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Foreword 


––––––––

As a fellow author and editor,
I’ve often described Danielle as a “natural-born writer,” someone who is as
comfortable smithing the written word as most of us are speaking it. And yet
when asked how she does it she is often at a loss to explain. Her style is
truly organic, more instinct and intuition, than textbook structure. I feel
this is one of the primary reasons why her stories are populated by such rich
and lively characters. But that is just the beginning of what distinguishes her
fiction.

Being an engineer, I’m obsessive
about getting the details, or at least the anatomy or illusion of form-to-function,
correct. Time and time again Danielle has impressed me with her wisdom when it
comes to this. She’ll sit down and do the research—or confer with someone
familiar with the topic—but where she shines is when she extrapolates the
possibilities and comes up with answers and concepts on her own, often finding
new insights. Then she takes the results and expands upon them, raising the
whole to a new pinnacle.

For those of us who know her, we
would all agree Danielle is a true “literary force of nature.” She has proven
herself blessed with an unbounded imagination and a unique vision when it comes
to melding kernels of knowledge—be they scientific fact, military protocol, or
mythological details—with creative inspiration to give life to characters, worlds,
and situations that draw the reader in and grip them long after the last word
has been read. Nowhere is this more evident than in her science fiction. Being
the editor of the Defending the Future anthology series, I am in a
unique position to know, having gladly accepted several of her stories for
publication.

As you turn the pages of A
Legacy of Stars you will discover the diversity of concept that is
characteristic of Danielle’s work. From hardcore science fiction to the
distinctly surreal and everything in between. I hope you enjoy the journey as
much as the rest of us have.

Mike McPhail, uc51
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*Gone! Gone! Gone!*

The cry went out, an
uncontrollable shiver, growing in intensity until it encompassed the planet. 

*Gone....* those of The Unity whispered in
stunned disbelief. *So many.... Billions...gone.* They drew their remaining
loved ones close, grasping for what comfort there was to be had in the moments
following devastation.

The world would never be the same
again.

––––––––

The five veteran members of the
ship’s crew were absolutely silent, waiting for a signal from their captain as
they had many times before. But then....

“Captain,” the crewman at the
monitoring station spoke, drawing Kyle Dunjen away from the bittersweet
satisfaction that came with each successful set-down on an untouched world.
“Landing protocol is complete. Shall I deploy the Remote Specimen Extractors?”

The atmosphere on the deck seemed
to tighten in a sympathetic cringe the crew was too disciplined to indulge.
Dunjen turned to catch the eye of the kid that had interrupted his ritual. He
knew the crew had filled Sanders in, and yet the first thing the crewman does
is off the Cortez’s basic rhythm. The captain mentally shrugged away his
annoyance and drew a centering breath.

“Crewman Sanders,” Dunjen
responded in a still, reverent voice, “you and this planet both just lost your
virginity; that’s a moment to be honored, respected...not promptly dismissed in
favor of procedure.”

He turned away. He didn’t like
invading these celestial Edens. It felt somehow wrong to bring humanity to
something unspoiled, knowing by the time they left that would be the last word
anyone would use to describe the place. Still, if it had to be done, he felt it
best done respectfully. Showing respect was a prelude to mourning the planet’s
ultimate fate. That was why he was here.

It was bad enough when
corporations were involved; even worse when the military went mercenary.
Something like this shouldn’t be about the bottom line. He loved the exploration,
but he hated what came after: Command would plant a colony or two on the
largest continents, strip the place of everything useful, and then head for the
next coordinates on the charts. Mankind was a plague, leaving behind nothing
but dead or dying planets in its wake.

Dunjen shut down his dark
thoughts and eased back into his ritual.

The first ten minutes
post-planetfall were his; he would not allow a wet-behind-the-ears green
recruit to rush him. No matter what the kid had learned by rote—from training
manuals Dunjen himself had written practically single-handed—this was
important. It kept him balanced, and that translated to the crew and the
mission. 

Reaching deep inside, he tried to
reclaim what his men, inspired by his precise positioning and intense
contemplation, called his zen shui. It eluded him. Tension dominated
instead, strung along the rod-straight length of his back and up his neck,
ending in a band looped tight around his temples. Regardless, he stood at the
view port, staring at the planet’s surface the full six hundred seconds he
always allotted himself.

It was a matter of principle.

Snapping around as the last
second passed, Dunjen noted the carefully neutral expressions on every face but
Sanders’. The kid merely looked confused. Dunjen felt the tension hardening his
features, but made no effort to soften them. Planetfall had started off bad. It
was important Sanders realized that. Either the lesson would stick, or he would
lose his prized assignment on the Cortez. 

Dunjen moved forward in measured
steps. He stopped with a mere inch between him and Sanders and held the
crewman’s gaze. Displeasure wrapped around them like a smothering cloud. Dunjen
let it. 

He could tell the exact moment
realization kicked in with cold, hard clarity. Sanders paled and dropped his
gaze, a slight tremor rippling down his throat. He might not understand the
nature of his transgression, but he would never forget it—or repeat it.

“I’m sorry, sir.”

The captain did not acknowledge
the apology. To do so would blunt the rebuke and erode his position of command.
Instead, he redirected the crew back to protocol. 

“Callaghan,” he called out to his
XO, not taking his eyes from Sanders’ face. “Deploy the RSEs.”

––––––––

*What has caused this?* they questioned one another.
*How did this happen?*

There were no answers, only
effects. Harmony broke. Confusion reigned. Those stricken down left an
inconceivable wound none knew how to heal. Repeated jags of pain traveled
through the survivors’ awareness like a low-voltage electric shock. Suffering
left them disoriented. Stunned.

*Why?*

*Why?*

*Why?*

The question rippled out through
the masses until it reached those closest to the raw lesion.

A rumble. A roar. Vibrations
disrupted the air. Ran through The Unity. Brought with it a new level of agony.
The rumple continued, drawing closer.

*What?* they cried, who had never known
pain. Never known death. Never known intrusion.

The only answer from those on the
edge: silence. Another billion souls lost to the encroaching Void.

––––––––

“Captain?”

Dunjen sighed and electronically
tagged his place in the geological scans he was monitoring. This is why he had
turned off the comm to all but emergency hails. It was the only way he could
get anything done with only minimal interruption. He might be Captain, but
everyone on board the Cortez served in multiple capacities. When it came
to maximizing efficiency less crew meant less cost. They all, to some extent,
could carry out the various duties required to fly and maintain the ship, but
each of them had one skill vital to the mission where each excelled above the
others. Command could send a smaller vessel, eat up less of their budget on
crew necessities like rations and accommodations, and redirect it toward
maintenance and development. 

As captain, he of all the crew
had the hardest time balancing his duties. Something always trumped research.
This current intrusion couldn’t have come at a worse time. At this moment his
mindset was firmly entrenched in the science of the scans. The implications of
the data were amazing; it could totally transform their concepts of planetary
development. Yet he had no choice but to set it all aside; by necessity, he was
captain first and a scientist second. He hated when the two conflicted. He
loved the science; the rest just made what he did possible.

He straightened, and then arched
his back. His neck popped when he cast a disgruntled glance toward the hatch.
Crewman Sanders waited there at attention. The man stood rock-steady, his face
unnaturally pale. His eyes betrayed the slightest flicker of tension. From
under the edges of Sanders’ shipsuit the acrid scent of stress began to tinge
the surrounding air. Sanders’ primary duty was Master Technician. 

Dunjen had a bad feeling.

Immediately Kyle Dunjen, Ph.D,
sank beneath the surface, and like preset emergency protocols, the Captain
fully reinstated. With a couple powerful strides he moved across the room,
addressing the crewman. “Sanders, report.”

“Sorry to disturb you, sir, but
we were unable to raise you on the comm,” Sanders responded, his throat
bobbing. “The RSEs have experienced an undetermined malfunction. Diagnostics
indicate the radio signal is being received and that the units’ systems should
be operational, but they have lost maneuverability. The nearest one is ten
meters out from our perimeter. I have had no success getting them to reengage.”

“Send another one.”

The response took a beat too long
in coming.

“They’ve all been sent.”

Dunjen worked his jaw, silently
considering the scenario, trying to focus on the immediate problem without
allowing himself to be influenced by his annoyance with Sanders. It took more
effort than it should. Eight Remote Specimen Extractors and every one of them
malfunctioned. Even given the...quality of military issue, that rate of failure
stretched the probability.

The captain moved past Sanders
and through the hatch. He headed for the bridge, not waiting to see if the
crewman followed. “Do sensors indicate an obstruction?”

A slight laboring of breath
betrayed Sanders’ effort to keep pace. “Sensors are experiencing interference
and we have not been able to gain clear visual.”

“Right.” Planetfall hadn’t just
started bad, it persisted that way exponentially. Dunjen ignored the crewman
the rest of the trip to the bridge. Instead, he spent the short walk mentally
tallying the possible sources of the problem, matched with potential fixes.
Ducking through the final hatch, he headed for the monitoring station.
“Callaghan, report.”

“Preliminary scans confirmed
non-corrosive atmosphere, primarily oxygen/hydrogen/nitrogen mix, high
humidity, breathable, but not comfortably and not for long. Temperature
readings are at 24 degrees Celsius. Gravity registers at .8 Earth-norm and
sensors detect no complex life forms. RSEs were deployed per protocol, two units
to a sector. All units were deployed before reduced functionality began to
register. The fourth RSE group deployed at roughly 0300 ship-time. The final
unit processed the first two quadrants out from the ship’s perimeter,
transmitting a steady stream of data. By the time it entered the third, sensors
registered a progressive decrease in mobility. Now the unit is fully
stationary. Diagnostics indicate no identifiable malfunction. We attempted to
retrieve it using the docking grapple, but the unit is too far out.”

The data didn’t give Dunjen much
to go on. Initiating the external sensors, he frowned at the screen. “What is
this distortion?”

“We have been unable to
determine, sir,” Callaghan answered. “The theory is condensation from the
extreme humidity in the atmosphere, but we won’t know for sure without physical
inspection.”

A grimace twisted Dunjen’s mouth.
This expedition held no satisfaction, only one complication after another. And
how was he to salvage the situation? It was a hard call. If he sent a skip out
after the unit, the jet craft could be affected by whatever knocked out the
RSEs; but his only other option was to send an EVA team without knowing the
cause of these malfunctions, without more time to observe their surroundings.
Normally, he looked forward to this moment, but not when they were unprepared.
More than one tragedy had stemmed from the decision to EVA too soon after
Planetfall. 

Jet craft were
expensive...feed-a-small-colony-for-a-year expensive. And people...well, Dunjen
didn’t like his choices one bit.

––––––––

More and more the foreignness
intruded. Each new surface they encountered sizzled with current. The
composition was tight, slick. Solid mass blocked eternally open pathways,
cutting them off from aspects of the whole. Isolation was introduced to The
Unity. Impurities intruded like a poison. The world was dying.

Those doomed by proximity came
out of their stunned stupor. They murmured among themselves, bent logic against
the senselessness that eroded The Unity. Observed and probed. Some went forward
to plumb the nature of the threat to all they knew. They took some of that
nature unto themselves.

*Hard,* one offered, before fading away.
*Cold,* another observed. 

*Impermeable.*

*Alien.*

*Unnatural.*

*Pain.*

And, in a quiet, final voice, all
those remaining murmured in agitation as they drew back from the new concept
forced upon them: *Death.*

*No!*

With instantaneous resolve, they
embraced the only hope left. 

Love took on a bittersweet tang.
The doomed brushed a fleeting caress across those to be protected. The Unity
suffered sorrow as divisiveness was introduced. Those scarred by the edges of
Intrusion turned away, let the hardening encompass them completely, detached
from The Unity in the only move they could make to preserve it. They cleaved to
the Intrusion, encased it...blocked its path to their beloved.

The Unity learned sacrifice.

––––––––

“We have no choice, sir.”
Callaghan spoke softly, his tone even and his expression neutral.

“And you’re sure the secondary
units can’t be repaired?”

At Callaghan’s affirmative,
Dunjen’s jaw clenched. Flexed. His fingers curled until his hands were in fists
on his desk. Not only had they been unable to remote activate any of the RSEs,
but they were steadily losing functionality in the external sensors, and
atmospherics were exhibiting a marked decline in efficiency. Not one thing had
gone smoothly this tour, and he suspected an EVA wouldn’t either. He leveled a
glare at his XO. 

“I don’t like it.”

“I didn’t expect you would, sir.”

Dunjen couldn’t help his grim
almost-smile at Callaghan’s dry, matter-of-fact tone. The man was more than an
XO; he was a friend. At odd moments glimmers of that crept into command
situations. “It will have to be Sanders.”

“Yes, sir. I’m afraid so, sir.”

“Damn!” The captain wanted to
smash something. Sanders might be their equipments expert, but he was also the
least-prepared member of the crew. “Damn!”

Ignoring the determination
creeping into Callaghan’s eye, Dunjen made an executive decision. “Sanders,” he
sent over the comm.

“Aye, Captain,” Sanders voice
responded from the comm speaker mounted in the desktop.

“Report to the equipment locker.
Suit up for EVA.”

“A-acknowledged, sir. I’ll-I’ll
make it right.” Something about the the crewman’s response unsettled Dunjen,
but there wasn’t time to figure out why. The captain cut the connection and
turned to his XO.

“Callaghan....” Dunjen paused,
really not liking his options, but knowing there was only one choice he could
make. He stood and moved in front of Callaghan.

“I’ll take care of him, sir.”
Callaghan spoke into the gap.

But Dunjen continued as if the
man hadn’t said a word. “XO, report to the bridge and assume the con. Run full
diagnostics. I want this bird ready to lift off for the southern continent as
soon as Sanders and I have retrieved the closest Rover.”

“Hell no!”

The emotions that played across
Sean Callaghan’s face were to be expected. After all, he was the closest thing
Dunjen had to a brother; he could teach a dog lessons about loyalty. No, the
fact that Callaghan had lost control enough to show them...that was
remarkable. The XO was the king of dead-pan.

“Kyle, you can’t!”

“I have to.”

“Bullshit!”

“XO Callaghan, as captain I am
responsible for the security and well-being of each member of this crew, would
you agree?”

Callaghan growled in frustration.
“Yes, sir.”

“Very good. And would you concur
that of the two of us, your secondary duties of Astrogation are more vital than
my geological skills?” Dunjen kept his own voice neutral, calm. He watched as
his question burrowed past Callaghan’s objections. The XO’s facial muscles
tensed until his clenched teeth were bare.

“Yes, sir.” Callaghan’s voice had
lost all expression, and his eyes were as dark and brittle as slate.

“Would you also agree that of the
entire crew, I have the most EVA hours logged, and the most rescue training?”
This time Callaghan glowered and only nodded in agreement.

Dunjen turned away to head for
the equipment locker.

“Captain?”

“Yes?”

Callaghan swallowed hard and
snapped a regulation salute. His eyes were shadowed and just above his left eye
pulsed an uncharacteristic tic, but he’d once again composed his expression.
Dunjen knew how he felt anyway. He returned the salute and headed for the
equipment locker, his long strides decimating the distance. His heart held the
same apprehension as his XO’s, but without at least one RSE they’d have to
scrub the three-year mission before it barely began.

––––––––

The muscles along Dunjen’s
shoulders and back coiled with each step he took toward the airlock. Normally
comforting, like age lines on a long-time lover, the conduits and pipes running
the length of the corridor barely registered with him today. For the first time
in his service he did not look forward to an EVA on an untouched planet. He
drew a deep breath and his throat gave an odd hitch. Sniffing, he once more
caught a persistent whiff of an out-of-place odor. The air was noticeably more
meaty than it should be, unusually thick with the scents of close habitation.
The muscles of his face twitched as Dunjen silently cursed the faceless
button-pusher that had assigned them this sector. He’d never served on or
commanded a mission this problematic. If one more thing went wrong, he was
pulling them from the planet all together. Diverting his path to the nearest
comm unit, he jabbed in the code for the bridge. 

“Thompson, respond,” Dunjen
barked into the mic.

“Thompson reporting, Captain.”
The crewman’s voice filtered through the speaker. A tell-tale electric hum
sounded, the only indiction of the open connection as the crewman awaited
orders.

“Run full diagnostics of the
Environmental systems, priority one,” Dunjen ordered. “I’m in the port aft
compartment and something is seriously off in the mix down here.”

“Aye, Captain,” the crewman
responded. “Thompson, over and out.” The comm clicked quietly as it disengaged.

Dunjen continued on his way to
the airlock, his steps tapping a bit more quickly on the deck plates. Maybe he
was just being twitchy, but the more aft he went, the harder he found it to
breathe. A deep, barking cough did little to clear the thick feeling clogging
his airways. Restricting himself to shallow breaths, he entered the lock.

“Oh, hell!”

The first thing he noted when he
crossed the hatch was Sanders’ empty suit bay; the second was the man’s
absence. His thoughts went back to Sanders’ earlier response: I’ll make it
right, the kid had said, like he had to redeem himself. Salvaging the
mission—and his place on the crew—was likely the only thing more important to
him than procedure. Hell!

With a smack, Dunjen activated
the external scanners from the console next to the hatch. They came on, but the
image resembled the pre-cable television of a hundred years earlier: grainy and
full of interference. Some areas of the transmission looked like they were
outright filtered through ice. Even so, he could make out the lumbering form of
Sanders heading toward the RSE.

Growling a few more choice
curses, Dunjen fought the urge to ignore protocol and suit up without going
through the safety checklist. He resisted the impulse, moved with controlled
steps toward his environment suit, and completed his inspection in record time.
Other than some fine, ash-grey dust coating the outer skin, all was in order.
He kept his eye on the monitor as he slid into the suit. Sanders was going to
get someone killed one day if he didn’t learn some sense.

––––––––

Loved ones hovered nearby,
contemplating the Intrusion, trying to understand, to recognize those they had
lost in the hard, crystalline edges of the Barrier; all that stood between the
fractured Unity and Chaos. They whispered a vow to the young ones they drew
close one final time, a vow that while more would be lost before the end, Unity
would be restored to their world.

Determination hardened their
features as they set the young aside, passing them to the embrace of others.
Hope must be preserved. No more waiting. No more reacting. The Intrusion must
be stopped; it must be buried until it smothered, compressed until nothing was
left. They propelled themselves away from The Unity, as cut off as their
brethren that formed the Barrier. 

*Hard.* The Dis-Unity growled. *Strong.*

*Fast.*

*Seek.*

*END!*

The Unity came to grips with the
grim necessity of the offensive.

––––––––

Something was in the air.
Something more than just trouble.

Dunjen felt like he slogged
through a greasy fog...the kind that clung and pulled at a man’s limbs until he
expected to hear a sucking sound with each step forward. It unsettled him
further when his suit began to crackle. It was, at first, a soft sound, kind of
like crumpling cellophane. By the time Sanders came into sight, it had grown
sharper, like thin ice shattering.

He didn’t like this. Not one bit.
It became harder and harder to move, and whatever formed on the outside of the
suit started to interfer with his visibility as well.

“You stupid shit,” Dunjen
murmured as he swiped at his faceplate once more, not sure if he spoke to
himself or the crewman marching awkwardly ahead. It amounted to the same; the
comm circuit was closed.

Activating a toggle in the index
finger of his right gauntlet, he remotely triggered a subtle alert pattern that
played across the interior peripheral of Sanders’ helmet. A precurser tone
accompanied the lightshow to warn the EVA crew there was an incoming message.
Dunjen was glad of the feature. It wouldn’t do to startle the kid. If Sanders’
already jerky motions were any indication, he was barely holding it together.
Anything unexpected would likely trigger a violent reaction, and that led to
ruptured seals, or worse. As it was, the crewman’s head jerked sharp enough to
make Dunjen wince. He stopped moving forward, uneasy with putting too much
distance between him and the ship. Now that he had the man’s attention he
activated the comm.

The sound of Sanders’ breath came
across the circuit: deep inhales paired with rapid exhales. If he didn’t get
that under control he would empty his tanks long before they hit the airlock.

“What the hell do you
think you are doing?” Dunjen didn’t wait for an answer before continuing.
“Crewman, tell me: what does the manual say about unaccompanied extravehicular
activities?”

Sanders turned and Dunjen gasped
himself. The man’s faceplate was nearly obscured and his suit glittered as if
encased in ice. Dunjen looked down to find his own nearly as coated. What the
hell was it? It couldn’t be ice, the ambient temperature was way too warm for
that, and minerals took years to form to the extent he saw. Gripped by deep
foreboding he barely heard Sanders’ response. “Sir, no
[inhale]crewmember[inhale]will perform[inhale]EVA without....”

The captain cut him off before he
finished. “Glad to see you read it, now get your ass back to the ship before I
bust you down to civilian and dump you at the next station!”

“But....” Sanders replied, turning
awkwardly, as if his articulated joints were locked. “The RSE....”

“Just go!” Dunjen barked, any
patience he had left long worn away by the tension wrapped like a hot sheath
around each nerve. “Just get back to the ship and get ready for lift-off.” He
reached out to grab Sanders’ arm and whatever encased his elbow joint shattered
like glass, tearing through the specially engineered microfiber skin.

Shit! Dunjen actually felt the blood
drain clear down to his toes. Shit!Forget the other continent; we’re
getting off this cursed planet. The material of the suit was designed to
withstand even a tungsten carbide-edged blade. Nothing should have gone through
it. Surprisingly, no trail of blood ran into his glove.Forget the other continent; we’re
getting off this cursed planet. The material of the suit was designed to
withstand even a tungsten carbide-edged blade. Nothing should have gone through
it. Surprisingly, no trail of blood ran into his glove.

“Go! GO!” he yelled, as he
propelled Sanders forward. “We’re getting out of here! Just go!” As he ran, he
toggled the comm to connect to the ship.

“Callaghan, report!”

“We had some trouble, sir, but
systems are ready for lift-off.”

“Start the sequence...now! We’re
coming in.”

Dunjen had no idea if Callaghan
answered. He couldn’t afford to be distracted right now. He closed the comm
link and kept his eyes locked on the airlock hatch. The alien substance had
begun encasing the ship as well. No wonder they’d had so many malfunctions.
They would be lucky to achieve launch. If they made it off planet, whoever
approved this place for exploration would get a visit from him. Dunjen shut
down those thoughts. Moving forward became a battle as whatever clung to him
grew thicker and faster each time he broke its hold. He caught himself gasping
for breath as bad as Sanders had earlier. He regulated his intake more rigidly
and pushed harder.

They were almost there. Sanders
reached the hatch; fell through it, actually. He turned to look back, but
Dunjen knew there was no point. He was too far away. He’d never make it.
Whatever leeched upon them had slipped in through the tear in his sleeve. It
flowed across his skin, wrapped hard and tight around his torso and limbs until
it bound his body as tightly as it did the suit and the ship. His steps slowed,
and then stopped. It was like being encased in diamond. He could do nothing but
watch as Sanders tried to come back for him.

He was so close! But he couldn’t
put his crew at risk. Even as he watched the ship looked more and more like an
ancient artifact found in a glacier than a space vessel. Would they even be
able to launch?

“Damnit! Sanders,” Dunjen yelled
across the reactivated comm link. “Get back in there! Callaghan, lock her down
and lift that bird, now!”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,
sir.” Callaghan’s voice came across the link devoid of emotion, but his very
disobedience spoke volumes.

“XO, I issued you an order!”

“I must respectfully decline,
sir. All options have not been exhausted.”

“What the hell are you talking
about?! Just go!”

Dunjen roared that last part with
all his failing breath, the surface covering him cracked where it remained
thin. “Just go! Just go! Just go!”

He fell silent, confused. The
order he issued tingled along his skin. It pulsed through him completely
independent of any heartbeat. It pounded against his skull:

*Just Go! Just Go! Just Go!*

It felt so odd. So alien. Like
someone else’s voice crying out of him. His own words echoed back, only growing
louder in his thoughts, not fading. He felt compelled, though he had no hope of
complying, any more than an ice-sculpted swan had any hope of taking flight. He
watched as the engines at the tail end of the Cortez began their
first-stage burn.

All Dunjen could think was: Callaghan had seen reason!
Whatever echoed his order drowned out everything else. *Just Go! Just Go!
Just Go...NOW!*

If only you knew how much I’d
love to, he
thought, wondering if he’d finally spaced his mind. Pushing the persistent echo
from his thoughts, Dunjen tried to run through the lift-off procedure in his
head, estimating the time left before second burn. Only something wasn’t right.
The next stage was external vent closure. Instead, the port side docking hatch
opened.

“Callaghan, what the hell are you
doing?”

“Getting you back to your ship,
sir...and, sir? Brace for impact!”

Right on the heels of Callaghan’s
warning, the docking grapple rocketed out from its bay. It clanged hard against
his diamond-like shell, would have crushed anything less unyielding. Instead it
closed around him and rapidly retracted. By the time it reeled him in, Sanders
was nowhere to be seen and Thompson and Callaghan were waiting to haul him
through the airlock. 

“Go! Go! GO!” someone yelled as
Dunjen faded. The order blended with the one still bouncing around in every
cell of his body. “Go!” *Just Go!* “Go!” *Just Go...NOW!*
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Katrion Alexander could see no
stars. 

Well, not from the command deck
of the Groom Experimental Complex, anyway. Between the filter of the protective
shielding, and the harsh electric glare lighting the compartment, anything that
would have been visible to her unaided eye was pretty much occluded. She was
surrounded by 270 degrees of pure, inky black. That’s why she liked being in
space so much. Lately, it matched her mood, more times than not.

Like tonight for instance;
brand-new to this post, she’d barely been on the station two hours when the
officer of the watch tapped her to cover a shift for someone named Simmons, who
was laid up in sickbay. She hadn’t even requisitioned her kit from stores yet. 

What a complete SNAFU. Everything
was off kilter. Schedule delays, launch sequences misaligned, posts vacant...With
typical military efficiency, everyone’s signals had been crossed. Kat had a
recall out for the deck crew mistakenly given liberty, but she didn’t hold out
much hope they’d surface. Just as well. She could use the solitude, and one
command console was pretty much the same as any other when you were in the
space corps. They were fond of consistency. Besides, her MO was computer
infiltration specialist, there wasn’t a system in the corps she couldn’t run, take
apart, or break into. 

She was familiarizing herself
with this particular setup when a change in the outside ambiance drew her
attention away. 

“Oh, mercy,” she let out on an
appreciative breath as the ship she’d just cleared for departure came into view
directly overhead. The Rommel, a Chamberlain-class attack vessel,
blended into the texture of space, her running lights the only glimmer against
the darkness, barely illuminating the dull matte finish of the hull in
microbursts. The flashes were all but absorbed by the engineered tincture of
the black paint, combined with the almost cellular hatch markings engraved on
the ablative hull plating. The ultimate in space camo for ships. Space corps
systems registered the vessel—they knew what to look for—but, as of yet, no one
else’s could. Shielded against every form of observation short of up-close
visual sight, the vessel was a stealth marvel, quite the prize of any fleet.

Ping. Ping.

She didn’t even twitch as the
comm system alert tone sounded through the chamber. It wasn’t like she hadn’t
expected it. Let Stanton stew. She’d encountered the commander of the Alexi
before. He should be grateful his ship was getting out of here any time this
solar week, giving the mess she’d had to sort through when she came on shift.

As the Rommel deployed,
Kat’s gut flared with the burn of pre-battle tension. She should be on that
command deck, not this one! Instead, she was stuck here while others...her unit
went to war. And, from now on, she always would be. 

The resentment was still raw.
Psych-tested out of the combat infantry after their last mission, for reasons
military command wouldn’t explain. They’d given her two options: punch a
keypad, or push a broom. Rebelliously, she’d nearly grabbed for the broom. Let
them waste four-plus years of intensive military training right along with her
multi-million-dollar transport fee. 

Only, her honor stood in the way
of such retaliation. Innocent people would suffer who-knew-what atrocities from
not only the Legion, but at the hands of pirates and corporations and the
faceless, as-yet-undiscovered dangers lurking in space.

Katrion swallowed her bitterness
and grudgingly accepted her unsought role of station support staff. She would
diligently work every shift she could pull to bring her closer to the day she
earned her ticket home. Heck, she hadn’t even unpacked her duffle yet, and she
was clocked in on the roster. She’d still have to stick around until her tour
was over, but at least she’d have a ride out of here when she was done.

The alert tone sounded once
again, somehow seeming more insistent. Again Kat ignored it. Unless an
emergency signal came through, Control was not obligated to respond to hails
from vessels waiting in the queue.

There was no indication this was
an emergency.

Hands splayed over the keypad set
below flush into the hip-high console, she entered the final release sequence
and sent the Rommel off ahead of schedule with a silent salute. Katrion
watched as it drifted the prescribed distance before engaging its drive system.
She couldn’t see, from this distance, the residual moisture cloud bubbling in
the ship’s wake, but her sensors registered the tell-tale vapors as the Rommel
initiated its electrogravitic drive envelope. 

Eyes burning, she had to smother
resentment anew. Among the vessel’s complement was her unit, the 142nd
infantry, or Daire’s Devils. Being apart from them felt like a betrayal.
Whether on her part, theirs, or the bureaucracy’s, it was hard to say exactly,
but it didn’t sit well. This was worse than ringing out of training. Even more
humiliating: at least that would have been her admitting she couldn’t hack it,
which would have been bearable. No one would have blamed her for knowing her
limitations. But this...to have her superiors determine there was something
flawed in her. To be labeled, out of all those in her unit, as unacceptable.
And to not even know why...

Her fingers clawed the console
housing, thankfully in no danger of triggering the recessed keypads. With a
deep breath and hard discipline, she forced her bitterness back into its crater
and mentally rolled a rock over it. She then turned her focus back on the Void.


With the Rommel clear, she
began to process the next vessel. This time she opened the channel as the alert
tone persisted.

“You incompetent fool! Can’t you
even follow a deployment schedule?”

Kat’s lips tightened into a thin,
hard line and her hands fisted reflexively. Bad enough being grounded, but
dealing with the notorious Commander Tac Stanton’s undisguised contempt was
more than she should have to stomach right now. He was such a slug; she would
never understand how he’d risen to command level.

“A glitch in the deployment
systems required minor adjustments to get things back on track, Commander,” she
responded across the open channel in her own carefully neutral tone. 

“Glitch?! Station Commander Trask
will—” 

Katrion cut him off. “The Alexi’s
next in the queue; is your vessel ready to deploy?” 

“Yes!” The single word was hard
and tight. Kat’s eyes narrowed. Stanton was way too worked up over a simple
delay, even for him. 

“Commencing pre-deployment scans,
now...position your craft for launch,” she instructed him as she reviewed the
datafeed for any anomalies. The scans registered a small mass out near Calisto
just cresting the horizon. She initiated second-tier scans but they did not
reveal any recognizable mechanics or transmissions. Density analysis suggested
low mineral content and no ferrous deposits. Just a rock...roughly the size—if
not the shape—of a good-sized yacht. As it was outside of the scheduled flight
path, she made a note of her observations and beamed a copy of the report to
the Alexi’s flight crew, along with their release codes.

“You are clear to deploy.”

She did not linger to watch this
vessel. Turning back to her monitors she started on the next flight plan. She
didn’t get far. The console in front of her registered an unauthorized
communications burst tight-beamed to the station. It ended nearly before it
could register; definitely before she could intercept it through one of the
perimeter sensors.

Probably Stanton griping to Trask
because she’d made him wait. 

Great. She’d been on-station only
a few hours and she already had her first complaint added to her docket.

Kat shrugged off her annoyance.
She might not be happy with the turn her career had made, but she had duties to
fulfill, and too much honor not to care. Turning back toward the transparent
shielding that allowed her direct visual of her domain, Kat scanned the
pure-black oblivion. Toward her distant left, in the direction the Alexi
had launched, she saw a ghostly glimmer, like the after-image of a camera
flash, and nothing else. Had the Alexi had enough time to engage its
drive and rocket out of direct visual range? Kat didn’t think so, unless it had
had an upgrade recently. It was an older vessel with fusion impulse engines.
Still, it was out of sight. Kat sequenced a full-system scan, engaging all the
remote sensors linked to her console. She needed to be sure, because something
didn’t feel right. Reviewing the ’feed as it processed, she felt every muscle
tighten like the steady ripple of a python’s coils. Sending a secure
quick-burst query to the Alexi’s comm, she waited for the security-coded
confirmation. 

The deck comm remained silent.

Combat training kicked in.
Adrenaline tightened her muscles and sharp-focused her thoughts in an instant.
A growl rumbled in her throat. Her left hand reflexively itched for her gauss
rifle, which was currently locked away in a weapons locker aboard the Rommel.
Instead she hit the print button on her console and the report scrolled out on
a thin slice of durable acrylisheet. The hardcopy confirmed her suspicions.
There was no sign that the Alexi had initiated their drive system. It
couldn’t have moved beyond visual range on conventional thrusters. It
definitely should still be within hailing range.

“Control to Commander Trask,” she
sent out a hail to the station commander. Precious minutes passed with no
response. She needed his clearance to initiate High Alert status. “Control to
Commander Trask, please come in, sir,” she repeated as she keyed in an urgency
code linked to the message.

Still no response. Now her
internal alarms went into overdrive. When Trask was on station, there was no
time that was completely his own. Everything was superseded in moments of
crisis. Station Commanders were always on line; their personal comms
were bone-jacked directly into their jaw, just behind the ear, same as ships’
captains or elite military squads. Her hand went without thought to the site of
her now-deactivated, subdermal comm. She missed the buzzing sensation of
someone’s words transmitting along her jaw. Sometimes she thought she felt the
faint vibration that said the comm was still live, but that was wistful
thinking. 

Setting the hail on auto-replay,
Kat made a risky choice. Un- certain of the commander’s status and faced with a
high probability of potential threat she snapped into action without command
authorization. Flipping back the cap over the alert toggle, she notched it to the
next level, setting off a klaxon throughout the security zones of the station.
No need to panic the civvies...yet. 

Not three minutes after the alarm
sounded the station’s first defense, a wing of Mustang scout vessels jetted
from their hangers like canned air from a hull breach. 

“Control to Wing Command, do you
copy?”

“Mustang Sally readin’ you loud
and clear, Control, where we headin’?” 

Neither the flatness of the
transmission nor the seriousness of the situation took the color out of the
pilot’s irrepressible Texas twang. Finally, a friendly voice. Kat
allowed herself the briefest of smiles and responded, “Spread your wing out in
a vector scan of quadrant 0689Alpha looking for unaccounted for debris,
followed by a deep-space scan from that location targeting the vessel Alexi,
ident-code ND-061. Presume hostiles are in the area. Should you make contact
with the Alexi, secure absolute confirmation of the ship’s status.
Over.”

“Gotcha, Sally off.” As they
headed for the coordinates she beamed to them, Kat initiated high-alert
procedure. 

Her fingers flew over the keypad.
First she punched in the locator sequence keyed to Commander Trask. A schematic
of the station appeared on the display before her. The design spiraled like a
corkscrew looped around a central maintenance tube, with pairs of directional
thrusters running along the outer edges of the coils. The Command, or C-deck,
was in the tail, angled out into space to allow Control an unobstructed view of
the docking area, the shipyard, and most approach vectors, with auxiliary
C-decks at key points along the complex. 

Commander Trask’s designation did
not register on any coil.

Nervous tension fizzed the length
of her. There was no way Trask had left the station; from just the short time
she’d spent in his presence as she handed over her orders, she could tell he
was too hardcore, too dedicated. She sent a priority-coded message to the head
of station security, with a secondary request to search for the commander once
they’d secured the station against outside threat.

Extremely uneasy, Kat took the
perimeter sensors off standby and set them to full sector scan. One keystroke
brought up all monitors with a split-screen display allowing her view of the
total perimeter of the Groom Experimental Complex while she monitored the
constant datafeed. She then initiated the security fields around all station
defense hubs and essential operations. The personnel manning those stations ran
through their own checklist. Orders were transmitted activating all security
squads, off-duty and on. 

Behind her, the hiss of the
command deck hatch sent another thread of tension down Katrion’s spine, mingled
with a trickle of relief. Soon this will all be someone else’s headache,
she thought, as she input the final sequence in the protocol, sending out the
ancillary black-box beacon. From now until it was deactivated, the beacon would
receive low-frequency data pulses mirroring those fed to the station’s
black-box unit from the external sensors, double-documenting the incident to
aid Military Intelligence’s Tactical Unit should things go decidedly...not well.

The distinctive sound of the
commander’s footsteps crossed the deck, incinerating any relief Kat had felt.
He stopped just behind her and to her right. Her throat muscles rippled reflexively
beneath her collar, but her expression remained impassive as she glanced down
at the console, where the schematic of the station was still displayed. 

What the heck is going on? There should be a blip
representing Trask that coincided with the primary C-deck. 

There wasn’t. Yet, in the
reflection off the dome, she could see him watching her, a hard glimmer in his
eye. His censure was like a faint, bitter tang wafting from every pore. 

“Private Alexander, stand down!”
Kat stepped back from the console and turned to face him. 

“What...do you think you’re
doing?” demanded Trask, both his tone and expression lethal.

Kat kept her expression schooled
and her eyes empty as she replied.

“The Alexi’s gone, sir.
She launched, presumably moved beyond visual, and disappeared. Control observed
spatial anomaly, ran prescribed scans.” Katrion reached for the acrylisheet
printout and held it out to him for confirmation. “Scans register no residual
vapor trail, indicating the drive unit was never engaged, yet the Alexi
does not appear on any of our systems. The vessel was unresponsive to query.”

Trask glanced at the report and
then back up, “That’s it?” His eyes crackling with disbelief on the surface,
but she caught a glimmer of something darker roiling just beneath. “You called
High Alert...without authorization...for that!”

“I initiated a priority alert
hail, Commander. There was no response, despite repeat transmissions. I was
unable to summon the Alexi...or yourself. Sir, station security protocol
requires...”

He slashed the air with the blade
of his hand. “Enough! “You called High Alert, without authorization,
because you missed a bit of drive vapor?! You anticipated an attack
scenario because I didn’t respond to a hail?” His eyes flashed and he
looked furious enough to send her out to scrub the hull without an MMU. It took
an extreme effort for Kat not to flinch. “Did you see an external threat? Was
there an explosion?” She shook her head, little more than a sharp twitch. “Was
there identifiable debris?” 

She set her jaw and met his gaze
head-on. “As yet unconfirmed, sir, pending the report of the Mustang wing
deployed.” Commander Trask drew in a sharp breath. His jaw twitched and his
eyes went very cold. Behind the heavy thud of her heart, she was certain she
heard a death rattle...the final moments of her already ailing career
ingloriously fading away.

As they stared each other down,
the emergency deck crew popped through the hatch.

“Sakmyster,” Commander Trask
called out to one of the new arrivals. “Kill that klaxon. Initiate stand-down,
and order that bloody wing back to station.” The commander kept his tone very
controlled as he summarily relieved her of her post. “Deck crew, dismissed.”

A chorus of “Yessirs” peppered
the air as the crew, with the exception of Sakmyster, filed out the hatch.

What the hell? Kat remained at attention as
the crew left the C-deck. She kept her eyes forward and slightly out of focus
to elude Sak’s sympathetic gaze. They’d actually gone through Basic together,
which only made this sting all the more. She had a hard time keeping silent
when she heard the clack of the keys as Sak stepped the station down to alert
status. As he keyed in the final sequence he turned to Trask for further
instruction.

“Dismissed.”

Sakmyster looked puzzled, but did
not question the order. Kat caught her own breath coming out in short, sharp
huffs as he left. She forced herself to a more natural rhythm, though her
instincts screamed this is wrong!

With exaggerated care Trask laid
the report on the console before him. He looked from it to her.

“What were you doing on duty
tonight, Alexander?”

She wondered the same thing
herself, but it was not her place to question protocol with the officer of the
watch when summoned to duty. “Simmons is down in sickbay, sir. I was instructed
to cover his shift.”

Trask looked ready to savage both
the hapless Simmons and herself. “And was this cleared with me?”

She kept her expression neutral,
though her nerves were bug-crawling beneath the surface of her skin. Something
bothered her...about his voice...about the situation. She just couldn’t place it,
though. “I couldn’t say, sir. The order came from Lt. Commander Connor.”

The commander’s jaw went visibly
tight and his hands barely resisted clenching. She was truly in his crosshairs
now, though she could not imagine why. According to protocol, calling High
Alert had been justified, given the circumstances, and as for being on the
C-deck at all; she’d followed orders. 

Kat remained silent and at
attention, her eyes trained straight ahead. Even so, she noted Trask’s gaze
flickered ever so slightly to the console displaying the data from the outer
quadrants. She watched without watching as his fingers moved over the keypad.
He called up the log of her shift.

Trask left the console, coming to
stand in front of her, close. “You are suspended from duty pending a full
investigation. You are to report to your quarters until summoned.
Acknowledged?”

Katrion wanted to protest, but
she’d already crossed too many lines. She wasn’t worried. There was no doubt an
investigation would absolve her. But something was very wrong here. She found
herself wishing her unit were still around to back her up.

“I said, acknowledged?” Trask’s
tone was one short step from erupting.

“Sir, yessir!”

“Dismissed!” 

With a sharp salute and steps of
military precision, Kat executed an about face and left the command deck.

––––––––

Kat hadn’t conscously disobeyed
orders. She fully intended to return to her quarters, as Commander Trask
instructed. However, her feet stopped at the nearest auxiliary C-deck. Thanks
to the stand-down, the consoles were unmanned and the stations on standby. Her
combat instincts twitched at the sight. This was the wrong call. Every minute
of training she ever had demanded she take action. 

Following the
impulse, Kat visited the nearest security cache. She returned to the aux C-deck
armed with a variable velocity shotgun, a supply of non-lethal riot rounds, and
a high-powered taser with plenty of cartridges. Once again she thought
longingly of her gauss rifle. Station-board armaments were a joke to someone
used to the best the military had to offer. 

Kat slipped through the hatch,
secured it behind her, and headed straight for the console. With her weapons
ready to hand and the hatch secured against entry, she sat down at the
keyboard. Tapping into the security protocols, she accessed the monitoring
system. Within moments she had real-time close-ups of Trask and the main
console fed to her own display, as well as a wide-angle view of the primary
C-deck.

The commander’s fingers moved
over the keys nearly as fast as her own. He accessed duty rosters and security
details first; then requests for production specs and technical schematics
began scrolling across the display. Kat’s gut feeling of wrongness increased.

Trask was after the Rommel.


Kat sent up a prayer of thanks
that she’d deployed the ship early. That vessel...in the hands of the wrong
party...not good. And the specs and the research data, almost as bad. 

He wouldn’t succeed. She would
see to that.

Deftly applying her technical
training, Kat intercepted Trask’s requests, dispersing them harmlessly in the
ether, and tied up his console with error messages and processing loops. It
wouldn’t stop him, but it bought her some time.



