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    “The bold adventurer succeeds the best.” - Ovid 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Known unknowns result from phenomena which are recognized, but poorly understood. On the other hand, unknown unknowns are phenomena which cannot be expected because there has been no prior experience or theoretical basis for expecting the phenomena. 
 
      
 
    Dr. Elio D’Appolonia 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 1: Student and Teacher 
 
      
 
    Pale turquoise close to the surface, the color of the ocean water deepened through darker and darker shades of cobalt and navy. Secure in their hardened pressure suits, teacher and student descended with ease, taking temperature and salinity readings, and panning their cameras back and forth across the steep wall, their powerful lights penetrating the growing gloom. A slight current nudged them along at a few knots as they descended. A profusion of branching structures, of different textures, sizes and colors, covered the wall, and huge fans, some three or four meters in diameter, waved in the current. Thousands of hand-sized diaphanous polyp structures hung suspended in the water; most were mushroom-shaped, but some were star-shaped or tubular, and all trailed thread-like tentacles. 
 
    “Is this coral?” the young woman asked over the suit radio. 
 
    “The easiest answer is, yes it is,” Dr. Kanas replied. What the hell was her name? “It seems to have evolved the same structure to fill the same ecological niche.” That’s it! “Kirsten, can you give me a measurement of the wall angle?” 
 
    “Joanna, sir.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Kirsten bailed out, remember? She got seasick on the boat survey.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He could remember the scientific names of thousands of species on hundreds of life-bearing worlds, but found a simple name impossible to recall. “Can you give me an angle?” 
 
    He knew the angle measurement, and the fact that it had varied since they began their descent. He wanted to make sure she was paying attention. 
 
    “Well, eyeballing it, I think it’s about seven degrees off vertical.” 
 
    “Good. How does that compare to the surface?” 
 
    “There are no beaches on this island, that’s for sure, but the angle at the surface is about twelve degrees off vertical.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, remember on the boat ride over from the Lalande? Do you remember the shape of the island on the horizon?” 
 
    “It looks like the top part of an egg.” She paused. “In fact, most of the islands are shaped like eggs.” 
 
    “Excellent, Kirst-, er, Joanna. Actually, all of the islands have almost the exact same shape. They just vary in size.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s weird.” 
 
    “Very. But can you tell me why that’s weird?” 
 
    “Well, presumably the islands have been here for a while, given the coral on the wall, and the vegetation on the island at the surface.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s no sign of erosion!” 
 
    “Excellent, Joanna. Remember the storms we witnessed from orbit? Some had sustained winds of 125 klicks, with precipitation reaching one point five meters over twenty-four hours. Surely a force like that would cause some erosion.” 
 
    “Are there big birds in these islands?” 
 
    “No, Joanna. I’m sure there aren’t. However, there’s something warm inside them. Did you take infrared measurements from orbit?” 
 
    “Yes. The core of each island reaches several hundred degrees centigrade. Are they volcanic?” 
 
    “That’s a decent hypothesis, for sure. Especially given how the islands are grouped in arcs across the face of the planet, but we haven’t found any evidence for plate subduction or sea-floor spreading, have we?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    The islands presented quite a puzzle. This particular island seemed to be in relatively shallow water, and for size, measured about twenty klicks in diameter. The hardened pressure suits would allow them to descend to 800 meters, but the depth here was nowhere near that. Once they finished poking around down there, they would dig through the detritus on the surface to see what they could find. 
 
    “Dive 1, this is Carp. Acknowledge.” 
 
    “Dive 1, Carp.” 
 
    “We’ve picked up a tremor, Dive 1, six point five kilometers north-north-west of your position, three hundred meters depth. What is your status?” 
 
    “Haven’t felt anything, Carp.” 
 
    “Advise you surface, Dive 1. We'll meet you up top.” 
 
    Shit! We just got down here! 
 
    They suddenly began to descend much faster. Some new current, like a riptide, clutched them and pulled them deeper. The island wall shuddered, a shower of coral descending with them. Joanna screamed and turned toward him. Kanas could see her face behind the helmet visor of the pressure suit; her wide eyes looked at him. Nausea gripped his stomach, and he gasped as he panicked. 
 
    “Use your suit impeller!” Kanas cried. He had lost sight of her in the avalanche of coral, but he could still hear her breathing and her screams. The rumble around them grew to an almost unbearable volume. He tried to use his own suit impeller, but it couldn’t counter the force of the current. 
 
    The coral obscured his vision as it filled the water and descended beside him. He became aware of a soft light, and realized the polyps emitted a faint white and blue glow. Over the next few seconds the light grew much brighter, and he saw the polyps swarming against the wall. Below him, approaching fast, he saw a fissure that seemed to grow wider as he descended toward it. The polyps swarmed into it, their light illuminating the seabed. He glanced at his gauges and saw that he had reached more than a hundred meters in depth. He no longer heard Joanna’s breathing or her screams. He grasped a rocky ledge as the current tried to pull him into the fissure. 
 
    Just a few moments after the current began, it stopped. He hugged the ledge, gasping for breath, and then began to ascend using the power of the suit. As he ascended, the polyps grew even brighter. Suddenly, streams of smoke or dust ejected from the wall out into the water. Some streams reached two or three meters in length, as if driven by powerful jets. Most of these plumes were dark in color, but some looked blue or green or even white. The polyps swarmed through the clouds. 
 
    Then he felt it: a cool sensation, in his boots. 
 
    Water. 
 
    Somehow, his suit had been breached, either due to impact or pressure. At this pressure the breach was probably microscopic, but his suit was filling fast, weighing him down. He used the suit's wrist controls to dial up the impeller to maximum power. He made some progress, but the speed of his ascent soon slowed. 
 
    Then the voices began. 
 
    Am I mad? Is this some sort of pressure sickness? 
 
    At first a babble, the voices soon sounded familiar. Family members and friends, far away, spoke to him from his memories. Their faces appeared on the glowing polyps in front of his helmet visor. His mind’s eye became overwhelmed with memories of his childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood, several different vision streams flowing through his awareness. The emotions came on fast and strong, and he wept and laughed and felt frustration and anger all at the same time. 
 
    He became aware of a looming presence, like an undefined but huge shape, above and beyond the memory streams. Vast and alien, it seemed to scream at him with silence, a void so full of meaning he couldn’t even begin to comprehend it. 
 
    Just at the edge of his mind, at the very limit of his awareness, he saw The Answer. It was the solution to All Questions and the One Question. It was so wonderful, terrible, vast, obvious and obscure, that he wept at the possibility of it. 
 
    Before he could grasp it, the water entered his lungs. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 2: Past and Present Complications 
 
      
 
    Captain Caroline Talbot sat at her desk in the small office on the Solstice reserved for her use. She looked at the tablet in her hands, and again read the short missive she had received weeks earlier. 
 
      
 
    Captain William Bandele was sentenced to the Union Security Service medium security facility in Tycho Crater. 
 
      
 
    William Osatari Bandele had been one of her instructors at the Academy, and had commanded her cadet cruise on the HSS Lalande, where she and Cord Kessler had fallen in love. She owed Bandele her career in the Exploration Service. She loved him like a father. 
 
    From what she could determine, a few years ago he had commanded the HSS Vitus Bering during its mission to the Anuvi system, where the Bering's crew discovered something so strange and consequential, it had nearly begun a war with the Naati. During the course of the mission, events had led to the destruction of the Bering and the death of most of the crew. The Imperial bureaucracy had given the discovery and its fallout a name, the Anuvi Incident, and then promptly classified any information related to that event.  The Exploration Service tried Bandele, as commanding officer, for negligence leading to the deaths of personnel and destruction of the vessel, and found him guilty. 
 
    She leaned back in her chair, the frustration and anger eating at her gut. To her surprise, the Exploration service had assigned to the Solstice someone who had been present during the Anuvi Incident: Emerans Van Zant, Political Officer and agent for the General Intelligence Directorate. He had told her that Bandele was not responsible for the loss of the Bering. She looked at the tablet and thought about that conversation for what seemed the millionth time. 
 
    “Bandele was not at fault for the loss of the Bering,” Van Zant had said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I was there, in the Anuvi system. I saw what happened. Well, at the end, anyway.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The loss of the Bering was not Bandele's fault. He was forced to go to the Anuvi system by an agent of the General Intelligence Directorate. A woman by the name of Adrianna Batista.” 
 
    She remembered the anger she had felt when she had heard Van Zant's explanation. The anger I still feel. He explained that his presence on the Solstice was a direct consequence of the Anuvi Incident, and not because of Bandele's actions. 
 
    The Crown had assigned political officers to exploration vessels because of what the crew of the Bering had found in the Anuvi system. 
 
    What did they find? Why did the brass put Van Zant on my ship? Did they expect the crew of the Solstice to find something? Because she had been Bandele's student? 
 
    She privately questioned Van Zant's motives for telling her classified information. He had seemed genuine at that moment, but now she suspected he was trying to gain emotional power over her by acting like a friend and confidant. 
 
    What the hell does he want? 
 
    Now, the Solstice was searching for the Lalande, which had gone missing weeks ago. The memories and feelings of frustration, anger, and doubt surged inside her. 
 
    “We've found something, Captain.” It was Lieutenant Calhoon on the intercom. 
 
    “I'll be right there.” 
 
    She exited her office and strode through the corridor to the command deck. A dome nine meters in diameter, the command deck had two forward stations for sensors / communications and flight, an additional six stations spaced around the wall for engineering, communications, environmental, and science, and a large command chair in the center. A colorful multidisplay, covered with a dozen flat and holographic images, occupied the entire forward wall. 
 
    Talbot sat in the command chair and looked around. She saw most of the Solstice’s leading crew on the command deck. Commander Kessler, the Chief of Survey, stood behind Lieutenant Calhoon, who sat at the forward sensors and communications station. Van Zant, the Political Officer, stood off to the right, leaning with his shoulder against the curved wall of the deck. Dr. Dabisha, the astronomer, sat at the aft science station, and Dr. Vargus, the planetologist, sat at the starboard science station. Dr. Orolo, the xenosociologist, stood at Dr. Vargus’ shoulder. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell, the Chief of Security, sat at the port communications station. Talbot knew the rest of the crew, the mission specialists and technicians, watched the larger multidisplay in the ship’s lounge, located in the center of the Crew and Lab Section. 
 
    “Sitrep,” she barked. 
 
    “We’re flying in a low equatorial orbit around the world of San Miguel, with an orbital period of 118 minutes,” Lieutenant Calhoon said. “We have spent the last two orbits scanning the surface searching for the Lalande and any sign of her crew.” 
 
    One of the Polaris class of exploration vessels, the Lalande had been weeks overdue at Silmais Orbital. Once the Solstice had concluded the survey of the world of Hope, Vice-Admiral Arinze had ordered the Solstice to determine the fate of the Lalande and continue the survey of San Miguel. 
 
    “We have received no response to our attempts at communication, Captain,” Lieutenant Calhoon continued. “However, we were able to access the CommSense satellite network the Lalande placed in orbit.” 
 
    The image of a blue-white marble dominated the multidisplay. Beautiful. 
 
    “It is,” Dr. Dabisha said. 
 
    Talbot blushed; she hadn’t realized she had spoken aloud. 
 
    “We’ve received a large amount of information from the satellite network.” Dr. Dabisha sat at the aft science station and tapped a few keys. “San Miguel is an Earth-like ocean world with a Hominin compatible atmosphere and biosphere. This is a composite image composed of data from our own sensors and information downloaded from the network. The planet is a little smaller than Earth, but has approximately the same density and gravity. 87% of the surface is covered with ocean, with the continent in the northern hemisphere comprising approximately 11%. Over 100,000 islands, scattered in arcs and clumps across the oceans, comprise the remaining 2% of land surface.” 
 
    “Have we found the Lalande?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Dr. Dabisha tapped a few keys and the image on the multidisplay zoomed to the southern edge of the continent. 
 
    Captain Caroline Talbot stood and walked toward the display. The memories again flooded into her mind the moment she saw the spacecraft. She looked at Kessler with a sidelong glance, but if the same memories filled his thoughts he didn’t show it; his face remained expressionless and he didn’t look at her. Talbot looked back at the multidisplay; the spacecraft seemed to be resting on the shore of a bay. “Those smaller objects nearby, they look like structures.” 
 
    “They are,” Dabisha said. The image zoomed in to a rectangular structure about thirty meters from the spacecraft. “I’m sure that’s a portable inflatable structure used to house field labs, and these smaller units here are crew tents.” 
 
    “No sign of the crew?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “We find anything else?” 
 
    “Here,” Dabisha said. The image on the multidisplay changed to show an oblong object floating on the surface of the ocean. “This is located approximately three hundred kilometers east of the Lalande. The object is about fifteen meters long and seems to be drifting.” 
 
    “That’s the Carp,” Kessler said, “a Model 2-A Sea Ranger submersible with a crew of five. It was the only one at Silmais Orbital.” 
 
    Dabisha tapped a few more keys on the science station, and the image zoomed outward. A red line appeared on the multidisplay, stretching from the Lalande’s landing site on the south coast of the continent, across a broad strait and twisting among a number of islands. The line then wandered across the vast ocean. “I downloaded the vessel’s course from the satellite network. It looks like it was surveying this chain of islands, here. At this point it seemed to lose power, and drifted for fourteen weeks. Something has impeded it's drift.” 
 
    “We need to see what kind of shape it’s in,” Kessler said. “We brought a couple of surface craft, but if we want to complete this survey, we’ll need that sub.” 
 
    “Before we continue the survey, we first need to find out what happened to the crew of the Lalande.” Van Zant gestured at the multidisplay. “There are undoubtedly dangers here we know nothing about. Has everyone already forgotten what happened on the last mission?” 
 
    “Nobody said we weren’t going to be cautious, Mr. Van Zant.” Talbot sat back down in the command chair. 
 
    “They were surveying those islands for a reason,” Kessler said. “It may be what we need to know is there.” 
 
    Talbot leaned back in the command chair. Who should I heed? Mr. Adventure or Dr. Paranoid? “I agree with Commander Kessler. We need that sub. We can assess the condition of the submarine first. If it is usable, we can crew it and continue the survey of the islands. No doubt there is information in the sub’s computer that will tell us what they were doing.” She spun around and looked at Dr. Dabisha. “Can we access the sub’s computer from the CommSense satellite network?” 
 
    Dabisha tapped a few keys and shook his head. “There is no response from the sub's computer, probably because it is powered down.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll try and get direct access to the sub’s computer when the time comes.” Talbot spun her chair forward and faced the multidisplay. 
 
    “I volunteer to command the sub and continue the survey of the islands,” Kessler said. 
 
    Of course you do. “As you wish, Commander Kessler. While that survey continues, the crew of the Solstice can investigate the original landing site to try and determine the fate of the Lalande's crew. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell will lead that investigation, with the able assistance of Dr. Webb and Mr. Van Zant.” 
 
    The security officer nodded. Van Zant looked at Mitchell and then back at Talbot with no expression on his face. “Very good, Captain.” 
 
    “After Lieutenant Commander Mitchell and his team search and secure the Lalande, the remaining science staff will review the work the Lalande’s crew had already accomplished. Dr. Vargus, I’d like you to coordinate.” 
 
    “If it’s all the same to you, Captain, I’d like to join the survey of the islands, if Commander Kessler doesn’t mind.” 
 
    Talbot shot a glance at Kessler, who shrugged. “Very good, Dr. Vargus,” Talbot said. “Dr. Orolo? Would you like to investigate the Lalande’s science?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I’d be pleased to do so,” she said. 
 
    “Very good, Dr. Orolo. Lieutenant Kuusik? Let’s enter the atmosphere. Plot a course to the submarine.” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 3: Charge and Go 
 
      
 
    Kessler stood at the edge of one of the smaller ventral airlocks as the doors slid open. The whining of the Solstice’s engines filled his ears. He immediately smelled the salty air and felt the humidity. Five meters below, the turquoise water glinted in the morning light. 
 
    Absolutely beautiful. 
 
    The Solstice hovered over the submersible, and Kessler saw the bow of the watercraft lodged in the outer reef of a small atoll. 
 
    “Move the Solstice back out over the water, away from the reef,” Kessler called out. 
 
    “Aye,” came Lieutenant Kuusik's reply over the ship's intercom. 
 
    He stripped off his boots and coveralls, then pushed off the edge of the airlock and dove into the water below. 
 
    The water was blue, slightly salty, and warm. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    He surfaced and swam toward the watercraft, which listed slightly to port. Kessler crawled up onto the sub. He had used one before, during the survey of another world. Designed for fast surface travel as well as a submersible, the watercraft was fifteen meters long and three meters wide. It had a range of a thousand kilometers and could withstand 100 atmospheres of pressure.   
 
    Sweet! He turned the wheel on the hatch and pulled it open. As he glanced inside, a technician, Tech Specialist Kara Wong, dropped down onto the sub using a line suspended from the airlock. Unlike Kessler, she kept her coveralls and boots on, and carried a toolkit. 
 
    “What do you think, Specialist?” 
 
    “The hull seems intact,” she said. “If it wasn't, it would have sunk long ago.” 
 
    Smartass. Kessler entered the sub feet first and dropped down into the interior deck. He inspected the cabin as Specialist Wong crawled through the hatch and moved aft. 
 
    The forward section had a seat, control stick, and harness for the operator. Screens and consoles surrounded the seat. A clear dome comprised the front of the watercraft. Just aft of the control station, computer and survey equipment covered the bulkhead above metal benches. Aft of the computer, set into the bulkhead of the sub, were three locks for hard pressure suits, two on the starboard side and one on the port side. Only one pressure suit, on the starboard side, remained. Duffels and bags lay around the metal benches and the suit locks. He opened one to see clothes and other personal effects. The whole cabin was seven meters long. 
 
    Specialist Wong knelt at an aft control panel and plugged in a diagnostic computer. She pressed a few buttons on the device. “This craft’s systems are completely operational. The motor needs a charge, but that’s it. I would recommended a visual hull inspection, but everything seems fine here.” She turned and looked at Kessler and glanced at his chest. “I’ll get a power line down here and supervise a recharge.” 
 
    “Very good, Specialist. Proceed.” Kessler looked around the cabin and found a dive mask and a gill-breather. 
 
    He climbed onto the top of the sub. The Solstice hovered overhead, her engines whining. Kessler dove into the water again and swam along the hull of the sub performing a visual inspection. As he swam through the water he noticed several jellyfish, hand-size and mushroom-shaped, begin to cluster around the hull. 
 
    “Cord! Where are you?” 
 
    Mother? 
 
    Kessler looked around. Besides the sub, only the reef was visible. He looked into the depths; the water changed to deeper shades of turquoise and navy, but he saw nothing else. 
 
    Weird.  
 
    He continued the hull inspection, carefully avoiding the reef, and found no obvious faults. He surfaced and climbed back onto the sub. Wong and another technician, Wuland, pulled a power line down from one of the Solstice’s ventral airlocks and into the sub. 
 
    Kessler looked up into the Solstice’s hold through the airlock and saw the wide and barrel-chested figure of Dr. Vargus looking down at him. Kessler grabbed onto the power-line guide and climbed up into the airlock. 
 
    “She’s all good,” Kessler said as he pulled on his coveralls. “Is your assistant ready? Who is it?” 
 
    “Mission Specialist Tav Drucker,” Vargus replied. “Here is he is now.” 
 
    Kessler saw a young man step into the port airlock carrying a shoulder bag and a hard equipment case. “Very good. Get on the sub and access the computer; see what you can find. I’ll get some supplies.” 
 
    Kessler stepped to the prep area; he grabbed a duffel bag and stuffed some clothes into it, then opened the weapons locker and retrieved a blaster pistol. He picked up a general sensor unit, a first aid kit, and his pocket computer, and stuffed these into the same duffel. He opened another duffel and stuffed it with several days’ worth of rations. He shouldered both bags and returned to the port airlock. 
 
    Lashing the two duffels to a cargo line, he used the controls to lower himself onto the sub. He unfastened the duffels and lowered them through the hatch. He entered the hatch and squeezed by the power line hanging from the Solstice. “What did you find on the computer?” 
 
    “I pulled up the vessel’s course from the CommSense satellite network.” Vargus tapped a few keys on the sub’s computer. “It looks like they dropped off two divers about a hundred kilometers away, near this large island in this chain of islands.” He pointed at the computer screen. The chain of islands was about a hundred kilometers from the continent, two-thirds of the way between the sub's location and the Lalandes’s landing spot. “It seems they lost the divers and couldn't retrieve them.” He tapped a few keys. “Yes. I've managed to find some video and voice logs. The divers were Dr. Kanas and his student Joanna Chakrabati. Dr. Borloff and David Petrik, a mission specialist, crewed the sub. 
 
    Three images appeared on the computer's screen. One image was of inside the sub; a young man sat at the controls while another, older man sat at the computer keyboard. The two other images seemed to be the feeds from pressure suit helmet cameras; beams of light illuminated a wall of coral. 
 
    “Dive 1, this is Carp,” Dr. Borloff said. “Acknowledge.” 
 
    “Dive 1, Carp,” Dr. Kanas responded. 
 
    “We’ve picked up a tremor, Dive 1, six point five kilometers north-north-west of your position, fifteen hundred meters depth. What is your status?” 
 
    “Haven’t felt anything, Carp.” 
 
    “Advise you surface, Dive 1. We'll meet you up top.” 
 
    In the pressure suit video feeds, it looked like the wall suddenly seemed to accelerate as it moved upward. Kessler heard a scream, a woman's scream. Kanas' feed turned to focus on Chakrabti's pressure suit. Kessler saw the face of a young woman behind the faceplate. She screamed again, her eyes wide. Chakrabati's suit feed showed the face of Dr. Kanas in his pressure suit. 
 
    “Use your suit impeller!” Kanas cried. But the young woman was lost in an avalanche of coral. Suddenly, Joanna's feed went dark. Then Kessler heard it, a rumbling sound that grew louder by the second. Over the next few moments, a soft light appeared and grew brighter in Kanas' video feed. In the growing light a fissure in the wall appeared, and scores of the polyp creatures seemed to swarm into it. Kanas reached out and grasped a rocky ledge. 
 
    Suddenly, the coral fall seemed to stop. Kanas hugged the ledge, grasping for breath. Streams of smoke or dust suddenly ejected out from the wall into the water; the steams were mostly dark in color, but some looked blue or green or even white. The polyps swarmed around the jets, swimming through the clouds. 
 
    “What did you say?” Kanas said. His breathing was labored. “No, dad, that's not the way I want to do it.” More ragged breathing. “I'm sorry for the death of your son. Truly I am.” A few gulps, then “I'll have the lasagna.” Kessler heard some gurgling and choking sounds, and then the feed went dark. 
 
    Jesus. 
 
    “Nothing much happens in the log until they surface the sub,” Vargas said. He tapped a key to fast forward the video log. 
 
    “They surfaced?” Kessler asked. “Why didn't they try and rescue Kanas and his student?” 
 
    “Unknown,” Vargas replied. He pressed a key. 
 
    “-the hell are we going to do now?” asked Petrik. 
 
    “We need to call this into the Lalande,” Borloff replied. The man looked out of the forward viewport of the sub. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “I didn't see anything,” Petrik replied. 
 
    “Let's turn on the exterior camera to see if we can get a shot of this.” 
 
    Another image appeared on the computer screen, this of the open water of the surface. Something splashed, and Kessler thought he saw a fin or a limb, but only briefly. 
 
    Borloff climbed out of the sub and disappeared from the feed. Petrik leaned forward to get a better look out the forward viewport. “Holy shit!” he exclaimed suddenly, and then climbed out of the sub and disappeared from the feed. 
 
    “That's all there is,” Vargas said. “The log continues, but nothing else of note is recorded except their position. The sub seems to have lost power three days later.” 
 
    “What were they investigating?” 
 
    “The largest island in the chain. Dr. Kanas' survey proposal is in the computer.” 
 
    “Transmit everything up to the Solstice. Let’s go back to that island to see what we can find.” 
 
    “The charge is finished,” Tech Specialist Wong said. She unplugged the power line and squeezed by the others to the front of the sub. “You should be good for a thousand klicks.” 
 
    “Very good, Specialist.” Kessler pulled the hatch closed after Wong exited the sub. He pushed a few buttons and the control systems lit up. “Oh, man, I forgot how fun these things are.” He sat down and strapped himself in. Vargus and Drucker had already strapped themselves to a metal bench. 
 
    Kessler put on a headset and tapped a few keys on the control console. “Solstice, this is Survey 1.” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” Lieutenant Calhoon replied. 
 
    “Our uplink to the CommSense satellite network is active. We’re transmitting our proposed course.” 
 
    “Received, Survey 1. Good luck!” 
 
    “Thank you, Solstice.” 
 
    Kessler looked back at Vargus and Drucker. “Hang on, boys!” 
 
    He turned forward and looked out of the clear dome at the front of the craft. Grabbing the stick and throttle lever, he increased power and the craft lifted up onto the surface as it accelerated. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 4: You Can't Be Too Careful 
 
      
 
    Reckless. Van Zant just knew they would be rescuing Kessler from some sticky situation, if the man wasn't killed first. He stood just inside the door to the command deck, observing the other crew go about their duties. The Solstice flew three thousand meters above the ocean, heading toward the Lalande's landing spot. 
 
    “Large signal,” Lieutenant Calhoon said, “zero-nine-two mark zero four, twenty-six kilometers.” 
 
    “Is it headed toward us?” Talbot asked. 
 
    “No. It's flying a parallel course.” 
 
    “Focus the telescope. What is it?” 
 
    The image of a cloud of objects appeared. The image zoomed to show a large flock of massive flying creatures. Data on the display revealed the creatures were from three to five meters long, with twelve to fifteen meter wingspans. Each had a long tail and a sail cresting the top of the head. Long dark beaks or mouths glinted in the sunlight. 
 
    “Plot an intercept course to meet them ten klicks out from the Lalande,” Talbot said. She sat straight in the command chair, leaning forward slightly, her eyes fixed on the multidisplay. “Scan them with the active sensors.” Reams of data began to appear on the multidisplay. 
 
    More recklessness. 
 
    As they approached the continent, they got closer to the flock of flying creatures. “Take it easy,” Talbot said, and the Solstice slowed as it approached the creatures. “Fantastic,” she exclaimed as the flock of great winged beasts parted and allowed the Solstice among their number. As they approached the continent, the flock turned north. 
 
    “Drop to a thousand meters, Lieutenant Kuusic,” Talbot said. “Follow a broad flight path over the continent, one hundred kilometer range, and then circle back to the Lalande.” 
 
    The multidisplay revealed light and dense forest, grassy plains, rough and rocky ridges, and odd hills. Each hill looked like a dome or the top of an egg, and they all seemed to cluster around bodies of water, some of the lakes several kilometers in width. The hills themselves ranged from a few tens of meters to half-a-kilometer in height. 
 
    “Curious. Those hills are the exact same shape as the ocean islands,” Dr. Dabisha said. 
 
    What the hell are those? Van Zant couldn't believe what he was seeing. A herd of large creatures marched across a grassy plain toward a large lake; each was a huge four-footed beast with armored scales, a long neck, and a long tail. The head was covered with swept back spikes. Data streaming onto the multidisplay revealed the largest stood eight to ten meters at the shoulder, with the head eighteen to twenty meters above the surrounding plain, though most were smaller. The creatures slipped into the water and swam toward a range of the egg-shaped hills. 
 
    “Incredible!” Talbot exclaimed. 
 
    Yeah. Incredibly dangerous. 
 
    The Solstice flew a gentle curve back toward the coast. “Let's get a flyby of the Lalande, Lieutenant Kuusik. One hundred meters, nice and slow. Start a sensor sweep, Lieutenant Calhoon.” 
 
    The Lalande appeared on the multidisplay; she had a boxy forward section, a cylindrical middle section, and a rectangular aft section, the whole about a hundred and thirty meters long. She rested on a wide and flat sandy area about thirty meters from the shoreline. 
 
    “The Lalande's gavitic landing gear must have failed,” Kuusik said. “She's resting on the ground.” 
 
    Thirty meters on the other side of the Lalande from the shore sat a collection of tents and a large inflatable structure. Some of the tents were collapsed, and tools and equipment were scattered on the ground. 
 
    “No signs of human life, Captain,” Calhoon said. 
 
    “Put the Solstice down on that grassy area away from the camp and the Lalande.” 
 
    Kuusik brought the ship down without a bump. “Gravitic landing gear engaged. We're down.” 
 
    Van Zant always hated what happened next. The crew clapped and cheered, shaking hands and hugging. Exploration Service crew always performed this ritual with the first landing on a new world. What was there to celebrate? There are threats to uncover, work to be done. He shook his head. 
 
    Talbot looked at him, a wide smile on her face. “Mr. Van Zant? Get with Lieutenant Commander Mitchell and survey the camp and the Lalande. Tread carefully. I expect a report soon after you return.” 
 
      
 
    Political Officer Emerans Van Zant followed Lieutenant Commander Mitchell down the Solstice’s cargo ramp. Behind him walked Dr. Webb, two mission specialists and one technician. Everyone except Webb wore a belt and holster with a blaster pistol. Webb, the mission specialists, and the technician each carried a general sensor unit. Van Zant also carried a blaster rifle. 
 
    They just don’t understand. If they had seen what I have seen and done the things I have done, they wouldn’t call me paranoid. 
 
    He knew that’s what people thought of him. He knew they laughed at him behind his back. He knew they thought he was reactionary. However, he was used to it; he’d been living with it for years. Working as an agent of the General Intelligence Directorate was a thankless task. He couldn’t tell them of the alien horrors that threatened to wipe the Human race from existence; he had to be content with the knowledge he was doing his small part to keep the Human race alive and breeding in a hostile galaxy. Had they listened to him on Hope, they wouldn’t have lost so many crew. He knew the old United Earth outpost had not been attacked by the Snirr, but by something else. He noticed things that other people didn’t; it was the only thing that kept him alive as a GID agent. 
 
    The Solstice had touched down on a green and flat coastal plan thirty meters from the Lalande. The planet was beautiful: tall trees with long green leaves moved in the breeze; a white sand beach extended along the arc of the bay for kilometers; the light from the stellar primary glinted on the turquoise blue water of the bay.  
 
    Paradise. 
 
    Van Zant had never seen anything quite like it before. Supposedly, Earth had places like this, but the closest he’d ever been to Earth was the Moon. He gazed at the half-oval shapes on the horizon, the islands partially obscured by haze. Flocks of flying creatures filled the distant sky. 
 
    Talbot had been sloppy. She was moving too quickly, not starting with a systematic evaluation of the environment. Many people may pay for that mistake. But at least she ordered the remainder of the crew to say on the Solstice. 
 
    “Let’s investigate the camp first,” Mitchell said. 
 
    Very good. Van Zant knew it wise to look at the camp and surrounding area first. Such a search could possibly reveal clues about any danger within the Lalande itself. It’s what he would have suggested, but he didn’t say anything. Captain Talbot had put Mitchell in charge of this little excursion, and he would follow along. Talbot was smart, but much too concerned about people’s feelings. The only reason she put Mitchell in charge was to make him feel good. 
 
    He’d seen it time and time again. Being overly concerned about people’s feelings caused unnecessary deaths. 
 
    Talbot definitely had emotional entanglements with Commander Kessler. It was as obvious as a slap on the face that those two had some sort of sexual history. Whoever put those two officers on the same ship was just asking for people to die. Vice-Admiral Arinze, the fool, had probably done that, most likely out of ignorance. 
 
    However, there was a silver lining to Arinze’s personnel error. The relationship between Talbot and Kessler presented certain opportunities. He would need to manipulate Talbot at some point in the future, and the more he knew about her, the better. He had already begun to mine her feelings for Bandele, and was confident it would pay off sooner or later. As for Kessler, the man certainly wasn’t as smart as he thought he was, but he was unpredictable, which was dangerous enough. 
 
    They approached the large inflatable structure and crew tents at a careful pace, the four general sensor units ticking in unison. At one time the tents were set up in neat rows surrounding the larger structure, but most of the tents lay in pieces. Two small generators sat on the ground, but both looked damaged, with several pieces torn away from the machines. A sizable table was overturned and several chairs were scattered and broken on the ground just outside the larger structure. 
 
    They split up: Mitchell, the mission specialists and technician looked in the tents, while Webb and Van Zant investigated the large central inflatable structure. As they passed through, Van Zant saw scientific and computer equipment set up on several rows of tables, but some of the tables lay turned over and the equipment sat broken on the floor. Plastic crates and other containers were open, their contents scattered across the floor. More crates sat stacked against the wall. It looked like the structure could be sealed from the environment, but both doors stood open to the breeze. Leaves and dirt had blown inside. Webb panned the general sensor unit over the contents, the steady tick tick tick of the device filling the air. 
 
    The party rendezvoused on the other side of the camp. The mission specialists and technicians had not discovered anyone. 
 
    “Most of the tents were trashed,” Wuland, the technician, said. 
 
    “We saw the same in the larger structure,” Webb said. “It looks like there was some kind of struggle. Why didn't they sleep in the Lalande for safety?” 
 
    “You ever been in a Polaris class?” Wuland asked. “The quarters are like closets.” 
 
    Mitchell pulled his pockcomp and let the Solstice know what they found. “Let’s proceed to the ship,” he said. He drew his blaster pistol. “Set to non-lethal.” 
 
    The mission specialists drew their pistols, while Van Zant brought his blaster rifle to bear. They approached the Lalande at a careful pace. The ship was over a hundred and thirty meters long and twenty meters high. It lay on an open patch of ground about thirty meters from the shore of the bay. The large cargo doors in the central cylindrical section lay open, and crates of supplies lay scattered on the ground near the ship. Long brown leaves, branches, and other refuse were piled against the side of the ship 
 
    “It looks like the crates were ransacked,” Wuland, the technician, said. 
 
    “It has been this way for some time,” Van Zant said, “several weeks, at least.” 
 
    Mitchell led the way up the cargo ramp. Though the day was bright, shadows filled the interior of the Lalande’s cargo bay. This section of the spacecraft was twenty meters in diameter, with multiple cargo anchoring points set into the interior bulkhead. Van Zant pulled out his pockcomp and retrieved the layout of the Lalande. 
 
    Scores of crates and several shipping containers still hung anchored to the interior bulkhead. Mitchell led the party up onto temporary catwalks set on top the cargo. A central catwalk with a ladder surrounded by a metal cage led forward and aft. A cargo walker rested on its side, blocking the walkway. A second cargo walker hung from a cargo hook, bound up in a tangle of chains. More leaves and debris covered the catwalk and the cargo. 
 
    “There’s no power,” Wuland said. Each of them pulled out a flashlight and shone the beams around the space. 
 
    “Mr. Van Zant?” Mitchell said, “You and Tech Specialist Wuland will go aft and check out the engineering section. See if you can get power restored. The rest of us will go forward to check out the labs, crew quarters, and command deck. 
 
    We should stick together. Van Zant and Wuland proceeded aft through the catwalk to the steady ticking of Wuland’s sensor unit, the beams of their flashlights penetrating the gloom. Containers and crates of cargo, some open, hung from hooks on the interior bulkhead. A few moments later they entered a large empty space in the cargo hold. A large cargo door lay open to the outside, a ramp leading down to the ground. Leaves and dirt lay on the deck. 
 
    Van Zant looked at his pocket computer. “The Lalande’s manifest lists three scout buggies, two surface watercraft, and the sub. This is where they must have been stored. We know where the sub is, but not the others.” 
 
    They walked across the empty cargo bay. Wuland pointed at an open hatch. “There’s engineering.” 
 
    “Let me go first,” Van Zant said, raising his blaster rifle. He clipped his flashlight to the rifle, stooped, and entered the hatch. 
 
    The space was completely dark. The beams of their flashlights knifed through the blackness, revealing only glimpses of the consoles, screens, and other machinery, all dark and powerless. 
 
    Tick. Tick. Tick. 
 
    “No power whatsoever,” Wuland said. “Wait a minute, it looks like it’s picking up--“ 
 
    “What was that?” Van Zant hissed. He heard it again: a thump and a scrape. Suddenly, a clanging sound, as if a dropped tool struck the deck, rang through the space. 
 
    Silence. Only the sound of their breathing and the tick tick tick of the sensor unit filled the air. 
 
    “There’s life in here,” Wuland whispered. 
 
    “Woop! Woop-in-woop! Kichi ka ka kanifka!” 
 
    Van Zant froze, heart pounding and limbs tingling with adrenaline. His bladder almost emptied, but he managed to maintain control. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Wuland whispered. 
 
    Van Zant’s flashlight beam caught the edge of something flying through the space. He ducked, and heard Wuland cry out in surprise and pain. He pointed the rifle in different directions and the flashlight suddenly illuminated what looked like two eyes in a face. 
 
    Van Zant gasped. 
 
    The thing remained still, the eyes green and bisected with vertical slit pupils. Its narrow mouth opened. 
 
    “WOOOOOP!” 
 
    Van Zant pulled the trigger. The flashes of the multiple blaster beams lit up the dark space in staccato bursts of blue light. The pulsing sound of the weapon almost deafened him. 
 
    Van Zant tracked the creature with his flashlight. The thing was thin, with long limbs and a tail, and moved around in an upright posture, it’s arms held outward with bent wrists. It moved with swiftness, leaping over the dark consoles and equipment with ease. It made a skittering sound as it moved. As he panned around, his light illuminated another of the creatures, then another. 
 
    He pulled the trigger again, spraying the space with blue bolts, the pulse of the weapon echoing through the space. The creatures disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    He released the trigger, the sound of the weapon ringing in his ears. He heard a skittering sound. He panned the light through the darkness, the beam glancing off metal and glass. 
 
    “Move back toward the hatch,” Van Zant said. “Do you see them? We need to trap them.” 
 
    “No,” Wuland hissed. “We need some light.” 
 
    Van Zant saw the dull glow of Wuland’s pocket computer and heard the tick, tick, tick of the sensor unit. “I need to find the primary power coupling,” Wuland whispered, “then trace it back to the reactor and the alternate circuit for the batteries.” Van Zant heard the soft tap, tap, tap as Wuland brought up the Lalande’s engineering schematics on the device. 
 
    Van Zant heard the skittering sound again. It seemed to be coming from all around him. 
 
    “Woop! Woop-n-woop! Titter kinzala woop!” 
 
    He panned the rifle to his left and pulled the trigger again, illuminating the space with bright blue flashes. When he released the trigger he became aware of Wuland standing on his right. 
 
    “How many are there?” Wuland asked 
 
    “My guess is at least three.” The flashlight beam illuminated something flying toward them. “Incoming!” Van Zant stepped to his left. Something hard and metal clattered on the deck beside him. He aimed in the direction the object originated and pulled the trigger, the blue bolts slapping and snapping off the metal deck and consoles. “You know where the power coupling is yet?” 
 
    “Got it!” Wuland said. 
 
    “Okay.” Van Zant stepped back and pulled the hatch shut. “We’re not gonna let these things go. I’ll follow your light. Go nice and slow.” 
 
    The light beams jerked back and forth, cutting through the darkness. Van Zant heard the creatures move around, the skittering and tittering loud in the silence. The two men moved with a slow and deliberate pace, stepping over equipment and tools lying on the floor. 
 
    “Just up here,” Wuland said after they had moved after for several moments. “There. Now to the left three meters. Okay, give me a couple of minutes.” 
 
    The creatures skittered around them in the dark. Van Zant never saw how close they got. As he panned his light around he caught glimpses of them, but he didn’t fire his weapon. Wuland had removed a panel from the bulkhead and shone his flashlight into the space, then opened his toolkit and got to work.  
 
    “Okay,” Wuland said after several minutes, “one more thing.” With a click the emergency lights illuminated the space with a red light. The technician looked up from where he knelt at the side of a console. “We just have battery power.” 
 
    The creatures jumped down off the consoles and hid, tittering and whooping. 
 
    Van Zant knelt and pulled his pockcomp off his belt. “Mitchell. You getting power?” 
 
    “The lights just came on,” Mitchell’s voice crackled over the device. 
 
    “Wuland says we just have battery power.” 
 
    “That’ll do for now.” 
 
    “Good.” Van Zant clipped the pockcomp back on his belt. “Okay,” he whispered, “we’re gonna stun at least one of these things and give Webb something to study. If we kill one, he’ll have something to dissect.” He rose and looked over a console. Machinery, piping, wiring, and computer equipment lined the walls and hung from the ceiling. It looked like much of the equipment had either been damaged or partially disassembled or both. Tools, lengths of pipe and coils of wire, along with bits of machinery and circuitry, lay scattered on the floor. 
 
    Van Zant knelt on the deck again. “What happened here, Wuland?” 
 
    “Just a guess, but it looks like someone or something was pulling stuff out looking for parts.” 
 
    “Can it be fixed?” 
 
    Wuland looked at Van Zant. “It will take days of work just to account for all the parts, and you're making things worse by shooting all the consoles. Who knows if we can get it working again?” 
 
    Well, sorry! Van Zant looked around. “Okay, this is what we’re going to do. I’m going to cover you as you move forward and open the hatch to the cargo area. Then I’m going to move around the systems in here, herding the woopers forward. You see one, you shoot it. Don’t let it any of them get out. Okay?” 
 
    Wuland’s eyes gleamed. “Okay.” 
 
    “And don’t shoot me.” Van Zant rose and looked around the compartment, then rested his rifle on the console in front of him. “Go.” 
 
    Stooping, Wuland moved to the forward part of the compartment with caution. The skittering and tittering of the woopers filled the air. Van Zant figured they were somewhere over on the starboard side of the compartment. 
 
     Van Zant saw Wuland open the hatch to the cargo compartment then disappear behind a piece of equipment. He pulled up the collar of his coveralls, rolled down his sleeves, and pulled out a pair of gloves from his belt and put them on. He hoped these measures would be an effective defense if the woopers tried to bite him. 
 
    Who knows what sort of filth or poison these creatures have in their mouths? 
 
    He grasped his rifle and started to move across the compartment. He tried to stoop enough to remain hidden behind the consoles and other equipment. He followed the tittering and skittering sounds, pausing to look in every direction before hiding behind the next console or piece of equipment. 
 
    He saw one drop down from some low piping set into the ceiling. It stood about five meters away, facing the opposite direction. Van Zant got a good look at the creature. It stood about a meter high. It had a thin body and held its long arms over its head. The legs looked short and the feet small, and he saw it lean forward and move a meter away from him using its knuckles. The creature’s long prehensile tail curved over its back and head. The tip of the tail looked to have a stinger or sharp point on it; it dropped and almost brushed the top of the creature’s head. Relatively large flaps stuck out of the size of the creatures head, and it looked like it had a skin composed of fine scales. 
 
    Van Zant knelt and raised his blaster rifle. About to pull the trigger, he felt something drop down on him from above. 
 
    He swore and dropped his rifle; he tried to lift the netting from his body, but his arms just seemed to get more and more tangled. He shouted in fear as he fell over. The netting drew tighter, entangling his legs. One of the creatures appeared above him. Its face was long and narrow, the eyes large with vertical slit pupils. It opened its mouth and hissed at him. 
 
    “WULAND! SOME HELP HERE!” As he swore and struggled to get free from the net, he felt a sharp pain in his neck. His vision blurred and he tried to touch his neck, but the netting cinched even tighter. 
 
    “DAMN IT!” He twisted his body and turned his head, but only caught glimpses of his attackers. Weakness came over him, and he ceased to struggle. His thoughts grew fuzzy and he tasted something metallic. 
 
    I’m Dr. Paranoid; how could I forget to look up? 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 5: Submerged Danger 
 
      
 
    Though the submersible could reach a speed of one hundred kilometers per hour on the surface, Kessler slowed down so Dr. Vargus and his assistant could take readings with the sub's sensors. They followed the course which the sub had drifted over the previous weeks, crossing over a hundred kilometers of open water, to approach the chain of islands. 
 
    “It's relatively shallow here,” Vargas said, “maybe two hundred meters.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “The light from the stellar primary can reach the bottom. It's called the neritic zone, or the photic zone. In the oceans of most class 1 worlds it is where the majority of the life exists, the ecosystem based on microscopic chlorophyll bearing microorganisms.” Vargas paused. “Salinity is about two point five percent, with sodium and chlorine ions the most abundant, followed by magnesium, calcium, potassium and sulfur.” He paused again. “Hello! We've got a relatively high concentration of vanadium, much higher than in most class 1 oceans.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “Unknown, so far, but vanadium serves as a catalyst in enzyme production for many biological systems.” 
 
    “Well,” Kessler said, looking out of the front viewport, “there is definitely life here.” The lower quarter of the viewport was submerged. The water outside the craft teemed with what looked like jellyfish. Scores of the hand-sized diaphanous polyp structures hung suspended below the waterline. The creatures moved away from the sub at the last moment as the craft pushed through the water. 
 
    “The numbers have increased as we have approached the islands,” Vargas said. “Must be their primary habitat.” 
 
    “I did see a few floating around when I inspected the sub,” Kessler said, “but not this many.” 
 
    “Initial water samples reveal a complex microbial and chemical environment in the water,” Drucker said, “but we can't fully characterize it with these instruments; we'll need the Solstice’s labs.” 
 
    “Did Dr. Kanas make any notes?” Kessler asked 
 
    “Yes, it looks like he didn't find out too much more than we have,” Vargas replied. “How far to the big island?” 
 
    “About ten klicks.” 
 
    “Kanas was most interested in that island because of it's size, it says here in his notes.” 
 
    “Well, it's pretty big,” Kessler said, “much bigger than the islands around it.” He punched a few keys on the front console, adjusting the navigational radar and sonar. “Using data from the radar and the satellite network, the island is about twenty klicks in diameter, its highest point about three kilometers above sea level.” 
 
    “Look at the shape of that thing,” Drucker said. “It's almost perfectly conical, like the top of an egg.” 
 
    “Yeah, that's weird,” Kessler replied. “I'm gonna ping it with sonar.” He punched a button and a loud tone sounded through the sub. “There we go; signal is returning.” He tapped a few keys on the console. “The island extends over a hundred meters almost straight down to the sea floor.” 
 
    “I'll construct a 3-d image using all available data,” Vargas said. His fingers flew over the keyboard.   “The island is round, with almost no irregularities. Like the top of a cone sticking out of the planet's crust. I've never seen anything like it.” He tapped a few more keys. “The other islands are exactly the same shape, just smaller.” 
 
    “Look at this,” Drucker said as he tapped on his keyboard. “The satellite data shows the islands form chains in the shallows of the oceans. No island exists in water deeper than a hundred a fifty meters. These shallow regions extend in arcs across the face of the planet.” 
 
    “If the geology of this world is the same as other planets in the same class,” Vargas said, “these shallow regions could be the accretionary wedge or the volcanic arc of a subduction zone. If that hypothesis is correct, then on one side of the shallow regions we should see a deep trench.” 
 
    “Well, there's no trench on this side,” Kessler said. 
 
    “According to the sub's log, it looks like Dr. Kanas and his student descended on the other side of the island,” Vargas said. “He may have reached the same hypothesis and was looking for evidence. I suggest we do the same.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kessler said. “But let's move in closer and get a look at the island itself first.” 
 
    “Whoah! Got a large reading from the sonar, “ Drucker said. “There's something big out there!” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “About a kilometer to starboard.” 
 
    “Let's go take a look.” He swung the stick around and pushed down, and the sub turned and descended to just below the surface. Small schools of creatures parted as the sub moved forward. The visibility was good, out to a hundred and twenty meters. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Drucker said. 
 
    A hundred meters out a huge, dark shape moved through the water. As they got closer, they saw it had four fins, two front and two rear. The creature was shaped like a torpedo, fat in the middle. 
 
    “It's sixty meters in length,” Vargas said, “and those fins are each twenty meters long. It's moving at a speed of twenty five klicks per hour.” 
 
    “I think it could probably move much faster,” Kessler said. 
 
    “Something else coming in,” Vargas said. 
 
    Kessler suddenly saw a group of slim shapes. They swam by and around the larger creature. Each had two large front fins and a tail with flukes. Their heads were broad and long, with large eyes. They swam gracefully around the larger creature and the sub. One swam close and opened its mouth, revealing large, sharp teeth. It tried to bite the front viewport, and Kessler jerked backwards. 
 
    “I'm getting us out of here.” He pulled back on the stick and turned the sub around. “Let's get to the island. Any of those things following us?” 
 
    “None,” Vargas said. 
 
    “Got some good video,” Drucker said. 
 
    Kessler surfaced and gunned the motor for several minutes, then slowed down and piloted the sub closer to island. The jellyfish were thick here, and he could barely see. Through the top part of the viewport he saw a wall of greenery. “Drucker? Can you pop the hatch and see how close we are?” 
 
    The young man stood and opened the top hatch, then climbed and stood on the ladder. “God, the island looks huge.” 
 
    “How far away are we?” 
 
    “About fifty meters. Keep moving forward.” 
 
    Kessler was getting nervous. He didn't want to end up crashing against the island. “How the surf?” 
 
    “The water is calm,” Drucker replied. “Slowly. Slowly. There. Make a ninety degree turn and cut the power.” 
 
    Kessler maneuvered the craft as instructed and then cut the motor. He stood and tugged on Drucker's pant leg. “Get up on top. I want to take a look.” Kessler climbed out of the hatch and stood on the top deck of the sub. Dr. Vargas followed. 
 
    The sub bobbed in the water. Kessler looked up at the island. It was a wall of greenery extending into the sky, the upper reaches shrouded in mist. Shrubs and vines formed a shroud hiding the surface. The island plunged directly into the water; there was no shoreline or beach. In the distance, Kessler saw other islands in the chain, all the same shape but considerably smaller. He looked down and saw masses of jellyfish clumped around the sub; the creatures filled the water as far as he could see. “I'm not going for a swim here,” Kessler said. 
 
    “Look at that,” Vargas said, pointing to the sky away from the island. 
 
    A group of flying creatures, red in color with long wings, flew in circles in the sky. As the three men watched even more appeared. There must have been hundreds of them. Their screeching cries filled the air. Over the next few moments the creatures formed complex patters in the sky: circles, v-shapes, even squares. 
 
    “Weird,” Kessler said. 
 
    “They're all a meter in length or shorter, except for the tails.” Vargas said. He raised a pair of electronic binoculars to his eyes. “They are shaped like terrestrial sea gulls, but with black eyes and beaks, and long tails with stingers.” As they watched, several of the creatures left the flock and dove into the water. They emerged moments later, rose on their flapping wings, re-joined the flock, and continued forming the complex patterns in the sky. 
 
    “Are they feeding?” Drucker asked. 
 
    “Possibly, but I don't see anything in their mouths.” 
 
    The sub bobbed closer to the island. Kessler could almost reach out and touch it. 
 
    “I want to get a sample,” Vargas said. “Can you reach a vine and pull us in closer?” 
 
    “Not without gloves, thanks.” 
 
    Drucker disappeared down the sub's hatch and moments later reappeared with two pairs of thick brown gloves. He climbed up, handed a pair of gloves to Kessler, donned his own, and then reached out and grasped a thick vine. 
 
    “For God's sake, don't fall in!” Kessler said 
 
     Slowly, Drucker and Kessler pulled the sub closer and the craft bumped up against the thick foliage. 
 
    Kessler turned to see Vargas emerge from the hatch wearing gloves and holding a hammer and chisel. “Keep pulling on that vine,” Vargas said. He extended a leg and placed his left foot on the island while keeping his right on the top deck of the sub. He leaned over, pulled away some brush, and then hammered the chisel into the rocky surface. 
 
    Chink! Chink! 
 
    Vargas pulled off a few chunks of rock and put them in a leg pouch. “That'll do.” 
 
    Suddenly a great cry rose from the red gulls. A majority of the flock dove into the water, then emerged moments later, wings flapping. They flew up several meters, and then descended toward the surface again, but this time they skimmed across the water and headed straight for the sub, screeching wildly. 
 
    “Shit!” Kessler cried. The three men scrambled into the sub and Drucker pulled the hatch closed. A  multitude of thumps sounded on the hull. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Drucker gasped. “Attacking us?” 
 
    Kessler saw three of the creatures thump their wings and peck at the forward viewport. “What did you do, Vargas?” He pressed the button to start up the motor. 
 
    “Nothing! I swear!” 
 
    “Well, they're pissed off!” Kessler gunned the motor and backed away from the island. “We're outta here, boys!” 
 
    Just as quickly as the attack started, it stopped. The three men breathed heavily for a few moments and then calmed down.  “Let's continue to the other side of the island,” Vargas said. “I'll send you the coordinates where Dr. Kanas and his student descended.” 
 
    Kessler maneuvered the sub around the island, keeping their speed below thirty klicks per hour. Through the forward viewport, Kessler saw the island looming to the right. He turned and looked at Vargas. “What do the samples look like?” 
 
    Vargas used a small hand lens to look at one of the samples. “Definitely volcanic. Rapidly cooled in the air after extrusion ... lots of plagioclase and pyroxene. Significant amounts of iron-oxide, and probably iron-titanium oxide. This rock was definitely not extruded into water. The iron oxide makes this rock magnetic.” 
 
    They continued their way around the island. “We're at the same spot Kanas left the sub,” Vargas said. 
 
    “Lets dive and take a look.” Kessler punched a button and the ballast tanks on the side of the sub filled with water. Through the front viewport he saw the surface disappear, but the view was almost totally obscured by the jellyfish. He flipped the switch for the active sonar; hopefully they wouldn't slam into anything. 
 
    “Twenty meters,” Vargas said. “Forty meters. Sixty. Eighty.” As the sub descended, Kessler heard the hull of the craft creak and groan. “Soundings from the sonar says the bottom is at a hundred and eight meters.” 
 
    “Levelling off,” Kessler said. He piloted the sub while watching the sonar display, keeping an eye on the wall of the island. Gloom filled the depths; he flipped a switch to turn on the sub's lights. 
 
     A profusion of branching structures, of different textures, sizes and colors, covered the wall, and huge fans, some three or four meters in diameter, waved in the slight current.  The jellyfish were not quite as numerous as at the surface, but scores still hung suspended in the water. 
 
    “Hello!” Drucker said, tapping on his keyboard. 
 
    “Whatchya got?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “Sonar soundings have revealed a fissure leading into the island.” 
 
    Kessler saw it immediately. “Cool. Shall we take a look? Let's send in the drone.” Kessler pulled back on the stick and stopped the sub. 
 
    Vargas punched a button on his console, and with a bump and a click small circular craft appeared in the forward viewport. The video feed from the drone appeared on the computer's screen. Tapping on the keyboard, Vargas steered the drone into the fissure. Like the island wall, the passage was covered with branching structures and fans, as well as kelp-like life growing from the bottom. Scores of the jellyfish hung suspended in the water. The drone pushed itself through the leafy kelp and the jellies; after about thirty meters, the passage opened up into a chamber. 
 
    “This is a long passage, over a hundred meters long and thirty meters in diameter,” Vargas said. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Kessler said. He saw a white object tangled in the kelp and coral near the left side of the chamber, and Vargas maneuvered the drone in close. A few meters beyond he saw another, similar object, but this one was more obscured by the kelp. He suddenly realized what they were. “Pressure suits!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Drucker asked. 
 
    The three men crowded around the computer console. “Must be those used by Dr. Kanas and his student,” Vargas said. 
 
    Kessler's heart almost stopped. Are they still in them? 
 
    Vargas sighed, and Drucker gulped; Kessler realized his companions had the same thought. 
 
    “Shine the directional light into the helmet,” Kessler said quietly. 
 
    Vargas tapped a few keys and a beam shone into the faceplate of the nearest pressure suit. The helmet looked empty. He maneuvered the drone so it was between the pressure suits, facing them, and shone the beam into the faceplate of the second suit. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Either they're missing their heads, or they aren't in those suits,” Kessler said. “Are they still alive?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Vargas replied. “There's no way they could survive outside of the suits. The pressure down here is far too great.” 
 
    “Then where the hell did they go?” Drucker asked. 
 
    “I think the bigger question is, what, or who, got them out of those suits?” Kessler said. 
 
    “We need to get those suits back to the Solstice for an investigation,” Vargas said. “The fissure is just wide enough; we can use the robot arms.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Kessler said. He grasped the stick and moved the sub slowly into the fissure. The sub pushed its way through the kelp and approached the pressure suits in the large chamber. “Pull the drone back in.” He pulled out the robot arm controls from the console. The arms appeared in the front viewport as they unfolded from a compartment in the bottom of the sub. He moved the sub closer to one of the pressure suits, and then grasped the robot arm controls. Pushing and twisting the controls, he extended the robot arms toward the suit. Using the finger controls, he grasped the suit under the arms and pulled it toward the sub. He lifted the controls upward and the pressure suit disappeared under the front the of sub. 
 
    “We can surface, pull the suit into the sub, and then come back for the other,” Kessler said as he stored the controls in the front console. “Unfortunately, the sub is too small to have its own airlock.” He grasped the stick and moved the sub backwards. 
 
    Suddenly, dark streams of smoke or dust filled the water and obscured vision out of the front viewport. “Now what the hell is going on?” Kessler said. 
 
    Something slapped against the front viewport. It looked like a hand, with six long fingers and a thumb, but thick webbing spanned the digits. “Holy shit!” Thumps and slaps sounded through the sub. 
 
    “What the hell?” Drucker said. 
 
    A face appeared in the front viewport. It had large eyes, a crest of fins on the top of the head, and other fins extending from the cheeks. A large mouth opened revealing scores of tiny sharp teeth. 
 
    “Get out of here!” Vargas cried. “Now!” 
 
    Kessler swung the sub around and gunned the motor. The slapping and thumping on the hull increased, but the face disappeared. “C'mon baby!” Kessler cried. “Don't let me down.” 
 
    The sub sped up for the first twenty meters, but then Kessler noted a drag on the craft's speed. 
 
    “What's happening?” Drucker cried. 
 
    “Damn strong current,” Kessler said through gritted teeth, “drawing us back into the chamber.” He gunned the motor to max speed and the sub speed up again for a few moments, but then started to slow again. The slapping and thumping on the hull increased. 
 
    “This is a strong current!” He dialed up the power from the battery to the motor. The sub's lights, inside and out, flickered and dimmed, but the sub sped up again. Kessler smelled an acrid odor, and smoke filled the cabin. “Hold on, baby! Don't burn out!” 
 
    The sub shot from the passage and plowed through a thick cloud of jellyfish. Long plumes of smoke or dust streamed from the island wall. Kessler pulled up on the stick and the sub ascended at an angle of five degrees. As the sub ascended, Kessler heard the pumps cycling the water out of the ballast tanks on each side of the craft. The motor suddenly screamed and seized, and the sub quickly ascended to the surface uncontrolled. Acrid smoke filled the cabin, and the three men coughed and hacked. Kessler covered his eyes and tried to hold his breath, but the snot and phlegm dripped from his nose and mouth. 
 
    He felt a moment of vertigo, and then was slammed into his seat. He opened his eyes to see light streaming into the front viewport. He stood, opened the top hatch and quickly climbed out of the sub. He fell to his knees and coughed. He looked up and saw Vargas and Drucker emerge from the hatch and throw themselves onto the top deck. Smoke bellowed from the hatch and rose into the sky. 
 
    Kessler groaned. “That was fun!” 
 
    The three men sat up and looked at each other, and then started to laugh. In the sky the red gulls circled around, forming complex patterns. 
 
    “What was that thing?” Drucker spat. 
 
    “Some sort of fish man,” Vargas replied, coughing. “Maybe intelligent. If so, this is quite a find.” 
 
    “I think there was more than one,” Kessler said. “I hope they don't come after us; we're dead in the water. I burned out the electric motor.” 
 
    “We've still got power for communications,” Vargas said. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “I think we may have found out what happened to Dr. Kanas and his student.” 
 
    “Certainly looks pretty cut and dried. The Solstice needs to know what happened here.” 
 
    While they waited for the smoke to clear from the sub, they kept a keen eye on their surroundings. The water was calm, with only a few ripples. They could see hundreds of jellyfish in the water surrounding the sub. The stellar primary had begun to descend to the horizon. The islands loomed in the distance. 
 
    Kessler climbed back into the sub. The smoke had dissipated, but the acrid smell remained. He tapped a button on the radio, put on a headset, and patched into the satellite network. 
 
    “Solstice this is Survey 1.” 
 
    “Solstice here, Survey 1,” Lieutenant Kuusik replied. 
 
    “Can you patch me through to the Captain?” 
 
    “Aye.” Kessler waited for a few moments. 
 
    “Solstice here, Survey 1,” Talbot said. 
 
    “We may have found out what happened to Dr. Kanas, Solstice.” Kessler described the events of the last hour. 
 
    “So we don't know for certain they're dead,” Talbot said. 
 
    “I suppose so, but I wouldn't bet on them being alive.” 
 
    “The Solstice can't come and pick you up right now, Survey 1, but I'll send the fast boat to retrieve you. It should be there in an hour or so. I expect a full report when you return. Solstice out.” 
 
    Fuck, she's cold. Though Talbot did ask whether anyone was injured, she seemed rather businesslike. Kessler removed the headset, picked up his duffle bag, and climbed out of the sub. 
 
    “The fast boat is coming to pick us up. Give it a couple of hours.” 
 
    “It'll be dark soon,” Drucker said. “I'm getting hungry.” 
 
    Kessler sat and pulled a few ration bars from his duffle and tossed them to his companions. “We've got to make the best of it. The smoke is gone, but it still stinks down there. I suggest we sit up here until dark.” He pulled the general sensor unit from the duffle, set it on the deck, and tapped a few buttons. The device immediately began to tick. “This'll tell us if we get any visitors.” 
 
    “And if those things come to get us?” Vargas asked, chewing on a ration bar. 
 
    He pulled the blaster pistol from his duffle. “I like to keep this around for surprises.” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 6: Uncomfortable Memories 
 
      
 
    Talbot clipped her pockcomp on her belt and stood in the curved outer corridor of the Crew and Lab Section. He's safe. She knew she was curt with Commander Kessler, but she couldn't treat some members of the crew better than the others, regardless of her feelings. He's a distraction. She sighed, scanned the personnel list on her pockcomp, and pressed a button. “Ensign Simon?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” the young man replied. 
 
    “Survey 1 has had some difficulties. I need you and a mission specialist to pick them up in the fast boat. They're only an hour away. Get the coordinates from Lieutenant Kuusik.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    She continued down the corridor and entered the medical lab. 
 
    One of the smallest compartments on the Solstice, the medical lab contained an operating table, two beds, diagnostic and surgical equipment, and a desk. In case of a larger incident with more sick or wounded, like the troubled survey on the planet Hope during the Solstice’s first mission, the crew could set up portable structures and equipment in the cargo bay so medical personnel could treat the sick and wounded in isolation. 
 
    When the door slid open and Talbot looked in, she saw Dr. Webb, clad in protective blue coveralls, leaning over a body lying on the operating table on the far side of the compartment. In one of the beds to the right of the door lay another body, the head bandaged. Talbot couldn’t recognize either of the wounded, but she knew them to be Political Officer Emerans Van Zant and Tech Specialist Dag Wuland. 
 
    “Is it safe to enter?” she asked. 
 
    Webb looked up. “Of course, Captain. Please, come in.” He pulled off his latex gloves as Talbot approached the operating table. “I have induced a coma in Mr. Van Zant; the creature’s stinger contained poison. I think I got most of it out of Van Zant’s system. He’s stable, now.” 
 
    “Where did he get stung?” 
 
    “The back of his neck. The wound itself is small.” 
 
    “And what about Tech Specialist Wuland?” 
 
    “He received a pretty nasty bite on his arm and some scratches on his head and face. I treated his wounds and gave him a full spectrum antibiotic and universal poison antidote, the same as Mr. Van Zant. I want to keep them both here for the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “What about the creatures?” 
 
    “The survey party brought back the two killed by Wuland; they’re on ice right now. I performed a preliminary observation of the carcasses and I forwarded my notes and images to Lieutenant Commander Mitchell, since he commanded the survey party. I plan on doing a necropsy on both, probably within the next few hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Talbot said. “Let me know when either of them wake up.” Webb nodded and turned back to his patients. 
 
    Talbot exited the medical lab and moved forward to the Solstice’s command section. Eager to hear Lieutenant Commander Mitchell’s report, she entered the conference room and took her seat at the head of the table. The remaining members of the survey team, Mitchell, Ensign Salomon and Specialist Pandev were there, along with Doctors Orolo and Dabisha. They had all worked steadily for the past ten hours, and the fatigue and stress showed on their faces. 
 
    Talbot looked at the text and images glimmering above the conference table. “Let’s get started. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell?” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. As you already know, we found no physical trace of the thirty-two crew members of the Lalande. We found the personal effects of almost everyone on the crew roster.” He gestured and a new set of images appeared over the conference table. “The interior of the Lalande is in a shambles. It looks like there was a struggle, and there was a lot of damage. The crew gave a good fight, it seems. The Lalande's computer was heavily damaged and we have not succeeded in retrieving any data. Something came for them and it may come for us.” 
 
    “Reluctantly, I agree,” Talbot said. “We need to set up drones and sensors around the Solstice and Lalande, out to a range of three hundred meters. I have a feeling that whatever is out there is going to pay us a visit. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell, you'll take care of that tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, meet with the scientific staff and start planning a survey further into the interior of the continent. Take a look at the data we've collected and propose two or three destinations for discussion. We need to find out where the crew of the Lalande are, if we can.” 
 
    “And Commander Kessler?” She knew Mitchell was concerned that, as Chief of Survey, he should have been organizing this mission. I'm going to request he be transferred. He's too much of a distraction. “I'm going to send Commander Kessler back out onto the water. We'll discuss everything tomorrow afternoon.” Talbot stood. “All of you get some rest, you've earned it, and we've still got work ahead of us. Dismissed.” 
 
    Talbot didn't retreat to her quarters. I need to be alone, away from everything. Instead, and in spite of her own orders, she exited the Solstice on the starboard ramp and walked to the beach. The stellar primary had almost set, and the sky was filled with orange, red, and purple clouds. A flock of flying creatures flew in formation in the distance. As she watched, the flock formed complex patterns: circles within circles and several long rows at first, then starbursts. At times, some of the creatures would dive into the water, then rise again into the sky. 
 
    She suddenly realized these were the red gulls that Kessler had spoken about when he contacted the Solstice. The creatures that had attacked them. She watched them carefully, but they kept their distance as they flew in their complex formations. 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to her. Are they trying to communicate? 
 
    “There is much more here than meets the eye,” she muttered. 
 
    She really wanted to speak with Kessler, and decided to wait up for his return. The primary slid below the horizon, and the gloom grew. She thought it may not be safe, sitting here on the beach, but the growing night seemed peaceful. Clicks, whirs, and chirps sounded in the air. A drone whirred by, paused to scan her, and then continued on its rounds. 
 
    Her thoughts wandered to Kessler and their past relationship. When they were young he had been a wild lover. At that time, she just couldn't get enough of him, and during their cadet cruise they would steal away from the Lalande, or hide in a crate in the cargo bay, and make love to each other. But he was stubborn and independent. He drove her nuts when he wouldn't listen to her cares and concerns. And again, on this mission, he had put himself in danger. She had felt a growing sense of anxiety as he relayed the events of the sub survey, but she knew what he would say. 
 
    This is my job. 
 
    She knew he was right, and had wrestled with requesting that he be transferred off the Solstice. But she knew that would destroy any chance of ... 
 
    Chance of what? 
 
    She wanted him; she could finally admit that to herself. She had thought of him constantly since seeing him again, all those weeks ago, at the commissioning ceremony for the Solstice. 
 
    Restless, she took off her boots, stood, and stepped into the water. It was warm, and she waded in up to her knees. Kessler's face suddenly appeared in front of her. He had the same expression after they had made love, his eyes smiling, that little boy grin. 
 
    “My orders came through,” he said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “After the Lalande, I'm to be posted to the colonial outpost on Kryst.” 
 
    “Kryst! I thought you had requested duty on the Sirius!” 
 
    “I can't miss this chance, Caroline! I'll get to work with Captain Bandele. Who knows what I will discover!” He turned to her. “Come with me!” 
 
    “How could you do this to me?” She sat up and pulled on a t-shirt and panties. “We had it all planned! We were going to be together!” 
 
    “We still can be, babe. Come with me.” 
 
    “You know I want to command a ship some day! That's why I requested duty on the Sirius! God damn you, Cord Kessler!” 
 
    He sat up. “What the hell, Caroline? You say you can't live without me, and now you're choosing career over love?” 
 
    “YOU were supposed to follow ME! Remember? You said you would!” 
 
    As they argued, she became aware of a presence, off in the distance, an undefined but huge shape above and beyond the dream. Vast and alien, it seemed to scream at her with silence, a void so full of meaning she couldn’t even begin to comprehend it. 
 
    She heard the whining sound of a boat motor, and then shook her head. The vision disappeared, scattering like sand in the wind. Instinctively, she exited the surf. Nausea flared in her stomach, and her head throbbed with pain. The lights from the approaching boat hurt her eyes. 
 
    “Caroline?” Kessler called from the boat as the lights swept over her. 
 
    Talbot held her boots to her chest and shivered despite the warm air. The boat pulled up onto the beach; Kessler leapt out and ran toward her. 
 
    “Commander,” she said, coughing. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “You look like you've seen a ghost!” 
 
    Talbot saw the others on the beach looking at them. “I'm just tired, Commander.” She shook her head and painted a smile on her face. “Welcome back!” she said, but her attempt at levity fell flat. 
 
    Kessler dropped his hands and looked at her. “Okay.” The concern in his eyes was obvious. 
 
    She sighed. “Get some rest, Commander. We have a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “My report?” 
 
    “I'll hear it tomorrow.” 
 
    Her pockcomp chirped. She fumbled at her belt for the device. “Yes, Dr. Webb.” 
 
    “Van Zant has regained consciousness.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You wanted me to let you know?” Webb said. 
 
    “Of course, Dr. Webb. I'm sorry. I'll be right up.” 
 
    “What the hell happened to Van Zant?” Kessler's eyes were wide. 
 
    Talbot seemed to have regained her composure. “You weren't the only one who had an adventure, Commander.” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 7: Subtle Influence 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Emie.” 
 
    Clarice Van Zant lay on the narrow bed, the sheets and blanket filthy. Her eyes were great hollow pits, her cheeks sunken, her skin the color of gray ash, her brown hair damp with sweat. The bitter smell of death hung in the air. The young Emerans Van Zant sat beside her on a metal stool, holding his mother's hand.  His younger brother Adrian stood like a statue, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    The adult Emerans stood in the filthy apartment observing the scene. From outside came the sound of clashes in the street: the chanting, the warble of the sonic stunners, the pops and bangs of gas grenades. The world of Olumba's security forces fought the ragged and starving populace, and had been trying to restore order in the capital for months. The dictatorship of Trevor Madungu was in its final days. The economy of the planet had collapsed; people fought over scraps of garbage for food and medical services hadn't existed for months. The situation had finally deteriorated to the point that Consul Nicolas had sent in the Imperial Army to remove the dictator from power and restore order. The move was unprecedented; Olumba was a Senate World, settled early in the interstellar era; the world's domestic concerns were not subject to the power of the Consul. But even the Senate had agreed because of the suffering. 
 
    But the young Emerans had yet to learn his homeworld's history. All he knew was his mother was dying, the cancer eating her alive. 
 
    His mother coughed. “Emie, you need to take care of your brother.” The cough became a hack, and her body shuddered. She gasped and cried out. “No! No!” Then she lay so still that the young Emerans thought she had died. 
 
    But she twitched and turned her head. “I'm sorry you didn't know your father.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper. “I don't know where he is.” She started to cry, a thin stream of tears flowing down her cheeks.  “I don't want to leave you alone. I'm sorry. I'm sorry.” Her body shuddered and then she lay still again, her eyes wide open. 
 
    Clarice Van Zant was no more. 
 
    The tears flowed down the young Emeran's cheeks, but he didn't sob or wail. 
 
    That's right, boy. You learned the truth young. The universe is a cruel place. 
 
    The young Emerans stood and looked out the window, not down at the street, but up into the gray sky. The adult Emerans suddenly became aware of a vast, alien presence, out beyond the city. He walked forward and stood beside his younger self, looking out of the window. The presence was an undefined but huge shape that seemed to scream at him in dead silence, a black pit of nothingness so full of meaning he couldn't comprehend it. 
 
    The young Emerans looked up at the older; his eyes were filled with curiosity, not fear. “What is it?” 
 
    “A threat, boy. A threat.” 
 
      
 
    Emerans coughed and then opened his eyes, the dream blown away like smoke in the wind. Someone stood above him. A man. He looked around, growing more desperate by the second, his arms flailing. 
 
    “Calm down,” the man said. “You're in the medbay. Here, drink some water.” 
 
    The man stuffed a straw in his mouth, and Emerans realized he was very thirsty. He sucked on the straw greedily. “What's the last thing you remember?” the man asked. 
 
    Emerans dared not touch the dream. He concentrated and soon remembered where he was and what had happened. “The Lalande's engineering section; there were creatures in there.” The fear flared but died down just as fast. “Something stung me.” 
 
    “Lay back and relax,” Webb said, looking at the console above the bed. “Captain Talbot will want to talk with you.” He stepped away and spoke with Talbot on his pockcomp. 
 
    Van Zant had managed to sit up by the time Captain Talbot arrived. He was surprised to see Commander Kessler; he was supposed to be on a long survey. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Mr. Van Zant?” Talbot asked. 
 
    “There's a threat here, Captain. Something big.” 
 
    “Yes, we managed to collect two carcasses of the things that attacked-” 
 
    “No, Captain. There's something else. A dark presence, unlike anything else I've ever experienced, and it felt threatening.” 
 
    Van Zant expected her to call him nuts, but she looked surprised. She stood there for several moments, her eyes wide and mouth open. 
 
    “You've seen it, haven't you?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Kessler asked. He looked at Talbot. “Captain?” 
 
    Talbot didn't look at anyone, her eyes lost in thought. “Just before Survey 1 returned on the fast boat, I was standing in the water, on the beach. I ...” She paused. 
 
    “You had a memory dream,” Van Zant said. “An episode from your past, but there was something else: a vast and alien presence.” 
 
    “Now it's starting to makes sense,” Webb said. He turned to a computer console and tapped a few keys. A holographic projection of a chemical formula appeared above the computer. “I found this in Mr. Van Zant's blood, as well as in the blood and stinger venom of the creatures that attacked him.” 
 
    “What is it?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “A isomer of dimethyltryptamine.” 
 
    “Deimthyl what?” 
 
    “Dimethyltryptamine is a psychedelic drug, naturally occurring in many plant and animal species on class 1 and class 2 worlds, including Earth. The Crown and many Senate Worlds classify it as a Schedule 1 drug and ban its use. Many scientists have performed studies of it over the last six hundred years. Subjects who take it report hallucinatory experiences, though a few have reported memory dreams. However, another reported effect is the perception of super-intelligent life forms. Some scientists have even concluded it provides the mind access to hyperspace or other dimensions.” 
 
    “The Intelligence Directorate has experimented with it,” Van Zant said. “I should have realized.” 
 
    “It's in the water,” Talbot said, still staring off into space. She shook her head, then looked at Kessler. “I experienced a memory dream of us, when we were young.” She blushed furiously, but continued. “I also perceived what Van Zant is talking about: a vast alien presence.” 
 
    Van Zant saw Kessler suddenly stand a little straighter. You've seen it, too. 
 
    “Weird,” Kessler said. “I think it happened to me, but I'd forgotten. When I dove into the water to inspect the sub's hull, I thought I heard my mother calling to me. But I didn't see any alien presence.” 
 
    “The concentration was probably lower in the water around the sub,” Webb said. “Well, one thing we can conclude, if the drug is widespread in the environment, this world is not habitable by Humans or Hominins.” 
 
    “Admiral Arinze will be disappointed yet again,” Talbot said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Van Zant said. “Does this adequately explain the disappearance of the Lalande's crew? Is the alien presence real? If so, is it a threat? Or is the perception of it just a result of the drug?” 
 
    “We don't know yet,” Talbot said. Van Zant noticed she seemed to have had regained her command composure, but her skin was pale, and she stooped a little. “The only thing we can do is continue with our investigation. Dr. Webb, I need you to collect more samples, both plant and animal if possible. Also sample both fresh and seawater. We need to know the extent of the contamination. We also need to continue to use the ship's water and recycling, as well as the food stores we brought with us, and keep the ship's environment sealed from the outside.” She pulled out her pockcomp and barked orders to several of the crew. 
 
     Talbot looked at Webb. “Treat all samples with care, Doctor, so the ship's environment is not compromised. Anyone moving around outside the ship must wear full biohazard protection.” 
 
    “I agree, Captain,” Webb said. “The drug may be present in water vapor in the atmosphere, so we must take special precautions.” 
 
    Talbot looked at her pockcomp. “Tomorrow will be a busy day, gentlemen. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell will present his survey plan tomorrow, and I've got something else in mind for Commander Kessler. Get some sleep.” She turned and strode out of the medbay. 
 
    “So, what happened to you?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “Some nasty little monkey got the jump on me while I was exploring the Lalande,” Van Zant replied. “Wuland also got it.” 
 
    “You? That's hard to believe.” 
 
    “I'm not perfect, but I'm close.” 
 
    “I can one-up you; I almost got sucked into an island in a strong current.” 
 
    “I didn't know we were in a competition.” 
 
    Kessler chuckled and exited the medbay. 
 
    Van Zant tried to get up, but Webb gently grabbed his arm. “Sorry. Another twelve hours of observation for you; get some more sleep. Would you like a shot?” 
 
    Van Zant was too tired to argue. “No, but I'm hungry. I'll sleep again after I eat. How's Wuland doing?” 
 
    “Still sleeping like a babe. I'll bring you some food.” He exited the medbay. 
 
    Van Zant laid back and sighed. The memory of the alien presence loomed in his mind. He fervently hoped the vision wasn't real, but his gut told him otherwise. 
 
    “What the hell?” Wuland rolled over and looked at him. 
 
    “Glad to see you're awake,” Van Zant said. 
 
    Wuland sat up and rubbed his eyes. “What a trip!” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 8: Taking Command 
 
      
 
    Kessler woke to his beeping pockcomp. What the hell? He had been in a deep and dreamless sleep; he grabbed the device and saw that someone was outside his door. He triggered the door camera. 
 
    Caroline. 
 
    He got out of bed and went to the door. What the hell does she want? Should I open it? She could have just summoned him. 
 
    He pressed a button and the door slid open; he wore only pajama bottoms. She still wore her duty fatigues. She looked startled, as if expecting he wouldn't answer. She looked at his chest, his arms, and then back to his face. 
 
    The look in her eyes was unmistakable. 
 
    “I don't think this is a good idea,” he said. 
 
    “I don't care.” She pushed him into the room and slammed the button to close the door. 
 
    Sexual relationships between exploration vessel crew members were against regulations; it was bad for morale and the chain of command. In the Imperial Navy, a first offence resulted in a non-judicial punishment like an arrest in quarters or forfeiture of pay, plus a permanent reprimand on file. A subsequent offence resulted in a court-martial. The Exploration Service wasn't so strict; for a first offence, transfer was the usual punishment; a second offence resulted in forfeiture of pay and a reprimand. A third offense warranted a court-martial. 
 
    There were cameras all over the Solstice. The officer on watch, probably Lieutenant Kuusik, undoubtedly saw the whole thing and made his own conclusions. 
 
    Her arms were around his neck and she pulled her body close to his. She moaned softly and exhaled warm breath on his chest. He felt his body stir; it had been a long time since he had been with a woman. 
 
    God, it's tempting. Damn tempting. 
 
    But he grabbed her arms and pushed her away. “Caroline. We're not going to do this.” I've worked too hard to throw it all away. 
 
    A shocked and hurt expression spread across her face. Her eyes demanded why. 
 
    “We're not young ensigns anymore; we're senior officers and must set a good example. I won't jeopardize the mission; it is too critical to the Exploration Service.” 
 
    A haughty expression exploded across her face. She drew up to her full height and looked down her nose at him, her lips a tight line, her eyes glaring. Wordlessly, she turned, slammed the button to open the door, and stormed out of his room. 
 
    Did I encourage her? He searched his memory for anything in their interactions. What about on the beach last night? Doubt seized him, and fear, anger, disgust and shame sat in his stomach like lead weights. 
 
    God damn her! 
 
      
 
    Kessler exited his quarters and walked down the curved passage to the ship's lounge. He hadn't seen Caroline all day, and wasn't looking forward to the briefing. After she left his quarters last night he hadn't slept another minute. He had spent the day avoiding her as he performed his duties. He didn't even give her his survey report in person; he just sent it by e-mail. 
 
     The lounge was a circular area sixteen meters in diameter surrounding the main lift at the center of the Crew and Lab Section.  The kitchen occupied half the area, while the other half contained dining tables, couches, and comfortable chairs. A multidisplay, two meters high and ten meters long, covered a section of the curved wall. Normally the device displayed ship status statistics, feeds from external and internal cameras, scientific briefings, and entertainment videos. Now, the ship's status statistics occupied the far edges, and the large area in the middle displayed the image of a scaled creature with large ears, bug eyes, and a long, stinger-tipped tail. It lay on a metal table, it's chest splayed open revealing its internal organs. 
 
    Someone touched his elbow and Kessler turned to see Lieutenant Kuusik, his pale blue eyes darting around the room. “I know nothing happened last night,” he said in a low voice and winked. “She left your quarters too quickly, and she didn't look very happy. I won't say a thing.” 
 
    “The recording?” 
 
    “Encrypted and in the datavault.” 
 
    Kessler slapped the young man on the back. “Thanks. I owe you one.” 
 
    “That's two you owe me, Commander. Remember the axe-head creatures?” He smiled and shifted through the crowd of arriving crew. 
 
     Over the next several minutes the rest of the crew arrived and took seats on one of the couches or at the dining tables. Dr. Vargas and Mission Specialist Drucker entered and approached him. 
 
    “The rumors have been making the rounds,” Drucker said. “We're famous.” 
 
    Talbot and Lieutenant Commander Mitchell were the last to enter and took a place in front of the multidisplay. Kessler did a quick head count. Thirty crew; everyone was present. Emerans Van Zant leaned against the wall on the far side of the lounge. 
 
    Talbot didn't look at him; her professional mask was firmly in place. She called for attention and presented a summary of the previous day's events, the images on the display changing to complement the briefing. Kessler noticed that as Talbot spoke, she seemed agitated. She made a few mistakes reading from the prepared notes on her pockcomp, and even dropped the device. “Just tired,” she said, and continued. 
 
    As she finished her briefing, the crew murmured in excited voices. A few of them turned and gave him, Vargas and Drucker a thumbs up. Talbot sat and Lieutenant Commander Mitchell stood. He nodded at Kessler. “Welcome back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “With apologies to Commander Kessler, I have been tasked by Captain Talbot to organize a land survey. This is normally his job, but, as the Captain mentioned, she has something else in mind for our Chief of Survey. Something far more exciting, I'm sure.” 
 
    I'm sure. 
 
    “Doctors Dabisha, Orolo, Webb and I have taken the data from the preliminary surv-” 
 
    The security alarm sounded. On the multidisplay, multiple feeds appeared from the sensors and drones surrounding the ship. Almost all the feeds showed images of the thin forest nearby the landing areas of the Lalande and Solstice, the drone feeds from high above, the sensor feeds closer to the ground. Kessler saw movement in the images; one of the drones zoomed in to reveal several scaly monkey-like creatures. They had long arms, bug-eyes, long prehensile tails, and wide hands with long fingers. Annotations on the drone feed revealed the creatures stood about a meter tall. As Kessler and the crew watched, the scaly monkeys swung from branch to branch, leaping between the trees, sometimes up to a distance of ten meters. Some of the ground sensors displayed images of even more of the scaly monkeys running along the ground. Kessler couldn't guess how many there were: scores if not hundreds. 
 
    All were heading toward the Solstice. 
 
    Kessler glanced at Talbot. She looked at the feeds with wide eyes and open mouth. She looked frozen, as if unsure of what to do next. 
 
    “Look!” someone cried. The crew babbled and screamed. 
 
    One of the drone feeds displayed a hulking and scaly figure, three meters tall, lumbering between the trees. The thing had shoulders almost a meter and a half wide, a thick set of arms, and legs of greater diameter than the trees the thing walked between. Its head was covered with a scaly helmet, and it looked out from below a prominent brow ridge with dark eyes. Its large, thin-lipped mouth was set in a line. Other sensor and drone feeds revealed more of the hulking figures, perhaps a dozen. 
 
    Kessler looked at Talbot again, but she just stood there, her eyes wide and mouth gaping. He looked at Van Zant, who just shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    The entire crew watched as the creatures approached the Solstice. They all gathered at a distance of about twenty meters from the bow, and wouldn't come any closer. 
 
    A drone feed showed additional movement in the trees. A figure walked toward the Solstice; it was definitely human.  As the drone zoomed in, Kessler saw the figure wore dirty and torn duty fatigues. It was a woman; the slim waist and wide hips were unmistakable. Her sleeves were rolled up to the elbows and he saw cuts on her arms. Her black hair was wet and matted with dirt. Her face looked dirty and pale. 
 
    “My God!” Talbot exclaimed. “It's Janice!” 
 
    Janice Ibori, captain of the Lalande. Kessler knew that Talbot had served with her aboard the Sirius. Many in the crew cried out as they watched the display. 
 
    Talbot rose from her seat and headed for the central lift. She was just a few meters from Kessler. Her face was twisted and flushed, her brow furrowed, and her eyes dark. 
 
    “I wouldn't go out there, Captain,” Van Zant said in a loud voice from across the lounge. 
 
    She stood still and looked at him, her face a ball of fury. Kessler had only seen the like when he refused her sexual advances last night. What the fuck is wrong with her? 
 
    “Shut up, you paranoid freak!” Talbot shouted. 
 
    The crew's babble fell dead quiet, their faces slack and eyes wide. Talbot continued to the central lift. 
 
    “Commander Kessler,” Van Zant said, walking toward Talbot. “If you please?” 
 
    Kessler leapt forward and grabbed Talbot by the arm. She screamed and punched him in the jaw, but he pulled her close and hugged her tight. She writhed like a wild animal, screaming and cursing. Dr. Webb appeared and pressed a hypo against her arm. Many of the crew screamed in alarm. 
 
    “Calm down, everyone,” Van Zant said. “Our dear Captain is under the influence of a drug; she is not herself.” 
 
    “I should have examined her last night,” Dr. Webb said quietly. 
 
    Kessler laid her gently on the floor; her face slackened and she looked at him woozily. “Don't ever leave me again,” she slurred and lost consciousness. 
 
    “Look!” someone cried. Kessler looked at the display. Captain Ibori's image appeared on several feeds, the data transmitted by drones and the ship's external cameras. She stood about ten meters from the bow of the Solstice, her arms and face slack. 
 
    “Under Article II of the charter of the General Intelligence Directorate,” Van Zant said, “I am taking command of this vessel.” The crew backed away and erupted in a babble of voices. 
 
    Kessler looked at the political officer and opened his mouth to speak, but didn't say anything. He can do this. 
 
    “I need Lieutenants Kuusik and Calhoon on the command deck,” Van Zant said. “Lieutenant Commander Mitchell will provide arms to the mission specialists and all will assemble on the lower deck in EVA suits. Engineering staff will remain on alert to perform repair duties, if needed. The scientific staff will continue to monitor the security feeds and provide hypotheses as to what is happening. Dr. Webb will tend to Captain Talbot to ensure her full recovery.” 
 
    The crew stood still, talking in hushed voices. Suddenly, Lieutenants Kuusik and Calhoon bolted from the lounge, forward toward the command deck. Like a dam breaking, everyone started to move. 
 
    Dr. Webb appeared with a power stretcher and Kessler lifted the unconscious Talbot onto it. He stroked her face and Webb took her away. 
 
    Kessler looked at Van Zant. “So, what do you have in mind for me?” 
 
    “You and I are going to collect a sample.” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 9: Collecting a Sample 
 
      
 
    I'm finally in charge of this farce. 
 
    For too long Van Zant had to stand by and watch the amateurs; it was painful. His cringe reflex was almost broken. Talbot had been far too reckless; she had not ordered a careful systematic investigation of the planet's environment. She and the crew were lulled by the beauty of the place. The crew of the Lalande almost certainly made the same mistake, and probably paid for that mistake with their lives. The crew of the Solstice had so far been very lucky. 
 
    I may be paranoid, but that doesn't mean everything isn't out to get me. 
 
    Van Zant and Kessler entered the lift and exited on the lower deck. They went to the lockers and donned EVA suits, belted on holsters, and then waited several minutes for Mitchell and the mission specialists to assemble. 
 
    “Bring a power stretcher,” Van Zant said. 
 
    “What the hell for?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “Specimen collection.” 
 
    Kessler shook his head and approached one of the cargo containers and opened it. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Mitchell?” Van Zant continued, “Once Commander Kessler and I exit the Solstice, you and the mission specialists will exit and surround the loading ramp. Spread out and keep alert until it happens.” 
 
    “Until what happens?” Mitchell asked. 
 
    “You'll know it when you see it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mitchell said. His expression and tone spoke volumes; he was not happy taking orders from the political officer. I couldn't care less. 
 
    Kessler approached, pushing a power stretcher. 
 
    “Load it into the back of the buggy,” Van Zant ordered as he climbed into the passenger seat. “You're driving.” 
 
     Kessler complied. “So, where to?” 
 
    Van Zant pressed a key on the buggy's console and the starboard cargo door opened. “Go down the ramp, but back up toward Captain Ibori.” 
 
    Kessler drove the buggy down the loading ramp as Mitchell and the mission specialists spread out.  He pulled a donut, put the vehicle in reverse, and backed up around the bow of the ship. Slowly, they approached the figure of Janice Ibori standing ten meters from the bow of the Solstice. The scaly monkeys and hulks stood several meters from Ibori and didn't move; some turned their heads to and fro, but most just watched as Kessler and Van Zant approached. Ibori stood motionless. 
 
    “Stop here,” Van Zant ordered. 
 
    “What the hell is she doing?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “I don't think that's Janice Ibori,” Van Zant said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “But we do need to get her on the Solstice.” 
 
    “What the hell are you saying?” 
 
    “It is my hypothesis that she is under the influence of another intelligence.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “I think she has been exposed to the dimethyltryptamine in the environment. This has made her susceptible to the will of the alien presence Captain Talbot and I saw in our own dream visions.” 
 
    Kessler looked at him like he was nuts. “How can you possibly come to that conclusion?” 
 
    “That's how the Intelligence Directorate uses dimethyltryptamine; to soften up subjects for interrogation and control. Among other methods, of course.” 
 
    Van Zant saw Kessler look at him with wide eyes. He's afraid of me. Good. 
 
    “There's more of them!” Lieutenant Kuusik crackled over the pockcomp. Van Zant saw more human figures approach the Solstice, walking among the scaly monkeys and hulks. They all wore ripped and dirty duty fatigues, but their faces looked blank. The fear grew in Van Zant's gut. 
 
    “That's the rest of the Lalande's crew!” Kessler said. 
 
    Obviously. 
 
    “Now what?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “Get out and follow my lead. Leave the motor running.” They approached Ibori with caution. Van Zant saw her shift and twitch. She opened her mouth and groaned. Her jaw moved and her lips flapped, as if trying to speak. “Leave,” she groaned. The word was drawn out and sounded like a low moan. 
 
     “I think this is just a warning,” Van Zant said. 
 
    “And if we don't?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “We're going to find out, probably sooner rather than later, judging by her escort.” 
 
    “So, what do we do now? Leave?” 
 
    “Eventually, but we need to know more about what is happening here. I'm going to stun her with my blaster. We're going to load her on the power stretcher and take her to Dr. Webb for examination.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, can't we just ask her to come with us?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Commander Kessler. Give it a try.” 
 
    Kessler spoke to Ibori, but she raised her arm and pointed at the sky. “Leave!” she moaned, her mouth twisted and eyes like dark coals. 
 
    “Lieutenant Commander Mitchell? That 'it' I was talking about earlier is about to happen. Shoot to kill. Concentrate your fire on the hulks. Get ready.” 
 
    Van Zant raised his blaster pistol, pointed it at Ibori, and pulled the trigger. The blue bolt hit her chest and she crumpled to the ground. Screeches, grunts, howls and roars filled the air, and the mass of scaly monkeys, hulks and zombie humans ran toward them. Mitchell and his crew opened up while Van Zant and Kessler scrambled to get the unconscious Ibori onto the power stretcher in the back of the buggy. A fusillade of bolts flew through the air and struck many of the scaly monkeys and hulks. Without looking back, Van Zant and Kessler jumped in the buggy; Kessler gunned the motor and closed the distance to the loading ramp in moments. Van Zant heard Mitchell command his crew to perform a fighting retreat. 
 
    Kessler drove the buggy up the loading ramp; Mitchell and his crew followed the buggy into the ship. Van Zant punched a key on the console and the cargo door closed with a hiss and a boom, just as a hulk mounted the loading ramp. 
 
    “That was fun,” Kessler said. “Good plan.” A boom sounded at the cargo door, then another, then another. “The hulks; they're knockin'.'” 
 
    “And they can't come in,” Van Zant said. “Let's get this sample to Dr. Webb.” 
 
    “Uh, Commander?” It was Lieutenant Kuusik on Kessler's pockcomp. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “We've got more visitors. I think you need to come up here.” 
 
    “Go,” Van Zant said. 
 
    Kessler stripped off his EVA suit and ran to the lift. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

                     Chapter 10: A Radio Surprise 
 
      
 
    “What have you got?” Kessler asked as he entered the command deck. He stopped and gaped at the multidisplay. A huge creature was crashing through the trees; it was a four-footed beast with armored scales, a long neck, and a long tail. The head was covered with swept back spikes. Data on the multidisplay revealed the it stood ten meters at the shoulder, with the head another nine meters higher. It opened its mouth and roared, dull gray teeth glinting in the light. 
 
    “Take off. Now.” 
 
    Kuusik's voice sounded over the intercom. “Prepare for flight.” The Solstice hummed and gravity shifted. Kessler saw the beast look up and roar again as the Solstice ascended. 
 
    Van Zant's voice filled the command deck. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I'm saving our asses.” 
 
    “Get to medical. Captain Talbot is awake.” 
 
    Caroline. “Take us into orbit, Lieutenant Kuusik, your discretion.” He bolted from the command deck and into the Crew and Lab Section. 
 
    Talbot sat up on the stretcher, a mask on her face. Van Zant stood beside her, still wearing his EVA suit. His helmet hung on his belt, but he wore a mask, as well. Dr. Webb and a mission specialist, clad in protective gear, were cutting off Ibori's duty fatigues and attaching sensors. 
 
    “Put on a smock and a mask,” Dr. Webb said and pointed at a cabinet. Kessler complied and then looked at Caroline. She smiled, and he approached and took her hand. 
 
    “I'm fine,” she said and coughed. He smiled at her. 
 
    Van Zant cleared his throat. 
 
    Talbot sat up a little straighter. “What is Captain Ibori's condition, Dr. Webb?” 
 
    Webb looked up at the display. “Vitals are all stable.” He continued his physical examination. “Good God.” 
 
    “What is it, Doctor?” 
 
    “There seems to be something attached to her spine and skull. Very fine tendrils, hundreds of them. They all branch out from a root attached to the back of her neck.” 
 
    “Can you get them off of her?” 
 
    “Unknown, Captain. I'm taking a blood sample.” He stuck a hypo in her arm and a computer screen lit up on the wall console. Data and chemical formula streamed onto the screen. Webb stood and looked at the data. “Yes. There is the isomer of dimethyltryptamine; the same as I found in Captain Talbot's bloodstream.” He waved his hand and another chemical appeared. “But this is something else.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Webb tapped a few keys. “I'll be damned.” 
 
    “What is it, Doctor?” 
 
    “It looks like RNA.” 
 
    “Ribonucleic acid?” 
 
    “Yes. Memory RNA. Many lifeforms use variations of it to stimulate neurons and encode memories.” 
 
    “Is it her own?” 
 
    “No, Captain, it is foreign. It is my hypothesis that the tendrils attached to her body are the source.” 
 
    “You're saying that something injected her with memory RNA?” 
 
    “That's what I'm saying.” 
 
    “Whatever did this wanted to control her,” Van Zant said. “It softened her up with the dimethytryptine isomer and then injected the RNA to control her nervous system.” 
 
    “Very possible hypothesis,” Webb said. “In Captain Talbot's case, the dimethyltryptamine opened her mind, but her own RNA was the cause of her ... behavior.” 
 
    “The implications are obvious,” Van Zant said. “San Miguel can no longer be considered a candidate for colonization. This threat must be studied.” 
 
    “I agree,” Talbot said, “but we must return to Silmais Orbital and report to IES Command. The Sally Ride is expecting to set up an outpost on a habitable planet. Will Captain Ibori recover, Dr. Webb?” 
 
    “Possibly, but I need to run more tests.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Kessler said, “what about the rest of the crew of the Lalande? Aren't we going to try and save them?” 
 
    “Judging by what was attacking us just before we took off,” Van Zant said, looking at his pockcomp, “I think such an undertaking would be impossible.” He waved his hand and an image of the beast appeared on the computer screen. “Who knows what other deadly lifeforms are on this planet? Then there is the dimethyltryptamine contamination of the environment.” 
 
    “We have to try, Captain,” Kessler said. 
 
    “Right now, it's not up to me. What do you say, Dr. Webb? Am I fit for duty?” She looked at Van Zant. 
 
    “Of course,” Webb replied. 
 
    “I yield command to you, Captain Talbot,” Van Zant  said. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Van Zant. Yes, we need to try and save them. Let's get the scientific staff working on a solution.” 
 
    “Commander Kessler,” Calhoon called over the intercom. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant,” Captain Talbot answered.  
 
    “We're receiving a transmission from the Carp.” 
 
    They all looked at each other. 
 
    “Well, this is getting even more interesting, isn't it?” Van Zant said. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 11: Speaking with the Prophets 
 
      
 
    My hair's a mess. 
 
    Captain Talbot returned to her quarters briefly to don a fresh pair of fatigues. When she stepped onto the Command Deck, all four scientists were present, two sitting at the available science stations, the other two standing beside them. Kessler stood beside the command chair, and Van Zant had taken his customary spot, leaning on the bulkhead just inside the door. Kuusik and Calhoon sat at their regular stations. She imagined the rest of the crew were in the lounge watching on the large multidisplay. 
 
    “Sitrep.” She sat in the command chair. 
 
    “Welcome back, Captain,” Lieutenant Calhoon said. “Someone or something is hailing the Solstice using the sub's communications.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. Answer that hail.” 
 
    A man's face appeared on the display. He sat at the computer console of the sub, but his face was covered with several fine blue and black pulsing tendrils, some even penetrating his eyes. 
 
    “It's Dr. Kanas,” Kessler said. “He was the Chief Scientist on the Lalande.” 
 
    “I guess he's not dead,” Talbot said with a glance at Kessler. She touched a key on the arm of the command chair. 
 
    “Hello Dr. Kanas. I am Captain Caroline Talbot of the HSS Solstice. It is a pleasure to meet you. Are you alright? We can fly to the location of the sub and rescue you.” 
 
    Kanas' jaw moved, but his mouth didn't open. He moaned, and then finally spoke. “You must come.” The sound of his voice was odd. 
 
    “He looks bad, Captain,” Kessler whispered in her ear. 
 
    Van Zant appeared at her right side. “He's been compromised by whatever intelligence controlled Captain Ibori.” 
 
    “Then Dr. Webb can treat him,” she whispered, and waved them away. “The Solstice can be there in twenty minutes, Dr. Kanas.” 
 
    Kanas moaned again. “No. J-J-J-Just you.” 
 
    “I don't understand, Dr. Kanas.” 
 
    Kanas moaned again, and then shook his head and looked down. He coughed and shuddered, then looked up. “You must come alone, Captain. There isn't much time.” 
 
    That's the real Dr. Kanas. “Alone?” 
 
    “The Prophets want to ... speak with you.” 
 
    “Who are the Prophets?” 
 
    “The dominant life form on this world, Captain. They will release those crew of the Lalande that wish to be freed, but on condition of speaking to you. They promise you will remain unharmed and be  returned to the Solstice.” 
 
    Fear flared in her stomach. “'Those that wish to be freed,' Doctor?” 
 
    “I will remain on this planet.” 
 
    “Are you a hostage, Doctor?” 
 
    “I am not, and some of the other crew want to remain as well. The Prophets will not let the others go until you speak with them.” 
 
    “Hold, please.”Talbot pressed a key to pause communications. 
 
    “Let me take your place,” Kessler said. 
 
    “These Prophets want to speak with the captain, as master of this vessel,” Van Zant said. “Who knows what they'll do? They may take you over, indeed all of us, and use the Solstice for their own ends. I suggest we return to Silmais Orbital and make our report.” 
 
    “And leave the crew of the Lalande here?” Kessler asked. 
 
    “That's life in the Exploration Service.” 
 
    “Y'know, you're a real-” 
 
    “Stop it,” Talbot said. She remained silent for several moments. “We are the invaders here. It is obvious that we are not welcome. These Prophets probably want to make that clear, and we can't leave the crew of the Lalande on this planet.” 
 
    “I'm coming with you, Captain,” Kessler said. 
 
    “Dr. Kanas said I must be alone.” 
 
    “Whatever message the Prophets want to send us, it must be important,” Van Zant said. “See if you can strike a deal. If someone must go, I will.” 
 
    “You?” Can I trust him? 
 
    “The mission of the General Intelligence Directorate is to evaluate all alien threats to the Union. It is my duty to go.” 
 
    Talbot sighed. “I know that, Mr. Van Zant. You don't need to keep reminding me.” She tapped the key on the command chair. “Dr. Kanas, if the Prophets' message is that important, then three of us will speak with them: Commander Kessler, Mr. Van Zant, and myself.” 
 
    Kanas' face looked blank for a few moments, and then he moaned; his face shuddered and the tendrils pulsed. “Only you three, and you must not come in the Solstice. While you are speaking with the Prophets, the Solstice must remain in orbit. Go to the coordinates where I first descended, by the big island. Whoever was in the sub for your survey knows where that is.” His face disappeared from the display. 
 
    “We can take the fast boat,” Kessler said. “The Solstice can drop us off a hundred kilometers away.” 
 
    What am I doing? Talbot shuddered to think this may be the end of her command, the end of her life. But if she did not try to retrieve the crew of the Lalande, she wouldn't be able to forgive herself. 
 
      
 
    Talbot, Kessler and Van Zant stood at the edge of the largest ventral hatch. Kessler lowered the fast boat down onto the water using the crane. He tossed down a duffle bag and slid down the cable to the deck of the boat. Van Zant and Talbot followed. 
 
    “We can track you using the satellite network,” Calhoon said over Talbot's pockcomp. “Safe travels, Captain.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. Survey 1 out.” She watched the Solstice ascend for a few moments. That's my ship. Will I see it again? 
 
    Kessler had already stepped to the controls, but Talbot touched his shoulder. “I'm driving, Commander.” 
 
    He looked like he was about to argue, but then held up his hands and stepped back. “Okay, Captain.” 
 
    She stepped to the controls and pushed the button to start the motor. I should go out on surveys more often. She grasped the wheel, pushed the throttle, and the boat accelerated. The navigation waypoint led her straight toward the islands; they looked like domes, almost perfect. They traveled in silence, not saying a word to each other. As they drew closer, the stellar primary descended and the night grew. The red flying creatures appeared above, and she suddenly saw a glow emanating from the water. She looked down and saw hundreds of glowing jellyfish. Kessler turned on the lights against the growing gloom, but the jellyfish cast enough light for sight. 
 
    She rounded the largest island and the waypoint throbbed on the navigation console. “We're here.” The island loomed above them like a wall. Something splashed in the water. They all looked and saw a face emerge. It had large eyes, a crest of fins on the top of the head, and other fins extending from the cheeks. The large mouth opened revealing scores of tiny sharp teeth. 
 
    Talbot screamed and stepped back, and Kessler pulled his blaster pistol. More faces appeared, but nothing climbed onto the boat.  
 
    “I've seen those things before,” Kessler said. 
 
    “They're under control of the Prophets,” Van Zant said, “like every other life from on this planet.” 
 
    Another face appeared. It was Dr. Kanas, but a jellyfish covered his mouth and nose. He climbed into the boat and pulled the creature off; a long tendril attached to the creature came from his mouth. He leaned over and coughed, water and phlegm splashing on the deck. He was naked, but blue and black tendrils covered his long and lean body. He looked at each of them in turn, his arms by his sides. A long and pulsing tendril, thicker than the others, drooped from the back of his neck and into the water. His body shuddered and he shook his head. “You need to get in the water.” 
 
    “What?” Kessler said. 
 
    “You need to be suspended in the water to talk to the Prophets. A bethra can attach to your face; it will provide you with oxygen.” 
 
    “We have our own gill breathers, thanks.” 
 
    “As you wish. Just prepare yourselves.” 
 
    The three of them donned diving equipment and looked at each other. “I'll go first,” Kessler said. 
 
    “We all go together,” Talbot said. “Ready?” 
 
    They all slipped into the water and adjusted their buoyancy. The island loomed just a few meters away. The glowing jellyfish filled the water with blue and white light. After several minutes, streams of smoke ejected from the island; the jellyfish swarmed around them. Talbot almost panicked; her breaths turned to gasps and her heart pounded in her chest. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 12: My Father 
 
      
 
    “Nature is more beautiful and complex than we can possibly imagine,” her father said. He sat at a portable table and looked through a microscope. Still early, the day was already hot and humid, and would be for another eighteen hours until the stellar primary sunk below the horizon. 
 
    Caroline looked up into the hazy sky, the yellow star a mushy ball just clear of the horizon. Sound from the surrounding jungle filled the air. The trees and thick brush grew right up to the three meter high wire fence surrounding the two hectare compound. The jungle pulsed with life: twitterbugs chirped and flew by in clouds of hundreds; the warbling mating cries of the gorgon rat rose from the vegetation; snufflepugs rooted along the fence, their long snouts pushing into the deep black soil to snatch up the small golden-maned trisks. 
 
    “Are we going into Matsue Station today?” she asked, twirling her brown hair in her fingers. She looked at him from under her brow, a slight smile on her lips. He was tall and thin, with wiry limbs, a large nose, deep-set green eyes, bushy brows, and a high forehead. His brown hair was streaked with gray, and his skin was rough and red. 
 
    “We'll be passing through,” her father said, not looking up from the microscope. 
 
    “I want to go to the Ichiba.” 
 
    “Will Saba be there?” 
 
    She blushed hot and tossed her hair. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Have you finished your maths?” 
 
    At the age of twelve, Caroline was already a master at calculus. “Yep.” 
 
    Her father looked up from his work. “Well, perhaps we'll go on the way back. We've got a field trip. Remember that broker we spoke to the other day?” 
 
    “The stinky one with the bug eyes and dirty clothes?” 
 
    “Yes, that's the one. His name is Sachi. He's new to Grell, and despite his looks he has deep pockets. He sells to Conodont, a company with even deeper pockets.” 
 
    “Big payoff?” 
 
    He smiled. “Big payoff. Go get your things.” 
 
    Caroline ran into the prefab and grabbed her field bag; she stuffed it with a jacket, her general sensor unit, a pocket computer and tablet, and a few changes of clothing. From the closet she retrieved her MLA rifle; at 1.75 meters, the weapon was longer than she was tall, but light in the hands. She rooted around in a crate and found several magazines of ammunition and stuffed them in her bag. 
 
    She emerged from the prefab and strode toward the Maxxor. The vehicle's light blue paint was chipped and worn, and the body had several large dents. Her father had spent almost all the money they had on replacement tires. The vehicle had eight of them, knobby and black. She climbed up the steps and stowed her bag in a crate and locked down the rifle in the rack. The interior had three bunks, a small kitchen, a lab, and storage bins. 
 
    She crawled into the passenger seat as her father entered the vehicle. He stowed his own things and then sat in the driver's seat. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    He started the vehicle and grasped the wheel. Turning it about, he pushed a button and the compound gate slid open. He gunned the motor and drove out onto the narrow and bumpy earthen road. Young trees and small shrubs had taken root on the path, and several small creatures darted into the jungle as the vehicle drove by. 
 
    “We're going to have to get this cleared soon,” her father muttered 
 
    Caroline knew that tone of voice; she heard it often. He's worried about money again. 
 
    After half-a-klick, her father turned onto a wider road. Though paved, the road was buckled and cracked, and vegetation had taken root. They passed paths and roads leading to other settler compounds, set back from the road into the jungle, but no other vehicles. 
 
    Her mother had hated it here. “The bush” she had called it, and she had complained about the heat and the bugs and the food right up until the day she left. 
 
    “Me, or him!” she had shrieked at Caroline, standing in the door of the prefab, her bags on her shoulder. Her father leaned against the kitchen counter, hands in his pockets, and looked at the floor. 
 
    “No!” Caroline had wailed, the tears and snot thick on her face. She had been nine years old, and deep down, she still wondered if she had made the right choice. 
 
    Matsue Station was a haphazard collection of prefabs, some stacked five high, adjacent to a ten hectare concrete pad that served as a spaceport. The whole was surrounded by a three meter high fence topped with electrified wire and lights. As they pulled up to the gate, another vehicle exited. Her father stopped and lowered the window. 
 
    “Gabbi.” 
 
    “Charles. Where you headed?” the woman asked. She waved at Caroline. “Hi, Sweetie!” Gabbi had dark, curly hair and a round face. Caroline stayed with her when her father made trips off-world. 
 
    “Up to Essex Plateau. Chance of a find.” 
 
    “Listen, Sanchez was up there a couple of turns ago. He says the rindycats are as thick as fog.” 
 
    “We'll be alright.” 
 
    She pointed to a gleaming spacecraft resting on the concrete pad. “The Exploration Service arrived twenty-four hours ago. Rumor has it they're surveying for more settlement.” 
 
    “Before you know it, we'll need to lock our doors.” 
 
    “And I'll need to head further into the frontier. Good luck!” She waved and drove off. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Caroline asked as they drove through the station. 
 
    “In Grell's tree of life it is known as polymitarius flava, or the filigree flower. It's hard to find.” 
 
    “Why are we looking for it?” 
 
    “I think it contains a catalyst that can speed up and enhance the effect of drugs. Much more efficiently than any other process.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “If I can isolate the gene that produces the catalyst, I can stake a claim and sell it for a lot of money, maybe help some people.” Some people called Caroline's father a genetic prospector. Her mother had called him a pathetic dreamer. Once a professor of botany at the prestigious Olorin Institute, he had convinced his wife to give up their comfortable life, and her career, and settle on the world of Grell, near the Coreward Frontier. Caroline knew nothing of that comfortable life; she was born on Grell. 
 
    They drove for several hours through the jungle and Caroline crawled into her bunk and fell asleep.  When she woke the vehicle had stopped, and light streamed in through the open hatch. When she emerged from the Maxxor she saw the yellow star high in the deep blue sky. The air felt much cooler and a breeze ruffled her hair. Instead of jungle, rolling grasslands dotted with stunted trees extended to the horizon. Her father stood and looked out over the grassland through a pair of electronic binoculars. He wore a wide-brimmed hat and his bag and rifle lay on the ground next to him. He turned and looked at her. 
 
    “You were out for eight hours,” he said and smiled. “Spent too much time on the vid earlier?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Get your bag and rifle. We walk from here.” 
 
    She complied, and they set out into the grasslands. “You'll hear the rindies before you see them,” her father said. “Stay sharp.” Her father had once told her that twenty years ago, the first colonists to settle the more temperate areas of the planet had thought the rindycats harmless, and several people took on some as pets. Much to their dismay, the colonists soon found out about the high fecundity of the species. Once the population reached a critical mass, the creatures turned hostile. Many lives were lost and years were spent clearing the pests. Any found in the settled areas were to be shot on sight; a mated pair could flood a region with hundreds of progeny in a matter of months. In the wilderness areas, even more powerful predators kept the rindycats in check: the lizard-like greentom and the vicious ja-ja loper. 
 
    As they walked through the meter high grass, her father frequently stooped to look at one plant or another. She soon grew bored and tired, but continued to walk, her rifle and bag slung over her shoulder. After an hour they spotted a mound of rocks in the distance. 
 
    “There,” her father said. The rounded rocks were clumped together and looked rust red in color. Some stood four or five meters above the surrounding grassland, but most were smaller. They walked the short distance and climbed up. From here they could see for kilometers. “Stand here and keep an eye out. I won't go far.” 
 
    Caroline held her rifle ready as her father stooped and searched the cracks and gullies between the rocks. 
 
    “Ah. Here we go.” He reached into a crevice and pulled a clump of stems with fine, yellow-white flowers. “Paydirt.” He put the flowers in a sample bag and kept looking. 
 
    As time went on, Caroline grew distracted, looking for shapes in the puffy white clouds. 
 
    “Ouch! God-damn it!” 
 
    Caroline turned to see her father stand up, his face twisted in a grimace. He held his right wrist with his left hand. “Get the first aid kit. In my bag. Hurry.” 
 
    Caroline set down her rifle and and ran to where her father's bag lay on the ground. She retrieved the kit and then turned to see her father sit on a rock. He moaned. 
 
    “Something bit me,” he hissed. “Open the kit. There's a universal poison antidote in there.” 
 
    She rifled through the kit and found the hypo. She stood at her father's side. “My neck! Stick my neck!” His face had turned ashen and his body shook. Her hands shaking, she pressed the hypo against his neck. 
 
    That's when she heard it. “Rrrrrrrrrinnnnnnnnndi! Nirrrrrrinnnnnnnndi!” 
 
    “Get your rifle!” her father gasped. He looked at her with wide eyes, his body shivering. “Hurry!” 
 
    Caroline almost tripped running to grab her rifle. 
 
    “There,” her father pointed. “About fifty meters out.” 
 
    She scanned the grassland. “I can't see it!” There. Some movement. She lifted the rifle and looked through the scope. Warily, the creature stalked through the waving grass. The stripes on its lithe body rendered it almost invisible in the vegetation. It was big, over a meter at the shoulder and haunches, the long back bowed downward and swayed as the creature walked. 
 
    “I see it!” 
 
    “Get a good platform!” he gasped. 
 
    Caroline lay prone, brought the rifle to bear, and looked through the scope. She spread out her legs and placed the inside arches of her feet flat on the rock. The rough surface chafed her elbows. 
 
    The rindycat suddenly stopped; its stripes rendered it invisible in the grass. After a moment it stood on its hind legs. She saw its wide head and massive ears. It sniffed the air through two slits in the middle of its face. 
 
    “Rrrrrrrrrinnnnnnnnndi!” 
 
     She flipped the safety and aimed for the head. She exhaled a long breath and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The magnets engaged, flinging the metal projectile down the long barrel. Just as the bullet left the muzzle, it broke the sound barrier. 
 
    Ka-chinkCRACK! 
 
    The creature’s head exploded in a shower of red gore. “I got it!” she cried. She turned and looked at her father. “I got-” 
 
    Charles William Talbot lay on his back, completely still. She stood and rushed to his side. His eyes were slits and his breathing was shallow. His right hand was a balloon. “Remember,” he rasped in a hoarse whisper, “where's there's one, there's more.” 
 
    “Rrrrrrrrrinnnnnnnnndi! Nrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrinnnnnnnnndi!” The calls rose above the grassland. They seemed to come from all around. The fear pierced her heart and she felt like she was going to throw up.  She sat cross-legged beside her father and scanned the area. 
 
    There! She brought the rifle up and looked through the scope. She saw another rindycat moving stealthy through the grass toward the rocks. She exhaled and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Ka-chinkCRACK! She missed. 
 
    Take your time. 
 
    She looked through the scope and exhaled. 
 
    Ka-chinkCRACK! 
 
    The cat dropped into the grass, its chest covered in blood. 
 
    “Rrrrrrrrrinnnnnnnnndi!” 
 
    She twisted around and spotted another one. Ka-chinkCRACK! 
 
    Then another. Ka-chinkCRACK! 
 
    The calls rose up as even more appeared. She wiped the tears from her eyes as she took shot after shot. Her arms felt on fire. Most of her shots were hits, but even more of the creatures approached the rocks. There must have been more than a dozen. 
 
    Click! 
 
    The magazine is empty! 
 
    She rolled over and picked up her father's longer, heavier rifle. She pulled back the charging lever, sat on the rock cross-legged, and took aim again. No matter how many she dropped, they still kept coming. Several stood at the base of the rocks and looked up at her, their ears erect. 
 
    Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrat! 
 
    She looked up and saw a skimmer, the long oval platform banking overhead. Figures on the vehicle shot at the rindycats, dropping several in seconds. With one final round of cries the rest fled into the grass. 
 
    The skimmer touched down gently near the rocks. Three men and three women leapt off the vehicle and scrambled up to where Caroline stood holding the rifle. She sobbed, the tears covering her face. She pointed. “My father!” 
 
    They crowded around him, and one began pumping his chest. “What happened?” 
 
    “He got bit!” 
 
    One of them returned to the skimmer to get a first aid kit, while the others took turns pumping his chest and giving him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. One of the people, a man with a beard and dark brown eyes, stood and surveyed the situation. He pointed at the rindycat carcasses. “Did you do this?” 
 
    “I'm-I'm sorry!” She couldn't hold it in any more; she dropped the rifle and started to bawl. 
 
    The man knelt and hugged her. “That's alright, child. That's alright.” He grasped her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. “What you did here was amazing. What's your name?” 
 
    She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Caroline. Caroline Talbot.” She looked at the badge on his chest: Imperial Exploration Service. 
 
    A woman stood and walked towards them. “He's gone.” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 13: To Be Left Behind 
 
      
 
    The HSS Popovich was a bucket, a forty year old patched-up tin can twenty meters long, with five crew and a year's worth of supplies stuffed into it. The hyperdrive and reactionless drive, along with the reactor, took up almost half the space. Sleeping quarters were coffins; the command deck was three stations crammed into the forward compartment; the lab was the size of Kessler's first apartment back on Portia Station. The crew, consisting of a commanding officer, an engineer, and three scientific staff, had long become accustomed to each other's body odor. 
 
    My first command. 
 
    Duty on an exploration scout was the least glamorous in the service. Some people spent their entire careers on these vessels, either by preference or circumstance. Kessler hated it; he was meant for bigger and better things. Crews spent months, even years, performing stellar cartography and astronomy, mapping the locations of navigational hazards like asteroids and comets, collecting data on planetary nebulae, and other minor but necessary surveys to ensure the smooth functioning of interstellar travel.  
 
    Plus anything else the brass wanted to send their way. 
 
    “There she is,” Kessler said. “Picking up the transponder transmission. Yep. Quasi-particle Beam Dictor Array G-825610-S. I'm decelerating and matching its course and speed.” 
 
    “Have you ever seen one of these relay stations before?” The Popovich's engineer, Lieutenant Artur Vilcins, stood at the console to Kessler's right. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “It uses a radioisotope energy core for power. Ancient technology.” 
 
    “Well, I'm not getting much of a power reading. Orders say the thing is out of alignment and we've got to set it straight.” 
 
    “So, why are we doing this?” 
 
    “Because the Exploration Service is the bitch of the entire Imperial bureaucracy, Arty. Any bullshit maintenance TradeCom or the Navy doesn't want to do they pass to us. For the amount of money, private contractors wouldn't touch this job with a ten light year pole.” 
 
    A tone sounded and the HUD flashed. Data streamed onto the forward viewport. “It's sensors have picked us up.” Kessler tapped a few keys. “It's sending a schematic and status report.” To Kessler, the array looked like a fine mesh antenna thirty kilometers in diameter, a giant but delicate origami snowflake. 
 
    “Power is down to sixty-two percent and falling,” Vilcins said. “Main computer and relay systems are still up, but the antenna is out of alignment by point nine two degrees. The array's security systems are offline; no internal or external sensor feeds available.” 
 
    “Are the security systems damaged?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “Point nine two degrees isn't much.” 
 
    “This array has to target two more almost ten light years away. It's enough to degrade the relay signal.” He tapped a few keys. “See? The quasi-particle signal is degraded by twelve percent already.” 
 
    “Why didn't the array realign itself?” 
 
    Vilcins tapped a few keys and a tone sounded. “Power levels are too low; the computer can't activate the array's attitude thrusters.” 
 
    “Could all this be the result of an energy core malfunction?” 
 
    “Unlikely. These things can run for decades without maintenance.” Arty pointed at the HUD. “The status report says last service was sixteen months ago. I'm thinking micrometeorites.” 
 
    “This far out? No way.” 
 
    The Popovich made its final approach; it flew between the large reception and transmission panels, each two hundred meters wide and attached to the branching arms radiating out from the center control sphere.  The control sphere was a hundred meters in diameter and encased in a scaffolding of girders and cables. A single docking point and maintenance hatch provided access. 
 
    “Does the docking collar look damaged to you?” Arty asked. 
 
    “Yeah, like something crushed it.” 
 
    “Could the last maintenance crew have done it?” 
 
    “If so, it's damn sloppy. We need to go EVA anyway, since the control center is in vacuum. God, I hate this handyman shit; we're already late for our next survey. Let's wake up the others and get this done.” 
 
    Doluda was the first to stumble into the mess, his dark hair and beard messy. Nguyen followed, his bald head gleaming even in the low light. 
 
    “Where's Acosta?” Kessler asked “Hungover from his hooch again?” 
 
    “I'm here.” Acosta shuffled out of the narrow corridor leading to crew quarters; his bleary eyes were barely open. 
 
    Kessler summarized the situation. “Arty and Nguyen will check out the energy core. Doluda and I will see if we can re-establish the remote computer connection and then realign this thing.” 
 
    “And me?” Acosta asked. 
 
    “Stay on board and monitor. You can handle that, can't you?” 
 
    They all donned EVA suits. “Cycling air,” Kessler said, and the interior atmosphere of the Popovich disappeared. Using their maneuvering jets, they crossed the short distance to the maintenance hatch. Walkways extended four directions from the hatch and curved around the sphere. 
 
    “The energy core is near the outside of the sphere, in this direction. We'll keep in touch.” Vilcins and Nguyen activated their magnetic boots and tramped down the outside walkway. 
 
    “The hatch is damaged,” Doluda said. “Look.” 
 
    Kessler saw the sliding hatch was open a few centimeters. He tried to access the controls with his pockcomp, but couldn't. “God-damn it.” He pried open the adjacent maintenance cover with a screwdriver and tried to turn the manual control. He activated his magnetic boots to get a good footing, and with a grunt he turned the control and the hatch opened. The interior of the sphere was dark except for dim lights emanating from the wall panels; they both turned on their helmet lights. 
 
    Kessler tapped at the panel on his wrist. “Well, according to the schematic this passage leads right to the main computer.” He led the way, floating past numerous access and control panels. The sliding hatch at the end of the corridor was partially open. 
 
    “Okay, this is getting weird,” Kessler said. “Someone or something other than the maintenance crew was in here.” 
 
    “Data pirates?” Doluda asked. 
 
    “Probably.” Kessler planted his feet on the wall and with a grunt pushed the hatch open. Soft lights from the array's computer controls and monitors filled the compartment. Kessler shone his helmet and wristlights across the monitors, and then knelt to look below one of the consoles. “Yep. Look at this little item.” 
 
    A reddish green box was attached to the computer below the console. The device had a single display showing some weird icons or characters. “I haven't seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” Doluda said. “What the hell are those characters on that display?” 
 
    “Arty? You see anything weird out there?” 
 
    “You could say that. Take a look.” 
 
    Kessler tapped a key on his wrist console and looked at the image. A structure like a tree stuck straight out of the sphere. “So, what the hell is it?” 
 
    “It's an antenna, about thirty meters long.” Vilcins replied. “It may be drawing power from the array's energy core. If it is, it's either really inefficient to draw the power down thirty-eight percent, or it is transmitting a powerful signal.” The image zoomed into the base of the antenna. “Yep. Someone jury-rigged this right into the core. Pretty good job.” 
 
    Doluda pointed at the device attached below the console. “This is probably a relay spliced into the computer's main data cable.” 
 
    “Sounds right,” Vilcins said. “It's transmitting a low power signal to this antenna, which is boosted by power from the energy core. No need to lay a wire from the relay out here.” 
 
    “I've heard about these data pirates,” Kessler said. “So, the array's computer could not adjust alignment because of the power drawn from the core by the antenna?” 
 
    “I think that's it,” Vilcins said. “But there's something else.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think this thing is booby trapped.” 
 
    “You're kidding me.” 
 
    “No. I'm not.” 
 
    “We need to patch this up. Break that antenna down, Arty, and bring the base of it back to the Pop. Doluda and I will get this relay off the computer. Once the power level rises, the array's computer will correct the alignment.” 
 
    “It's gonna take some time to disarm the bomb, but the antennae is easy to disconnect.” 
 
    Kessler and Doluda started to work on the relay. 
 
    “We've got the antenna disconnected,” Vilcins said. “Starting to work on the bomb.” 
 
    They all worked in silence for several minutes. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Acosta said. 
 
    “What is it?” Kessler said. 
 
    “A ship just appeared on the sensors. I think it was running under ECM.” 
 
    “How far away is it?” 
 
    “About twelve thousand klicks. It's decelerating, but headed straight for us.” 
 
    “Well, what ship is it?” 
 
    “Uh ... okay. Hang on.” 
 
    “C'mon, you idiot!” 
 
    “Uh ... yeah. Just a sec.” 
 
    Kessler bit his tongue. “Arty, what's the range of the antenna?” 
 
    “Couldn't be more than a light-second or two,” Vilcins replied 
 
    “So, whoever is interested in the data relayed through this station could still be in the neighborhood?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I hadn't thought of that.” 
 
    “Have you figured out the ship type yet, moron?” Kessler barked. 
 
    “The computer says it's a Naati ship, a Wolf class,” Acosta said. 
 
    Holy shit! “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Fucking idiot! “How long until it gets here?” Kessler waited for several moments. “How long, God-damn it!?” 
 
    “Nineteen minutes.” 
 
    FUCK! “Back to the Pop, boys! Now!” A Wolf class was too large to fly through the array's panels and dock with the central control sphere, but Kessler figured it must have a skiff or boarding craft or something. No matter, if they didn't get out of here they'd be dinner. He and Doluda floated out into the main corridor and thrust toward the docking collar. 
 
    Suddenly, the panel lights went dark. “What the fuck happened?” No one answered for several moments. “Talk to me, people!” 
 
    Hard breathing emanated from the suit radio. “The bomb blew!” 
 
    Shit! “Nguyen?” 
 
    “I was blown off the station. I think Arty's injured. We're both caught up in the array panels, but he's more than thirty meters away from me.” Kessler looked at his wrist console. Sixteen minutes. “Can you reach him?” 
 
    “My suit thrusters are fucked up!” 
 
    “Get to the Pop! Now!” 
 
    “What about Arty?” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    Kessler and Doluda reached the docking collar. “You go ahead, Doluda. I'll wait for the others. How long? We have to get out of here! They were already within weapons range. He looked at his wrist console. Thirteen minutes. 
 
    Should I go and get them? As soon as he asked himself that question, he knew the answer. “Where the fuck are you, Nguyen?” 
 
    “I'm trying to help Arty!” 
 
    Eleven minutes. God-damn it! 
 
    Kessler waited a moment longer, and then boarded the Popovich. “We're leaving!” he shouted as a he strode into the command deck. 
 
    “What about the others?” Doluda asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    Kessler pushed Acosta out of the way. “We're all fucked if we don't get out of here.” He swung the ship around and punched the throttle. Fuck, I HATE this handyman shit! 
 
    If Caroline were here, she would have known what to do. 
 
    After the Popovich entered hyperspace, Kessler crawled into his sleeping coffin and wept. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 14: Root of Paranoia 
 
      
 
    Van Zant, feeling claustrophobic in his light battle armor, and encased in the drop capsule, again questioned his own motives. He breathed heavily while his eyes darted around the HUD on his faceplate. 
 
    Get me out of here! 
 
    “You wanted this,” Agent Kaminski, his immediate supervisor and trainer, had said as they had donned their armor back on the flight deck of the d'Entrecasteux. The man was heavy-set, with close-cropped curly black hair and a small moustache above his top lip. “Don't pull out now or you'll regret it, not to mention destroy your budding career.” 
 
    I'm scared shitless! 
 
    The Dragon's Claw was a Marine raider. Based on the Raptor class light frigate, the ship had an arrowhead-shaped hull over fifty meters long, twenty-five meters wide, and eight meters high. The crew quarters and ventral stores had been replaced with sixteen drop tubes. Kaminski and Van Zant occupied two of the tubes, and each of the other tubes held an Imperial Marine in full Kriegworks battlesuit. Six hours earlier the Dragon's Claw had emerged from the flight deck of the d'Entrecasteux and shunted into hyperspace. 
 
    Van Zant felt the familiar disorientation of exiting from hyperspace. 
 
    “Target is dead ahead,” Kaminski said over the radio. “A thousand klicks; five minutes to drop!” 
 
    I don't think I can do this! 
 
    Van Zant and Kaminski had trained for weeks with the Marines, practicing high velocity drops on small landing targets. Kaminski had seemed an old hand at it, and when Van Zant asked him if he had done it before, the man shrugged and said “it's my first time, just like you.” 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    The clock on his helmet HUD counted down second by second as the sweat poured down his face. 
 
    “Two minutes!” Kaminski said. 
 
    Van Zant realized he was holding his breath. He exhaled and tried to control his breathing, but his heart pounded in his rib cage. 
 
    A flashing green light appeared in his HUD. 
 
    Kaminski counted down. “Five, four, three, two, one.” 
 
    Van Zant closed his eyes and felt the force of the magnetic accelerators push him up against the top of the drop capsule. He immediately felt rather than heard the pop pop pop of the explosive bolts blowing open the capsule. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw a multitude of stars. He looked down at his feet and saw several asteroids, and then realized asteroids floated all around them. 
 
    “The bastards thought they could hide,” Kaminski had said during the briefing. “Stupid spineys.” 
 
    Van Zant looked around and saw several other figures, each clad in battlesuits. Some of the Marines began to perform stunt maneuvers, acting like the macho men they were. Van Zant laughed at their antics, and suddenly felt better. 
 
    “We're coming in fast,” Kaminski said. “Engage your inertial dampeners.” 
 
    Van Zant flicked a switch on his chest pack. A targeting reticle appeared on his HUD along with his velocity relative to the asteroid. He was coming in at over five thousand klicks per hour. 
 
    This is what you trained for. 
 
    He grasped the controls for the gravity pack. The asteroid loomed large in his HUD and the reticle targeted the Naati installation they were raiding. When the range to the asteroid on the HUD read thirty klicks, Van Zant engaged the full power of the gravity pack. The G meter on his HUD shot up to 3.5; if the inertial dampeners were not activated, he would have blacked out. Using the thumb controls for the maneuvering jets, he made slight adjustments to his course to keep on target. 
 
    As his velocity dropped, green and red beams shot out from the asteroid. 
 
    “Flak,” Kaminski said. “Hold on boys, the spineys can't shoot for shit.” 
 
    Van Zant's velocity dropped quickly, along with the charge on the battery pack. When the power ran dry, he was moving at a much slower fifty klicks per hour. Slapping a large button on his chest, he ejected the gravity pack. Another green light flashed on his HUD, and he maneuvered to the surface of the asteroid using jets of compressed carbon dioxide. He landed with a bump, but still on his feet. 
 
    I did it! He had decelerated from five thousand to fifty klicks per hour in forty seconds. 
 
    He saw the other Marines land on their feet nearby. The one closest gave him a thumbs up, and Van Zant's face flushed with pride. 
 
    They had landed on the flat bottom of a crater only a few hundred meters from the domes and towers of the installation. The rim of the crater was a ragged and tight circle of mountains. Millions of stars studded the sky, providing just enough light to see. 
 
    “Alright Sergeant Azerby, staggered vee with ten meter spacing,” Kaminski said. “The main hatch is directly ahead of us at the base of the largest dome. 
 
    “Y'all heard the man!” Azerby shouted. “Double-time!” 
 
    Van Zant took his place beside Kaminski and behind Sergeant Azerby. He used his maneuvering thrusters to steady himself as he jogged along the surface in the light gravity. They crossed the landing pad, a paved area surrounded with cranes and other machinery. 
 
    “The spineys are smart enough not to engage us out here and lose their defensive advantage,” Kaminski said, “but be prepared for a warm reception once we breach the airlock.” 
 
    Van Zant ran through the mission briefing in his head as the group made its way to the dome. The spineys had built the installation in an uninhabited system in the Neutral Zone, a clear violation of the Treaty of Phoenix. Usually such installations were bases for drone or small scout ship forays into Union space. The General Intelligence Directorate had told the Navy to ignore this particular asteroid for several years, lulling the Naati into a false sense of security. Now, the time was right to find out what was really going on here. 
 
    The Marines reached the dome and spread out along the wall on either side of the airlock, weapons ready. “Set the charge!” Kaminski barked. 
 
    A Marine set an explosive package on the door and retreated. 
 
    “Set your HUDs, if you haven't already.” 
 
    Van Zant tapped a few keys on his right arm; a schematic of the installation appeared on his HUD. The intelligence was based on similar Naati installations the Directorate had raided over the past few decades. When the spineys found something that worked, they stuck with it. 
 
    “Our objective is the computer core,” Kaminski said. “Probable location is noted on your HUD. We're expecting maybe a squad of resistance, but there may be more, so stay frosty. Get ready. Now!” 
 
    The explosive ruptured the door and debris shot out and landed in the fine soil of the crater bottom. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    The Marines brought their arms to bear and, stooping, moved into the breach. Van Zant and Kaminski stuck to the middle of the pack. 
 
    Red light filled the interior of the dome. The place was cavernous, with no interior chambers. Complex scaffolding ran up the interior wall to the top of the dome and extended across. Attached to the scaffolding were thousands of chambers, each maybe two meters long. 
 
    A short figure in a silver space suit, thirty meters from the main hatch, turned and looked at them. The thing had arms as long as it's body, but short legs. It climbed into an exoskeleton. Van Zant suddenly saw more of them, some in exoskeletons and some not, moving through the scaffolding. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Kaminski said, “those are the yallic slaves.” 
 
    “What is this?” Sergeant Azerby asked. 
 
    “I've never seen anything like it,” Kaminski said. He looked at his wrist display. “These schematics are useless. We need to find the computer core. Proceed along the wall toward that hatch.” 
 
    As they moved along the walkway, Van Zant looked at the nearby chambers attached to the scaffold. One side of each chamber was completely transparent. Inside were figures, human figures, suspended in fluid, their mouths covered with masks. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” Azerby said. 
 
    Kaminski held up a fist and they stopped. He stepped closer to the chambers. “Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    Horrified, Van Zant saw that the figures were deformed: some had missing or extra limbs, or grotesque tumors growing on their bodies. There were men, women, and children. 
 
    “I've heard about this,” Kaminski said. “The spiney bastards love to experiment on us, trying to figure out what makes us tick.” 
 
    “And they probably eat them after their done,” Azerby said. 
 
    The anger surged in Van Zant. “We've got to save them!” 
 
    “There's nothing we can do here,” Kaminski said. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “What are we going to do? Cram them all into the Claw? Don't be foolish.” 
 
    “We can go back and get the  d'Entrecasteux!” 
 
    Kaminski grabbed him by the collar and pulled him close, their faceplates touching. “They're all lost! We can kill the fucking bastards that did this, but the computer comes first!” He turned and looked at Azerby. “The hatch!” 
 
    Van Zant moved in a daze. He, too, had heard of this, but to actually see it was overwhelming. 
 
    “Blow the hatch!” Kaminski barked. 
 
    Debris flew and struck some of the chambers. Van Zant followed Kaminski into the room beyond; it was small, maybe three by six meters. Panels of flashing lights and screens covered the walls.  
 
    “This is it,” Kaminski said. “Give it to me.” 
 
    Van Zant pulled a gadget from his leg pouch and handed it to him.  “Cover me.” Van Zant pulled his blaster pistol from his holster and the Marines watched the entrance. He watched as Kaminski attached the device to a panel and tapped some buttons. 
 
    “Spineys and their shitty technology,” Kaminski grunted. “So easy to hack.” He pulled out another device from his leg pouch and plugged it into the first. “It'll take three minutes to get all the data.” 
 
    “We've got company,” Sergeant Azerby said. Van Zant turned and saw several of the Marines fire out of the breach. 
 
    “Now, we'll inject a virus to fuck things up!” Kaminski tapped a few keys on the device. “Dragon's Claw? You can start your landing. We'll be there tout de suite.” 
 
    A Marine went down with a blaster shot to the head, and the others pulled him back while another took his place. 
 
    “We're gonna get trapped in here if we don't fucking move!” Azerby shouted. 
 
    “Almost there,” Kaminski said. “Got it! Let's move!” 
 
    Four of the Marines provided cover fire while the others ran to the main hatch. Van Zant fumbled with his maneuvering thrusters and almost lost his footing. 
 
    Azerby barked orders at the Marines, and they fell back, still firing at targets in the dome. “Hustle!”  
 
    The Dragon's Claw set down on the landing pad just as Van Zant emerged from the main hatch. He did his best to keep up with Kaminski and the few Marines headed for the ship; he finally reached the front landing ramp. The rest of the Marines followed, and the ramp closed. 
 
    “Let's get out of here!” Kaminski said. “Any casualties?” 
 
    “One wounded,” Azerby said. 
 
    “Yeeehooo!” Kaminski shouted. “I love it!” 
 
    The airlock pressurized and Van Zant took off his helmet. He couldn't hold it in any longer, and vomited on the deck. The Marines laughed. 
 
    “Fucking greenhorn,” Kaminski said as he took off his helmet. 
 
    “Kiss my ass,” Van Zant gasped. The Marines laughed again. 
 
    Kaminski laughed and smiled. “That's the spirit! Did you ever dream of doing something like this, you little shit?” 
 
    Van Zant shook his head and stood. “I never dreamed of seeing what I just saw.” 
 
    “That's what we're up against,” Kaminski said, pointing at him. “All the bug-eyed monsters in the galaxy want us dead! But we're not going to let that happen, are we?” 
 
    No. We're not. 
 
    “Captain?” Kaminski called out. “Ready a missile and take out that dome in five. We'll give the virus enough time to spread to their network.” 
 
    The faces of those people in the chambers loomed in Van Zant's mind. 
 
    No. We're not. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 15: A Thimble of Knowledge 
 
      
 
    The vision faded into gray, and then disappeared like smoke in the wind. 
 
    Talbot suddenly saw her own brain; the vision zoomed into her prefrontal cortex; then through the surface to a cluster of spindle-shaped cells; then into the cord-like nucleus of the cell; then to the crossed ropy chromosomes; then to the double-helix. Thousands of pairs of cyclic structures, snakes eating their tails, lit up between the gossamer strands of the double-helix. 
 
    The feelings of knowing and familiarity filled her. They know about humans. 
 
    She stood on a beach of fine white sand. The water was the most exquisite turquoise blue; it lapped gently on the shore. A light breeze ruffled her hair. The land itself was covered with green, blue and orange vegetation. The sky was a deep blue, with stars just barely visible. She wore her dress uniform, the deep black contrasting sharply with the white sand. 
 
    She saw Kessler first, in his dress best; he looked at her and smiled, that little boy grin tugging at her heart. 
 
    Van Zant suddenly appeared, but he wore a plain black suit, white shirt, and long black tie. “We appear to be in the same vision.” 
 
    “We are.” They all turned and saw Dr. Kanas. He wore a white-tie tuxedo. “All of us are now connected, our memory RNA mixing together and injected into our brains by the tendrils. The Prophets have gained some measure of your experience and character through the visions you experienced.” 
 
    “We were the subject of an interrogation,” Van Zant said. “They want to find out more about us, gauging what level of threat we represent.” 
 
    “Threat?” Kanas laughed. “We are not a threat to the Prophets. They viewed memories of events that had the most profound effect on your lives.” 
 
    “And they already know about us!” Talbot said and smiled. “Humans, I mean.” 
 
    “They do know about us,” Kanas replied. “Both the Prophets and Humans have the same benefactors.” 
 
    Another vision seized Talbot; she saw mirrored objects in the sky, spheres and ovoids racing over the ocean. Rough, dark clumps, like pods, fell from the flying objects and into the water. She saw the dark shapes sink in the water and lodge in the reef; a root sprouted and penetrated the reef, reaching down into the planet's crust, and even deeper. 
 
    It's a seed! 
 
    The pod grew in size as the root extended deeper, and became covered with coral and rock until it was big enough to rise above the surface. Encased in rock the pod dissolved from the planet's crust and deposited on its body, it grew even larger, and stood like a dome above the water. Its root grew branches and joined with the roots of others, forming a nervous system for the entire planet. It ejected streams of chemicals into the water to understand and control life. 
 
    The Prophets. 
 
    Then they came, those that had come before and were the source of all that has come since. The Harbingers. The Doom-Sayers. The Old Ones. They arrived in mirrored spherical and ovoid starships. They bathed in the water beside the Prophets, their bodies floating in the ejected chemicals, the tendrils covering their spines and skulls. They stood over ten meters in height and had smooth gray skin. Limbs ended in seven-toed feet and seven-fingered hands. Their faces were like her own: two eyes, a nose, a mouth, but they looked like the face of an animal. Each had a large organ extending from its forehead. 
 
    It looks like a rose. 
 
    The vision shattered and another appeared. She saw a wide savanna dotted with trees. Figures ran across the grassland, fleeing from the mirrored spherical and ovoid starships flying overhead. Startled, she realized the figures were Humans: men, women and children, naked or clothed in animal skins, some carrying spears. 
 
    They've known about us all along! 
 
    That vision shattered and another appeared. She saw bulbous, mirrored starships clashing in the void against long twisted shells bearing faces of tentacles. Powerful beams of energy lanced between the mirrored starships and the twisted shells. 
 
    The vision shifted. The Old Ones, wielding powerful beam weapons, strode out to engage in battle on barren planetsides, fighting giant creatures that looked like black and mottled snake-like cuttlefish, ten times their size, the latter firing back with huge beam cannon. 
 
    The clash of the gods. 
 
    The vision shifted again. Vast intelligent energies danced in the hearts of stars, and spread the seed of life throughout the galaxy. 
 
    The gods themselves. 
 
    A gas giant appeared, covered in multiple bands of purple. A rocky moon moved into orbit around the planet. Mirrored ovoid and spherical starships orbited the rocky moon and seeded it with life. Her vision zoomed below the surface to a huge chamber; some of the Old Ones were laid to rest in vast coffin-like machines radiating out from a central core. 
 
    “The Anuvi Artifact,” a voice said. 
 
    Van Zant. The Prophets know he was there! 
 
    She stood on the beach again, her mind filled with the powerful images. Her head ached and felt like it was going to explode. Nausea surged in her stomach, but then receded with the images in her mind. 
 
    “They know more,” Kanas said, “so much more. The secrets of the universe. We have seen but a glimpse, a thimble of water from the ocean.” 
 
    “That's why some of you want to stay,” Kessler said. 
 
    “Yes! The knowledge gained here could change everything, but-” 
 
    “Once you stay, you cannot leave,” Van Zant said. 
 
    Kanas nodded. “And no-one else can come here again. That is a price some of us are willing to pay.” 
 
    “That is what the Prophets wanted to tell me,” Talbot said. “We, humans, are forbidden to settle this world.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The vision of the beach dissolved and Talbot opened her eyes. She hung suspended in the water, just a few meters from the wall of the island. The jellyfish illuminated the water with blue and white light. Kessler and Van Zant floated next to her. She looked up and saw the boat, and then swam to the craft and pulled herself on board. Kessler and Van Zant followed. The stellar primary was just rising, turning the sky purple and blue. 
 
    Were we under water all night? 
 
    Someone screamed. 
 
    A young woman lay shivering on the deck of the boat; she wore soggy and ripped duty fatigues. She scrambled back and huddled in the bow. Her long black hair was damp and she looked at them with wide brown eyes. 
 
    “Joanna Chakrabati?” Kessler asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Crew of the HSS Solstice.” 
 
    “Are you here to rescue us?” 
 
    “I guess we are.” 
 
    “Can we get out of here, now? Please? Before those fish things come back? This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Van Zant said. 
 
    “Survey 1, this is Solstice,” the boat's radio crackled. It was Lieutenant Calhoon. 
 
    “Survey 1 here, Solstice,” Talbot said. 
 
    “We've been monitoring the Lalande's landing site through the drones and sensors. The creatures disappeared, but it looks like the crew of the Lalande have come back.” 
 
    “We'll meet you there, Solstice. We'll have some passengers on the way home.” 
 
    “Very good, Survey 1. Solstice out.” 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 16: On The Carpet 
 
      
 
    Van Zant stepped through the hatch joining the Crew and Lab Section and the Command Section. He turned left and stepped to the door of Captain Talbot's office. “Just a moment, Mr. Van Zant,” Talbot said over the intercom. 
 
    After a few moments the door slid open and Mitchell appeared. The Chief of Security smirked and walked past. Van Zant entered the Captain's office and the door closed behind him. 
 
    “Captain Talbot,” he said and stood in front of her desk. She sat looking at her tablet for a few moments, and then looked up. “Why did you take command of the Solstice? 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    “The proper chain of succession is Dr. Vargas as the Chief Scientist, Commander Kessler as the Chief of Survey, Commander Lansing as the Chief of Engineering, Lieutenant Commander Mitchell as Chief of Security, and Lieutenant Kuusik as the Flight Officer. The Political Officer is nowhere on that list, and all of these people were fit to take command.” 
 
    “Under Article II of the charter of the General Intelligence Directorate, I can take command of any Imperial vessel in response to a crisis.” 
 
    “Article II is very specific about the circumstances, Mr. Van Zant. There must be an imminent and overwhelming threat of alien origin to justify taking command of a vessel. The circumstances did not warrant your action.” 
 
    Van Zant remained silent. I don't need to justify myself to you. 
 
    “What are your orders?” 
 
    “Captain?” 
 
    She stood. “Okay, so I need to spell it out. What specific orders did the Director of Operations of the General Intelligence Directorate give you before you reported to the Solstice?” 
 
    Van Zant remained silent for a few moments. None of your business. “Her Majesty placed political officers on board every Imperial Exploration Service vessel after the Anuvi Incident. The mission of the Directorate is to investigate any alien threats to the Union.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that, Mr. Van Zant, but there were never any Directorate agents assigned to IES vessels before. Why now? 
 
    Van Zant remained silent. 
 
    “So, we can conclude that Her Majesty and the Directorate believe there are alien threats, specific enough to assign Directorate agents to exploration vessels. Is that what you're saying?” 
 
    Van Zant just stared at her. 
 
    Talbot rose and walked around the desk. “What did the crew of the Vitus Bering find in the Anuvi system? That particular vision granted by the Prophets on San Miguel was very interesting, but, I suspect, woefully incomplete.” 
 
    Above your pay grade. “That's classified information, Captain.” 
 
    “Well, if the Directorate is involved, whatever the Bering discovered is of intelligent alien origin.” She paused for a moment. “From the visions we experienced, can we conclude the Prophets are somehow related to this alien artifact the crew of the Bering found in the Anuvi system?” 
 
    “You can conclude whatever you wish, Captain.” 
 
    She looked at him for several moments. “My first duty is the safety of everyone on board the Solstice, even you. I need to know everything I can in order to carry out that duty.” 
 
    Time to deflect. “Safety?” Van Zant snorted. “What about your reckless command of this vessel? If you had ordered a thorough and systematic investigation of the environment when we landed, we would have discovered the dimethyltryptamine and avoided any difficulties, including the necessity of me taking command of the Solstice.” 
 
    Talbot's eyes widened. “How dare you!” 
 
    “Why did you leave the Solstice when you ordered everyone else to stay on board? If you had not taken your little stroll on the beach, you wouldn't have become incapacitated and lost command of this vessel and our mission.” 
 
    Talbot blushed to the roots of her brown hair. 
 
    “My orders are to save lives, Captain. As many as possible, but sometimes it is necessary to sacrifice a few to save many. I will gladly sacrifice the Solstice and her crew to save the Union from an alien threat.” 
 
    Talbot sat back down behind the desk. “You see the Prophets, and this Anuvi artifact, as a threat, don't you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even when the Prophets returned the crew of the Lalande and let us leave San Miguel.” 
 
    “Until such time as events and data can be thoroughly investigated, yes. It would be foolish not to.” 
 
    “A threat to whom?” 
 
    “The Hominin Union.” 
 
    “You mean to Her Majesty? The Imperial government?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about Humans?” 
 
    “The Hominin Union and the Human race are one in the same, Captain.” 
 
    “Oh, really? What about the human worlds in the Independencies? Or the human world of Borrega in the Naati neutral zone? They are not subject to Union rule.” 
 
    “Give it time.” 
 
    Talbot smiled. “And anyone who doesn't play along with this scheme is seen as a threat as well. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Someone like Captain Bandele?” 
 
    Damn. I walked into that one. “That was not my call.” 
 
    “Not your call?” Talbot laughed. “Okay, Mr. Van Zant. I'll accept that for now. What I really want to see is any and all data from the Anuvi Incident, and not the whitewash report the IES released.” 
 
    Van Zant sighed. “Captain, I couldn't give it to you even if I wanted. I do not have access to that information.” 
 
    “I guess I'll need to accept that, too.” Talbot looked down at her tablet. “You are dismissed, Mr. Van Zant.” 
 
    Van Zant turned and left. She may be trouble. 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 17: Final Report 
 
      
 
    “It is the scientific staff's conclusion that the Prophets control almost all life on the planet using secretions of the dimethyltryptamine isomer and their own memory RNA. These are intelligent and powerful beings, Admiral, as shown in the visions that Mr. Van Zant, Commander Kessler, and I experienced, and the testimony of Dr. Kanas of the Lalande. The Prophets are the preeminent life form on the planet, and will not allow settlement of San Miguel. I believe that we only saw a fraction of their power, and that they could have killed us all and destroyed the Solstice with little effort.” 
 
    Captain Talbot and Vice-Admiral Arinze sat at the table in the Solstice’s conference room. Below them, visible through the window, floated Silmais Orbital and the world of Korla. Holographic images and text hovered above the conference table.  
 
    Arinze stood. “God-damn it! Not again!” He turned and looked out of the window. 
 
    Talbot sat motionless. O for two. 
 
    He shook his head. “Another lost ship, and we're no further along in discovering suitable worlds to settle.” 
 
    I'm glad I'm not you. “We did recover most of the crew of the Lalande.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” Arinze turned and looked at her. “All we can do is our duty, even when circumstances are beyond our control.” He sat back down and touched a key on his pockcomp. “Your next survey mission is a little more of an unknown. Using stellar cartographic data crunched through the AI, we've selected several star systems as candidates for habitable worlds. You are to visit each system in turn, and survey any worlds suitable for colonization. Once a survey is complete, send all relevant data back here using message drones; we can't afford you coming back here after every mission. Time is too valuable.” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    Should I transfer Kessler? No. But Van Zant is a different story. “I do have some concerns about Emerans Van Zant.” 
 
    He looked at her and his eyes narrowed. “Yes?” 
 
    “As I summarized, Mr. Van Zant took control of the Solstice and the mission when I was ... incapacitated by the dimethytryptamine isomer I absorbed. I believe he did not have the right to do so, and bypassed the regular Exploration Service chain of command.” 
 
    “I will read your report and consider it.” 
 
    “Is that it? He took my ship away from me!” 
 
    “You were not fit for duty. Correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but he had no right! The command of the Solstice should have gone to an officer of the  Exploration Service.” 
 
    Arinze leaned back in his chair and looked at her. “Well, I can't remove him from the Solstice, if that's what you want; it is beyond my power.” He coughed, and paused for a few moments. “There's a reason Van Zant is called a 'political officer,' when 'intelligence officer' would seem to be a more appropriate title.” He continued to look at her. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Arinze ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “The Union Security Service and the General Intelligence Directorate have become aware of certain individuals within the Exploration Service that are ... disaffected with Imperial rule.” 
 
    “For God's sake, who?” 
 
    He held up a hand. “I can't mention any names.” 
 
    So you do know! “What does this have to do with Van Zant?” 
 
    He paused for several moments. “The Crown is concerned that these disaffected elements may come into possession of alien technology, technology that could assist in their cause.” 
 
    “So, the political officer is there not only to evaluate alien threats, but domestic threats as well.” 
 
    Arinze nodded. 
 
    “What does this have to do with the Anuvi Artifact that Captain Bandele found? From the vision I experienced, I wrote in my report that I believe the Prophets and the Anuvi Artifact are somehow linked.” 
 
    He stared at her, his face like stone. “That is not your concern.” 
 
    “So, why tell me at all, Admiral? Are some of these disaffected people on my ship?” 
 
    “I felt I owed you an honest explanation about Van Zant's presence on the Solstice. You got one.” He stood and Talbot followed his lead. “Your only concern is the survey of habitable worlds. The Crown is eager to claim the frontier, and habitable worlds are a cheaper and better option than space stations. More people settled for less cost.” He saluted. “Good luck, Captain.” 
 
    She returned his salute. “Thank you, Admiral.” 
 
    Without another word, he turned and left the conference room. She sat and stared out the window at the planet. Would Kessler be stupid enough? She loved him, she knew, but that idiot could be as dense as lead, sometimes. If he wasn't involved in the little rebellion against the Crown, she would need him. If he was, then her life was more complicated than she thought. 
 
    Then a thought struck her like a slap. Was Captain Bandele involved? 
 
      
 
                        Chapter 18: Secret Report 
 
      
 
    Deliver-To:  Sai Tiwari, Director of Operations, General Intelligence Directorate 
 
    Encryption-Key: SSY-3490349753927543-UU5B 
 
    From: Emerans Van Zant, Field Agent (R3 3379451034), General Intelligence Directorate, attached to Imperial Exploration Vessel HSS Solstice (IEM-8834296273), Silmais Orbital, G0V3498723094-IIIa 
 
    Timestamp: 00:16.26, 07.24.2635 
 
    Subject: HSS Solstice Mission to San Miguel 
 
    Classification: Top Secret, For Your Eyes Only 
 
      
 
    Attached are copies of all reports from the crew of the IES vessel HSS Solstice concerning the recent survey and events on the world of San Miguel. 
 
    The world is home to a race of ancient sophonts who call themselves the Prophets. These beings exist within rock masses ensconced in the crust of the planet, either as islands in relatively shallow water, or adjacent to larger bodies of fresh water on the continent. I estimate their number in the hundreds of thousands. 
 
    The Prophets have a unique ability to control life-forms by secreting an dimethytryptamine isomer to render a creature susceptible to control by the direct injection of memory RNA. The Prophets eject the dimethyltryptamine isomer in adjacent ocean or fresh water for absorption by a creature, or a creature may become exposed to the chemical through interacting with other life forms. The memory RNA is injected directly into the spinal and brain fluid of a creature through tendrils extended by one of the Prophets and attached to the spine and skull of a creature. The Prophets can likewise read the memory RNA of other creatures. I am convinced that investigation and evaluation of this process would improve the Directorate's own methods of mind control, and perhaps even lead to new methods. 
 
    As a condition of returning the crew of the IES vessel HSS Lalande, Captain Talbot, Commander Kessler and I communicated directly with one of the Prophets. We were all subject to the dimethyltryptamine isomer and memory RNA in order to “speak” with the being. See my attached report for a full description of my communications with this Prophet. 
 
    However, I would like to note the most important part of my communication in this summary. There is a possibility that these beings were deposited on the planet by the sophonts we know as the Harbingers, the same sophonts responsible for the creation of the Anuvi Artifact, first discovered by the crew of the HSS Vitus Bering in 2633 in orbit around the gas giant Anuvi III. It is my impression the Harbingers seeded life on the world of San Miguel for the express purpose of creating a massive planet-wide parallel computer. The Prophets communicate with each other through direct links which allow them to process massive amounts of data obtained by communicating with other life forms. What events these beings prophesize I do not know, but it was obvious that, in the past, the Prophets communicated directly with the Harbingers. 
 
    I recommend an immediate follow-up survey by a private party hired by the Directorate under falsified pretenses to avoid reporting requirements to the Ministry for Intelligence. Such a party should be experienced in planetary survey, and armed to deal with the larger and more aggressive creatures under the control of the Prophets. Personnel well-versed in chemistry and biochemistry would be valuable assets in understanding how these Prophets communicate. 
 
    Regarding rebellious elements within the Exploration Service, it is my belief, at this time, that Captain Talbot is loyal; she is a true believer and is fully invested in the mission of the Exploration Service. However, she is driven by the fate of her mentor, the former commanding officer of the Vitus Bering, Captain William Bandele. She believes he was unfairly penalized for the loss of the Bering. She is also quite curious about the Anuvi Incident, and, I believe, is willing to go to some length to acquire information about it. Her quest to absolve Bandele and learn about the Anuvi Incident has led her to question the very founding ideas of the Hominin Union. The Directorate was correct in their initial assessment; she needs to be watched. 
 
     Captain Lansing, the Chief Engineer on board the Solstice, cannot see beyond his work. Lieutenant Commander Mitchell is as dumb as a box of rocks, and, in my estimation, is unfit for command. Commander Kessler lives for adventure, and has a propensity to substitute action for thought. However, I believe that he and Captain Talbot have a sexual history, and they may have picked up that relationship during the last mission. This could be valuable for influencing events in the future. In conclusion, it is my belief that the operations crew of the Solstice do not present any serious difficulties. If there is disloyalty, it is among the scientific and mission-specialist staff. I need more time to continue my surveillance of these individuals and will forward you a report in the future. 
 
      
 
    Regards 
 
      
 
    Van Zant reread the message. He nodded once, and then tapped a key. Leaning back in his chair, he looked out the small window of the station to the planet below. He couldn't shake memories of the visions he received on the world of San Miguel. Professionally, these visions represented an unparalleled opportunity, but personally, the visions cut his soul like a knife. The faces of the people from his past, his younger brother Adrian, who suffered far more than he after the death of their mother, and the helpless and tortured Humans he saw in the asteroid base, had haunted him every night on the journey back from San Miguel. 
 
    He looked at the bottle of vodka on the desk, but placed it in a drawer, and started typing another message. 
 
      
 
    Deliver-To: Dr. Adrian Van Zant, M.D., Ph.D., Chief Physician, Olumba Pediatric Center 
 
      
 
                        Afterword 
 
      
 
    The Far Frontier Series is a “parallel” narrative to the Hominin Union novels, two of which I have  published, The Anuvi Incident, and The Borrega Test, while the third and final novel, The Stardancers, exists in draft form. Both Caroline Talbot and Cord Kessler were students of Captain William Bandele, a major character in the Hominin Union novels. The crew of the Solstice has, over the course of the first two novellas in the Far Frontier Series, become entangled in the conspiracy to cover up the incredible discovery in the Anuvi system, and its relationship to upcoming and unimaginable discoveries in the frontier. I felt the basic premise I used to write the Hominin Union novels was so vast in time and space, it deserved to be more fully developed in a second narrative. 
 
    The world of San Miguel is named after the largest town on the island of Cozumel, which sits in the Caribbean Sea just off the Yucatan peninsula. The island is a beautiful place, with friendly inhabitants, and has some of the best scuba diving in the world. If you can visit, I recommend you do so. 
 
    The crew of the HSS Solstice will return in The Men Who Would Be Kings. 
 
      
 
    James Vincett 
 
    Las Cruces, New Mexico, August 2019 
 
      
 
                        Appendix I: The Crew of the HSS Solstice 
 
                             Flight / Operations 
 
    Captain Caroline Talbot - Commanding Officer 
 
    Commander Cord Kessler - Chief of Survey 
 
    Commander Michael Lansing - Chief of Engineering 
 
    Lieutenant Commander Karl Mitchell - Chief of Security 
 
    Emerans Van Zant, General Intelligence Directorate - Political Officer 
 
    Lieutenant Pitr Kuusik - Pilot 
 
    Lieutenant Jen Calhoon - Navigator 
 
    Tech Specialist Dag Wuland - Engineering Technician 
 
    Tech Specialist Kara Wong - Engineering Technician 
 
    Petty Officer Ulaa Merkel - Chef 
 
                             Research (all have rank equivalent to Commander) 
 
    Dr. Benil Vargus, Geologist / Planetologist, Imperial University of the Sciences, Jakarta, Earth 
 
    Dr. Valwan Dabisha, Astronomer, Toldana Institute of the Sciences, Yathana 
 
    Dr. Benjamin Webb, Biologist / M.D., Imperial Exploration Service 
 
    Dr. Margaret Orolo, Xenosociologist, University of London, Earth 
 
                             Mission Specialists 
 
    Ensign Aurelius Simon 
 
    Ensign Diane Salomon 
 
    Ensign Julie Carawal  
 
    Ensign Llorence Pitt 
 
    Ensign Veronica Kader 
 
    Specialist Arevik Avakian 
 
    Specialist Charmian Geary 
 
    Specialist Illiam Kermo 
 
    Specialist Jelena Ozolinish 
 
    Specialist Marko Pandev 
 
    Specialist Mikel Aldana 
 
    Specialist Olubunmi Chiumbo 
 
    Specialist Sheryl Clifton 
 
    Specialist Tav Drucker 
 
    Specialist Vencel Kovách 
 
    Specialist Victor Abreu 
 
                        Appendix II: The HSS Solstice 
 
      
 
    The James Cook class, planned during the reign of Nicolas Destillières, is the centerpiece of the Union's efforts to consolidate the gains in the frontier regions. The explicit mission of these vessels is to survey likely worlds for immediate settlement. Ten of this class are planned. Sleek, fast, and outfitted with powerful sensors and experienced crews, it is hoped that these vessels can perform thorough but quick surveys of habitable worlds. 
 
    Like the previous two vessels in the class, the Solstice is 110 meters long, with a middle saucer section fifty meters in diameter. Called the Crew and Lab Section, it has quarters for thirty, spacious holds for vehicles, supplies, and other equipment, configurable laboratories, and powerful sensors. The command deck occupies most of the arrowhead-shaped forward section, along with advanced avionics and the latest in computer technology, and a conference room. Engineering occupies the sleek aft section, with state-of-the-art propulsion, shields, and ship’s systems.  
 
      
 
    Ordered: December 14, 2630 
 
    Builder: Dahl Heavy Industries, Grotha Shipyard, Mercala 
 
    Launched: February 23, 2633 
 
    Commissioned: March 4, 2635 
 
    Home Port: Silmais Orbital Station, Korla 
 
    Identification: IEM-8834296273 
 
    Status: Active Service 
 
    Length: 110 m 
 
    Power: Pieron KK4 Antimatter Reactor rated at 1.024 GW 
 
    Sublight Propulsion: Banner Type I-Q Reactionless Drive, cruising acceleration 17.5 m per s squared, x4 for tactical maneuvers. 
 
    FTL Drive: Jav-Koria Redstar Mark I, 178.662905 LY per day 
 
    Range: 560 days under FTL drive (100,000 LY), 1825 days total 
 
    Complement: 10 flight / operation, 16 mission specialists, 4 research scientists 
 
    Sensors: Full sublight and translight navigational, tactical and scientific suite 
 
    EW/Countermeasures: Standard dampening / jamming / suppression suite 
 
    Armament: Pieron Mark XII Five Mode 500 MW Laser Energy Projector 
 
    Shields: Random Phased Gravitic Outer Force Field rated at 100 MW; Tight Phase Transition Hull Force Field, rated at 692-996 Ghz 
 
    Armor: Ablative Cerananocarbon Plating (ACP) over main hull; Nanocrystalline Gel Reinforcement (NGR) on main hull 
 
    Hull and Superstructure: Hypofault titanium-aluminum-vanadium alloy with nanowelds 
 
    Vehicles (some or all of the following): Model II-A Imperial Scout Buggy, Cargo Walkers, Angelwing Hovercar, Dinámico Mark XI Fast Surface Craft,  Model 2-A Sea Ranger submersible, Roadrunner-X Skimmer. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
                        Partial Schematics 
 
      
 
    Command Section 
 
      
 
    1. Command Deck; 2. Avionics; 3. Conference; 4. Computer Core; 5. Office; 6. Access and Storage; 7. Escape Pods (2 crew per); 8. Head 
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    Command Deck 
 
      
 
    a. Sensors / Communications; b. Pilot / Tactical; c. Science / Sensors; d. Engineering; e. Communications; f. Environmental; g. Science / Sensors; h. Computer; i. Forward Multidisplay; j. Command Chair 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Crew and Lab Section, Lower Deck 
 
      
 
    1. Central Lift; 2. Airlock; 3. Cargo Door; 4. Cargo Area; 5. Vehicle Bay; 6. Equipment Storage and Prep Area; 7. Access Ladder to Ventral Hull / Top Deck. Broken lines indicate ventral hatches. 
 
      
 
                        Appendix III: Summary log of the HSS Solstice 
 
      
 
    March 4, 2635: HSS Solstice commissioning ceremony 
 
    March 7: Departure from Silmais Orbital to the planet Hope 
 
    March 28: Arrival at Hope 
 
    April 27: Completion of survey 
 
    May 18: Return to Silmais Orbital 
 
    May 22: Departure from Silmais Orbital to the planet San Miguel 
 
    June 20: Arrival at San Miguel 
 
    June 23: Departure 
 
    July 22: Return to Silmais Orbital 
 
      
 
                        Appendix IV: A Partial Map of the Hominin Union 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    This map shows the region of the Milky Way Galaxy spinward of Earth and the Core Worlds. The lighter areas indicate spiral arms of the galaxy, regions of denser stars. The red lines indicate major borders of the Hominin Union and the territories of other major species. The light blue lines indicate the borders of territories within the Union itself. The dotted line indicates the historical extent of the Snirr Empire. The grid displays radial lines out from the galactic core and circular grid lines spaced at 5000 LY. The distance between Earth and the world of Korla, the home port of the Solstice on the far side of The Justified Conquest, is greater than 35,000 LY, a distance it would take the Solstice at least twenty-eight weeks to travel by hyperdrive. 
 
    76% of stars in this region are Class M red dwarfs. Habitable worlds are rare, and only occur naturally in systems with Class K, Class G, and Class F stellar primaries; these three classes of stars comprise approximately one quarter of the stars in this region. Of the planets around these stars, only 0.001 percent are habitable by Humans. Strangely, a greater density of habitable worlds occurs within 5000 LY of Earth; this has led some to theorize that many of these worlds were terraformed by one or more extinct alien species in the distant past. 
 
    There are approximately 1000 settled worlds within the Hominin Union, and an even greater number of colonies and outposts. Total population numbers over one trillion, of which more than 74% are Hominin species. Within the Union are 12 Hominin species (including Humans) and 28 intelligent alien species. 
 
    Approximately 70% of the total population of the Union (700 billion) resides on 103 worlds within 5000 LY of Earth, a region known as the Core Worlds. The remaining 30% of the population is scattered over an incredibly large volume of space. The purpose of the Colonization Initiative Act of 2635 is to prepare habitable worlds for settlement in anticipation of major population diasporas from the Core Worlds out into the greater Hominin Union. 
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