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      Andy was sitting.

      It felt strange to be sitting, like she shouldn’t be, but she had been told to sit and so there she was.

      The leader for gamma squad was sitting in the captain’s ready room, in a chair just across from the captain himself. It wasn’t often, almost never, that a marine other than the detachment commander got to be in this room, talking to this man, but there she was.

      “You really need to relax, Sergeant,” the captain said with an amused curve to his mouth. “You’re going to hurt something.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a slight smile of her own, and even less actual relaxing.

      It wasn’t just the fact that she was sitting and staring at Captain Wallace that made her uneasy, although that was enough. The man was nice enough, all things considered, but he was an intimidating man, tall and broad, with very intense blue eyes. She wasn’t sure if he ever blinked, but she didn’t plan to stare long enough to find out.

      Beyond that, she was the center of attention in this meeting. She wasn’t comfortable with that, either.

      “Thank you, again, Captain, for taking the time for the Star Chaser to take me to Starbase One Thirteen. I know that it is out of the ship’s way, and it’s just for one person,” she said awkwardly, not knowing what else there was to be said.

      Starbase 113 was the most advanced ESS medical facility. It was set “off the beaten path,” as Captain Wallace put it, for reasons known only to ESS brass and its station-building engineers. They were assured that there was a reason, but few were privy to what it was.

      “You’re a member of this crew, Sergeant Dolan. You’re family. We take care of family,” he said, firmly but kindly.

      She knew that he had to be aware of the fact that her mother had just died and she still had no clue as to who, or even what, her father was...but he didn’t reference that directly, and she was grateful for that. Andy was still conflicted over the death of her mother, who she’d had a contentious relationship with at best.

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied, not knowing what else to say. “I’m sure Doctor Martin has explained that they don’t know how long they’ll be doing tests and so on, so I certainly don’t expect the Star Chaser to wait for me.” She knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t help it, and Wallace had offered her the chance to be blunt.

      It pained her to think of leaving her squad for any length of time. They had been together for a long time, and had been through so much lately. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

      Once the “sleeper DNA” in her genetics had “awoken” after their last mission on Daikon Colony, she had no choice but to submit to the will of the ESS. They needed to study it, and her, and find out what was going on. They had no idea if it was dangerous to her or anyone else, although everything they could see so far suggested it wasn’t. With that said, it was a mystery and most people don’t like living with mysteries...especially when that mystery is someone’s very blood, and apparently, their species.

      All Andy knew was that she had grown up thinking herself simply human, but recent events had shown she was something else. She was something that could resist the mind control of the Colirnoid and the lightning blasts of the Kriori, both of which should have killed her. That made her special—and potentially dangerous.

      “We’ll see what the folks at the starbase say,” the captain said, and she knew enough to not argue with him. “Maybe it won’t be long and we can wait. If not, we’ll return for you.”

      Andy tried to puzzle out why he was going out of his way for her like this. She wasn’t a member of the ship’s senior staff, so it was unlikely he knew anything personal about her until the recent events. She knew she really only came onto his radar first because of her resistance to the Colirnoid.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, carefully keeping her face from showing the uncertainty that she felt.

      Captain Wallace hadn’t given her any reason to be suspicious of him, but since the doctor had told her about the “new” genetic profile emerging in her, she had just been feeling strange, and suspicious of almost everything. She wouldn’t go so far as to say that she didn’t feel like herself, but it seemed to come close.

      “Are you worried, Sergeant?” he asked. She thought it was rather abrupt, at first, but then realized it was a natural thing to ask.

      Yes. She was worried—about what was in her blood, about what was going to happen to her, if she was going to have to leave her squad and the ship and even the marines? She had assurances from Major Carson that her position as gamma squad leader would be held for her until she returned, with Corporal Roxanna as acting leader in the meantime, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried about what might change.

      Holding his gaze for a moment longer, she took a slow breath in. “Yes, sir,” she admitted quietly. “Doctor Martin has told me what he could, but there’s still a lot of uncertainty. They say it’s only human to be nervous, but it seems I’m only half-human. That’s kind of a big change to one’s sense of self after more than twenty-five years thinking one way.”

      If he was surprised by her candor, he didn’t show it. He smiled a little, but it was a sympathetic expression. “Yes, it is,” he agreed. “However, it just means you have...we can call them hidden talents. You are still the person you thought you were before. Starbase One Thirteen is the best that the ESS has, so if you are going to get answers anywhere, it will be there.”

      There seemed to be an almost fatherly tone to everything he was saying, although having grown up without a father, it took her a moment to realize it. Was that why he had asked her in here? He was... It sounded odd to wonder if he was trying to act as a surrogate parent, given the fact that she now had none, but he was the captain of the ship. Why would he do that?

      He had said this ship was a family, and she was part of it. Maybe that really was how he felt.

      Andy found it in herself to smile slightly back at him, feeling almost warmed to the idea that this ship was her family. Maybe it would be okay after all. She would just have to keep telling herself that while playing test subject to the folks at Starbase 113. She tried not to think too much about that part.

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a nod. “I hope you’re right.”
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      Andy recognized the children’s home where she had grown up until the age of sixteen.

      It was a small place, but nice. She knew that she had lived with her mother in the prison nursery for the first six months, but then she had been placed in the children’s home. There were about a dozen other kids during her early years, though the numbers shifted at times. Some kids were reclaimed by their parents, and others adopted. Many, like her, stayed there until they left to live on their own.

      When she was sixteen, she enlisted in the ESS marines.

      She had never been back to the children’s home as an adult, but it all looked just like it had when she was a child. She was sure it was a dream, so this place undoubtedly looked different in the real world than it had a decade ago. Although, it hadn’t changed much in the fifteen years that she had been there, so maybe it hadn’t.

      The three-story house had somehow survived since the early 1900s. It was called a “Victorian” and had been updated with modern technology, although it still looked like its original self on the outside and for much of the inside. There were several bedrooms, but with a dozen kids at a time, they all still had to share.

      Andy walked up the steps to the wraparound porch and then inside.

      The house was empty. As she moved from room to room, she felt more like a ghost than a person.

      She climbed up the steps and into the room that she had spent her childhood in. It looked exactly the same too, and was just as empty. There was a bunk bed in the back left corner and a single on the other side. She sat down on the single. That bottom bunk had been hers until she was about eleven, and then she’d been moved to this one.

      The blue and white checkered quilt was still there, and it was smooth over the top of the mattress, just like she’d always made it.

      When she was six, a girl named Macy had slept in this bed. It was a girl named Donna by the time she was nine. Also, a Selerid named Alana had taken it for a short amount of time just before Andy got it.

      She could still remember it so clearly.

      There was a window in the wall where the head of the bed was, between the two beds. Andy looked out the window where dark storm clouds were rolling in. She couldn’t remember ever seeing darker, more ominous looking clouds. Earth had weather control systems, which still permitted storms—it was necessary—but nothing too destructive.

      This storm looked destructive.

      The room was already growing dark, but none of the lights were coming on. On a whim, she opened the window and could instantly feel the electricity in the air. Andy shivered and left the room, heading back down the stairs and out into the yard.

      She thought briefly about being struck by lightning? Somehow, she was not afraid.

      As she took the last step off the porch, the clouds grew even darker. It was dark as night, even though it had been a sunny afternoon just minutes before. She could see a shape ahead of her, and she recognized the amorphous man from somewhere, some other time and place. But how could you recognize something that wasn’t...a something?

      “Who are you?” she asked, and she knew that she had asked this question before.

      Thunder cracked overhead, but her eyes remained focused on the man.

      “You don’t belong here.”

      The voice startled her more than the thunder had. The form in front of her didn’t have a mouth, so she didn’t know if he had been the one to speak or if it had come from somewhere else. It seemed like it came from him, but it also seemed like it had come from above her, and from within her own mind. Did it come from everywhere?

      “I’m not here anymore,” she said slowly. “I haven’t been here in a long time.”

      “You don’t belong here.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You said that already.”

      Lightning flashed, the storm building not only above her, but inside her as well. A heavy sense of dread began to cloud her thoughts, and she felt physically weighed down. There was pressure building, but to what end, she couldn’t tell.

      She didn’t want to. That was the feeling that grew beside it. But what was it that she didn’t want to do?

      “You don’t belong here. You need to come home.”

      “Put me back on the Star Chaser then,” she said with a trace of defiance. “I’ll be home.”

      This time, the thunder was a low, rumbling noise. It was more like a growl. Could the weather be displeased with what she had said?

      The sense of foreboding grew, and she felt like she had her answer.

      “No,” she said simply.

      Staring at the sky for a moment and then back at the shape of the man, she took a step back and held up her hands. It wasn’t quite a defensive combat-ready pose, but it was pretty close. The man did not move toward her, but she still felt like she could feel the weight of his gaze as she took another step back. It was heavy with judgment and disapproval.

      “You do not belong here.” Now, there was anger.

      “No,” she said. “And I plan to be away from you.”

      The darkness grew even deeper, nearly rendering her blind. There were no lights coming from the house and very little light breaking through the thick cloud cover. Somehow, she could still see the shape of the man, though, and she refused to take her eyes off him. She didn’t know who or what he was, but she didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust this.

      She continued walking backward until she felt the back of her heel hit the step. She carefully moved her foot to step up, and then the next, and then the next, until she was fully on the porch and backing up to the door. The entire time, the man did not move. He did not approach, and she only turned around when she felt the door against her back. She opened it and hurried into the darkness behind her.
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      A day full of training was completed, the day after she’d had that strange dream. It was just after dinner and the 33rd had some downtime now while the Star Chaser was swiftly on its way to Starbase 113. Gamma squad had taken possession of a table toward the back of the recreation room and was playing an old-fashioned game of poker.

      “Shouldn’t you be in quarantine or something, Sergeant,” Dan muttered as he threw down his cards and Andy drew the pile of chips from the middle of the table towards herself, having just won her third game in a row. The training and time with her squad helped her keep her mind off the dream—and the lingering emotions that followed.

      “Thanks for your support,” she replied, smirking because she knew he was just a sore loser. He really should have been used to it, though, because he never won. He couldn’t bluff to save his life, or his money.

      Roxanna, who had slightly better luck and a definitely better outlook, collected the cards and used her slender purple fingers to shuffle. “I hope they don’t keep you for long. I do not aspire to lead.”

      “I hope they don’t keep me for long either,” Andy agreed. “I have no doubt that you will do just fine, but I also hope that it won’t be tested too much.” She took her new cards as Roxanna dealt them out. “Captain Wallace said that the ship will wait for me if the doctors don’t take too long.”

      “Oh yeah, you got to sit down with the captain,” Jade said with a small smile. “What was that like?”

      Andy chuckled, moving her cards around in her hand. “Weird.”

      To wake up on the ship had been a relief that morning. Everything in that dream, from the empty house to the storm to the figure of the man, had been dreadful. She had an inner feeling of despair and almost afraid, but she knew that wherever that voice had wanted her to be was not where she wanted to be.

      Here, on the Star Chaser with her squad, was where she wanted to be. She didn’t even want to leave it for Starbase 113, but she knew she had no choice. At least it would be temporary...she hoped.

      Andy refused to ponder the idea that they might find something and make her stay there.

      She had just pulled two cards out of her hand when the lights flickered then dimmed. Everyone stopped what they were doing, frozen in various poses, and looked at the recessed lighting above them. No one spoke. A moment later, red lights began to flash along the line of the ceiling.

      “There is an unidentified ship rapidly approaching. They are not responding to hails. We are presuming their intentions are hostile. Everyone, battle stations. Prepare for possible intruders.”

      Who would be attacking the Star Chaser here and now? The ship was still in ESS allied space, heading for an ESS station. There had been no reports of enemy ships in the vicinity.

      The cards were still fluttering on the table as the five marines of gamma squad hustled through the door.

      The 33rd trained for this kind of thing, so there was a plan. They didn’t need Major Carson to tell them what to do, because they already knew. They trained, and they ran drills, and could probably respond in their sleep. Fortunately, that part of things wasn’t about to be tested, but there was still tension in the air as they wondered what was going on and who was out there.

      The inside of the locker room looked like someone had kicked over a hornet’s nest, as the room buzzed with busy bodies and murmuring voices, occasionally accented with a loud curse or the slamming of a door.

      “Who do you think is knocking on our door?” Dan asked as he fastened his body armor. “It could be the Kriori. They didn’t like us too much.”

      “At least we can rule out the Colirnoid,” Roxanna said. “They do not come on so directly.” Her purple skin was swirling with its pearlescent hues of agitation, adding a nice visual to the sound of Anallin’s emotional eye-clicking. They were things that people back on Earth who didn’t live in such a mixed atmosphere would probably feel strange about. To Andy, they were almost comforting now.

      “Knowing our luck,” Andy said as she snapped the last snap, “it’s going to be someone completely new.”

      Armored up, the squad headed for the armory. Beta squad was finishing up with their weapons as gamma moved in to get theirs. Just as they each began to take up their pulse rifle, the ship shook as it was hit by weapons fire. Every marine swayed but stayed on their feet.

      Dan handed a rifle to Jade. “Definitely hostile,” he declared dryly.

      “You think?” Andy replied, checking her weapon over before nodding once and leading the team out of the armory. As they walked swiftly through the door, the ship shook again. She wondered again who would be bold enough for a direct attack in ESS space. Had they responded to hails since and made any terms without the rest being notified, or was it all just silence and shooting?

      Every squad had standing orders to secure a region of the ship to combat a potential boarding party. Gamma squad was assigned to go to engineering and defend the engines and core against any intruders. The ship continued to be rocked by enemy fire as Andy led them in that direction.

      The shields were still holding which was a good sign, Andy thought. This suggested they weren’t up against another ship that was too far ahead of them technologically, and that was fortunate. It seemed unlikely they were holding back, since they’d just come out of the gate swinging in the first place.

      Before they got very far, however, a klaxon joined the flashing red lights. Everyone stopped, frozen for the second time in just a few minutes.

      “Intruder alert. Intruder alert. Intruder alert.”
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      “Intruders located on Deck Five, Section B. Intruders located on Deck Nine, Section D. Intruders located on Deck One, Section A. Intruders located...”

      The ship’s computer spit out where intruders had been picked up on the sensors. Andy knew they hadn’t cut through the hull or boarded by shuttle, it happened too fast for that to be the case. Did they have matter transfer devices? That was technology the ESS had been working on but yet to perfect enough to transport complex organic beings.

      Of course, she didn’t have a lot of time to think about it. She knew that not only were intruders on or heading toward the bridge, but there were intruders on the deck she now stood on. Gamma Squad was the closest and she signaled to the other squads that she was moving to engage the intruders on Deck Five.

      They moved swiftly but cautiously, not having an exact location of the intruders except for the deck and section. They could have moved during that time too, and Andy had no desire for Gamma Squad to get surprised.

      Down one corridor and around two turns, and they saw them just ahead.

      No one fired at first, because the intruders didn’t shoot either. There were seven of them, and they were just standing there. Had they known Andy and her marines were coming, or maybe they just knew that someone would be coming?

      They looked very human, was Andy’s first thought. They were roughly the same size, with similar variations, as well as one head and two arms and two legs. The main difference was that they were white. Not as in the skin tone of some Earth people, but pure white, like Earth snow. Every inch of their visible skin was that same white and with short white hair. Only their crystal blue eyes stood out.

      They were also...too pretty to be real. They looked more like dolls than living beings.

      “Put down your weapons,” Andy ordered, training her rifle on the alien standing at the front of the group. “You have boarded an ESS vessel. Put down your weapons and surrender.”

      It was naturally impossible to miss that they did not lower their weapons, although they didn’t open fire either. The lead one, by all appearances a man, stared at her. His white brows drew in slightly as he stared at her without blinking. The look was unnerving to say the least.

      “Did you hear me?” she repeated, suppressing a shiver down her spine.

      “Yes,” he replied, his voice pure and level. “But...no.”

      Her dark brows knit this time. Yes, he had heard her, but no...they would not lower their weapons. That seemed to be what he was saying.

      She stayed steady. “This is an ESS vessel and you have boarded our ship illegally. I’m going to give you one more chance to lower your weapons peacefully and submit to arrest.”

      Not that she really had any hope they would comply, but she had to say it.

      “You are familiar,” the leader of the group said, without any apparent care that five marines had weapons trained on them. The leader himself wasn’t holding his weapon up, but the six arrayed behind him were.

      “I highly doubt that,” Andy scoffed, although there was already a sliver of doubt. She didn’t know what it was, just that there was something stirring in her mind when she looked at this group. They certainly didn’t look anything alike, and yet...

      “Blood knows blood, it is said,” the leader said, his pale lips stretching in a smug smile that she very abruptly but intensely wanted to throw a punch into. “Can’t you feel it?” He leaned forward slightly, peering into her eyes. “I’m sure you can.”

      She could.

      She did not, however, want to tell him that.

      “Yes, I am sure that you can,” the leader went on, straightening up again. His expression seemed to grow even more smug and she set her teeth. “We can always sense our own kind, even if they are not pure. You are half-human, which is obvious. That is acceptable, because you are also Arkana.”

      Just like that, she knew the name of her father’s people. She of course didn’t have any proof that he was right, but he was right...she could feel it.

      That didn’t mean she liked it, however.

      I am human, and...I am Arkana.

      It felt weird to even think it, but when the words poured into her mind, she knew the truth of them.

      However, that instinctive feeling didn’t help much with the idea that she had no idea who, or what, the Arkana even were. Other than the people who were standing there before her, guns raised, after they had invaded her ship. Her home.

      “It is natural to doubt,” he was saying. He was still talking, even though she hadn’t said anything to encourage him. It did prove that they weren’t precisely empathic, because she wasn’t doubting. There was a difference between doubt and dislike.

      Behind her, Anallin’s eyes began to click more rapidly. She knew that she just couldn’t stand there talking to this guy forever. No matter what she might want to learn from him, this wasn’t the way to go about it. She listened to the slight shifting of her squad behind her, sure that they were getting tense and edgy.

      “You have illegally boarded an ESS vessel,” she repeated coldly. “You will submit to arrest, or be forced to. This is your last warning.”

      “Really,” the Arkana leader drawled. A white brow on his face lifted as he tilted his head slightly. “Even being told that you are one of us, you would go against us and side with these people who are not your own? True, you are human, but this ESS is nothing but a ignorant conglomeration.” He waved a slender-fingered hand as though brushing the idea away like a bug. “You may be half-human, but it is us that you belong with.”

      The word echoed in her mind like the rolling thunder from her dream, and she thought she even heard it again right then. Or maybe it was a growling. Maybe it was from her. Her muscles tensed as she stared him down. His expression was still as superior as it had been before, and expectant, like he thought he knew what she would say.

      “You know what?” she said with a slight sneer. “Go to hell.”

      One of the Arkana behind the leader said, “How dare you!”

      Then he opened fire.
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      All twelve bodies in that corridor dashed against the walls. There wasn’t much cover, but at least you could keep part of your body from being a potential target. Beams filled the corridor, and Andy could hear the leader of the other group shouting something but she didn’t know what.

      Moments later showed something of a stalemate, though. The marines’ armor, geared to protect them against as much as possible, took the hits without much effect. The Arkana, not apparently armored at all, didn’t seem to take much damage from the pulse rifles either. Small wounds appeared where the pulses hit, but it didn’t take them down.

      Andy was beginning to wonder if they would all just stand there shooting until their energy packs ran out, when one of the Arkana seemed to get impatient—again—and drove ahead of the line. Perhaps he had come to the same determination about the energy weapon stalemate and was just going to take matters into his own hands, literally.

      The tall, pale alien swung his rifle with both hands. He brought it up and around like someone swinging an axe, coming at Andy’s head. She had just an instant to take a step and raise her own rifle, blocking overhead like she was using a sword. The pair tested their strength against each other, each one pushing against the other as they vied for dominance.

      He was a little bigger than she was, but she clearly had more physical training. After a moment, in another deadlock, she let herself shift back. Her weight redistributed toward her back foot...just enough to let her pull the other one off the ground, kicking him straight in the midsection and sending him folding in half, falling backward. She drove the butt of her rifle into the back of his neck and put him flat on the ground.

      Of course, she only had a moment before the next one was on her.

      She realized, in that moment, that the sound of weapons fire had ceased. She couldn’t look to see, but she could hear the hand to hand combat. Roxanna was cursing in Selerid. She cursed so rapidly that her translation device couldn’t keep up.

      This Arkana was a woman, the first Andy had noticed, and didn’t come at Andy as bluntly as the other one had. She had her weapon down and hands up, seeming to realize that the members of the 33rd were not pushovers. They were trained, and calm.

      They were a force to be reckoned with.

      The woman came at her with a right cross. Andy blocked with her own right, grasping the slender wrist and pulling her forward slightly with Andy pivoting. The marine brought her left elbow up as she turned, slamming it into the other woman’s face and then turning forward again with a left cross as she dropped the wrist.

      Startlingly red blood poured down the woman’s face as she stumbled back, but to her credit, she kept her hands up. She was obviously swaying, though, and Andy knew she was rattled.

      Whatever they were about to do next, however, was interrupted when a pale body went flying sideways in front of Andy. Her dark eyes widened, in shock for just an instant, before turning her head to see Anallin standing there. Clearly, the Hanaran had just thrown an Arkana into the one she’d been fighting. The one on top was unconscious, bloody from hitting the wall, and the one underneath... Well, Andy wasn’t sure what state she was in, but she wasn’t getting up.

      Andy quickly surveyed the rest of the scene. She could see Roxanna, Jade, and Dan all engaged, but the leader was standing back and watching. He didn’t even have a weapon up, and was obviously not planning to engage in any way.

      Not thinking much of that, the leader of gamma squad made a run for him. He didn’t even seem to notice her until she was almost on him, driving her shoulder into him and sending him into the wall. She heard all the air rush out of his lungs as she shifted back, just enough to give her room to swing. Before he could have a moment to think of defense, she’d gotten in two straight shots to the abdomen.

      Finally, he got himself together and pushed her back. She kept her feet, though, and brought her hands up.

      His icy blue eyes glowered as he shifted off the wall, moving a little more like a fighter than the others had. He was at least six inches taller than her, but she wasn’t worried, because she knew she could fight.

      When he took a swing, she leaned back and just barely avoided it hitting her cheek, before she slid back in and jabbed at his face. He dodged, but recovered fast and hit her in the ribs. She grunted, finding that he had some power in that arm, but didn’t let it keep her down. She got her guard back up.

      They traded a few light punches, dodging and glancing, in rapid succession.

      Until finally, she managed to avoid his hit and catch his arm. She clapped her hand on his shoulder and pulled him off balance, dragging him forward and driving her fist into the back of his head. He cursed as he stumbled forward, tearing himself out of her grip and spinning around like a wobbly top to face her again.

      However, she had not been still while he had been in motion. She advanced across the small space between them, and as soon as he had turned toward her—still partially bent over—she hammered her fist into his face. Once. Twice. Three times.

      He was down.

      Chest heaving, she spun around and saw that every Arkana was on the ground, and every marine was still on their feet.

      “I guess this wasn’t exactly a peaceful first contact,” Andy murmured, reaching around herself to rub the sore spot on her ribs. It didn’t hurt bad enough to suggest that any of them were broken, but she was sure there was a decent bruise rising. She grunted softly as she pressed it lightly, just to be sure it wasn’t worse.

      She saw all of them staring at her uncertainly. “Do you really think these are the people of your father?” Roxanna asked carefully.

      Andy met her gaze. “I’m sure of it,” she said quietly. “I don’t know how I know, but I know. And you know what? My family sucks.” She smiled a little, and the others all laughed quietly. Except Anallin. The Hanaran didn’t laugh, because they didn’t do that. But the eye-clicks varied.

      “They seemed resistant to the pulse rifles,” Dan commented. “I’ve seen people with armor that could absorb the hit, or reflect it. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen someone with a body that could do the same.” He looked back at Andy. “Although, I suppose that makes some sense. Your body ate lightning and you didn’t die.”

      She snorted. “Fair point,” Andy agreed. “I think we need to adjust our tactics. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to have to go hand to hand with everyone. Eventually we’ll run into someone with better weapons—or better fighters.”

      They all nodded.

      Andy thought it over for just a moment and then said, “Let’s go to the armory for some good, old-fashioned guns.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Andy and Gamma Squad took a few moments to secure the Arkana and remove their weapons, then left them behind in the corridor. Maybe they were resistant to weapons’ fire, but Andy had a feeling that physical restraints wouldn’t be so easily gotten around. Otherwise, they didn’t have the time to spend on them.

      They could now be assured that these people were not there for a friendly chat. What were they after? She didn’t like to think about it, but it seemed clear that either she was their goal, or certainly something they were after. Had they boarded the ship for her? She didn’t like the implications of that.

      She didn’t like the idea that her presence had put the entire ship and crew at risk.

      As they headed back to the armory, Andy took advantage of a corridor presently clear of any enemies to try to contact Major Carson.

      Andy pressed the button on her ear comm piece. “Gamma Squad Leader to Alpha Squad Leader,” she said.

      There was no reply. She frowned. The last time this had happened, things hadn’t been going very well for the 33rd. She cautioned herself against jumping to conclusions, however, so she waited a moment and tried again.

      “Is this Sergeant Andrea Dolan?” a strange voice drawled.

      Andy stopped in her tracks and held up her hand. Everyone else saw the signal and came to a halt, swapping concerned gazes from their surroundings to her and back again. Only she could hear what was coming over the channel, so they had to wait for her to tell them. They could tell from her expression that it wasn’t good.

      She pressed her back teeth together and took a long breath, willing her heart to slow down again.

      “Who is this?” she asked as levelly as she could.

      The question, however, was enough to make her squad’s heads all snap back toward her with even more drastic looks of concern.

      All she could do was meet their eyes and wait for the reply.

      “My name is Shakti,” the voice replied, which she now recognized as belonging to a woman.

      Andy’s first thought, as irrelevant as it was, was that this name sounded very...Earth-like. In fact, she was certain it was from Earth, though she could not instantly place it. She knew the voice on the other end was not a member of the Star Chaser crew, so it belonged to one of the Arkana. Why would an alien race choose a name from Earth? Or was it just a coincidence?

      “Why are you on the ship’s channels?” Andy asked, just as tightly as before.

      “No,” the female voice replied with an overriding sound of arrogance, almost oily. “I answered your question, now you answer mine. Is this Sergeant Andrea Dolan?” Her voice put a strange inflection on the name that Andy didn’t like.

      She forced a slow breath. “Yes.” The word tasted bad in her mouth, because she didn’t want to answer at all. She knew she wasn’t holding the cards here, though. “Now,” she went on, “why are you on the ship’s channel?”

      There was a long silence with just a “hmm” sounding noise. Andy ground her teeth together, but her emotions were like a rising tide. “That would be because I have taken your bridge,” Shakti finally said, her voice far too light for Andy to be calm.

      However, she would be calm. She had to be calm. Or, at least, she had to be in control.

      It was a struggle, though, when she had a million images flashing through her mind, seemingly all at once. Major Carson and Alpha Squad had been tasked to defend the bridge against any intruders, and she couldn’t imagine they hadn’t been there on time. They had been first out of the locker room and armory, and already on their way to the bridge when Gamma Squad had gotten there.

      So, if they had made it there on time, what happened? How had a team led by such an experienced marine as the major been overcome? Were they all dead?

      She desperately wanted to ask, but she knew that to do so would be to give away leverage. She could not let the enemy know too much. Presuming attachment to her fellows may have been an easy assumption but it was better to not confirm assumptions, if you could get away without it.

      Andy didn’t say anything, although she didn’t move either. She wrestled with the desire to rush to the bridge and take out the enemy, but knew that wasn’t a wise course of action.

      “Are you still there?” Shakti asked. Her tone was still languid, but Andy thought she heard an edge that hadn’t been there before. Perhaps the woman didn’t like being ignored.

      “Yes,” Andy replied.

      She knew that they couldn’t just keep standing there. The Arkana were going to take over the ship if they remained on the bridge for too long. Despite the even more concerned, even worried, expressions on the faces of her squad, she just gestured for them to keep moving on toward the armory.

      “It seems like you don’t want to talk to me,” Shakti went on as they walked.

      “I don’t usually like having chats with people who try to take over my ship,” Andy said, imagining that wasn’t the best thing to say but she could only counsel her words so far.

      Shakti actually laughed. “Your ship? That seems a little presumptuous. As far as I can tell, this ship is neither owned nor captained by you.”

      Andy bit her tongue. Why should she have to justify that it was “her” ship because it was her home. It was bait, and she wasn’t going to take it.

      “You might consider being a little more conversational,” the Arkana woman went on, “if you want to assure the health and welfare of your ship, as well as the crew that lives upon it. If you would like them to continue living upon it, I would highly recommend that you take a less icy approach. You and I have much to talk about.”

      “What do we have to talk about?” Andy asked, working to keep her voice as steady as possible.

      At least she had been granted one vital piece of information that she had not been willing to ask on her own. Assuming this Shakti person wasn’t lying, it meant that alpha squad and the bridge crew were still alive.

      “Andrea Dolan,” Shakti said, the edge gone now, “we’re going home.”
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      “What do you mean, going home?” Andy asked.

      Although it tasted bad, she forced herself to sound more...open. Maybe if she could keep the woman talking for a while, they could work on some sort of plan, and maybe she could get some kind of idea about what was going on; what their purpose was. Although she had a sinking feeling she knew already.

      “Coming to us is coming home, Andrea Dolan,” Shakti continued. “We are the race of your father. We knew you were here.”

      “How?” Andy asked as the five marines rounded a corner, checking ahead but not seeing anyone there.

      Shakti laughed. From anyone else, that sound might be rich and full, but it just sent a shiver down her spine. Andy didn’t like it at all and she didn’t want to hear it again. “We know our own people. You may have been difficult to find, given your mixed heritage, but we will always find our blood eventually. And when we do, we bring them home.”

      Andy frowned even harder, her brows knitting together. “And what of those who don’t want to go?”

      Another laugh, this one with a hint of condescension. “We have yet to find out. Our people always want to come home. Why wouldn’t they? You have always felt outside, haven’t you? Like there was something different about you, something unknown, but now you can know.”

      The tension grew, muscles tightening between her shoulder blades. She gripped her rifle a little tighter, trying to bleed some of that tension out through her hands. She knew that the rifles were not their best defense, at present, against the Arkana, but it was something that they had and so she was going to hold onto it.

      “I suppose that gives me a lot to think about,” Andy said, trying to figure out how to stall without sounding like she was stalling.

      “I suppose it does,” Shakti replied, although it sounded kind of mocking. Andy grit her teeth harder, but didn’t have a chance to reply before the other continued. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you a little bit of time to do just that. Your ship remains in my control, but I will keep everyone alive while you think it over. I don’t want us to start off on the wrong foot, as you say.”

      Andy heard the little chirp that said the channel had closed and she spat out a string of curses to make anyone blush. She brought the group to a halt for just a moment to catch her breath after the expletives.

      “Alright, guys,” she said, about to reveal the other half of the conversation to those who hadn’t been able to hear it. “These people...are here for me.” She hated saying it, but it was the truth and it had to be told. “They have subdued Alpha Squad and taken control of the bridge.”

      “Are they...alive?” Roxanna asked slowly. The swirling of her skin increased dramatically, showing her concern and agitation.

      “She says they are,” Andy replied. “I don’t have proof, but I believe her at the moment. I think she is more interested in using them as leverage than killing anyone.”

      Dan stepped forward. “Are you...going to go with them?”

      Looking around, she could see how concerned everyone was. They did their best to keep it from showing, but it was impossible to conceal it all. She wanted to say whatever words would ease the fear and tension, but she didn’t know what those words were, and she was sure they’d be lies.

      “Only as a last resort,” she replied. “I don’t want to go with these people. I don’t care if they are my genetic heritage. This is my home. But...I’m not going to let them kill the only real family I have, either. If we can’t figure out how to liberate the bridge and our people, and get those jerks off our ship, then I will go with them, if I believe they’ll leave you all alone.”

      Dan’s brows knit. He looked like he wanted to argue, wanted to say that there would be a way to get them off the ship without it coming to that, but he knew just as well as she did that they couldn’t be sure of that.

      “I’m not giving up yet,” Andy said decisively. “She says she is giving me time to think and everyone will be kept alive in the meantime. I will hold onto hope that she’s not lying, and we’ll use that time to our advantage. The first step is getting to the armory, and then we’ve got to find out where the others are.”

      “They must have taken key areas,” Anallin said strategically. “Or groups are fighting back throughout the ship. If they have keen minds, they will have gone for the Thirty-Third first.”

      “I imagine you’re right,” Andy said. “I’m sure our marines are making them work for it, and we’re going to find them and help out. The group we encountered...frankly wasn’t that hard to take out, but we don’t know how many there are or if that group was a fluke. And we can’t use the communication systems, because we know they’re listening.”

      Jade let out a little laugh that sounded more like hysteria than mirth. “Why make things easy, right?”

      Andy managed a small smile for her youngest squad-mate. She knew that of all of them, she would be the most nervous. But she knew they all would be. They had all grown very close as a squad, especially over the past few months. “If it were easy, they wouldn’t need us, right?”

      “Right, Sergeant.” She nodded, then added, “Oorah.”

      “Oorah,” the others echoed.

      Andy took a moment to look around at the four faces looking back at her. Dan, tall and broad-shouldered, with the near-constant stream of sarcasm and humor but who could be counted on when the chips were down. She thought about how his mother was still under the impression that they were dating, rather than squad-mates. Roxanna, pretty and slender and purple, her Selerid empathic abilities as much help as hindrance to her, especially in her line of work, but she never shirked either. She put herself out there as much as anyone to help her squad and her ship, and Andy trusted her to lead them if anything happened to her...

      Anallin. Short and stout and blue. Those eye-clicks had taken a while to get used to, as well as the lack of inflection that attended the Hanaran race. As did the race’s lack of gender, humans being as attached to their pronouns as they were. But Anallin was loyal and strong, ready to step in whenever needed, and a crack shot. Then Jade. The youngest of them, and their technology specialist. Her green eyes were large, and looked to be in a permanent state of wide-eyed amazement, but she did what needed to be done. She was growing into a great marine.

      Andy didn’t want to leave any of them.

      “Let’s go,” she said resolutely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      They reached the armory without incident, and Andy used her security code as a squad leader to open it. They moved for the weapons locker with the “old-fashioned” weaponry, opening it and distributing projectile-firing side arms and rifles. They doubled up on weapons so they could provide them to any fellow marines they found as they went.

      As she was locking the armory, they heard thudding footsteps coming down the corridor.

      Everyone spun toward the source of the sound, but held their fire. It was a good thing they did since the footsteps belonged to Corporal Lewis, from Delta Squad. Andy watched as he ran forward, then skidded to a halt in front of them once he realized who they were.

      “Sergeant Dolan,” Lewis said, slightly out of breath but not too much. They were conditioned, after all. She had the feeling this was a hint of emotion in addition to physical exertion; adrenaline could be quite a thing. “The enemy has trapped Delta in the shuttle bay. We couldn’t keep them from entering, but we’re holding them at bay. I got away and came to find help. I don’t think they know I got out.”

      Andy listened intently, nodding as she processed the information. She thought through the list of intruder alerts that she had heard from the ship. The shuttle bay had been one of those sections, and it was the closest to where they presently were.

      She handed Lewis a gun. “We’re going to go get them out of there.”

      He nodded, but eyed the weapon as he took it. “Sergeant?”

      “I’m sure you’ve discovered that standard weapons aren’t very effective,” she explained quickly. He nodded. “Hand to hand combat was more effective. I’m betting bullets will be too.” She gave him an extra magazine of ammunition.

      He smiled a little with understanding.

      With Corporal Lewis falling into formation with Gamma Squad, Andy and Roxanna led the way through the corridors. What seemed clear, from getting to the armory and then moving away from it, was that the intruders were not roaming the corridors, or at least that there weren’t enough of them to be everywhere. Hopefully, that was a good sign, but she knew that at least some of them were forces to be reckoned with, if they had the bridge.

      Were the other squads heading to the bridge? Did they know what was going on? It was possible that they didn’t. She had called into the bridge, and they likely only answered because it was her.

      As the group of six came around the corner, they finally saw some of their enemy. They were camped out in front of the doors to the shuttle bay, as expected. They pulled back into the corridor and leaned back against the wall.

      “Are there any inside?” Andy asked in a low voice.

      Lewis nodded. “They had us pinned down in a back corner. Adams is pretty badly injured. Everyone else is just holed up while they keep us in place. When I managed to sneak out, they weren’t advancing but they weren’t letting up either. We got fired on every time they saw one of us, and their blasts were doing far more damage than ours.”

      Andy exchanged a brief confused look with the other Gamma Squad members. When they had been fired at, the damage had been minimal; absorbed by armor. What was different with this group?

      It suddenly made sense. Gamma Squad had Andy. They had been pulling their punches. It added another layer to her already unsettled, vaguely guilty spirit, but she ignored it. Maybe they could use this to their advantage. She could just run ahead of everyone else and act as a human shield...

      “We’re going to take out the ones at the doors fast,” Andy said. “I don’t want to give them any chance to get a call out and warn anyone.” She looked at Lewis. “You said they’re behind some sort of barricade?”

      He nodded.

      “Then let’s hope they stay down.” Hope wasn’t ever a great plan, but sometimes, it was the only one they had. “Remember to be cautious with the guns. We’d rather not put holes in the bulkheads.”

      Once they had all nodded their acknowledgement of the plan and the relevant advice, Andy nodded to Anallin. The Hanaran switched places with Roxanna, next to Andy. Anallin was the best shot among them, but Andy was close thanks to countless hours of training.

      Exchanging another nod, Andy took a breath and counted to three. Then they both came around the corner with their projectile-firing rifles up.

      Four Arkana guarded the door. Anallin and Andy took two out with their first shots, which brought the other two around. One fired back, but it was rushed and haphazard. She heard the other one shout something that didn’t translate. She didn’t think the tone sounded like anything happy, though. Neither of them would have much longer to be unhappy, she figured, as the two marines took their next shots.

      When all four enemy bodies were on the ground, Andy paused for a moment to make sure there weren’t any hidden surprises, then gestured the rest of the squad.

      “Check them,” she ordered, wanting to be sure that they wouldn’t pose another threat.

      As they walked among the sprawl of limbs, Jade was leaning over to check one of the bodies when Roxanna gasped and spun around. “Jade—“

      She wasn’t able to get the rest of her warning out before the Arkana woman, with blood streaming from what must have been a glancing head wound, reached up and got both pale hands around Jade’s neck. The private grunted, but her training kicked in. She brought her right arm up and around with a punch, loosening the grip more than doing any damage then reversed direction, driving her elbow into the woman’s face, snapping her head back and sending her back to the ground.

      “That one was still conscious, Sergeant,” Jade said with a weak smile, pushing herself back to her feet and training her pistol on the now unconscious Arkana.

      “Bind that one,” Andy ordered as they checked the others. One other remained alive, and was also bound.

      “By the time I left, my squad was in the back right of the bay,” Lewis said as they gathered in front of the doors. “The Arkana were holding them from back left and center.”

      Andy nodded her acknowledgement. That would give them some time to see her and her team coming, which could be good if her theory regarding their intentions to take her alive were true. If she was wrong, though, they would be in serious trouble.

      Either way, they had to go in.
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      They lined up three on each side of the doors. With their weapons up and ready, Andy reached out and pressed the panel to open the door. Normally, the doors would have opened upon approach, but those sensors were disabled when intruder alert protocols went into place. It wasn’t foolproof, but at least made it harder.

      A moment later, the doors slid open. Andy took a moment to assess the situation, but since there was no weapons fire coming their way, she motioned them into the room.

      Once they were inside, they realized why the Arkana hadn’t noticed the door opening and even the entry of Gamma Squad. Delta squad was keeping them busy. They were no longer pinned down in the corner and had tried to outflank the Arkana who had responded by splitting up. The shuttle bay was now filled by a deadly cross fire from half a dozen different locations.

      Andy quickly dispatched her squad in a true flanking maneuver and quickly put a quick end to matters. She could see what Lewis had been talking about, though, because there was significant damage to the shuttles and other equipment from the Arkana weapon’s blasts. Two of the shuttles looked like they had holes blown through them, which was a frightening thought for getting hit by non-muted enemy fire.

      “Good to see you guys,” Krall, Delta Squad’s leader, said, as he restrained a wounded, but still potentially dangerous Arkana intruder. “I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up.”

      “We’ve brought you better guns,” Andy said with a half-smile. “We found that old-fashioned bullets work better against these guys than our energy weapons.”

      Krall nodded as he took the pistol that Andy handed to him. “Good call.”

      “Anallin, Martin,” Andy called to them on impulse. “Check their weapons, see if we can use them.” She paused and looked around. “One shot at shuttle three. It’s already beat to hell, so a couple more shots won’t make much difference. If we can use those guns, it might give us more of an advantage.”

      With a nod, the two marines took a couple weapons from the pile they had collected and examined them carefully. The setup seemed relatively close to their own weapons, so it only took a moment to figure them out. It was amazing how similar weapons were throughout the galaxy.

      Arkana weapons in hand, they both turned toward shuttle three and took aim, pulling the triggers.

      Jade’s blasted out a beam that left a smoking mark on the shuttle, but Anallin’s didn’t do anything. The Hanaran clicked rapidly for a moment, examining it more closely.

      “Try swapping weapons,” Andy suggested, which they did.

      They aimed and fired again, to the same result and confused expressions all around.

      Andy knew that time was short, but she wanted to try one more thing. An idea had popped into her head and she wanted to try it out before they continued on. “Thomas and Roxanna. You try.”

      They looked at her uncertainly, but none of them argued. They traded weapons with Anallin and Jade, then took aim and fired.

      It came as no surprise to Andy that Dan’s fired, but Roxanna’s didn’t.

      “Do you want us to swap, Sergeant?” Dan asked.

      “It won’t be necessary,” she said with a shake of her head. “It’s a theory and I don’t understand why, but I think these things will only fire for humans. So, take up the Arkana guns for the human marines and the conventional ones to the non-humans.”

      Any advantage was one worth taking, but it was beyond her as to why these things would fire for humans and not for any other species. Of course, it was still just supposition, but their brief experiment seemed to corroborate it enough to work with it. Hopefully, the Arkana wouldn’t have as much defense against their own weapons. If they did, they always had the others. It was always nice to have options.

      Two members of Delta came over with their wounded squadmate between them.

      “Adams needs medical attention,” Krall said.

      “We’re heading toward the bridge,” Andy said. “The Arkana, that’s what they call themselves, have control of the bridge.” Krall’s eyes widened and Andy held up a hand. “As far as I know, the bridge crew and Alpha Squad are still alive, but I don’t know for how long. They have control of the ship’s communication systems, so don’t call anyone unless you want eavesdroppers.”

      Krall pressed his lips together and nodded tensely. “Got it,” he said. “We’ll get to sickbay, but be aware. They may have people there too, but we’ll take them out.”

      “Good. We don’t know the location of Beta, Epsilon or Theta right now,” Andy said. “If you find any while on the move, let them know the situation.”

      “Theta was assigned to cover sickbay, so hopefully we’ll see them there. Epsilon went to engineering,” Krall said. “I’ll try to get someone down to engineering to scope the situation. We don’t need these Arkana getting a hold of the ship’s engines too.”

      “Having the bridge is bad enough,” Andy agreed grimly. “But we’re going to do something about that.” After a moment, she turned to her squad. “Anallin, I’d like you to go with Delta. They’re down one man with injuries, and more with helping to move him. Watch their backs, and then help make sure sickbay and engineering are secured.”

      Anallin didn’t look pleased to be sent with Delta, but didn’t argue. The Hanaran simply nodded sharply before moving to join Krall and the rest of his squad.

      “Good luck, Sergeant,” Krall said with a single nod.

      “And to you,” she replied. “Take care of your marines, and then we’ll take care of the ship.” She looked at Anallin. “Keep your eyes open and be cautious. I’m not going to lose any members of my squad, understood?”

      Click. Click. Click. The Hanaran bowed in the human gesture that it had adopted after its years in the ESS. Turning toward Krall, they also nodded at each other and the mismatched squad headed out. Andy made sure Delta Squad was safely away before turning back to the remaining three members of her own squad.

      “We’re going to the bridge,” she declared. “I think if anyone can get in there and have a shot at freeing our people, it’s going to be me.”
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      The air was filled with tension as they left the shuttle bay and started toward the bridge. No one said anything. What was there to say that hadn’t already been said? The Arkana were holding their ship, and they couldn’t communicate with each other. If there was more time, maybe they could have rigged a secondary communication system—maybe someone in engineering still would—but that wasn’t anything Andy could do.

      They quickly reached an access port to the maintenance tubes. Andy didn’t want to use the lifts in case they were monitoring, or even controlling, them from the bridge. She didn’t intend to give up the element of surprise and the maintenance tubes were the best way to travel undetected.

      Dan unlocked the hatch and pulled it open. Roxanna went in first, then Jade, Andy and finally Dan, who closed the hatch behind them. From there, they went to the service ladder and started climbing. They had six floors to climb up, and for once, Andy appreciated the seemingly sadistic training they had endured. Carson had run more than a few climbing drills using these service ladders, so they were certainly very familiar.

      After one deck, Andy’s ear-piece chirped and she stifled a groan.

      “Have you been thinking about what I said?” Shakti asked, her voice still drawling and languid, without any care or concern. Did she really feel that way, or was it an affectation? Andy couldn’t tell.

      “Of course I have,” Andy replied, still climbing. She wasn’t going to let on that anything was happening, although this Shakti woman would have been an idiot to not think that they were working on something. Or could she really have been thinking that Andy was just sitting around in deep contemplation while her crewmates were being held hostage? “How could I think about anything else?”

      “I thought you’d see it that way,” Shakti said. “I’m sure you’ve come around to our way of thinking, or will soon.” She paused. “It’s not that I don’t understand some hesitation. Change is frightening, and it can be difficult to leave what you have known up until now, even if leaving is for the better.”

      “Yes,” Andy agreed. This part she could agree to without playing along. “When you’ve spent your whole life knowing one thing, the idea of changing that is scary.”

      “Of course it is,” the Arkana woman replied, sounding sincerely understanding, which Andy found as unsettling as anything. She didn’t want this woman to have anything about her that Andy might find positive. This woman was the enemy. “But you know that what I’ve been saying is right. You know that you belong with us.”

      Andy bit her tongue to keep from saying the first thing that came to her mind, or the second. She reminded herself of the crew being held on the bridge, and her squadmates climbing up the ladder behind her. She reminded herself of what she was doing, and who she had to protect. It helped to keep her calm.

      “You make a strong case,” Andy forced herself to say, “but fear is a terrible thing.”

      “What is that saying? You have nothing to fear but fear itself? Yes, it’s a change, but it’s a good change. Do not let fear rule you.”

      It never had, but Andy didn’t make that point out loud.

      Her mind raced. It came to her after a moment that the communications on the bridge were open, not like the earpieces the marines used. That meant that people on the bridge could likely hear the conversation. At first, she worried that the captain and the major might mistake her stall tactics for truth. However, the second thought was that she could use this and maybe let them know she was working on it.

      “I just don’t want to put the bullet before the gun,” she said. It wasn’t a phrase that necessarily made sense, but it was the first thing that came to mind that she thought might get through to Carson without raising extra suspicion in Shakti.

      “That’s an unusual phrase for you to use,” the Arkana woman said slowly.

      “Well, I’m an unusual girl,” Andy replied, “as you well know.”

      There was a long pause and then Shakti laughed. “Yes. Yes, I suppose you are. It’s not unheard of for there to be human hybrid children, but they are not common. You are something of a treat for us since most of you don’t survive to adulthood.”

      That statement threw her a little bit, but she wanted to focus. Now wasn’t the time to wonder about why that was. “Well, lucky me, I have survived to adulthood.” She set her mind to figuring out the best way to work in the second part of what she wanted to tell Carson. There weren’t many words the 33rd held as “code words,” but there were a few.

      “Yes, you have,” Shakti agreed.

      “I’m a long way from Schenectady, but I’m glad I made it,” Andy said, knowing it didn’t make as much sense as it could, but it got the word in. Carson had chosen code words that had personal meaning to himself, so the code for “help is coming” was his hometown.

      She just hoped that he was alert enough to hear it and recognize it for what it was.

      Shakti took another few moments before replying. “You do have a strange way with words. I imagine that must come from your human side.”

      “Well, my mother certainly had a way with words,” Andy said, and that was definitely the truth. “Hers usually went toward the explicit, however.” She made a snap decision to try a little excess honesty to stall longer while they kept on climbing and climbing. “I would like to say that prison took the culture from her tongue, but I have a feeling she was always like that.”

      “Prison?” Shakti replied. “Your mother was in prison?”

      Andy sighed. “Yep,” she said. “I was born in the prison nursery.”

      Shakti made a “huh” sound, then let silence linger for a moment before she went on. “I would not have guessed that.” Perhaps other Arkana who wanted to breed with humans had better taste, Andy thought but didn’t say. “Why was she there?”

      The gamma squad leader looked up to see all the rungs she still had yet to climb. “Oh, all kinds of things,” she replied. “Usually possession and dealing of narcotic substances, but there was an occasional assault charge here and there. Usually she went after another dealer who she thought was trying to move in on her territory. She was a fierce one.” It was perhaps as much of a compliment as she could pay her mother. She loved her mother, as best she could, but she wasn’t willing to be dishonest about her either.

      “Interesting,” was all Shakti said.

      Although upon reflection, in meeting her father’s people, she was finding more affection for her mother and regretting wasting so much time wondering about her father. Maybe it was unfair to paint him with the brush the others were creating in her mind, but she couldn’t help it.

      They passed the hatch marked for deck three. Two more floors to go. She looked down and checked on the others. They looked concerned, but determined.

      “I need just a little more time,” she finally said aloud. “But...I’m almost there.”
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      Shakti reluctantly agreed to let Andy have a little more time, but there was a thinly veiled threat that her patience would not last forever.

      Andy knew that she had very little time left to sort this out. Of course, if Shakti had been lying and Andy got to the bridge to find that her crewmates were harmed or worse... Shakti would learn a thing or two about fear.

      Gamma Squad finally reached deck one and Andy had to blindly take the risk of opening the hatch and hoping that there were no Arkana on the other side to hear them. She pushed on the hatch and it opened. There weren’t any suspicious sounds, so she poked her head out and looked around. She didn’t see anyone and crawled through, waving the other three through after her.

      Dan closed the hatch and they all pulled up their weapons, moving forward cautiously but without wasting any time.

      Down one corridor and around a corner, they could hear the sounds of a fight coming from ahead. They exchanged quick looks and then hurried along. The nearer they got, they were able to see an exchange of energy weapon fire. It didn’t take long to realize that the ones they were coming up behind were not their people but the Arkana.

      Andy was surprised by their luck to come up flanking the enemy like this. She tried to peer past them, almost hoping to see alpha squad fighting back like they had come upon delta squad doing, but it wasn’t Carson leading the firefight. She could just make out Atad, Beta Squad’s leader.

      They got in range, and Andy gestured for the conventional weapons. She didn’t want to risk the heavier firepower reaching past the Arkana to hit their own people.

      Andy and Roxanna took the first shots, bringing down two of the Arkana. And when the other two turned to see what had happened, they were both blasted by pulse rifle fire. It wasn’t enough to take them down, but it kept them from shooting straight. They both got off a shot, but it hit the wall above gamma squad instead of hitting gamma squad itself.

      It was Jade who took out the next, but the final one gave up on the shooting and tried for the more direct approach. He threw down his weapon and simply ran at them with a loud shout. He moved fast and shifted side to side, preventing a clean shot to drop him. A bullet glanced his shoulder before he was almost upon them.

      Dan leaped forward to meet the charge, ducking down and catching the Arkana with his shoulder, flipping him back over his shoulder and onto his back. The alien gasped and then coughed, trying to get his wind back. Dan spun around and jumped on him, a few quick punches to the face eliminating him as a threat.

      “Glad to see you guys,” Atad said as she approached, nodding to Andy. “Not the best of situations we’ve got here, have we?”

      “Not in the least,” Andy agreed. “I presume you know the situation?”

      Atad nodded. “Carson managed to contact me before they were overwhelmed on the bridge, and we’ve worked our way up here. We’re hoping to mount a defense and retake the bridge.”

      Andy half-smiled. “That was our plan too.”

      “Did you actually have a plan?” Atad asked with a tilt of her head.

      “Somewhat,” Andy replied. “I found Krall as well, and sent Anallin with him. Adams was injured and they took him to sickbay, where they were going to secure it and then check on engineering. With luck, they’ll secure all the pressure points.” Andy pulled a spare gun from her gear and handed it to Atad. “We’re having better success with these.”

      Atad took it and looked it over with a single nod. “The more the merrier,” she said. It was a human phrase that her species, the Ronnor, especially liked.

      “Right now, the bridge is of the most importance, and I think the best chance we have of getting on there is me,” Andy continued. She didn’t say it with any trace of arrogance, just a lot of discomfort as she rolled her shoulders.

      She was in a unique position, straddling the lines between the ESS and the Arkana. Any tactician worth their salt would know that something like that should be exploited, and the plan brewing in her mind would do just that. She hoped that she could pull it off, but she wouldn’t let herself give in to self-doubt. The fate of her ship might well be in the balance, so she knew she would be able to do it.

      “You?” Atad asked doubtfully.

      Atad had only been promoted to squad leader since the Zenith mission, so the two women hadn’t had much chance to get to know one another. Andy didn’t take her doubt personal, because she knew how it had to sound from the outside.

      Andy nodded. “I can’t get into it now, but you’ll have to trust me. I have a plan, and I think it’s the best chance we have.”

      “I trust you, Sergeant,” Atad said. “What’s the plan?”

      With that, Andy gathered both the remaining members of Gamma Squad as well as Atad’s Beta Squad members. Once they were all together, she outlined what she had in mind for getting them onto the bridge and in a position of advantage. She could see her own squad-mates weren't thrilled about it, but none of them argued.

      She understood their feelings, but this was what had to be done.

      “When you’re in position, use the ship’s communication systems to give me a quick signal and then we’ll have to move fast,” Andy went on.

      “We can do it,” Atad said, and everyone else nodded. “Both sides will have to be extra careful, because we don’t know where on the bridge Major Carson and Alpha Squad are being held or how many Arkana are on the bridge, let alone where.”

      “Cautious but quick all around,” Andy agreed. “Just another day in the life of the Thirty-Third, right?” She gave them all a half-smile with far more confidence than she felt. “Let’s get this done and get our ship back.”

      “Oorah,” Jade said, her green eyes locked on her sergeant, drawing confidence from the more experienced woman.

      “Oorah,” Andy echoed, forcing another smile. “Let’s get this done.”
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      The plan was actually very simple.

      While Beta Squad was taking the long way around to a secondary entrance onto the bridge, Andy and Gamma Squad stood at the main entrance. They waited while she stripped off her body armor and divested herself of the majority of her weaponry. With every piece that came off, Dan looked more uncomfortable, Jade looked more nervous, and Roxanna’s skin swirled faster.

      None of them liked this part, but she knew that she had to look as non-threatening as possible. It was hard to look harmless when decked out in full marine gear and armed to the teeth.

      She gestured them all to get out of sight of the doorway and once they had, she stepped up to it and pressed the panel. The door slid open and she took a deep breath, stepping through with her hands in the air.

      As she entered the bridge, she immediately saw the woman who had to be Shakti sitting in the captain’s chair. Andy’s blood pressure immediately spiked, but she stuffed it down. There were eight other Arkana standing around her with their weapons trained on Andy, and then two others keeping their eye on the bridge crew and Alpha Squad, all bound and sitting in the corner.

      Andy caught Carson’s eye and his dark brows knit, wondering what she was doing but making a visible effort to stop himself from asking.

      She turned her gaze to the woman at the heart of this invasion, who now stood up. She was inches taller than Andy, slender but toned. Her pale skin seemed to reflect the flashing red lights around them, while her ice blue eyes were shrewd and unblinking. Half of her mouth curved up in an arrogant smirk, and suddenly Andy thought that she seemed more like a villain out of a cheap superhero story than the leader of an alien race that had managed to take control of her ship.

      “I see you’ve come to your senses, Andrea Dolan,” Shakti said.

      Andy pressed her lips together to stop from correcting her. This woman wasn’t allowed to call her Andy. “Just about,” she said. “You make a lot of sense. I guess I’ve always known there was something different about me. Somewhere I belonged.”

      The Arkana woman shrugged casually. “I told you as much. Your story is not an unusual one among the small number of hybrids.”

      “I would...” Andy began, then swallowed hard. “I’d like to know more. I’m still confused about a lot of things.” She tried to calculate how long it would take beta squad to move into position. “How can the Arkana produce children with humans? No other race we’ve met has been able to do that without medical intervention. I never got the impression my mother went through that for me.”

      “You would be correct about that, but the Arkana aren’t like other alien races,” she said. “We aren’t.”

      Andy’s brows knit slightly. “What do you mean?”

      Shakti paced slowly in front of the captain’s chair for a moment, then shrugged again and waved her hand. She smiled that infuriating smile again. “I suppose you have the right to know what you’re moving into,” she declared, then waved again, this time at the others. “And you as well, since soon everyone will know.

      “During the twenty-second century on Earth, humans were finding more and more contacts with alien species,” she went on, sounding like a professor as she sat in the captain’s chair again. “Some were concerned about this. Everything seemed friendly enough—peaceful—but who knew if it would last? They were scared, and they wanted to be prepared.

      “They turned to genetic engineering. They wanted a good defense. The end result was a genetically engineered being. They could not change those who were already grown, however; the DNA manipulation had to be conducted at the earliest levels of conception. There were countless failures, but eventually they did. They created a new species. The beings were, basically, human, but they were resistant to all manners of alien abilities. This new race was able to develop a resistance to all the abilities they had encountered.

      “As things happen, though, this new race of beings was never revealed to the general public nor turned loose. They ended up taking to space themselves, out to some far reaches, but they never lost their original goals and they modified themselves for every new species they came across. They increased and improved themselves and their resistance.”

      Shakti smiled and held out her hands. “Meet the Arkana. Us. We are the future of the human race. We are ultimately still human, deep down, but better. Superior in every way.”

      Andy was genuinely shocked for several long moments. It answered a lot of questions, though.

      The Arkana woman leaned forward and the gleam in her eye sent a shiver down Andy’s spine. All of the air seemed to be sucked out of the room.

      “We’re going home, Andrea Dolan,” Shakti whispered just loud enough for the sergeant to hear her. “We are finally returning to Earth, and making humanity the dominant species it was always meant to be. We are going to achieve the goals set for us by our creators.”

      Things exploded in Andy’s mind then.

      “You’re why the Colirnoid were moving out of their territory for the first time in ages, and why the Kriori are building an army,” she said before she could stop herself. They were events that seemed disconnected before, but now they made sense. Now it all made sense, and the implications were staggering.

      “Yes,” Shakti said with a hint of pride. “They’re running scared, and they should be. They cannot defeat us. Every time they try, we just make ourselves better.”

      No other race would be safe, Andy realized. The Arkana wouldn’t care about the ESS, except for the humans within it. And would they even care about the humans? The people of the ESS worked with and aligned with all manner of fellow species.

      The Arkana weren’t built to tolerate that.

      That had to be stopped.

      “I know your father, Andy,” Shakti went on smugly. “Not the smartest of men, I’ll admit, but a good soldier. You’ll meet him soon.”

      “I guess I will,” Andy said softly.

      “Dolan,” Captain Wallace said, almost pained, like he thought she was turning on them and about to go with the Arkana. And why shouldn’t she? This woman was offering her the father that she had never known, and the only parent—the only blood family—that was still alive.

      She turned her head as far as it would go, looking at the captain and turning her face from Shakti. A tiny smile curved her lips and she winked a little, then she turned back to Shakti.

      The Arkana approached Andy, smiling with victory and welcome. “I’m so glad that you decided to join us,” she said. “Everyone does once they know of their true origins.”

      Andy stared at her for a long moment.

      The ship’s communication system chirped.

      “Knock, knock,” Atad said.

      Andy smiled.

      The doors on either side of the bridge slid open.
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      The Arkana with guns all turned toward the doors, but energy blasts from their own weapons and bullets from the guns were streaming across the bridge faster than they could react. Shakti looked to one side but turned fast to glare at Andy, realizing that it had been an act.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Andy said simply and surged forward, jamming a fist hard into Shakti’s solar plexus and folding her in half with a harsh, loud cough. Andy gripped her hands together and clubbed the woman on the back of the head, sending her to the ground. “This is my home, and you’re not going to take it from me!” she shouted, letting her anger come out.

      Shakti was not yet unconscious and rolled over just as Andy dove for her. The Arkana lashed out with her own foot, glancing Andy’s hip. The marine hopped back and Shakti got to her feet, but the time it took to get her there let Andy drive in again. She sent a hard right hook into the pale woman’s jaw, snapping her head to the side before a left hook snapped her head the other way.

      “You are a fool!” Shakti spat blood on the deck plates as she came back with a hit of her own, splitting Andy’s cheek open. “You will go down with all the rest of them and will know what a mistake you have made! We are your family! Blood to blood.”

      “No!” Andy snapped a punch into the woman’s chest, then an uppercut broke the Arkana’s nose. “These people are my family.” Hit. “This is my home.” Hit. “And I’m not going to let any xenophobic snowflakes take it away!” She grabbed the woman by the lapels of her vest and yanked her forward, slamming her forehead into Shakti’s and letting her stagger back dazed.

      Before Andy could level any more hits, a blast of energy fire flew across the bridge and hit Shakti in the side. She gasped and fell into a heap.

      Andy gasped, feeling her adrenaline cut short. She turned her head to see Jade standing there with an Arkana rifle, smiling shakily. “Glad you’re still with us, Sergeant,” she said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While the others handled the bodies and the prisoners, Andy hurried over to where Captain Wallace, Major Carson, and the others were waiting anxiously to be freed. She knelt beside the captain and examined the bindings, figuring out in a few moments how to open them. One by one, she freed everyone and then stood back as they got to their feet.

      “Thanks, Dolan,” Carson said with a small smile. He looked almost embarrassed for having been overtaken while one of his squad leaders had to come rescue him, but Andy wasn’t about to make that point.

      “For a moment, I thought we were going to lose you,” Wallace admitted.

      She shook her head. “Never, sir,” she said with confidence. “You reminded me that this was my home, Captain. I’m hardly going to give that up for some idiots who think they’re going to conquer the universe, you know?” She managed a small smile, looking at her squad as they worked around the bridge. “I got my hands full already.”

      She heard the men laugh a little as she looked back to them.

      Moving to join the others, they began to contact other departments and marine squads to learn that the bridge was the last place to be retaken. Every other boarding party had been subdued, and the ship was back in the hands of the ESS.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I’m not going to sickbay!” Andy declared, sitting on the couch in the rec-room while she used a small cloth to blot the blood away from her cheek. “I’m tired of that place. If the doctor wants to see me that bad, he can come here.”

      “I think he has his hands full, Sergeant,” Roxanna said. There was an edge of fond chastising in her voice, but she didn’t push the point anymore. Instead, she fetched a small first aid kit kept in the room and took over treatment of the wound. “You did good,” she added as she worked. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you were tempted.”

      Andy laughed softly, holding her head still while her corporal worked. Had she been tempted at any point? In her heart of hearts? She couldn’t be sure that she hadn’t, but at least it had never been a conscious thought. Just like she had known that the Arkana were telling the truth about her heritage, she also knew that something wasn’t right. They weren’t “okay.”

      She smiled a little. “Blood and family are two different things,” she said.

      “You got that right, Sergeant,” Dan said, coming to sit beside her.

      Jade sat on the other side. “Oorah,” she chanted with a smile. She seemed to be saying it even more than usual, like a talisman against her fears. Andy wasn’t going to stop her.

      Anallin stood behind Roxanna, as if watching to make sure that she did a good job. “You humans have a phrase,” the Hanaran began. “We are with you till the wheels come off?”

      “You got it,” Andy said, her smile growing slightly.

      There was a lot of comfort in their presence, and Andy was glad to have them. But there was no escaping the sinking feeling in her gut.

      There was a war coming, and she knew she was right smack in the middle of it.
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* * *
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      Space is so boring!

      

      This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.

      The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.

      After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.

      When she came to, the ship’s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.

      "What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"

      "We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.

      "That's impossible!"

      "Yet here we are."

      Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"

      "Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."

      Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"

      "Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.

      "How is that possible?"

      "It's not."

      The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"

      "I think so."

      "Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."

      She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."

      "Where?"

      "Right in front of us."

      "What is it?"

      "I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."

      "If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"

      Cyrus just shrugged.

      The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."

      "I'll do what I can."

      The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.
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* * *

      As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.

      "What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.

      "I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."

      "Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."

      Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      "What's in there?"

      "Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.

      Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.

      Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."

      "Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."

      "I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.

      When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."

      Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"

      Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"

      "I think so."

      "Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."

      Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.

      It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.

      With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."

      She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.

      As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."

      "Got it," came the captain’s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."
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* * *

      Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.

      The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"

      "Yes, it is, Captain."

      "And you still don't know what it is?"

      "Nope."

      Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.

      "Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."

      "You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."

      Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"

      "Anywhere but here."

      A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."

      "Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."

      Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.

      Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
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* * *
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