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All was quiet aboard the deep space colony vessel, Dauntless, cruising half a light year out from Alpha Centauri-B, its destination. Captain Holly Cringleman was sitting at the con, but thinking of heading back to her cabin, having just completed her routine check of the cryo-storage units.

The worst part of the job, she thought to herself, is looking in at their sleeping faces. It was the children that got to her the most. They were all younger than seven, some practically newborns, and none of them would ever know life as she had known it. All tucked snugly into their preservation modules, not knowing what the future will bring. She shook her head. Growing up on another planet...I wonder if they’ll ever get to visit Earth; see mountains or feel real snow?

She looked up. The corridor lights had dimmed. The ship’s chrono was cycling toward simi-night. Holly leaned back in her chair and yawned. “Sparkle!” she called. 

“Yes sir! Mam-sir!” Came the cheery disembodied reply. “And...what may I do for you, oh captain my Captain?” 

The Ship’s Personnel Recorder/Chronometer Log unit, or SPRCL for short, was integral to the nearly unmanned operation of all colony ships. Its function was to monitor the health of the one hundred twenty human occupants who were in cryo-sleep as well as to be a ‘companion’ for the one human who was on duty during their waking shift as the acting commander of the vessel. When the ship had embarked, almost ten Earth years ago, SPRCL had been little more than a standard Artificial Intelligence. Humorless, in a sort of earnest, literal way, about everything. Truth be told, thought Holly, Sparky is still a lot less fun than my old friend ‘Annie’ the AI on my parents farm in New Bozeman. Still each duty period she had spent time reprogramming him, as a way to pass the long ‘wake-shift’ hours. 

“Just wanted to see if you were awake!”

“Captain Cringleman, you must be aware that as an artificial life-form I don’t...”, he paused for a beat, “Oh! Ha-HAA! You are making a joke! Ha-HAA...Good one Cap’n!”

“Yawp...that’s right you ol’bucket o’bits!” She laughed. “Glad to see the ‘sarcasm’ module I added last shift is still working.”

“Yes...indeed. So ah, meat-bag,” Sparky teased, “how can I be of assistance? Ha-HAA!” 

Holly wrinkled her freckled nose. “Rank insubordination! I think this wake-shift I’m going to decommission you and build myself a new hairdryer!” 

A stuck-out tongue appeared on the main console, accompanied by a Bronx-cheer. Holly smiled, and then yawned once more. Boy, am I tired. You’d think I get enough of sleeping during my ‘off’ shifts! She stood, stretched and turned towards her sleeping cabin, tucking her wireless tablet under one arm. “Well, I don’t know ‘bout you Spark, but a girl needs her beauty rest...g’night!”

“Better see if you can squeeze in an extra hour Cap...” Sparkle called back, “...from your looks eight months was not enough..! Ha-HAA!”

Holly made a rude gesture and headed off. Ten minutes later she was in her favorite flannel nightie, the one her ‘grandma Molly had given her at their parting. “I wonder what she’s doing now...” she mused, as she drew the warm covers up to her chin. A wave of melancholy washed over her. They’re probably just setting up the Tree, she sighed. Another missed Christmas...and what about the kids? Would they even know who Santa was? She laid back, closing her eyes, as a silent tear glistened down her cheek as she drifted into sleep.

*          *          *
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PROXIMITY ALERT!! PROXIMITY ALERT!! PROXIMITY ALERT!!

*          *         *
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HOLY BOLTED STRAIGHT up, slapping the wall switch and jumping out of bed. The proximity alarm continued blaring. Possible collision! Visions of explosive decompression mixed with the sweet little faces she’d just been checking swam through her mind. 

“Let’s go Captain!” She growled, racing to the bridge. “It’s time to earn your keep!”

As she ran she punched the COM button on her portable screen. “Spark! What’s going on out there?”

“Unknown at this time Captain.” Spark was all business now. “There is a large object, approximately five point seven metric tons or about one quarter our size, headed directly towards us on a collision course. Approximate intercept time, thirty seconds, twenty-nine, twenty-eight...”

“Belay that countdown!’ Holly ordered, running onto the bridge and jumping into her command console. “Give me visual!”

The main screen lit up, showing the inky blackness of interstellar space. The stars shone like diamonds, one in particular outshone all the others, Sol – less than three light years away – was still the brightest star in the field. Alpha Centauri A would be brighter of course, but this object was coming from behind the Dauntless.

Holly was incredulous. “We’re being overtaken?” 

“Affirmative. Delta Vee is 25kps and closing.” Spark paused. “Cap, you may be interested in this. Bogey is slowing under its own power.”

Slowing! That meant the object was being controlled! Holly’s heart leapt into her throat. This was no chance encounter with a random hunk of space junk. This was contact! “Spark – our bogey is officially a hostile. Raise defensive screens!” She slapped the blast shields into place over the docking ports, an almost futile gesture. Dauntless was not designed for anything except human transport, she thought. What are we going to do...

Suddenly the exterior pickup went dead. At the same time she could hear a commotion. Metallic pings and clangs echoed through the ship’s hull. “Spark! Cut the alarm horns! I want to HEAR!” In the eerie quiet there was an odd sound, a metallic scraping, then scurrying. Like a rain of tiny distinct impacts. 

“Spark...,” she whispered, “something is on the ship!” Holly’s eyes widened. “Something alive!”

“Cap.” Holly started, a chill running down her spine to her bare feet, she had not had a moment to even draw on her ship-boots. She turned. “There appears to be an intruder. Airlock C just cycled open.” Sparkle paused, and Holly fancied he was trying to sound even more serious. “Captain, visuals went dead the second the airlock was opened but I still have audio. On speaker.”

The wall cone came alive, hissed with a high pitched squeal. Audio was also malfunctioning. “Haw Haw Hoo-wahh” boomed out of the speaker, pitched so low that it sounded like a giant was trapped in the lock. Holly was frozen with terror. The children... she thought. 

Suddenly Spark cried out, “Inner Airlock cycling!” 

“Override!”

“Unsuccessful, they are coming through! Holly ran to the weapons locker, grabbed a service pistol and raced for ‘C’ airlock. “Spark! Shutdown the doors on all decks – my personal access codes only. Override Commander Decker’s sleep schedule, warm him up fast and brief him on the situation as soon as he’s conscious.” She paused, breathing hard, heart pounding in her throat, hands trembling, staring at the grey metallic loading dock door. “On my command open the loading dock, and then lock it behind me.” 

“Ready Cap.” Sparkle sounded calm. “But Cap you might want to...”

“No time! Command override, Cringleman Alpha-Alpha, open NOW!” 

The door slid away and Holly rolled to the right, seeking cover behind some crated farm equipment. She had a glimpse of the intruder, oddly large, roughly humanoid. It appeared to be carrying a huge sack, perhaps some sort of weapon, on
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