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CHAPTER ONE

An obnoxious horn blared, alerting everyone working on the shuttle deck of the space station that it was quitting time. “Loud enough to wake the dead,” Dana Cartwright murmured, wrapping up her project and heading down the ramp of the older, Blade Class shuttle and tapping the hatch mechanism to seal the door.
 

With the ship now secure, she removed her tool belt, stepped out of her overalls and gave them a shake, and then neatly stored everything for the night in her designated lockbox. Just before locking it, she spied a loose wrench down on the deck, scowled, and hurriedly retrieved it. Someone must have left it behind when working on the fuselage.
 

Well, their loss… She added it to her collection of odds and ends. Next shift someone would come looking for it. Wouldn’t do to have something loose and floating about, if Shuttle Control should open the bay doors to zero gravity for an incoming ship.
 

The dozen or so other members of the OAR-Station Four Mech-Tech crew cleared out fast, beating her out the main hatch by a good five minutes.

Dana was in no hurry, had nowhere to go, and no one to meet. A sonic shower, a hot vegan meal and maybe some quiet time for reading about summed up her evening — every evening. She avoided the promenade restaurants, which catered to the many visitors and VIPs during their brief transits to and through the space station. She, also, stayed away from the pubs on the resident levels, finding them too noisy and overflowing with crew members from various docked ships. They tended to get brutally rowdy as the ‘night’ wore on.
 

Her station mates often goaded her for not participating in the fun, calling her unflattering names to her face, and behind her back, but she let that go, shrugging off the worst and even laughing at some of the more creative ones. They didn’t know her very well; in fact, she never let them. Most were human, though not all from Earth, and just did not understand a hybrid empath’s need for solitude and meditation. They eventually stopped extending invitations to join them, which suited her just fine.

The lights began to dim to energy-saver mode; and the hatch shut behind her — the last one out — with a loud clang.

Dana let out a heavy sigh. One more shift ended; another year of them ahead.

She headed down the long maze of corridors, intending to take the emergency stairwell up to Deck Ten and her quarters. Racing up and down the stairs proved to be one of the best exercises for keeping thigh and calve muscles toned and shapely, just as using heavy tools trained and shaped the upper body, and kept the muscles flexible.
 

Just before rounding a corner, she heard the distinctive sounds of hand-to-hand fighting, punctuated by grunts and groans, and a few martial expletives. Then came the distinctive crack of a bone breaking, an agonized cry, and that of a body dropping hard to the deck. Muffled moans followed.
 

She sped up, catching sight of two big men kicking a prone body before fleeing at the sound of her footfalls.

Dana reacted, quickly tapping the voice-badge on her collar. “Security! Assault on Deck Twelve, corridor ten!” Then she dropped down beside the prone victim to offer first aid.

Badly battered and bleeding profusely, he labored to breathe, a sure sign of rib and possibly even lung injuries. With the COM still open, she demanded, “Medical emergency: MAT transfer — two to infirmary intake — STAT!”

Years of medical training kicked in, along with a calm professionalism she could never quite escape. The security detail arrived. She nodded in the direction the attackers had used to escape, hands too busy applying pressure to the femoral artery in the wounded man’s thigh. “He’s bleeding out! Where’s my transfer?” she shouted at the voice-badge.

“Engaging now,” the computer voice responded.

The MAT pod finally engulfed her and the patient, delivering them to the infirmary receiving unit. A trio of android nurses quickly pushed her aside, taking over. Commander Sanford, Station Four’s Chief Surgeon, arrived to assess the situation.

“Don’t decon him — he’s lost too much blood,” she cautioned the ANs, knowing the programming would normally institute it unless overridden.

The surgeon scowled at her as he scrubbed and sanitized his hands the old fashioned way, with soap and water. “What do you think you are? A doctor or something? Get back. You are not scrubbed.”

She resisted spouting the angry retort on her lips. It was not the time to argue, though she maintained A-1 medical credentials and clearance, as high as, if not higher, than his.

With blood still on her hands, and soaking the sleeves of her day uniform, Dana stepped back, nearly in shock.
 

“You a Type-O blood donor?” Sanford demanded, looking over his shoulder for the briefest moment.

She hesitated, mind racing, and then blinked to clear her head. “No, sir.”

“Then clear the hell out of my infirmary!”

Dana backed away another step, watching as the AN’s destroyed the wounded man’s uniform. She stared.
 

“He’s a Commander. Must be new to Four,” she mumbled, not recognizing the strong, angular face. He had jet black, closely cropped hair. She guessed it was dyed because no one at his age had that color naturally.

He turned his head to look at her with dark, stern, no-nonsense, commanding eyes; the type that drill all the way through you. Though smaller than average, he had a muscular torso, and the appearance of someone skilled in martial arts. He also had a regulation, neatly trimmed, dark, thick, beard and mustache.
 

Something else about him made her stare.

They locked eyes, making a deep, empathic connection.
 
Dana’s lips formed an ‘O.’ Then she gasped, feeling a stabbing in pain in her ribcage.

He gave her a perceptible nod and mouthed a ‘thank you’ before the AN affixed an oxygen mask. He soon succumbed to the painkiller, which Sanford administered using a DIA-injector, and drifted off into an anesthetized coma.

Doctor Sanford ignored her, logging the patient into the medical scanners as “Brandt, Neville, rank Commander,
Lancer
” before tackling the punctured lung, cracked ribs, and the fractured leg.

Suddenly, overwhelmed by gut-wrenching, intense
 
pain, Cartwright looked down at the red, human blood on her hands, and understood the reason for the empathetic flood of emotions. She stifled a scream only by gritting her teeth and attempting an Eridani technique of pulling a mental circle of energy about herself to create a buffer.
 

Having done all she could and was required by regulations to do under the circumstances, she bolted
 
out the double doors of the infirmary, just as two security officers were heading in. They ignored her. She kept going, frantically taking the stairs down four flights to her small quarters.

Once inside, Dana let out an anguished moan, holding her ribcage, remembering the first time all those years ago that she’d experienced an empathetic reaction.
 

The vivid memory came flooding back. A woman had attempted suicide. The EMTs brought her in at
 
Medical Center East, Capitol City, Earth, where Dana was on the ER staff.

It all resurfaced, along with the reason she’d left medicine and left Earth.

“I should never, ever, have become a doctor,” she lamented.

Grumbling over the past did nothing to resolve her immediate issues and concerns. Neville Brandt’s strong energies continued to overwhelm.
 
She shut her eyes tightly, fighting off vertigo. None of the Eridani techniques were helping. All the training in the galaxy could not totally block them. Nor could the N-link device about her neck stop her from sensing something more.

She glimpsed memories of strange scenes from distant worlds — Neville Brandt’s past and present memories. He was on an emotionally charged, covert mission, and not merely on a stop-over at Station Four between assignments. She knew it to be true; his blood screamed it at her.

The really nice thing about being a Mech-Tech
 
“ship doctor” — and something her mentor all those long years ago at the academy hadn’t told her — ships didn’t bleed.

She rushed to the lavatory to wash the blood away, just as Sanford had scrubbed before attending his patient.
 

It didn’t help. Frantic now, she tried to recall an archaic Earth saying…a biblical quote.
 

“For the life of a creature is in the blood…”
 

That has to be it!

She quickly removed her voice-badge, tossed it upon her bunk, and then stripped off the bloodstained,
 
day uniform and under things, sending it all down the recycling chute. She even disposed of her leather boots, fearing they had blood on them, too. Still she sensed Neville Brandt’s essence upon her psyche.

Unbraiding her waist-length, cinnamon curls, she darted into the sonic shower, setting it for maximum decontamination. It vacuumed away every stray, nonbeneficial particle from her skin and hair.
 

Only then did the haunting, residual energies from contact with Commander Neville Brandt go away.
 

CHAPTER TWO

TO:
 

MED-SCI EARTH, Office of the Director of Competency, Doctor Francis Calagura

FROM:
 

Lt. Cmdr. Dana J. Cartwright

Dear Francis,
 

Was so good to hear from you, my friend. Congratulations on your promotion to Director of Competency at MED-SCI; I will refrain from calling you “DOC” for obvious reason.

I’m still here at Station Four. The Star Service, in its infinite wisdom, has done it again: Transfer request denied. So, I’m marooned for at least another year. I came with the personal mission to locate my birth records at the genetics center, only to learn everything has been moved to the medical center on Scanlos and all the historical records are now archived and sealed.
 

I’ve been offered a promotion to full Commander, but haven’t yet accepted it. There are strings attached. For now, I remain at Lt. Commander, Senior Grade, though they gave me a pay raise. Either way, my security clearance isn’t high enough to grant me remote access to those genetics center records. Perhaps I can visit on my next shore leave some months from now.
 

I’ll have to go in person to Scanlos, or have someone higher up — someone with clout — make the request. (Hint)

Wonder what’s in those records requiring such heavy duty security? What is the Star Service hiding? What experiments were they running at the genetics labs? As a former doctor — and having a vested interest — I want answers.

With some degree of certainty, I know my DNA is continuing to mutate. I can’t be certain of the cause.

The annual physical does not require that sophisticated a review; and, the symptoms are not visible. I won’t be growing a second head, or webbed feet, or anything like that.

I need your help, Francis. The mutations are disturbing. You may recall the empathetic reaction I had to that suicide while at MCE.
 
Well, I now have empathetic capabilities beyond the highest scoring Eridani empaths, and telepathic abilities bordering on the natural skills of most Alphans.
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