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PROLOGUE

The astrometrics lab was not a place Sarah Hartman frequented very often.  Scanning nebulae and searching for particles of dust were hardly worth her precious time, and in her opinion, hardly worth anyone’s time.  But that was only her opinion, and out of her countless opinions, that one tended to carry the least effect on the crew, as the majority of them rather enjoyed the finer points of stellar cartography.

But Hartman could have cared less about such erroneous pieces of flotsam.  When she sees a nebula that harbors the cure to Jertonian Flu, then she suspected her interest in the lab would be elevated, but until that day, Hartman rarely entered the lab unless it was absolutely necessary.

Her record streak of ninety-seven consecutive days without entry into the lab seemed like it would continue without fail as Hartman continued about her usual morning routine.  She would rise, bathe, consume a small breakfast, and then make due haste to sick bay to begin her shift.

Since there was generally little activity so early in the morning, Hartman usually liked to review recent medical papers filed by her colleagues, and occasionally scribe one of her own.  This morning’s dose of data was generally uninformative, though she did glean an interesting treatise on the Bolian digestive system.

Seeing that her review of the database was so brief, Hartman almost decided to grace the crew with her presence in the morning’s staff meeting.  She was grateful that the Captain did not order her to attend, as she found most of the data presented to be quite drab.  But on occasion, he would request her presence, and of course, she would honor that.  But this was not one of those mornings, and so, Hartman decided to remain firmly entrenched in her computer terminal—that was, until she stumbled upon an intriguing survey on planetary populations in sectors 30000 – 40000.

It was a fairly comprehensive set of statistics taking into account most of the species that inhabited those sectors, and contained a vast amount of medical data Hartman decided could be of some use to her—but she was thoroughly disappointed by one small footnote at the end of the treatise—the project was incomplete, and had been abandoned due to lack of support.

Hartman moaned her disgust, and slowly moved to shut down the terminal, when she suddenly recalled overhearing Commander Harrison speaking of their location yesterday—sector 29547—a region of space very near the area included in the study.  And so, seeing that sick bay had yet to be visited by a patient, Hartman decided to take the defunct program under her wing, and continue the project for herself—as long as they were out here in range, which summarily brought her ninety-seven day streak out of the astrometrics lab to a close.

And so, it was with a bit of disappointment that Sarah Hartman stepped into the astrometrics lab.  This early in the morning, she was hoping it would be devoid of any other crewmembers, that way she could get in, and get out without having to engage in mindless banter with them.  But to her chagrin, Erin Keller was situated at the master control station before the giant panoramic view screen.

As she heard Hartman’s approach, Keller turned from her work, and smiled pleasantly as she saw Hartman.  “Good morning,” Keller said cheerfully as Hartman drew nearer to her position.  “What brings you to my humble abode?”

“A survey of planetary populations,” Hartman said flatly.

“Sounds like fun,” Keller replied.  “Looking for anything in particular?”

Hartman set her padd down on the control station and took a look at the astrometric grid Keller had displayed on the view screen.  It was mostly a map of the area that had been charted by the project’s previous owner, but there was one system displayed that Hartman knew was not included.  “The Forcena System,” she said, staring at the tiny blip that represented it on the map.

“Never heard of it,” Keller mused.  She keyed in a few controls on the padd, which prompted a circular red frame to form around Forcena.  The computer rotated the view of the grid to center on Forcena, and then quickly honed in on the system, displaying a wealth of other data to satisfy Keller’s curiosity.

“It’s an F-type star with an absolute magnitude of 3.3.  It has six planets, the second and fourth are class-M, but the Forcenans currently inhabit only the second planet—a population of 4.5 billion.”  Keller closed the window supplying the supplemental information, and turned back to Hartman.  “Pretty nifty,” she quipped.

Hartman shrugged.  The data was fairly unimpressive, having very little to do with the actual population of Forcena.  In the later stages of her analysis, some of that astrometric data may come in use, but for the moment, Keller’s data was not in very high demand.  “Thank you,” said Hartman quaintly, hoping that would be enough to send Keller on her way. 

But Keller didn’t move.  Instead, she just stood there and studied the astrometric data scrolling across the screen.

“Don’t you have a meeting to go to?”  Hartman inquired.

She nodded negatively.  “It is finito,” Keller said.  “The Captain just wanted me to run a few quick scans of the region for further analysis, that’s all.”

“Oh,” said Hartman.  She stood there and analyzed the data for herself for several moments before slowly easing her hand toward the controls.  When Keller didn’t protest, Hartman brought the sensors in on Forcena II, and quickly delved into her work, simply pretending Keller wasn’t there.

Her tactic worked, and Keller backed off.  “Hey, if you need anything, call me,” said the Commander softly before making a phlegmatic departure.

“Yeah,” said Hartman as the doors slid shut.  She could have cared less, and was just glad that she was finally alone with her data…

Alan Christopher wouldn’t have described this morning’s staff meeting as one of great excitement or even one indicating anything of interest.  Aside from their trip to the Corinth System, they had nothing to do—and nothing to report.  Even so, he thought it proceeded at a fair pace, and quickly brought the day’s order of operations to light.  

And so, with Corinth being the final destination of Angela Brantley, and the relative lack of other activities, Christopher decided that it would be safe for him to escort his fellow Captain to the transporter room on her last stroll through the Starlight’s corridors.

“I still don’t know why Admiral Lantree has summoned me here,” Brantley admitted as they rounded the final corner until they would reach their destination.

Christopher sighed.  “Admiral T’Lari wouldn’t speak of it, either,” he admitted.

Brantley smiled.  “That’s Starfleet for you—giving out the orders on the need-to-know basis.  And apparently, right now, we don’t need to know…”

“So it would seem,” Christopher said as they strolled into the transporter room.

As Brantley headed for the transport platform, Christopher casually strolled over to the control station.  “Good morning, Flora,” he called out to Ensign Sanders.  “How are your molecules today?”

Sanders grinned.  “In tact,” she admitted.

Christopher nodded approvingly.  “Good,” he said.  “Well, I’ve brought you a terribly exciting task this morning.”  He drew his face near Flora.  “We’re finally getting rid of Captain Brantley,” he mused before stepping away from the controls to face Angela one last time.

“I’m ready,” she said once Christopher’s banter with the Ensign came to an end.  “See you soon… hopefully,” she said before turning her gaze to Sanders.  “Energize.”

“Have fun,” Christopher said as the sparkling blue waves of energy disassembled Brantley’s molecules and sent them on their merry way to the surface of Corinth.

As the transporter cycle completed, Brantley did indeed find herself on the surface.  Though from what she could tell, it was not exactly what she had expected.  At the very least, she thought she would be in the middle of a forest, but to her relief, she was indoors.  But, unlike she might have suspected, when she was finally solid once more, Brantley clearly recognized the dark chamber she stood before as something not of Federation origin.

Standing beside her was Admiral Lantree, as professional as ever.  Her graying blonde hair was neatly tucked back behind her head, and her uniform was the most perfect Brantley had ever seen.  And the Admiral seemed totally relaxed in the alien environment they were situated in.

In awe of it all, Brantley said nothing, as she was still waiting for the Admiral to divulge their position.  But as Brantley’s eyes carefully surveyed the drab, dark chamber, her eyes suddenly fell upon a marking that was terribly familiar…  Breen insignia…  Which meant only one thing—they were on a Breen ship.

ONE

The Breen were among the Federation’s most lethal nemeses.  Though they had emerged from the Dominion War as one of the Alpha Quadrant’s superpowers, they slowly descended back into the shadows in the years that followed, maintaining the heir of mystery that had prevailed in the era prior to the war.  The Federation knew little about them, as most intelligence missions to the Breen Homeworld resulted in failure.  Though one facet about the Breen was clear—they did not like the Federation.  Together with the other points mentioned, that made the Breen a serious threat to the Federation, and having acquired a Breen ship only validated that notion.

 But surprisingly, Lantree harbored no trepidation as she looked around the control center.  And it wasn’t until the Admiral spoke did Brantley consider some alternative to her location.

“End program,” called out the Admiral.

Together, Brantley and Lantree stood in place as their surroundings quickly dissolved from the stark, gloomy atmosphere of the Breen ship, to something a bit more recognizable as Starfleet property—a control center, much like that of a lab on a starship. 

Lantree straightened her uniform and turned to Brantley.  “The Federation has some serious concerns about the Breen,” she said flatly.  “One of our projects at this base is to reconstruct a Breen ship for further analysis and possible infiltration of the Breen Homeworld.”

Brantley nodded.  “I see.  It looks to me like you’re doing a fine job,” she said.

Lantree nodded.  “Our efforts have been commendable, to say the least, Captain.”  The Admiral slowly strolled toward a control station off in the corner of the room.  It was located at the side of a large circular hologrid that Brantley assumed was used to run simulations. 

“If I may inquire, what am I doing, here?” she asked, slowly following the Admiral to the workstation.

“Nothing to do with the Breen,” the Admiral replied as she touched the screen, bringing it to life with a gentle hum.  As the LCARS display responded to her commands, Lantree eventually brought up some schematics that Brantley found to be terribly familiar.  They were only displayed for a fraction of a second before the Admiral cleared the interface and returned her attention to Brantley.  “We are currently standing in one of the most advanced research and development laboratories in the Federation.  It’s been operational for about three years now, charting new boundaries in scientific research for the entire Federation.  But due to recent hostilities in the Kilka Sector, and the ongoing rivalry with the Breen, this base has become more of a breeding ground for tactical development.”

Which brought the Admiral back to the schematic Brantley had glimpsed earlier.  With a simple touch of a button, the entire design schematics she had surmised to create a stable keryon beam suddenly appeared on the display.  “This should look familiar to you, Captain…”

Brantley nodded.  “Quite.  But how did you get this data?  Surely Captain Christopher didn’t send it.”

To Brantley’s consternation, Lantree turned her back, and faced to hologrid nearby, completely ignoring the question.  Without looking, the Admiral touched a button on the workstation, and activated a simulation on the hologrid.  It was the Starlight.  The projection majestically rotated for several moments before quickly homing on in on the ship’s underside and highlighting the main deflector.

“By Commander Keller’s own account, tachyon and tetryon beams are close to reaching the end of their usefulness to the Federation.  They are, but the fact of the matter is, so are phasers and photon torpedoes.  Starfleet Command believes that to ensure the Federation remains a dominating force in the Alpha and Beta Quadrants, we need to start looking for alternative weapons.”

Brantley sighed.  “Like keryon-based ones,” she surmised.

“Exactly,” said Lantree.  “Starfleet believes that three direct hits to a Breen ship from a keryon-based weapon would result in total destruction, compared to four quantum torpedoes, and upwards of twelve photon torpedoes.  Thus, the amount of time ships are engaged in battle would decrease, resulting in fewer Federation losses.”

Brantley watched the simulation unfold as the Starlight glided into battle with a Breen destroyer.  The vessel got off a few shots before three yellow beams of death surged from the Starlight’s deflector and blew the Breen ship to smithereens.  But there was one small detail.  As the simulation honed back in on the Starlight, it became readily apparent that its deflector was not in good shape—in fact, it was gone.  Moments later, the deflector began to emit sparks before it too, exploded, taking out most of the ship before the simulation froze.

“There are several details we need to work out,” Lantree explained as she stared at the frozen remains of the Starlight.  “Which is why you’re here.”

Brantley’s jaw dropped in disbelief.  “You want me to refine that?”  Not only did the entire concept of using keryon particles as casually as a phaser beam seem terribly haphazard, but the utter lack of consideration for the opposing vessel’s crew also brought some concerns.  Surely, Starfleet would work out the kinks, but it just seemed too dangerous to even attempt.  Their luck with the keryon particles was trivial at the most—as it did ultimately result in an alien invasion, but apparently, Starfleet was impressed enough to pursue it, and so Brantley decided to comply.

When Commander Keller first spoke of Doctor Hartman’s new project, Alan Christopher almost didn’t believe it.  It was so unlike the Doctor to do such a thing that he was certain Keller was pulling some sort of joke on him.  But as Erin continued to give details of her encounter with Hartman in astrometrics, the more Christopher was convinced it had to be true.

But just to be on the safe side, he had to stroll on over to sick bay to see for himself—just in case Keller was pulling some sort of elaborate trick. 

When he entered sick bay, Christopher didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.  There were a few nurses quietly tending to their duties near the lab in the corner of the room, Lieutenant Hataru was perched on a bio-bed clutching his left shoulder as a third nurse examined him with a medical tricorder, and Doctor Hartman was buried in her office studying her computer.

Christopher slowly approached Hataru.  “What happened?” he inquired.

Hataru frowned.  “An unfortunate encounter with the hatch of the Jefferies tube on deck eleven.”

“Ouch,” said Christopher.  “I’m sure you’ll be fully functional in no time,” he assured the Lieutenant before making his way to Hartman’s office.  He touched door chime several times before the Doctor motioned for him to enter.

“There’s either a problem with your door chime or your ears,” Christopher mused as he strolled up to Hartman’s desk and sat down.

Hartman didn’t dignify his statement with a response, and simply stared blankly at Christopher.  “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“I was just coming to see how your survey on Forcena is going,” he admitted after a moment.  “I was rather surprised that you would take up such an adventurous project—it has very little to do with medicine.”

“The data could eventually prove useful to me,” she said.  “But I do have other interests outside of sickbay.”

“Really?  Could have fooled me.”

Hartman sighed.  “I did pick up a thing or two from my Uncle Andrew.  Archaeology isn’t my forte, but I do enjoy seeing what other cultures are like—living or not.”

Christopher smiled.  Uncle Andrew was a name he had not heard for quite some time.  He had grown up with Sarah on Ka’Tula Prime, and was often exposed to some of the finer points of archaeology on his homeworld because of him.  Much like Hartman, Christopher picked up a lot of Andrew’s knowledge, and had originally intended to put it to good use at Starfleet Academy.  Though things didn’t exactly turn out that way, Christopher still found archaeology to be of interest.

“So what do we know about Forcena?” he inquired.

Hartman shrugged.  “It’s not an archaeologist’s domain.  Population, 4.5 billion, all living,” she grumbled before turning the computer to Christopher for further analysis.  “But I have found something of interest—the planet is not a peaceful one.  Apparently, there’s a large-scale war going on between the two major factions on the planet.  It’s quite fascinating.”

Wars were always fascinating.  Bloody, but they made for good history.  “Do we know any details about the war?”

“Not yet.  But I’ve broken into their central archives and am downloading all the data I can.”

Christopher frowned.  “Broken into?  Nothing classified I hope…”

“I’m a doctor, not a hacker.  I’ve only gained limited access to their computer.  It should provide enough data to satisfy my needs, and little else.  Besides, Starfleet doesn’t want any part in that war, so they’re going to make damn sure none of their ships go near that system.  So the Forcenans could probably care less,” she explained. 

Christopher wasn’t exactly thrilled about her little journey into the extralegal affairs, but not wanting to discourage Hartman’s development from something more than a fixture in sick bay, he felt the infraction could be overlooked for now.  “Keep me posted,” he said before popping up from his seat.  “You’ve probably got about three more days before we start heading away from this region, so you’d best finish collecting all your astrometric data by then,” he said before walking out the doors.

Hartman watched him wander back over to Lieutenant Hataru’s bio-bed before turning back to her own data.  She had accumulated enough information about the war to begin making inferences as to its causes and effects, and with some additional study, believed she had a chance at predicting its eventual outcome.

But before she could start on that data, a small flashing light on her astrometric screen caught her attention—a light that hadn’t been there previously.  Quickly, she accessed them, and recognized them as highly distorted communication signals, specifically designed to blend in with background electromagnetic radiation.  And they would have, had it not been for the modifications Commander Keller had made to the sensors during the Elorg crisis a few weeks ago.

But still, the disturbances were little more than garbled blocks of data, and in all reality, Hartman knew there was virtually no chance of decoding them.  Even so, she touched the display.  “Computer,” she called out, “analyze those comm signals and save the results in my Forcena database.”  

It chirped its acknowledgement, and without any further ado, went to work on its assessment of the data.  With that out of the way, Hartman returned to her own assessment of her data, almost eagerly awaiting what she would uncover.

Despite the short amount of time she had been exposed to her new project, Angela Brantley was relatively pleased with the results she was seeing.  She had managed to properly align the phase inducers and simulate a beam frequency closer to something within Starfleet regulations.  

“Our progress here is excellent,” Lantree commented as she programmed another simulation into the computer.  “At this rate, I suspect we’ll be able to begin the installation keryon-based weaponry within the next six months.”

Brantley had to hide her amazement.  Not even in her most optimistic projections had she speculated six months.  According to the best data she had, keryon-based weaponry in common usage was at least a year off, probably longer.  “With all due respect, Admiral, it would take between six months and a year to retrofit any starship with the new tactical systems.”

Lantree nodded.  “You’re right.  But Starfleet doesn’t intend to be retrofitting old ships.  We intend to install the tactical systems in the new Quasar-class ships.”

“Quasar?” Angela repeated.  While she made it a point to keep abreast on all of the Federation’s latest undertakings, she had never heard of the Quasar-class, not even in concept.

But Lantree apparently had an intimate knowledge of the vessel.  “Starfleet’s been designing the Quasar for the past four years.  It’s a highly advanced starship designed to undertake deep-range tactical assignments.  It’s equipped with transwarp systems, mark-seven quantum torpedoes, and enhanced bio-neural circuitry.  With the addition of the new tactical systems, we believe deep-range expeditions into the Delta Quadrant could soon become a reality.”  Slowly, the Admiral brought her face within a few centimeters of Brantley’s.  “But none of this is to leave the confines of this room, understood?”

All Brantley could do was nod as she absorbed all the new data.  She was probably one of the first people outside of Starfleet’s upper echelons to have any knowledge about the ship, and since the Admiral was open enough to disclose the information, more than a small part of Brantley hoped that was because the Quasar would be under her command. 

For the time being, it was a pretentious thought and so Brantley chose not to pursue it until she felt a bit more confident that the ship would be hers.  The notion was more than pleasing to her, and since the Admiral spoke of it, Brantley believed the prospects were good.  It would only be a matter of time.

Quickly, Angela turned her attention back to the schematics before her, only now, she was far more exciting about being on the project.  Her fingers flew over the controls with ease, and the new systems seemed to flow out of her mind like water down a stream.  Even so, her mind kept drifting back to the Quasar.

What did it look like?

How many decks did it have?

Could it kick the Elorg’s butt?

“Admiral,” came a deep voice from the nearby corridor.  It was a dark-skinned man with a fairly strong, noble African accent.  His teeth were perfect, and their whiteness stood out amidst the dark overtones of both his skin and the room.

Lantree turned to the man.  “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“Your presence is required on the command deck.  We are being hailed,” he said, taking a few steps closer.

The Admiral nodded.  “Thank you, Mr. Serowe.  I’m on my way.”  He nodded, and swiftly turned back to the corridor to return to the command deck, leaving Lantree and Brantley alone once more.  “I’ll be back shortly,” said the Admiral before turning on her heel and following Serowe through the corridor.

Once Lantree was gone, Brantley quickly returned to her work on the tactical systems, hoping she could get enough done while the Admiral was gone to thoroughly impress.  And at first, it seemed to Brantley that such an event would happen, until her had stumbled upon a padd.

She looked at it and recognized it as the padd that the Admiral had had in her grasps.  She must have accidentally left it behind.  Knowing it was a breech of protocol to gaze at other people’s padds, especially an Admiral’s, Brantley simply dismissed it and returned to her work—until her eyes befell the word Quasar.

Slowly, Brantley inched the padd in her direction, her eyes continually checking the corridor for any invaders, until she was satisfied it was safe to glean the data.

From the initial schematics, the ship didn’t appear to be much larger than an Akira-class ship, thought it was much more streamlined, and harbored a menacing look.  And as curiosity won her over, Brantley scrolled down the padd, absorbing the data on power distribution, transwarp manifolds, and the tactical system.

But nowhere on the padd were the words ‘deep-range expedition craft.’  In fact, from what Brantley could tell, the only expedition the Quasar would be going on would be one to the front lines.  This was no science ship—it was a warship…

TWO

Commander Matthew Harrison rather enjoyed the sight of stars streaking across the view screen at high warp.  In fact, he would take that any day over the placid, immutable starfield of the Kilka Sector.  But he knew that one day soon, those very streaks of starlight he enjoyed watching so much, would eventually bring him back to the Kilka Sector.  

But not today.

“What exactly are our orders?” Harrison inquired of the Captain, seated directly beside him.  Their mission to the Corinth System was a fairly routine delivery—albeit to a rather remote location, but Harrison trusted Starfleet’s judgment.  Unfortunately, in the wake of their hasty departure, their next destination appeared to have eluded Harrison’s memory.

Christopher turned to Harrison.  “Currently, we’re conducting long-range tactical analyses on the pulsar in sector 29227.  Once that’s done, I understand we’ll be heading to Outpost 23 along the Romulan Neutral Zone—possibly for patrol duty.”

Those were words Harrison hadn’t expected to hear.  “It seems like the Kilka Sector is only a memory,” he grimaced.

“Admiral T’Lari wants to keep us away from the front line.  The Elorg still think we’re harboring tactical data on the Ividians—we’d be a prime target if the Elorg decided to stage an assault,” Christopher explained.  “So as long as Xi'Yor doesn’t know where we’re at, he can’t attack us.”

“We can’t hide forever,” Harrison noted.

Christopher nodded.  “We won’t.”

So they would eventually return to face the enemy, but Harrison didn’t mind.  As long as they were in the Kilka Sector, they were making a difference.  They were writing the history books, and there was nothing Harrison would like more than to see his name in print.  But no matter the outcome, such an event was a long ways off, and so Harrison turned his attention back to something of a bit more relevance—the sensor alert he heard emanating from the tactical station.

“What is it?” Harrison inquired.

Bator brooded over the data for several moments.  “I am detecting low-level EM spikes—they appear to be some sort of communication toward the Forcena System.”

Harrison didn’t exactly see the relevance, but as the Captain quickly bolted from his chair, the first officer suddenly suspected that the messages might have some sort of relevance.  The Captain quickly maneuvered around Harrison and came to a stop before the tactical station.

“Can you tell who’s communicating with the Forcenans?”  Christopher inquired.

“No,” said Bator.  “The origin of the communiqué is unknown, but with some further analysis, I might be able to begin to make some speculations.”

Christopher nodded.  “Have fun.”

To her chagrin, Brantley’s time with the Quasar’s schematics did not last very long.  Within a few minutes, Admiral Lantree had returned, suddenly saw her padd was left behind, and scooped it up before returning to work with Angela.

Together, they worked for an additional few minutes before Brantley announced, “I think we’re ready for a trial run.”

The statement pleased Lantree, who folded the padd under her arm and looked to the nearby hologrid while running her fingers over the control station in search of a target.  “This is our target,” she said after a moment.  “GSC 38072, coordinates 22.8 by 137.6.

Brantley gave the data a bit more scrutiny before starting to input the coordinates.  Given the fact that keryon-particles were useful in long-range deployments, it didn’t surprise Angela that their target was several sectors away.  But the target itself did stand a bit of questioning.  “Isn’t that a planet?”

“It is,” confirmed the Admiral in a terribly calm voice.  “We have specifically selected this as our target because the atmosphere contains high concentrations of omicron particles.  Should the keryons become unstable, the particles would nullify any quantum singularities that open, hence, preventing another Ividian incursion.”

Brantley considered the data for a few moments.  Though she was not familiar with the exact properties of omicron particles, she knew enough to see that Lantree’s line of reasoning was sound of mind.  Satisfied that the Ividians would not be paying a visit, Brantley turned back to the controls to begin the pre-fire sequence.

Though they were only a series of precautions designed to ease into the actual event, Brantley made sure she had a green light on every one of her systems.  Normally, such as when she had a ship to command, Brantley would allow her tactical officer to simply whip through the sequence and let the computer make all the verifications.  But considering the extreme volatility of her current project, and the fact that a high-ranking Starfleet official was watching her like a hawk, Brantley decided it would be in her best interest to personally oversee the pre-fire.

“Flow regulators are active, set for long-range dispersion.  Magnetic switching gates are functional.  Keryon particles have been successfully transferred to the flow regulators,” Brantley called off from her checklist.

Lantree watched intently until the conclusion of Brantley’s analysis.  Once the Admiral was satisfied that everything was in order, she took a few steps away from the terminal and turned her attention to the hologrid nearby, which now served as their window on the world.  “Fire,” said the Admiral a moment later.

Brantley nodded.  “Transferring energy from the flow regulators into the pre-fire chamber.  Converting particles into a coherent keryon beam… ”

And before she could even conclude her report, the brilliant flash of pink energy emanating from the hologrid caught her eye.  It was the keryon beam.  It was hardly a majestic sight—the beam was jagged and plagued by interspatial fluctuations, randomly pulsing between a fluorescent pink and a warm magenta color.  But to Brantley’s credit, the beam was working, and working well.

“I’m not detecting any gravimetric distortions,” Lantree gleaned from the control panel.  She stared at the beam for a few additional seconds before bringing her attention back to Brantley.  “I think we can call that test a success,” she said pleasantly, motioning with her head for Brantley to cut the beam.

Angela quickly complied, and within a few moments, nothing was left of the beam but a few stray particles that had yet to escape from the pre-fire chamber.  That would require some work, as those particles could grow unstable in a hurry while in the heat of battle.  But for now, they seemed to wander harmlessly off in the direction of their fellow keryons.  

Obviously pleased with the results, Lantree brought herself closer to the controls and keyed in a few commands.  “Begin making the necessary preparations for an additional test using this data,” she said, tapping on the interface with her index finger very near the location she had just finished typing.

“I’ll get right on it,” Brantley chirped as Lantree backed away.  

With her padd on the Quasar in hand, Lantree took a few addition steps from the controls.  “I should return within the hour.  Have the modifications completed by then.”

Sarah Hartman had forgotten what is was like to be conducting a major experiment.  While her endeavors on the Starlight were not without merit, none of them had the same scientific zeal to the rest of the scientific community outside the medical world.  This project was a totally different game.  Though Hartman could clearly identify some of its medical aspects, the project was, at its heart, more of an anthropological one than anything else.  But its wings carried over into countless other branches of science, making this one of the most cosmopolitan projects Hartman had ever undertaken.

There was just one minor detail—it wasn’t a very important project, otherwise its original owners wouldn’t have abandoned it.  And while that wasn’t the driving force behind her taking the project under her wing, Hartman did take that into consideration.  Considering it was the first large-scale project she’d undertaken in quite some time, Hartman knew she didn’t want it to be widely exposed.  She was bound to make a few misspellings, exclude a fragment of important data, or some other malady, and until she felt she was back into the game, Hartman knew that low-profile projects were the ones to take.

Still, it was an exhausting task.  Hartman had spent countless hours in the astrometrics lab collecting data on the Forcena System.  It wasn’t the most exciting star system she had ever seen, in fact it was quite boring.  But the data was a requirement for the finished project, and so Hartman collected it.

But as she strolled back into her office in sick bay, Hartman knew her eyes were about to befall the interesting data.  By now, the computer should have compiled a wealth of information on the Forcenans that could shed some light onto their bloody war, their cryptic culture, and their frame of mind.

To her chagrin, Hartman noticed only a few megabytes of data had been added to her Forcena files.  She quickly plopped down in her chair and discovered that her link to the Forcena System had been severed.

“Computer, reestablish the data link to the Forcenan Archives,” she snapped.

The computer bleeped, and displayed a graphic indicating its attempt to reestablish, but summarily ceased its efforts.  “Unable to comply.  Target cannot be located.”

Hartman frowned, and brought up the subroutine she had written to infiltrate the Archives.  It seemed fully in tact, and after compiling the data several times, turned out to be a perfectly executed program.  The only problem was, it couldn’t seem to locate the Archives any longer.

Baffled by this turn of events, Hartman touched her comm badge.  “Hartman to Keller.”

“What is it, Doc?” came Keller’s voice a moment later.

“If you’re not busy, I could use a hand down in astrometrics.  The damn computer is giving me some trouble.”

“On my way.  Keller out.”
With that said, Hartman transferred her program to the astrometrics lab, and then quickly departed for the same destination as her program.

Keller nodded agreeably as Hartman explained her computer troubles, and once she was completed, the chief of operations hardly seemed baffled by the story.

“The Forcenans’ probably are suffering some sort of technical difficulty.  Maybe their emitter array is off line, or solar radiation is creating interference.”

Keller brought up the astrometric grid containing the Forcena System.  Moments later, countless orange dots appeared, scattered uniformly across the grid, though the density varied on occasion.  Hartman recognized it as a plot of all the solar radiation spikes observed with the past several hours.  And while there were some heavier concentrations between the Starlight and Forcena, none of it should have interfered with the data link.

“Are you sure the coordinates are accurate?” Keller inquired as she dismissed the solar radiation theory.

“I’ve checked my data countless times,” Hartman assured her.  “The coordinates aren’t the problem.  It’s some other damn thing.”

Hartman caught the tale end of Keller rolling her eyes before her attention was drawn back to the large view screen before them.  Again, she saw the Forcena System, only this time, the scan honed in on Forcena II.

Keller tapped a few controls and watched as a red frame formed around a spot in the northern hemisphere.  It zoomed in, and as the detail grew, eventually drew in what appeared to be countless small buildings, surrounded by shrubbery and a myriad of other pleasantries.  “This is the most recent sensor data we have,” Keller said.  She tapped on the controls once more, prompting yet another red frame to form on the planet.  It honed in on the same location, and positioned itself alongside the other image for comparison.

Hartman didn’t like what she saw.  “Are you sure those are the same coordinates?”

“Yup,” said Keller.  While the basic terrain features were the same on both images, the second, newer sensor sweep had some startling changes—the most obvious being that the town, and all the buildings associated with it.  “It’s gone,” said Keller quietly.

Hartman nodded.  “Gone?” she retorted.  “Where the hell did it go?  Entire cities don’t just grow legs and walk away!”

Keller shrugged.  “I don’t know…” she said slowly.

When she first arrived on the Starlight, Rachael Meyer’s primary focus was in sick bay.  Despite the fact that she was a counselor—a junior one at that, somehow, she always found herself relegated to sick bay.  As time passed, Rachael eventually discovered that the Starlight was without a counselor.  It took some doing, but she eventually got herself that position.  

Even so, the Starlight was not a nuthouse and her schedule was almost never filled.  Kendall Johnson would pop to speak of his latest encounter with Erin Keller.  Keller would pop in to relate her most recent off-the-wall dream.  But Meyer was never booked.  As time passed, Doctor Hartman eventually took wind of this fact.  It took some doing, but the Doctor eventually got Meyer to sign on to the Starlight’s medical staff as well.

At first, Meyer was less than thrilled about having two positions, but she quickly discovered that Hartman didn’t require much of her, only a few duty shifts a week, and she always made sure that counseling came first.

This was one of those duty shifts.

Meyer entered sick bay and was greeted by the usual sight.  A few nurses roaming about, a patient here or there, but there was little activity.  But as Rachael glanced in the direction of Hartman’s office, she quickly noted it to be a most unusual sight—Hartman wasn’t there.

Rachael briefly panned the room with her eyes.  Of the two nurses she had seen just moments ago, one had disappeared into a lab in the back, and the other was treating her patient.  Not wanting to disturb either one of them, Meyer decided to simply stroll into Hartman’s office to see what was going on for herself.

Hartman’s office was sparsely decorated with a few awards, numerous medical books, and a sickly plant tucked away in the corner.  Its browning leaves shriveled and wilted, indicating that it was in terrible need of a drink. 

Cluttering the surface of her desk were a series of padds.  At first, Meyer simply assumed they were standard medical volumes that Hartman enjoyed reading so much, but upon closer inspection, Meyer realized that they were actually sensor readings from the astrometrics lab.  Intrigued by the Doctor’s sudden decision to take up a hobby, Meyer carefully situated herself in front of the desk to read up.

But her readings were quickly interrupted by a dull tone emanating from the computer.  She glanced at it to see the words ‘ANALYSIS COMPLETE’ flashing across the screen in large text.  Slowly, Meyer touched a key at random, clearing the text and revealing the findings of the analysis. 

It was little more than a series of garbled communiqués that Meyer had no intention of digging through.  But, considered the sheer amount of data Hartman had collected, Meyer assumed she would probably like to know the results of this analysis as well.  And so, Rachael touched her communicator.

“Meyer to Hartman.”

“Yes, what is it Lieutenant?”
“I just thought you’d like to know the analysis you were running at your desk on those comm channels—it’s done.”

There was a brief silence before Hartman responded, “Patch the results down to the astrometrics lab.”
In the aftermath of whatever had happened to the archives, Hartman’s mind had wandered to the point at which she had almost forgotten about the mysterious comm frequencies she had uncovered earlier.  But after explaining the situation to Commander Keller, Hartman was only more intrigued by the find.

“I don’t know who’d be chatting with the Forcenans,” Keller admitted as she watched the data flow onto the small workstation before them.   “And then go through all the trouble to hide it…  That’s pretty weird.”

Hartman stood by in silence as Keller looked at the data flowing into the computer.  From what she could glean, the computer had done a fairly good job in reconstructing the missing data.  She even went so far as to postulate that they would be able to listen to it, given enough time.  “What’s your analysis?”

Keller quickly scrolled through the data one last time before turning to the Doctor.  “Disturbing,” she said quietly.  “Unless I’m mistaken, these communications are Starfleet in origin.”

Hartman frowned, and carefully shoved Keller aside to view the data for herself.  The first few segments of the data were inconclusive, but as Hartman delved deeper into the transmission, the more Starfleet it began to look.  “Where did it come from?  Do you know?”

Keller smiled quaintly as she reclaimed her position from at the controls from Hartman.  “As a matter of fact, I think I do.”  She looked to the large view screen before them, still displaying the astrometric views of the Forcena System.  “Computer, display estimated source of comm transmission.”

Forcena quickly dissolved, and replaced by another, similar planetary body.  But Hartman recognized this one, as well.  “Isn’t that the Corinth System?” she inquired.

Keller nodded, affirming the Doctor’s hunch.  “Corinth VII to be exact.  Isn’t that an ironic coincidence?”  The computer bleeped.  “And look at this—we’re detecting another transmission right now…”

“…enemy movements have been detected all along the Madrar Heights.  They appear to be targeting our base at Byzell.  That is a key military installation, if it falls, we’ll lose the only access to the Astorian Mountains.”

Admiral Lantree nodded slowly as she took in the wealth of tactical data being provided by alien on the screen.  He was gray-skinned, with a thin ridge running from the bridge of his nose across the top of his forehead.  His eyes were pale black, and his hair, a relatively in tact swath of black, combed straight back.  “What do you suggest we target, P’Ret?” Lantree inquired.

The alien, P’Ret, briefly turned to his own data for a moment.  “There is a small outpost at these cooridinates.” He tapped a few keys, prompting a few numbers to pop up on Lantree’s screen.  “It will hinder all enemy communication within the region, and allow us to mount a preemptive strike.”
“Very well.  Lantree out.”  The Admiral tapped a button on the display before tapping a few commands into her pad and retreating for the lab where Captain Brantley was situated.  “Status report,” she demanded as she approached the workstation.

“I’m just about through with the modifications you suggested,” said Brantley.

Lantree quickly looked over the data.  Satisfied that everything had been completed to her specifications, Lantree retreated a few steps.  “Target coordinates 38.6 degrees North, 99.1 degrees West.”  Brantley’s movements at the controls were swift and agile, and with a few moments, the Captain indicated her readiness to fire.  “Fire,” called out the Admiral calmly.

Doctor Hartman couldn’t believe the luck she was having in selecting a project of interest.  This one had more twists and turns than a good Arridian novel, and only continued to get more out of the ordinary with each passing hour.  This time, it was a rather sonorous sensor alarm that caught Hartman’s attention.  

Commander Keller hastily accessed the sensors, which immediately produced an image of Forcena II.  It honed in on an area in the Northern hemisphere, one that was clearly having some sort of problem.  And given the look on Keller’s face, Hartman knew it was a problem of some magnitude.  “What is it?” she demanded.

“Sensors have just logged the loss of another colony…”

THREE

Given the rather suspicious timing of the transmission from Corinth and the destruction of yet another colony, Doctor Hartman couldn’t help but postulate that there was a link between the two events.  A link that indicated something very wrong was happening in the Corinth System…

To her relief, Commander Keller seemed to agree, and was nothing short of lightning fast in her march to the bridge.  They stormed into the command facility a few moments later, Keller waving a padd in the air as she approached Christopher.  “Alan, we have a problem.”

Christopher rose from his command chair and met Keller about halfway between his chair and the tactical station.  “I know,” he said, turning to Bator at the aforementioned station.

Bator nodded.  “We have detected traces of anomalous communiqués directed at Forcena II.  They are Elorg in origin.”

Hartman almost felt her heart stop.  “Elorg?” she said quizzically, recounting their own findings in the astrometrics lab.

But apparently, Christopher was just as convinced.  “We think they may be conspiring with each other,” he said, his glanced bouncing between Hartman and Keller.

Erin took a step closer to him, and handed him the padd in her hand.  “Well feast your eyes on this, little buddy,” she said.  

Christopher grabbed the padd and gave it a quick run-through.  His eyes emerged briefly from the treatise, looking quite grim, before retreating to the disturbing wealth of data.  Hartman speculated he read it several times, unable to accept the facts within.  But finally, Christopher released his gaze from the padd.  “Those are undeniably Starfleet in origin,” he said grimly.

Commander Harrison, who had remained relatively silent for the duration of the mission, slowly approached as he suspected something grim was going on.  “I take it this has something to do with the Doctor’s project?”

But his question seemed to go unnoticed, as Christopher suddenly clenched his fists in the midst of a revelation.  “The warring factions,” he said under his breath.

“Warring factions?” Harrison inquired, wishing he had paid slightly more attention to Hartman’s project.

To the executive officer’s relief, Hartman was more than happy to extrapolate.  “Forcena II is currently in a state of war.  The two major factions are apparently engaged in hostilities with each other on nearly a worldwide basis.  It is conceivable that they have called to their neighbors for help…”

Harrison nodded.  “A civil war,” he mused.  “Correct me if I’m wrong but isn’t a civil war an internal affair?  And the Forcenens are a pre-warp civilization, are they not?”

“It is.  And they are,” said Christopher.

Harrison took a few steps closer, making their foursome a closely huddled circle.  He looked at each of the others with an utterly grim look on his face.  “So if Starfleet is involved in this clearly internal affair, wouldn’t this be a breech of the Prime Directive?” he whispered.

Christopher nodded.  “A big one.”  He turned to Keller and Hartman.  “Where exactly is this Starfleet transmission coming from?” he inquired.

Keller sighed wearily.  “Corinth VII,” she whispered. 

Christopher had hoped he had misread that line in the status report.  But now that it was confirmed, his mind immediately shifted to one thing, “Angela…”

“What do we do?” Harrison inquired.  His voice was filled with concern, and may have even been bordering on panic.  But to his credit, he kept his cool.

Hartman cast her gaze upon the Captain, and instantly recognized the look on his face to be a rather blank one.  “According to this data, two colonies on Forcena have been destroyed shortly after being in contact with Corinth VII.  I don’t know how they’re doing it, but I think it’s pretty clear that Starfleet has some part in that.  If you ask me, our course of action is crystal clear—we go back to Corinth and put an end to this!”

Hartman was fairly satisfied with her speech.  Had she been in the Captain’s position, she would have been convinced by it.  But she wasn’t, and Christopher still seemed a bit weary of the idea.  She frowned upon his indecision and took yet another step closer to him.

“We have do something,” she whispered loudly.  From a distance of only a few centimeters, the message came through quite clear.  “Look, I might think a lot of Starfleet’s regulations are stupid—because they are.  But the Prime Directive is one regulation I happen to agree with, and I’m not just going to sit here and let it be violated!”

Christopher considered her position for several moments.  Of all the command decisions he had to make, this ranked among the toughest.  But the Doctor was right, they had to do something.  “I appreciate your candor, Doctor, and yes, this is a violation of the Prime Directive, and it cannot be overlooked, but we can’t go taking the law into our own hands.  I tried that once.  It didn’t work.  We should contact the Federation council and inform them of the infraction.”

“And what exactly would that do?” Hartman scoffed.  “Given the magnitude of the infraction, I think the Federation would rather the situation be swept under the rug.”

“She’s right,” said Harrison.  “If the Romulans or the Breen found about this, all hell could break loose.  They might even use it as grounds for another war.”

“And given the Elorg crisis, I don’t think we could handle another war,” said Hartman.

Christopher stepped out of their tight group and expelled a long sigh as he pondered his final decision.  His better judgment continued to tell him to contact the Federation, but in his gut, Christopher knew that Hartman and Harrison were right.  The Federation didn’t want to hear about this, and would probably be best if they didn’t.  

“Neelar,” he called out to the helm with only a small amount of trepidation in his voice, “set course for Corinth VII.  Maximum warp.”

“Course set,” came the Bolian’s voice a few moments later.

Christopher slowly surveyed the bridge.  The entire bridge crew had been watching him debate their course of action, but given the soft voices they used, Christopher doubted that anyone outside of his group had heard.  But they had the right to know.  “We believe that Starfleet has committed several acts of aggression against the citizens of Forcena II.  That is a clear violation of the Prime Directive, and it is our obligation as Starfleet officers to bring such treachery to light.  If anyone has a problem with this, I suggest you stroll of this bridge right now, before things get messy.”

Again Christopher surveyed the bridge, and to his relief, everyone remained at their stations.  Seeing that the crew would back him made Christopher feel that much better about their chances of succeeding.  He knew from experience that without their support, things could turn messier even faster…

“Then by all means, Neelar, engage!”

And the ship jumped to warp.

Disaster had been averted again. 

The second test of the keryon weapon had proven to be successfully beyond Admiral Lantree’s wildest dreams.  The particles had proven to be far more cooperative than she had anticipated, and Captain Brantley’s pace far more expedient than predicted.  In the few short days they had been testing the project, keryon-based weapons had gone from theory to reality.  But Lantree knew that when their test period was over, using the weapon on such a long-range basis would become unnecessary, and so, they needed to take the next step.

And so, with that in mind, the Admiral returned to Captain Brantley, and placed a padd with the schematics for the Quasar directly in front of her. 

“What is this?” Brantley lied upon recognizing the schematics.  She was quite certain that they hadn’t been meant for her eyes when she glanced at them earlier, so it was in her best interest to play dumb.

“These are the design schematics for the Quasar,” said Lantree.  “I think it’s time we begun modifying our new weapon to be a bit more compatible with its systems.”

“What?” said Brantley. This time her awe was genuine, as she hadn’t believed they would be ready to begin such a process for several months.

The Admiral fiddled with the controls on the workstation for several moments before turning to the hologrid nearby.  After a moment, it switched to a view of a spacedock.  Firmly entrenched inside the facility was an amalgamation of bulkheads and other materials that clearly formed the inner-workings of a ship.  And given its likeness to the schematics on the padd, Brantley could only reach one conclusion.  

“The Quasar?” she inquired.

Lantree nodded.  “We’re still several months away from a shakedown cruise, but it’s out there.”

“Why didn’t the Starlight’s sensors detect it when they were here earlier?” asked Brantley.

“We’ve been relaying false sensor data to any curious starships,” explained the Admiral.  “So far, we haven’t had any uninvited guests…”

Given the tone of her voice, Lantree was clearly going to continue, but her train of thought was suddenly interrupted by the intrusion of Lieutenant Serowe.  

“Pardon me, Admiral,” he said, “but I thought you might like to know—the Starlight has altered course.  They are clearly on a trajectory that will bring them back here.”

Lantree frowned.  “Why?”

“Unknown,” said Serowe.

“Have you hailed them?”

“Yes.  They did not respond.”

“Do it again.  Order them to reverse course—include my authorization codes.”

Serowe nodded, and made a swift retreat, leaving Lantree and Brantley alone once more.  The Admiral clenched her fists before quickly returning to work as if nothing had happened.  But Brantley had a stark feeling that the exact opposite had just occurred…

Following the tumultuous moments on the bridge, and the seemingly constant hails from Admiral Lantree ordering them to reverse course, Captain Christopher decided it was time to assemble the entire senior staff to enlighten them on the situation. And so they were situated before him in the conference lounge, all awaiting the commencement of the meeting.

Christopher sat at the head of the table, with Commander Harrison on his right, and an empty seat, reserved for Hartman, on his left.  When she arrived with the rest of her data, the meeting would commence.  But until then, everyone sat in a stark silence and pondered the situation.

For his part, Christopher tried not to think about it until it was absolutely necessary.  Starfleet conducting such aggressive actions toward a pre-warp civilization was nearly unthinkable, and the reasons for it were inexcusable, no matter the reason.  In order to keep his nerves calmed, he decided it was best he not think of it.

But finally, Christopher knew he would be forced to, as the doors parted one last time, for their final guest—Doctor Hartman.  She quietly slinked into her seat and nodded her readiness to the Captain.

Christopher sighed, and uneasily shifted in his chair before speaking.  “By now, I’m sure you’ve all heard the rumors about the attacks on Forcena II.  Well, as far as we can tell, those rumors are true.  We are currently en route to the Corinth System to quell whatever injustices are being committed.”

He turned to Harmtan for a further analysis.

“According to my data, the communications go all the way back to February of this year, just a few weeks after the initial Elorg invasion ,” she said.

“Who initiated the communication?” asked Tompkins.

Hartman raised an eyebrow.  “The Forcenans,” she said.  “On stardate 72116.3 they sent a coded subspace transmission to the Inkhezi.  The signal is so badly degraded, I don’t know why, but it was a message of considerable length.”

“I may have an explanation,” said Talyere slowly.  All eyes suddenly focused on him as he began to explain the possible source of their mire.  “I have gleaned the astrometric data on the Forcena System, and have determined that the fourth planet in the system contains high concentrations of turbonium dichromate, an alloy used by the Elorg to create our antimatter reaction chambers.  If the Elorg were ever to gain control of the Forcena System, it would increase the number of vessels produced by the Bloc by several hundred percent.

“Furthermore, the Bloc has no Prime Directive.  They would undoubtedly share their technology with the Forcenans, and allow them to become allies… or subjugate them.”

“Which brings us to stardate 72194.9,” said Hartman.  “The Forcenans somehow managed to contact the base on Corinth VII.  According to the transmission, one of the planet’s major factions was in the process of making an alliance with the Elorg.  The other factions feared subjugation, and turned to the Federation for help.”

“Hence the start of their civil war,” Christopher surmised.  “This is not good…”

FOUR

“The Starlight has yet to reverse course.”

Brantley sighed evenly as she listened to Lieutenant Serowe’s latest update on what Admiral Lantree had deemed a serious situation.  Consequently, Serowe reported the situation as if it was a major crisis, but for the life of her, Brantley could not figure out why this was such a problem.  Maybe Brantley would have shared their concern if a Borg Cube were on an intercept course, or a Romulan Warbird—but the Starlight?

“Give them another fifteen minutes to comply,” said Lantree sternly.  

Serowe nodded, turned on his heel, and retreated to the command and control center, leaving Brantley alone with the Admiral once more.  Though she was hesitant to ask, Brantley knew that this would be plaguing her for hours, so as Lantree turned back to the workstation to continue making modifications to the Quasar’s systems, Brantley sucked in a deep breath.

“Admiral, if I may inquire… Why has the Starlight’s return been deemed a serious situation?”

The question seemed to lock the Admiral in place.  She sighed, and considered the question for several moments before stepping away from the workstation.  “We aren’t sure how the residual residue produced by the weapon will affect the systems on other starships in this region.  Hence, during the testing phases of the experiments, we turn away all starships passing through this region of space,” she explained.  Her words seemed clipped and uncertain, and whenever Brantley attempted to make eye contact, Lantree’s eyes would dart in an opposite direction.

Finding the Admiral’s behavior more than a little suspicious, Brantley decided to make some additional inquiries in regards to a few other oddities she had uncovered in the course of her labors.  “Earlier you spoke of the omicron particles in the atmosphere of GSC 38072.  You said they would prevent any gravimetric distortions from opening…”

“Which they would,” said Lantree flatly.

Brantley nodded.  “If they were there.  I also intercepted hundreds of thousands of radio waves emanating from the planet’s surface.”  She had stumbled upon this data quite by accident while reviewing the results of their last test.  Such an oversight seemed far too sloppy to be made by Starfleet officers.  Concerned about the validity of the data, Brantley had decided to run a completely new astrometric scan of the planet.  Only to discover that most of the data they had on it was conveniently incorrect.   “Are you sure this is a barren world, Admiral?”

Lantree remained silent, and simply turned her back to the conversation.

“Are you sure?” Brantley persisted, certain, now more than ever, that something serious was taking place without her knowledge.  She took several aggressive steps toward the Admiral before noticing Lieutenant Serowe approaching them from the corridor.  Brantley halted her approach, and made haste to calm herself as he drew nearer.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Lantree demanded.

“We are receiving a transmission from Governor P’Ret,” he said quietly.  “He says it is urgent.”

As Serowe spoke, Brantley could see Lantree begin to tense up.  She broadened her shoulders and clenched her fists before saying, “Put it through down here.”

Serowe touched his communicator.  “Ensign Brigati,” he called out, “patch the Governor through to the science lab.”

“Aye, sir,” came a feminine voice a moment later.

The trio turned to the hologrid and waited several moments before the gray-skinned Governor P’Ret faded into existence.  “Despite our best efforts, Byzell has fallen.  Enemy forces are encroaching upon the Capital City through the Astorian Mountains.  We require assistance!  I’m transmitting coordinates now!”
The message was slightly garbled, and the faintest sound of explosions could be heard in the background.  But despite the seemingly direness of the situation, the city, visible through a small window in the background, seemed to be in tact.

Moments later, the computer bleeped.  Lantree hastily moved to receive the new data, carelessly casting Brantley aside as she exacted her maneuver.  “I’ve received the new coordinates,” she said.  “We’ll initiate an incursion at once.  Lantree out.”

Governor P’Ret nodded his acknowledgement, sporting a relieved look upon his face.  Moments later, he tapped a few keys on his controls, prompting his holographic projection to fizzle away, leaving Brantley feeling fairly certain that something else was going on.  She slowly turned to Lantree, who already had her gaze locked on Brantley.  “What is going on?” 

“We are simply conducting a level-four battle drill,” said Lantree calmly.  “I assure you, P’Ret is merely a simulation.”

Brantley frowned.  “He seemed real enough to me,” she replied.  “And his world hardly seemed to be a barren—it was definitely not one harboring omicron particles in the atmosphere.  Would you care to explain, Admiral?”

Lantree, still acting as calm as ever, simply clasped her hands behind her back and turned back to the hologrid.  “As I said, Starfleet is conducting a level-four battle drill.  That is probably more information than you require in the first place.  Now, proceed with the new coordinates.”

The Admiral waited patiently for several moments for Brantley to comply, but when she didn’t hear the sound of computer bleeps emanating from the workstation, she turned around to see Brantley hadn’t even moved.  “Proceed with the new coordinates,” she repeated sternly.

But Brantley took yet another step away from the station.  “I can’t do that, Admiral,” she said.  Having never stood up to an Admiral before, Brantley noted that her voice was starting to crack under the strain of the situation.  She just hoped it would last long enough to see it through to the end.

Lantree on the other hand, was apparently used to such strains.  “Captain Brantley, if you don’t carry out my orders, I will find someone who can,” she said, her stern voice unwavering as she took several steps closer to Brantley.  Her lips were tight, her nostrils flared and her dark brown eyes were nothing more than slits.  Angela could almost feel the Admiral’s icy glare drilling into her head.

But Brantley held her ground, and dismissed the glare.  “I won’t carry out your orders until I have more information on the target!” she said, her voice still holding its own.

The Admiral’s glare lessened, and her shoulders relaxed marginally.  She briefly glanced at Serowe before closing the gap that Angela had tried to create between the two of them.  “Maybe I was wrong to bring you in on this project,” Lantree said tersely.  “Had I known you would be so temperamental, I would have never called the Starlight from Deep Space Seven.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, Admiral,” Brantley retorted. 

“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to,” said the Admiral.  She turned to the image of GSC-38072 that had appeared on the hologrid once P’Ret had vanished, and vaguely alluded to the swirling ball of brown and blue with her hand.  “Millions of lives are at stake.  And because of your defiance, millions more could be placed in jeopardy.”

To that, Brantley had no response.  She simply stood in place, still having no intention to carry out the orders.  Upon seeing that, Lantree motioned with her hand for Serowe to take the position and the workstation.  

“Lieutenant, lock in the new coordinates and prepare to fire.”  

Serowe nodded as he emerged from the darkened fringe of the room to take the station. 

Christopher sighed heavily as he shifted in his command chair.  It seemed the closer they got to the Forcena System, the thicker the air on the ship.  The result was a dead silence that Christopher hadn’t seen the likes of since his ill-fated trip to Alarin III with Commander Keller several months prior.  And he hated it just as much—only this time, bitter feelings were the cause of their mire.  This situation was far more serious, indeed.

But while this was by far, a more serious situation, Christopher also knew it was a dangerous one.  According to Doctor Hartman, two Forcenan colonies were destroyed, indicating to Christopher that the base on Corinth VII was heavily armed.  Very heavily armed, prompting him to question the validity of their mission to stop them.  

“Matthew,” he called out quietly.  Harrison snapped out of his trance and turned his gaze upon Christopher.  “Tell me if I’m mistaken, but if Corinth VII has already destroyed two colonies on a helpless planet, what, exactly, is going to stop them from turning that same technology on us?”

The first officer shrugged.  “That is a good question,” he admitted.  “Well, we are fellow officers.”

Christopher glanced at his computer screen.  “They’ve hailed us eleven times warning us to turn back.  I don’t think they consider us comrades in arms.”

“Then maybe we need to let them know we’ve got some firepower on our side, too,” Harrison suggested.  “Lieutenant Bator, are there any other starships in range?”

“Two, sir,” said the Phobian after a moment.  “The London and the Righteous.”

 Harrison’s eyes quickly darted back to Christopher’s.  “Well?”

The Captain let out a brief sigh.  “It’s better than nothing,” he said.  “Mr. Bator, get me the Captains of the London and the Righteous on a secure priority-one channel.  I think it’s time we let the cat out of the bag…”

Brantley watched with growing angst as Serowe’s agile fingers danced over the controls.  He was almost as efficient as she was, though he stumbled through some of the more complex parts of the process, Angela was impressed nonetheless.  Had he been doing something that fell within the legal limits of Federation law, she might even have admired his efforts.

But instead, all Brantley could do was stand by and watch him program in the new set of coordinates provided by the mysterious Governor P’Ret.  If she only had a phaser, she could take out both Serowe and Lantree and vaporize the station containing all her data.  But, she lost her phaser when the Oregon blew up several weeks ago, and found herself not in need of one in the weeks that followed.  To keep her mind at ease, Brantley surmised that had she brought a phaser with her, it would have been confiscated in the first place.

“Coordinates locked,” Serowe called out after a brief hiatus in the cacophony of computer bleeps.

Even from her position relatively near the fringe of the shadowy edge of the room, Brantley could see a smile crack across the Admiral’s face.  “Fire,” she said softly, turning to the hologrid in preparation for the coming fireworks.

But in the moments directly following the order to fire, all that Brantley could hear was the constant bleeping of the computer’s error sound.  No keryon beams lashed out on the hologrid, and GSC-38072 remained in tact.  But Lantree’s smile did not.  She stormed over to the workstation and pushed Serowe aside.

“The Starlight is within range,” he explained, pointing at a flashing Starfleet insignia on the sensor screen.

FIVE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72443.9: After contacting the London and the Righteous, the Starlight had proceeded to rendezvous with the two ships at Corinth VII to investigate an alleged breech of the Prime Directive.  With the added firepower of these two ships, and if necessary, the Dark Star, and the London’s Demon Slayer, I’m hoping we can avoid a confrontation with Corinth with a simple show of power.

“We’re in orbit.”

The words of Ensign Drayge fell upon Christopher’s ears with little fanfare, and as he quietly observed the rest of the bridge crew, noted the feeling to be mutual.  Christopher shifted uncomfortably in his chair and simply watched as the Saber-class London overtook them on the view screen.

They couldn’t sit there forever.  “Hail them,” Christopher ordered after a few additional moments of silence. 

Bator said nothing to respond, and simply patched the transmission through upon receiving a response.  It was Admiral Lantree, and she was not very pleased.

“Captain Christopher,” she called out.  “Withdraw at once.”

Christopher took in a deep breath and rose from his command chair.  “Your actions here are in violation of the Prime Directive.  As Starfleet officers, it is our duty to uphold that—”

Christopher was suddenly greeted by the aft view of the London floating before them on the view screen.  Though he had a fair idea as to what had just happened, he turned to Bator just to confirm his hunch.

“She cut the transmission,” he said before a sensor alarm nearly cut him off.  “…And has raised some sort of shield around the base.”

Christopher’s glance quickly darted from Bator to Keller.  “Erin?”

“It appears to be a randomly modulating forcefield based upon Breen technology,” she said. 

Harrison let out a disgruntled sigh.  “Whatever happened to Starfleet research and development?” he grumbled.

“Who knows?” Christopher readily agreed as yet another sensor alert befell his ears.  Still standing with his face toward Bator, he simply cast his gaze upon the Phobian.  “What is it this time?”

“They have targeted us via the defense platforms in orbit,” said Bator.

“Each one of those platforms is outfitted with eight hundred quantum torpedoes, polytrinic shielding and ablative armor,” Harrison read off his screen.

“Lucky for us there are only sixteen platforms currently deployed,” Keller added.  “Four of those are on the other side of the planet.”

Christopher took several steps back, and slowly begun to pace before the command chair.  “Sixteen platforms.  That’s hardly enough to repel a massive invasion force—but more than enough to repel us.  We need to find a way to deactivate those platforms.”

“Each platform has its own power source,” said Keller.  “The only way to shut them all down is to either blow them up, or beam down to the surface and deactivate them from there.”

“Which we can’t do because of the forcefield,” Christopher muttered.  He continued pacing for several moments before making a hasty retreat to the command chair.  “We need another option…”

In conjunction with the rest of the crew, Christopher delved into the shallow pool of data they had collected on Corinth VII.  He scanned the data for several moments before realizing just how shallow that pool was.  It was at that moment that Christopher knew that their third option would remain occluded for a time to come…

“How much longer?”

The voice was that of Admiral Lantree, who had become a veritable hothead in the minutes following the arrival of the Starlight and its friends.  As she began to hound Lieutenant Serowe for a way to fire the weapon despite the Starlight’s presence, Brantley made a discreet retreat into the dark shadows of the lab.

Serowe, despite his inexperience with the keryon-based weapons, was a quick study.  And from what she had gathered, Brantley also knew that he was not one to dawdle when it came to his duties.  And so, despite Lantree’s clamoring, Serowe’s work would be precise and methodical.  Angela had no doubt that the weapon would be ready to fire within a few minutes.

But that couldn’t be allowed to happen—hence her retreat into the fringes of the room.  In itself, such an act would do little to stop Serowe, but Angela knew that if she wanted to do anything, she would first have to leave the lab.  The more discreet her exit, the longer it would take Lantree to realize she was gone.

The Admiral had long ago shifted her attention from Brantley to Serowe and the Starlight, only occasionally looking back to Angela with a glowering stare.  But as news of the London and the Righteous arriving with the Starlight came in, Lantree suddenly became completely oblivious to anything but the situation at hand.  Seeing this as her opportunity, Brantley slunk into the shadows of the room and made her way for the doors.

She hastily crept along the wall, her eyes locked on Lantree the entire way.  Thankfully, Serowe seemed to have encountered some sort of trouble in his efforts, prompting the Admiral to go off on some sort of obscure tangent on how to stabilize keryon particles—clearly she had no intention of looking away from it.  As Angela approached the doors, the Admiral was still absorbed in her conversation with Serowe.  Quickly, Angela tapped the control pad beside the door, prompting them to swish open.  She slipped through to the other side, and took one last look at the Admiral and Serowe as the doors slid shut.  Both were still heavily entrenched in their conversation, and hadn’t even noticed her departure.  

Relieved that things were going so well, Brantley made haste to find another workstation where she could access the weapon.  Somewhere secluded, where she could disable the weapon without Lantree finding out.  But as she negotiated the compound’s corridors, Angela quickly realized that she had no idea where she was going. She had only glanced at the schematics for a few moments, and quite frankly, hadn’t paid too much attention to the layout.

With no other choice, she quickly slinked into a dim corridor and accessed the wall-mounted access terminal located about halfway down.  Her fingers danced over the controls until a layout of the station was presented on the screen.  Quickly, Angela absorbed as much of the compound as she could before terminating the panel—she didn’t want to set off any alarms by accessing an incorrect subroutine.

From what she had seen, there was a minimum-security lab just a few corridors away from her current position.  Since she seemed to be in a relatively uninhabited part of the compound, Angela suspected she could get to the lab without running into any fellow crewmembers.  The problem was the security grid.  This was not a Federation starship—it was a research and development lab, and their protocol was undoubtedly much more severe than on a starship.  She could set off every alarm in the compound without even knowing it.

There was only one way to find out.

Taking in a deep breath, Angela stepped out into the corridor and began her trek to the nearby lab.  She moved at an incredible pace, not quite running, but it was enough to get her heart pounding.  And to her relief, the lab was before her only a few moments later—without so much as a peep from security.

She hastily punched her access codes into the control pad mounted next to the door, prompting them to slide open.  “Computer, lights,” she barked as she entered the darkened lab.

It was a claustrophobic room, with computer terminals lining all four walls, the exception being a small area toward the back of the room where a good-sized view screen was mounted.  In the center was the only freestanding station.  Pointed directly at the view screen, it was undoubtedly the master control unit.

Angela made haste to reach the station, and quickly activated it.  As expected, there was a security lockout on the station.  She bypassed it with her command override codes, and went straight to work, bringing up as much data as she could on the keryon-based weapons.  There had to be some key system she could sabotage by remote…

After considering the data for several moments, Brantley narrowed down her list to only a few small components that would merely delay firing the weapon for an undetermined amount of time.  The problem was, she needed another set of hands to help her do it.

The compound’s officers were all loyal to Lantree—if they found out what Brantley was planning, she’d find her self in a holding cell faster than she could say ‘boo.’  Which led her to the Starlight.  It was still in orbit along with two other starships—and given the sensor data she was looking at, they weren’t doing too much.

She accessed the communication subroutines and opened a secure channel to the Starlight. 

“We are being hailed.”

Bator’s sonorous words were the first to be spoken since Christopher deemed the necessity of a third option.  They weren’t the words he was hoping to hear, either, unless it was the London or the Righteous with some sort of a plan.  “Who is it?”

“Captain Brantley.”

Christopher bit his lip and turned his attention to the view screen.  “On screen,” he said slowly.  “This had better be good,” he muttered before Brantley’s face appeared.  “What is it, Angela?”

“I need your help,” she said, to Christopher’s surprise—and relief.  “I think Admiral Lantree is up to no good.  She’s kept me in the dark, but I think this is serious.”
Christopher rose from his command chair.  “It is,” he assured her.  “That weapon you’ve been firing at Forcena II has destroyed two colonies—a clear violation of the Prime Directive.”

Angela clenched her fists and pounded them on the station before her. “Damn it!  I knew something wasn’t right here.”  She ran her fingers through her hair, shoving any stray locks back in place.  “What are you doing about it?”
“At the moment?  Nothing.  If we move any closer to the planet, the orbital defense platforms will open fire on us.  We’ll be thoroughly decimated.  And we can’t beam down to the surface because of the forcefield around the compound.”

“I can’t help you there.  The Admiral’s authorization is required before I can deactivate either one of those features.  You’re going to have to shut down the defense platforms and then take out the forcefield with the Dark Star’s phasers,” she explained, sounding far to calm for Christopher’s comfort.

“Are you forgetting the ‘thoroughly decimated’ part that I mentioned earlier?” he inquired.  “We can’t move any closer to those platforms without having hundreds of quantum torpedoes hurled at us.”

Angela smiled enigmatically.  “Then don’t.”
Though he wasn’t sure why, Christopher liked the smile that had suddenly befallen Angela’s face.  “Why not?” he asked.

Angela looked down at her controls and tapped a few keys.  Moments later, the view screen split into two frames, one of Brantley, the other depicted a diagram of something Christopher determined to be the USS Quasar.
“That ship is in orbit of Corinth VII.  It’s still under construction.  If you can get its thrusters on line, you might be able to use it to break a hole in that defense perimeter.”
“Won’t that destroy a perfectly good starship?” Harrison interjected.

“Its hull is composed of a synthetic neutronium. Theoretically, it should be able to withstand the impact.”
“But Starfleet’s never tested it,” Christopher continued.  “Lovely.”  He took a few additional steps foreword and placed his hand on Drayge’s shoulder.  “Neeler, get Lucas and Kendall, and head over to the Quasar.  Do whatever it takes to rid of those dreaded and evil defense platforms.”

As Neelar departed, Christopher motioned for Harrison to take the helm.  The executive officer complied, and Christopher turned his attention back to Angela.  “Once the platforms are gone, we’ll take out the forcefield and beam to your position.”

Brantley nodded.  “All right.  I’ll be working on disabling the weapon.  Good luck, Captain Christopher.”
Christopher smiled.  “To both of us.”

“Our window of opportunity is closing,” Governor P’Ret called out to Admiral Lantree via the hologrid.  “If you do not act soon, enemy forces will enter the city and it will be too late!”
Lantree sighed unevenly as the stakes were upped.  “I assure you, Governor, we are working as fast as we can, but this unexpected glitch in our system is proving to be more of a problem than we had anticipated.”

“Work quickly!  P’Ret out.”
Once the gray skinned governor disappeared, Lantree took several additional steps toward Serowe, closing the distance between the two of them to only a few centimeters.  “I need that weapon on line now.”

The Quasar’s bridge was a far cry from any other Federation starship bridge Kendall Johnson had ever seen.  It was cramped and militarized, with every station pointed at the command chair in the center.  Positioned above the heralded seat was a large computer station, which probably served as the Captain’s personal console, as well as an auxiliary tactical station.  But despite its size, Kendall was instantly enamored—as was Tompkins.

“So this is the future of Starfleet,” said the chief engineer as he stroked his hand across the back of the command seat.

“Impressive,” said Drayge, who was standing on the opposite side of the chair.  He took a few steps foreword and glanced down at ops and conn, which were situated in a cockpit several meters in front of the Captain’s chair.  “Though I don’t know if I like the helm facing this direction.  It would seem to me that we’d be flying backwards.  But that’s just me.”

“Well you’d better get used to it,” said Tompkins.  “You’re going to have to fly this into those defense platforms.”

“And pray that Starfleet’s synthetic neutronium holds up at the same time,” Johnson added a moment later.

“That too,” said Tompkins.  He took a few steps back to the engineering station located just behind and to the left of the captain’s chair.  After initializing the system, he took a quick tour of the ship’s controls.  “I looks like they’ve kept the engines fairly consistent with the Sovereign-class starships.”

“Then turning on the thrusters should be a piece of cake,” said Johnson.  He sat down in the station directly beside the command chair and activated it.  “There’s just one problem—we’re locked in spacedock.”

“No problem,” said Tompkins.

“What?”

“We’ll just take it with us.”

Johnson craned his neck back to Tompkins.  “What?  Are you crazy?”

“Probably,” said Topmkins.  “Look—it’s a spacedock, and from what I can tell, an old spacedock.  Hell, we’d probably be doing Starfleet a favor by destroying it.”

“I would have to agree with Lieutenant Johnson,” said Drayge.

“Thank you, Neelar,” said Johnson.

Tompkins shrugged.  “Heh.  You two are so green it’s making me sick.”

“Okay,” Kendall grumbled.  “Let’s just get this over with…”

Tompkins pecked away at the controls for a few moments before turning back to Johnson.  “Thrusters are on line.  It’s up to you, Neelar.”

The Bolian nodded, and slowly touched the controls.  As he did so, the ship lurched ominously.  “I’ve never had to pilot with the ship still anchored to spacedock.  And it doesn’t help that I feel like I’m going backwards.”

“Just go,” said Tompkins evenly.  “The sooner—”

The ship suddenly jolted foreword.  Kendall had to grab the sides of his console to keep from falling out of his chair.  On the viewscreen, the defense platforms suddenly popped into view, and they were growing rapidly.  Kendall gulped as he watched them come to life and point their business ends at the Quasar.  “There’s still time for us to change our minds,” he said as two additional platforms came to life.

“Not anymore,” said Tompkins as several bright blue quantum torpedoes emanated from the nearest platform.  “Now would be a good time for those shields, Kendall.”

“Indeed it would,” he concurred.  But all Johnson could get from his station were fuzzy, error bleeps.  “It would seem we’ve been allotted a substandard set of shield generators until a newer set could be sent from Utopia Planitia.”

“We’ve been shafted!”  Tompkins grumbled.  “Then we’d better hope that synthetic neutronium lives up to its reputation.”

The ship suddenly jolted as the first wave of quantum torpedoes blasted them.  Though the torpedo impact seemed to have little effect on the Quasar, Kendall soon realized that was with good reason—they didn’t hit the ship—they hit the spacedock.  Moments later, a large plume of flames encompassed the view screen along with a good deal of debris. 

Suddenly, the sound of metallic alloys colliding pervaded the bridge, prompting a fairly rampant rumbling.  The lights flickered, settled on a dimmer setting as the tumultuous screeching sound pierced the air.  A gentle shower of sparks suddenly began to fall from the ceiling as an EPS conduit ruptured.  Kendall didn’t even want to think about what was happening to the rest of the ship.

He allowed himself a quick glance at the viewscreen.  The stars were spinning wildly, nothing more than white streaks, often cluttered by the sight of debris falling off from the spacedock.  But just when Kendall’s quick glance came to a close, he spotted a weapon platform dead ahead.

“Neelar!” he called out.

“We’re supposed to hit it, remember?” called out the Bolian as he rampantly pecked away at the controls.

Kendall shut his eyes in horror as he heard the sonorous crash of the orbital defense platform smashing into the Quasar.  The explosion was immense—so bright that Johnson’s eyelids were insufficient to keep out the light.  Not surprising, since there were well over seven hundred quantum torpedoes still inside.

But when the rumbling and the light subsided, Kendall opened his eyes to see the ship was still in tact.  “‘We’ll just bring the spacedock with us,’” he mocked.

“It was completely destroyed,” said Neelar.  “As were two of the platforms.  We have fallen into… something that could almost pass as standard orbit.”

There was a brief moment of silence before Tompkins said, “Well… I’d say that synthetic neutronium was a success…”

The moment Christopher saw that the path had been cleared for the Dark Star, he summoned Commanders Harrison and Keller, and Doctor Hartman to the shuttlebay for departure.  Wasting no time, they blew through the prelaunch sequences and made due haste to enter the atmosphere of Corinth VII.

After a few concentrated bursts from the Dark Star’s phaser banks, and a well placed photon torpedo, the Breen forcefield surrounding the compound had failed, and Christopher and his team landed the ship, and beamed to Captain Brantley’s position.

“Lantree is going to fire the weapon at any moment,” said Brantley.  “I’ve almost got the weapon off line, but you need to stop her in case I run into any technical difficulties.”

Christopher nodded his acknowledgment.  “Erin, give Angela a hand,” he said, heading for the doors.  “Sarah, Matthew—with me.”

Conditions on Forcena II had rapidly deteriorated since Lantree’s last conversation with Governor P’Ret.  Instead of the usual blue sky and sparkling city, behind his shoulder was a thick smoke and a city in ruin.  “They’ve penetrated our defense perimeter,” said the Governor.

“Lieutenant Serowe assures me that we have the problem solved.  The power cells will be charged within forty-five seconds,” said Lantree.

P’Ret let out a sigh of relief.  “The bulk of the enemy forces are still outside the Capital.  If they are eliminated, we can still save the city.”

“Good,” said Lantree.  “Lieutenant, target these coordinates,” she said, pointing on the map on the workstation to a small wooded area just outside the Governor’s position.  

“Yes, sir,” Serowe responded.

Lantree cast her eyes to the timer located very near the map.  “Twenty seconds,” she said under her breath.  She hadn’t bothered to mention to the Governor the plethora of other problems they had encountered, including the security breech that threatens the entire mission.  Lantree wanted terribly to be on the offensive trying to stop the invaders, but she was required to remain with P’Ret.  For the next fifteen seconds, at least…

She glanced at the hologrid.  Another massive explosion had just mushroomed in the city behind P’Ret, expelling a cloud of dust and debris into the air.  Lantree had seen enough.  “I’ll contact you in a few moments,” she said before terminating the transmission.

Four…

Three…

Two…

One…

The doors burst open.

Lantree’s neck snapped to see Captain Christopher leading two other officers into her lab.  All three of them had phasers trained directly on the Admiral.  But she didn’t flinch.  “You’re too late, Captain Christopher.”  She turned to Serowe.  “Fire.”

A stream of orange energy surged from Christopher’s phaser into Serowe’s back, but it was too late.  The Lieutenant’s finger had made contact with the controls.  Lantree smiled deviously as the familiar sounds of the departing keryon beam filled the lab.  She turned to the hologrid to watch the beam fulfill its destiny, but clearly, something was wrong.  Instead of the inferno of pink energy surging away toward Forcena II, all the Admiral saw was a weak stream of energy, accompanied by the whining of the keryon emitters powering down.

“No!” she exclaimed.

“This is not our war, Admiral,” Christopher said as he approached Lantree, phaser still trained upon her.  “We have no right—”

“You have just condemned millions of people to death!” she bellowed.

“And you have sacrificed the principles of the Federation to participate in a war that has nothing to do with us!”

“But it does!  You have just handed that planet, and all of its resources to the Elorg Bloc.  If we had been able to initiate that incursion, every last supporter of the Bloc in the Forcenan government would have been destroyed.  But now, the Forcenans will continue their dialogue with Xi'Yor.  If the Elorg ever break free from Alteran Expanse, they now have a stronghold in the Forcena System—and enough resources to construct an entire fleet of ships.  It seems to me, Captain, that this has a lot to do with us.”

“So it does.  But clandestinely destroying entire cities is not the right way to deal with it,” retorted Christopher.  “And now, millions of people have died because of a war you started.”

Lantree glared.  “Me?”

“If you had ignored the Forcenans’ transmission this entire situation could have been avoided,” Hartman sneered.

“The entire population would have immediately allied with the Bloc,” said the Admiral.  “An unacceptable situation.”

Christopher licked his lips and sighed.  “A pre-warp civilization, outside of Federation space…  I’d say that’s their prerogative who they ally themselves with.  Had it not been the Elorg, it might have been the Romulans or the Breen…”

“…or the Federation,” Lantree continued.  “But not now.”

“No.  Not now,” said Christopher.  “It is going to take a long time for the Forcenans to recover from this.  The question is—what are we going to do about it?  Starfleet’s most sacred directive has been compromised. If the Romulans or the Breen were to hear about this, they could use that as grounds for another war.”

Lantree reopened the channel to Forcena, stepped back, and folded her arms.  The city was almost completely leveled.  Flames had encompassed almost every building, and upon closer scrutiny, troops could be seen storming through the streets.  Slumped over on his desk in a pool of blood was P’Ret.  He had a large spear protruding from his back, and several plasma burns covering the rest of his body.

Sickened by the sight, Lantree quickly closed the channel and erased Forcena II from the communication’s database.  She proceeded to delete the entire communication logs, and everything else that could be linked back to Forcena.  

As the Admiral continued, Christopher turned to see Angela and Erin emerging through the doors.  He slowly nodded for them to come to his position. 

“What is it?” inquired Brantley. 

“I think the Admiral is conveniently rewriting history,” said Christopher.

“What’s going to happen to Forcena?” Keller inquired.

The Admiral, finished with her work, turned away from the workstation.  “Forcena?  I’ve never heard of it,” she said innocently.  But her glare suddenly took on a more serious look.  “And I think it would be in your best interest if you had never heard of it, either.  Dismissed.”

Christopher gulped.  He stood before someone who had just committed one of the most treasonous acts in the entire Federation, someone who had utterly defied the prime directive—and all he could do was gulp.  Gulp, and touch his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight.  Five to beam up.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL: The alleged breech of the prime directive turned out to be a simple false alarm.  The Starlight is returning Deep Space Seven where we will receive our new orders.

It was a lie.  A bald-faced lie, and Christopher knew it.  Lies seemed to occur quite frequently when dealing with breeches of the Prime Directive—as he recalled his own incident several years ago.  Only his infraction was hardly consequential in comparison to the treachery he had witnessed in the past few days.  

What treachery? he corrected a moment later.  The Starlight was simply responding to a false distress signal in the Corinth System.  Or, at least, that’s what the ship’s official records now say. 

“I don’t know who—or how, but somebody has altered all of our records on Forcena,” said Commander Keller.  She was seated on the edge of Christopher’s desk.  Along with Doctor Hartman, they had been going over the extent of the treachery they had been witness to.  And it was a long list.

“We might have an intelligence operative on the Starlight,” she suggested a moment later.

Hartman clenched her fists.  “And unlike most other agents, an intelligent one,” she muttered.  “According to my logs, I’ve been charting a rogue comet passing through the Quatar Cluster for the past six days.”

Christopher sighed.  “Starfleet has been very thorough in their cover-up efforts.  I’ve tried to contact them three times to report the incident.  I was told my accusations were absurd—first, there is no base in the Corinth System, and well, it would seem Admiral Lantree has been stationed at the base on Gaelon II for the past year.  They even sent me the official records to prove it.”

“What about the Quasar?” asked Keller.

Christopher sighed.  “Gone.  After Lucas and the others were beamed back, the ship disappeared—though according to sensors, we never encountered it in the first place.”

Keller ran her fingers through her hair, and after encountering a few snarls, pulled it all back into a clasp she pulled from her pocket.  “Well, I saw Starfleet has planned an ‘exploratory survey’ of the Forcena System for next month.  It looks like they haven’t totally turned their backs.  At least we stopped all that chaos on Forcena.”

Christopher nodded.  “That we did, but the Admiral was right about one thing—we just handed that entire system to the Elorg.  We’re going to have to be more careful in the future.  I’m going to have Talyere run through the database and pick out any other hotbeds—that way we can prevent any other… occurrences.  Oh, and Sarah…”

She looked up from her padd.  “What?”

“No more projects,” he quipped.

She smiled.  “No arguments here.  I don’t know what the hell I was thinking in the first place.”

“I didn’t really mean it,” Alan quickly retorted.  “We liked seeing you out of sick bay.”

“Before you embarked upon this project, I was beginning to forget what you looked like,” Erin mused.

Sarah smiled.  “Well, maybe next time, I’ll choose a project a little less… flamboyant.”

Alan and Erin locked eyes with each other.  “Agreed,” they said in tandem before breaking out in laughter.
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