking into account generational deviations are biologically the same as me. I never though this could be possible." The woman flushed white and her hands shook from probable excitement.




  "Why?"




  Kyra gulped. "I was cloned from the DNA of a species that has been extinct in known worlds. Until I escaped I was restrained within an electronic force field, cared for but imprisoned like an animal."




  "In a zoo?" Jack asked.




  "That would be the word," Kyra replied. "Please, can I come physically across to you without your computer operating any equipment?"




  Sophie glanced at Jack.




  "We have already bypassed our master computer and are operating an isolated one used in emergencies. If you think it is necessary, though, I am sure we can work something with a bubblecraft. They are the life rescue containers you can see around the equator of this ship." he said and continued with a description of how one would operate by itself after a Catastrophe Five situation, this being one where the mother ship had been destroyed and all electronics rendered inoperable by the resulting explosion.




  "It sounds perfect," Kyla replied. "Be extremely careful"




  "We will," Sophie replied grimly.




  "I must go. A transmission that is too long can also be intercepted."




  She disappeared but out the window, Sophie saw the distant figure wave. She waved back and glanced at her sub-lieutenant."




  "Do you have any feelings about all of this?"




  "She's scared, still apprehensive about us but everything she told us so far is true."




  "So far?"




  "If she's a cloned human from a dead species, who did the cloning?" It was Jack who asked the question.




  *




  To Sophie's relief, Posc continued to work perfectly and passed fail-safe checks Jack made on possible breaches of security. They were now back in the main section with gravity restored but communication with Kyla cut off.




  "Probably line of sight is necessary for that sealed beam she used," Jack said as they entered one of the hangars with access to several bubbles of the type he suggested they use.
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