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PROLOGUE


The darkened corridors were illuminated only by the eerie red glow of the alert lights mounted along the ceiling.   As if to exacerbate the already dire situation, a dull tone intermittently sounded throughout the ship, warning civilians and non-essential officers to stay in their quarters where they were safe.

And in this instance, inside one’s quarters would have been ideal…

Rachael Meyer charged down the corridor.  Not far behind her was Alan Christopher, dressed completely in black.  Both were armed with phaser rifles, pointed at any Starfleet officer dumb enough to get in their way, for these two would not hesitate to fire.

In unison, the duo stormed around a corner and headed for a large set of doors at the end of the corridor;  only a few meters behind them was a squadron of Starfleet security officers, also armed with phaser rifles.  A few of the more daring ones fired off a few shots, but none of them hit Christopher or Meyer.

When the doors were finally before them, Meyer hastily threw her phaser to the floor and tore open an access panel mounted next to the door.  As she pecked away at the controls, Christopher opened fire on the security officers, striking two of them directly in the chest before the flicker of a forcefield absorbed his fire.

“Got it,” Rachael whispered as the large doors before them noisily parted.

The remainder of the security squad worked furiously outside the forcefield to lower the wall of energy, but they were not fast enough to catch their prey.  Without looking back, both renegade officers walked into the shuttle bay and hopped into the Dark Star.

The leader of the squadron, a Bajoran, touched his comm badge.  “Security to bridge.  We’re too late—they’re gone,” he said furiously as the Dark Star sailed out of the bay.

CHAPTER ONE


FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 72031.5: Admiral T’Lari has requested that I contact her as soon as possible to discuss a major infraction committed aboard the Starlight.  Though she was attempting to be discrete, everyone on the ship knows what—who she’s talking about…

Harrison hesitated as he finished his log entry.  He had nothing else to do.  No meetings to attend.  No orders to give.  No missions to command.  He had run out of filler activities to prevent his eventual communiqué with Admiral T’Lari.  Somehow, she had found out about the sudden reappearance of Christopher and Meyer, and obviously wanted to pursue the next obvious step in their future: court marshal.

So, after his brief moment of hesitation, Harrison touched the large black button that brought up the communication screen.  The computer waited silently for his input.

“Computer,” he said slowly.  “Open a channel to Admiral T’Lari on the USS Windcress.”

“Stand by,” the computer toned as the screen switched to the Federation’s logo, followed by a blank screen, and eventually, Admiral T’Lari.

She looked as calm as ever.  “Commander Harrison,” she said.  Her voice was still warm and friendly, despite the foreknowledge of the nasty dialogue that was to come.  “I’m glad you could finally find the time in your busy schedule to speak with me.”

“It’s been hectic out here, with the Elorg and all,” Harrison said.  His words seemed clipped and hokey.

“Well that’s certainly understandable, given the fact we’ve been in battle, you’ve lost your commanding officer…  The list goes on, does it not?”

“Right,” said Harrison cautiously, hoping T’Lari would hurry up and get it over with.  The mindless banter was starting to annoy him.  

Slowly, her warm smile turned into a straight line.  She was done with the banter.  “Speaking of which, who’s been commanding the Starlight since Captain Ramsey’s untimely departure?  I understand there’s been some disagreement?”

“There has been some heated discussions between myself and Commander Keller, yes.  But I took charge when it came down to the nitty gritties.” Somehow, she knew about Keller’s bid for the Captain’s chair.  But this was simply a pretext to bring the subject around to Alan Christopher, Harrison could feel it.

“That’s not what I heard from Erin Keller.  She informed me that during the battle, your ship was commanded by someone other than yourself or Commander Keller.”  She wasn’t upset, or even looking the slightest bit of anything but calm.  “Would you care to enlighten me?” she added a moment later.

“It’s true,” Harrison gulped.  “He told us his name was Alan Christopher, and that he was at one time, Captain of the Discovery.  We were desperate, Admiral.  He had the supplies we needed to fix the ship, and the experience to run the ship.  Had he and Meyer not arrived, Keller and I would have run the ship aground, and the Kilka Sector would all ready be under Elorg jurisdiction.”

“I see,” T’Lari said placidly, obviously making sure she revealed not even a hint of emotion.  “What is your current heading?”

Harrison looked skyward into his thoughts.  “Heading 1-1-4 mark 7.”

“Good,” T’Lari murmured.  “I’m recalling you from the Kilka Sector.  Instead, proceed to Sector 0-0-1 for debriefing.  The Windcress will meet you at the perimeter.  Starfleet out.”

In an instant, T’Lari was gone.  She had left Harrison with a knot in his stomach, and his heart pounding wildly in his throat.  “This is not good,” he muttered before shoving himself away from the desk.

Reaching for his comm badge to relay the new orders, Harrison stopped half-way, deciding it would be better to deliver the orders in person.  Slowly, he rose from his chair and emerged from his quarters into the corridor.  Just ahead of him was the one and only—Alan Christopher.  “Alan!”

Christopher halted in is tracks, only to continue walking when Harrison matched his pace beside him.  “Yes?”

“I just finished speaking with Admiral T’Lari.  It would seem that Commander Keller decided to turn you in afterall.  We’ve been diverted to Sector 0-0-1 for debriefing.”

Christopher sighed.  “That’s a shame,” he sighed.  “I liked her.”

“Now you know why I don’t,” Harrison commented as they entered the turbolift.  “Bridge.”

“Deck five,” Christopher added once the turbolift set into motion.  “Well, we have little choice but to do as T’Lari wants.  Take us to your leaders.”

The lift stopped, and the doors whispered open to reveal deck five.  “I’d better tell Rachael,” Christopher said quietly as he left Harrison alone in the lift.

Her quarters were only a few hundred feet down the corridor.  Walking at his usually brisk pace, Christopher reached them in no time flat. He pressed the chime on the padd outside her door and waited.

“Come in,” Rachael called a moment later.

As he entered the room, Christopher’s grim looked easily crushed Meyer’s good mood.  She rose from her computer station and simply stood before Christopher.  “What is it?”

Christopher, seeing no point in playing games with his comrade in arms, simply stated the facts.  “We’ve been diverted to Earth for debriefing,” he said.  The words almost pained him.

A chill traveled down Rachael’s spine. The news didn’t exactly catch her off guard.  Being out in the open, among Starfleet officers, command was bound to find out.  She simply hadn’t expected the news so soon.  “What are we going to do?”

“We’ve been eluding Starfleet for two-and-a-half years,” Christopher stated slowly.  “And it’s cost us.  We’ve lost any respect command had for us.  We’ve lost our jobs, our freedom.  We’ve lost a friend.  Rachael, we’re running out of things to lose.  We’d might as well face the music this time.”

They plopped down on the cushiony sofa a few paces away from the door.  Rachael took in a deep breath and folded her arms, knowing this course of action could eventually lead to their incarceration for many, many years to come if all didn’t go well for them.  “I suppose you’re right,” she said finally, tucking a stray lock of hair back behind her ear. “But we’re not giving up,” she added firmly.  “We can fight this, Alan.”

He turned a curious eye to her.  “Can we?” he asked cautiously.  He wasn’t sure they had much of a defense.  But if anyone could turn this situation in their favor, Christopher had no doubt that Rachael could.

“The crew of the Discovery were a bunch of extremists.  And they didn’t like you too much.  So when they had the chance to rid of you, being extremists, they rid of you.

“Furthermore, we did the right thing.  If the rift had ruptured three years ago, we’d be paying tribute to the Elorg right about now.”

Christopher grudgingly accepted her line of reasoning—they were walking on some very thin ice on a warm winter day.  “So we’ve got a fairly strong case going for ourselves.  Just don’t forget, in Starfleet’s eyes, we’ve got an even stronger one going against us.  We shot three officers—”

“They were only stunned,” Meyer corrected.

“Whatever.”  Christopher hated being wrong, but more than that, he hated being told when he was wrong.  Unfortunately for him, Meyer enjoyed it thoroughly. “We stole a shuttlecraft,” he continued, “a highly advanced prototype, we opened fire on a Federation starship, violated the neutral zone, and avoided authorities for nearly three years.”

“Ouch,” Meyer whispered.  “You make it sound so…bad.”

“Looking back on the situation, Rachael, it was bad.  It is bad.  Even if we convince T’Lari we were forced to take the moral high ground, we’re going to have our work cut out for us explaining the evasion part.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Meyer assured him.  “Look on the bright side—we get to see Earth.”

Christopher smiled.  “You’re right.  I haven’t been to Earth since my academy days.  Which wasn’t too long ago, of course.”

“Of course,” Meyer said with a smile.  “We can do this,” she repeated to reinforce Christopher’s confidence…and her own.

The science lab was a mess.  That was the first thought that popped into Kendall Johnson’s mind as he and Kerrigan stepped into the lab for the first time since the Elorg attack several days ago.

Prior to today, the lab had been off limits, even to Kendall, so the repair teams could seal the ruptured EPS conduits and perform any other repairs critical to the operation of the science lab.  

A thick layer of ash and soot covered the computer terminals, only two of which were still operational.  Large chunks of unrecognizable debris littered the floor.  Chairs were torn from their mounts and flipped upside down.  Padds were scattered carelessly across the tables and floor.

Johnson took a few hesitant steps into the lab before turning to Kerrigan.  “The Elorg really did a job on this place,” he said quietly.

“They did,” she agreed readily.  “Where should we get started, sir?”  

Kendall turned to Kerrigan and started to defend himself, when he realized the futility of such an effort.  It would only instigate further hostilities. Instead, he dismissed her overly sarcastic statement and continued as if she had said nothing at all.  “We need to get these stations cleaned up, and bring a few of them on line.”

“Only a few?” Kerrigan inquired.

“We’ll get them up and running,” Johnson protested.  “All in good time, Commander.  For now, I’d be happy with five active stations, and a chair that won’t topple when I sit on it.”

Kerrigan walked over to the nearest station and brushed the filmy soot to the floor.  “You’re demands are easily satisfied, aren’t they?  So be it.  We shall have five active stations and sturdy chairs all in good time, then,” she mocked.

Johnson sighed and headed to a computer station far from Kerrigan’s, feeling the distance would do, at the very least, himself some good.  He would have to prove himself worthy of the position soon, or else Kerrigan would undoubtedly voice her complaints a bit louder than she all ready was doing.
The crew had taken the news of their diversion to Sector 0-0-1 better than Harrison had expected.  Perhaps they hadn’t truly voiced their opinions about Christopher and Meyer during the crisis last week, and in reality, weren’t fond of him.  Or, were being coerced by Commander Keller to dislike him.  Or maybe it was something completely different, such as loyalty to Starfleet, and the good sense to follow orders when they are given.

Whatever the reason, the crew was doing just that—following orders given by Admiral T’Lari.  But now, they had fallen into an extreme silence.  Harrison couldn’t tell if a situation was developing—a rift between Christopher’s enemies and allies—right now, the signs were too subtle, and he wasn’t sure who exactly was on what side, with the exception of the senior staff, most of whom were with.

Nevertheless, the silence was killing him, as was Commander Keller’s nefarious gaze drilling into the back of his head.  And so, Harrison decided to kill two birds with one stone.  “So,” he said suddenly, catching a few of the more distracted officers off guard.  “Commander Keller, it would seem one of your greatest wishes has been granted:  Christopher and Meyer and being brought to Earth for court marshal.  Are you happy?”

Keller sighed inwardly.  “Actually, it doesn’t feel as exhilarating as I was expecting.  No resistance.  No intense drama.  Just orders.”  She looked down at her station.  “But I can sleep better at night with a clear conscience, because I know I did the right thing.”

“But is it the right thing?” Harrison countered.  “We are more or less condemning two fellow officers to a dishonorable discharge from Starfleet and life in prison after they risked their lives to save us.  In my opinion, I think at the very least, we owe them something more than our thanks.”

“They did save our lives,” Drayge said a moment later.  “But what can we do to stop Starfleet from court marshaling them?”
“I’m sure our brilliant Commander Harrison will think of something,” Keller clipped before returning her complete attention back to her station.

As the conversation died down, silence filled the bridge once more.  But this time, its duration was a much smaller piece of time.  Seconds later, the turbolift doors whispered open.  Several pairs of eyes turned to the parting doors to see both Alan Christopher and Rachael Meyer emerging onto the bridge.

“Commander Harrison,” he said on his way to the foreword section of the bridge.  “Due to recent, and not so recent events, and my inevitable court marshal, it is no longer appropriate for me to be in command of this vessel.  For the duration of this crisis, the Starlight is yours, Matthew.”

The words instantly drew Keller from her trance.  Harrison being the Captain of the ship was the last thing she wanted.  “I must protest.  Commander Harrison has proved on several occasions his incompetence and—”

Christopher dismissed her argument.  “My decision is final, Commander Keller.  If you have a problem with it, take it up with command.  You shouldn’t have trouble contacting them from this ship.”

Though he had only been wearing it a short time, Christopher removed his comm badge and placed it in the palm of Harrison’s hand.  Without any further argument, Christopher and Meyer left the bridge, leaving Harrison in command.

Toying with the abandoned communicator, Harrison turned to Keller and cast an icy glare in her direction.  For the first time, he was in command, and she couldn’t challenge it.

CHAPTER TWO

The Federation Starship Windcress hung quietly in space at the edge of Sector 0-0-1 as the Starlight approached.  A heavily armored Sovereign Class vessel, the Windcress was one of the newest vessels in the fleet, commanded by Admiral T’Lari, and staffed by only the brightest and best Starfleet Officers in the fleet.

Though it didn’t dwarf the Starlight, it did make the smaller Akira Class vessel look much less ominous than it really was, a look Starfleet Command would definitely want to portray in a situation such as the one faced by the Starlight crew now.  It wasn’t every day a ship brings two of the most wanted in the Federation under their wing.

Harrison braced himself for another uneasy confrontation with T’Lari as he heard the dull tone of the communication system sound at Bator’s station. 

“Admiral T’Lari is hailing us,” said the Phobian a moment later.

“On screen,” Harrison ordered.

As expected, T’Lari’s placid face appeared on the view screen an instant later, showing no emotion other than her usual warm demeanor allowed.  “Commander Harrison, good to see you again.  Thank you for arriving so rapidly.”

“No problem,” Harrison lied.  He would have preferred analyzing the tactical analyses collected during the attack on the Elorg rather than chatting nervously with Admiral T’Lari.

But to Harrison’s relief, T’Lari’s smile faded faster this time.  Only a few words into the conversation did she cut to the chase, rather than what seemed like an eternity earlier.  “Now that you’ve reached Sector 0-0-1, I’d like to have the prisoners transferred to the Windcress.”

“Prisoners?” Harrison inquired. 

T’Lari fluttered her eyelids with disgust.  “Christopher and Meyer,” she clarified.  “Beam them aboard the Windcress at once.”

Harrison nodded negatively.  “They don’t wish to be transferred to your vessel, and I won’t do it without their consent.”

“Their consent is irrelevant,” T’Lari clipped. “I am ordering you to beam them to the Windcress.”

“We will transfer them to your command once the Starlight is in Earth’s orbit.” 

Seeing that she would gain nothing from arguing with Harrison, T’Lari decided to allow Harrison to keep Meyer and Christopher aboard the Starlight.  If they had been transferred, the interrogations would have only detracted from the final debriefing. “Very well. Keep your prisoners.  But once we reach Earth orbit, I expect to see them on demand.  Am I clear?”

“Crystal,” Harrison said slowly.

“Starfleet out.”
Repair crews could still be seen fixing some of the more extensive damage caused by the battle on deck nine, especially near the science lab and the adjacent corridors.  As they strolled through the corridors, Johnson and Tompkins still had to dodge debris and shrapnel.  But, it was an improvement over what the deck had looked like several days prior.

“We’ve cleaned up most of the debris, but we’re still having trouble restoring power to a few of the consoles,” Johnson explained to Lucas Tompkins as they came to a halt outside the science lab.

“The EPS grid on deck ten took quite a beating as well.  Because the science lab needs so much power, it takes power directy from the EPS grid on deck ten,” Tompkins explained. “You won’t be fully operational until repair crews have deck ten back up on its feet.”

“Peachy,” Kendall muttered as he entered the lab.

Inside, Kerrigan was working efficiently with several other crewmembers.  Upon hearing the doors, she glanced up for a moment to see Johnson entering the lab, and instantly came over to his side.  “Sorry sir, we got a little overzealous.  Seven stations are operational.  Should I have two of them taken off line and divert that power to reparing chairs instead?”

Johnson sighed.  “No, continue with your work,” he snapped, clentching his fists behind his back, but keeping his outward appearance as calm as possible.

“Yes, sir!” Kerrigan clipped before heading back for her station.  She knew she was getting to him.  It had been only a few weeks, and she was all ready driving him up the wall.  It wouldn’t be long, now…

“Damn,” Tompkins whispered once Kerrigan was out of hearing range.  “She’s a riot, isn’t she?”

Kendall slowly wandered to an empty station and brushed off the thin coat of debris still on the display.  “You could say that.”

“You should inform the Commander,” suggested Lucas as he knelt down behind the station and peeled its back off, revealing a series of fractured isolinear chips.  He picked them out one-by-one and dropped them on the littered floor.  At this point, a little extra garbage wouldn’t make much of a difference.

“This isn’t grade school, Lucas.  I don’t want to go running to the teacher every time a bully picks on me.  Kerrigan is mad.  And she doesn’t like me very much.  I just have to giver her some time to cool down, and me some time to prove I’m worthy of the positon.”

“But Kendall, you’ve already proven yourself worthy of the position,” Tompkins protested.  “Trust me, if you weren’t, Starfleet wouldn’t have placed you here.”

“I know I’ve proven myself to Starfleet.  They’ve monitored my missions, read my service record, given me the assignments that allowed me to excell. But I have to prove myself to Kerrigan.”

“Maybe you should give her a copy of your service record,” Tompkins suggested jokingly.  “I don’t know what else to tell you, Kendall.  I never had this problem.”

“Oh, I know somebody who’s had the problem—the problem is, he won’t tell me how he resolved it until I resolve it on my own,” Kendall said, hoping his explanation wasn’t as confusing as it sounded.

“Then you should really resolve this situation.  Bator tells a good story.  Whether or not you believe it is up to you, but it’s a good story either way.”

“Am I the only one who hasn’t heard this story?”

“I don’t think Ensign Lewis in Stellar Cartography has heard it yet.  You two should get together one night and beg Bator to enlighten you with his grandiose tale.”

Johnson sighed wearily. “I’ll be sure to do that,” he said sarcastically.

Christopher hated packing, especially when he didn’t know how long he would be gone.  This was one of those few instances that actually fell into that category.  It would either be a very short trip, and he could come back and continue settling in, or it would be a very long trip—one that would last many years in a Federation penal colony.

Though he felt Rachael had highlighted out some convincing arguments, actions speak louder than words, and those actions commited aboard the Discovery would be screaming court marshal.  Despite that fact, a part of Christopher actually was glad this day had finally arrived.  No more running from Federation starships or fighting against insurmountable odds.  No more roughing it.  

The door chimed.  Christopher dropped a shirt in his bag before going to the door and unlocking it.  To his surprise, Talyere stood outside the doors.

“Am I disturbing you?” Talyere asked quietly.

“No, not at all,” Christopher said, allowing the Elorg to enter his quarters.  “Enter.”

“I don’t usually make impetuous visits like this,” he said as he entered the dim quarters.  “However, I was not sure if I would see you before your departure.”

“My door is always open,” Christopher said kindly. 

“It did not appear to be ajar when I arrived.”

Christopher chuckled softly, realizing Talyere did not understand.  “It’s a Terran saying.  It means you can come and talk to me about anything, anytime.  It’s always been my policy.”

“And it is an admirable one,” Talyere added.  “Among my people, the process of meeting with a superior is rather extensive.  A civillian would have to speak with the civillian advisor, who would in turn contact the assistant to the Executive Underling, who would then contact the Overseer.  He would then review the civillian’s petition and either authorize or deny the request.”

Christopher placed the remainder of his belongings in the bag and sealed it. “Sounds like quite an arduous process.”

“It is,” agreed Talyere.  “To make matters even worse, over three-quarters of the time, the petition is denied.  It would seem our Overseers have a … ‘closed door policy.’”

Now that he was finished packing, Christopher sat down on the sofa, offering Talyere to join him in one of the nearby chairs.  He accepted, and sat down in a plain gray chair across from Christopher.

“Now, what did you want to discuss?” Christopher asked.

“It’s personal.”  He hesitated to go any further, but Christopher gave the okay by way of a curious nod.  “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.  Now what do you want to know?”

“What happened?” Talyere asked bluntly.  “I’ve attempted to piece it together for myself, but your computer does not seem to have any records on the event.  And the few I did find were classified.  What happened aboard the Discovery?”

Christopher sighed.  “That is personal,” he admitted.  “I try not to think about it, but recent events seem to have forced the issue.

“It all started two-and-a-half years ago…”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 70647.2: The Discovery has been authorized to chart the mysterious Alteran Expanse, most of which lays near the Romulan Neutral Zone.  Though I’m not expecting any trouble, I doubt I’ll be able to get away to visit my family on Ka’Tula Prime.

“We are within optimal range to begin charting grid zero-one,” reported Lieutenant Nistak, the Bajoran operations officer aboard the Discovery.
“Very well,” Christopher said slowly.  “Begin.”

Christopher wasn’t all too fond of lurking around outside the Romulan Neutral Zone only so soon after the war’s end, but orders were orders.  Additionally, charting nebulae wasn’t the most exciting thing one could hope to do.  Thankfully, it hardly required his attention.  “Commander Mendoza, do you think you can handle all the excitement this mission will undoubtedly bring?”

“Yes, sir,” Mendoza said flatly.  She was an efficient executive officer.  She performed her duties, but nothing more.  Christopher assumed the reason for that was her dislike of both his humor and himself in general, but never pursued any more than that.

“Good,” Christopher said cheerfully.  He rose from his chair headed for the turbolift.  “I’m going to go check out the Dark Star…again.”

“Yes, sir,” said Mendoza with the same enthusiasm she had mustered earlier.  “Need I remind you Starfleet ordered use of the Dark Star only in extreme emergencies until it can be fully tested?”

“No, you need not,” Christopher said slowly.  “Besides, I’m not using it, am I?  No, I’m admiring it. The bridge is yours, Commander,” he said as he entered the lift.

The Dark Star was everything anyone could imagine in a starship, condensed down into something only slightly larger than a Danube-class runabout.  And now, the only Cheyanne class shuttle in Starfleet sat only a few meters away from reach.

As Christopher slowly approached the magnificent ship, he quickly noticed someone had all ready beaten him to it.  A dull thumping and rattling noise sounded from the cockpit, and grew louder as Christopher drew nearer.  “Hello?”

A young Lieutenant in a blue uniform slowly removed herself from under the control panels to face her commanding officer.  Her hair was dark blonde, and pulled back into a less than neat pony tail. “Sir,” she said sheepishly.  “Lieutenant Rachael Meyer. I was—”

“Rachael Meyer?  I’ve never heard of you.”

She smiled.  “I’m flattered, sir,” she said softly, pushing a lock of loose hair behind her ear.

“Who is your superior officer?”

“I was exploring, sir, nothing more.  I didn’t mean to intrude. I know I’m not supposed to be here,” she said quickly.

“Oh, no, no.  Technically, I’m not supposed to be here, either,” Christopher said upon realizing this young lieutenant thought she was in deep trouble.  “I was just trying to figure out your position.”
“I’m no engineer,” Meyer said a moment later.  “I work in psychological department of sick bay.  A counselor, in other words.  I just wanted to see what this thing could do…”

“Lieutenant, that is absolutely understandable,” Christopher said warmly.  “That is the exact reason I’m here.  I just can’t keep myself away. It’s been calling my name all afternoon.”

“Well, if you’ll excuse me, sir, my shift starts in two minutes.”  She pulled herself to her feet and pushed in the chair before heading out into the shuttle bay.

“Absolutely, have fun.”

“Oh, I will,” she joked before departing through the shuttle bay doors.

With Lieutenant Meyer gone, Christopher took her seat and started messing with the sensors. As he cycled through the range of frequencies, he noticed some strange readings on the higher channels. Deciding to investigate further, Christopher discovered the readings were coming from inside the Alteran Expanse…

Once more, the door chime in Christopher’s quarters activated.  “Enter,” he called out.  Because the doors were already unlocked, it was unnecessary for him to move.

This time, however, the company did not surprise him.  Christopher peered out his window to see earth up close and personal for the first time in a long time.  He then turned his attention to Rachael and Matthew, who were standing patiently in the doorway.

“It’s time,” Harrison said simply.

Christopher smiled gingerly before rising from his comfortable spot on the sofa.  On his way out, he grabbed his bag and followed Harrison and Meyer into the corridor, with Talyere directly behind him.

“I am coming with you,” the Elorg decided once they were walking briskly down the corridor.

“Why?” Christopher inquired.

“One:  I would like to hear the rest of the story.  Two:  I would like to see Earth.  I imagine it’s gone under a bit of a transformation since my last visit.”

“You’ve been here before?” Harrison asked, not bothering to hide the doubt in his voice.

“In your terms, a mere holodeck recreation.  But, yes, my ancestors have been to Earth several times, back when it was a simple rock sprawling with primitive simian life forms. To be honest, Elorg scientists gave humanity a mere five percent chance of gaining sentience.”

“They were mistaken, obviously,” Harrison said proudly.

“Mistaken indeed,” Talyere agreed readily.  “I must admit, I was more than a little surprised to see humans rescuing me.”
“They’re a wild bunch, aren’t they?” Christopher asked jokingly as they entered the transporter room.

“Marian society on the other hand, was already a Bronze Age civilization at the time of the Great War,” Talyere added.  “The Ka’Tulans were only a few millennia behind that.”

“It’s surprising how rapidly humanity has developed,” Christopher said.  “But not unprecedented.  The Breen, for example, came out of the shadows only a few decades ago.  Before that, they were considered an inconsequential minor race.”

Talyere frowned as he stepped up onto the transporter platform.  “Indeed.  I am not familiar with the Breen.”

“Then I guess you’ll have a lot of digging to do once you get into our database,” said Harrison as they settled in.  “Energize,” he ordered a moment later.

Admiral T’Lari waited patiently inside a large conference room in the main complex of Starfleet Headquarters, based in San Francisco on Earth.  Beside her, standing motionlessly was Admiral Grayson, a ruthless, long-winded man selected by command to act as the trial’s prosecutor.

And they waited…

And waited…

Until finally, four pillars of swirling blue light danced about in front of them, summarily building four humanoids before the Admirals.  T’Lari quietly rose from her seat and took up a position next to Grayson.  “Commander Harrison,” she said warmly upon seeing who had lead the away team.  “It is a pleasure to see you, as always.”

“Likewise,” Harrison lied.

“Mr. Rosat, I presume?” T’Lari said, completely ignoring Christopher and Meyer.  “It is a pleasure to meet you.  It is unfortunate our people got off to such a rocky start.  Hopefully we can rectify the error at our next encounter.”

“That is my hope, as well, Admiral.  However, as long as the invasion is lead by Xi'Yor, I find it highly doubtful a peaceful solution will be found.”

T’Lari frowned.  “There was no proof that Xi'Yor survived,” she said.  “Even so, we’ll strive for a peaceful resolution.”

“That is the least one could hope for.”

“You have been granted asylum, have you not?” T’Lari inquired a moment later.

“Yes.”

She handed him a padd.  “In case you are right, and we can’t find a peaceful agreement with Xi'Yor, I want to be ready.  If don’t mind, I’d like you to file an official report on your people.”

Talyere grabbed the padd and inspected it carefully.  “What would you like included in this report?”

“Anything and everything.  Tactical reports, shield modulations, xenobiological research, even minute cultural detail,” T’Lari suggested.  “Anything you believe will give the Federation an edge against your people should we be forced to engage them in the future.”

“I will do my best, Admiral.”
“That is the least one could hope for,” T’Lari said lightly before turning to Christopher and Meyer.  By the time she was able to look them in the eye, she supported a full fledged frown.  “You two, have a lot of explaining to do.  On this date, stardate 72032.1, you are officially charged with treason, unauthorized use of a spacecraft, violation of the Neutral Zone, and inciting hostilities with a Federation starship.

 “These actions require an immediate, dishonorable discharge from Starfleet, and up to ninety years in a penal colony.”

CHAPTER THREE

Christopher walked slowly in stride with Meyer a few paces behind Grayson and T’Lari through the drab, monochromatic corridors at Starfleet Command.  While he had been in the building several times before, Christopher had never been in this area.  Then again, very few officers are ‘privileged’ enough to visit the chambers of the military tribunal.

The room was small and dark, housing no windows of any kind.  Against the back wall was a large, sleek pedestal, with a series of empty chairs adjacent to either side.  In front of the pedestal was a small bench where the accused would be seated. Behind that were few rows of uncomfortable looking black chairs.  The lights were bright and hot, beating down like dozens of hot suns.

Christopher hesitated as he followed the Admirals into the chamber.  Grayson stopped before the bench in front of the pedestal and pointed.  “Sit,” he ordered.

Christopher glanced briefly at Meyer before taking a seat on the cold, hard bench.  As T’Lari and Grayson seated themselves in the chairs on either side of the pedestal, Christopher glanced back at Harrison and Talyere.  He smiled sympathetically before turning back to the front of the room.

By that time, several more Admirals, including the Admiral Hunter, Head of Starfleet Security had taken seats beside T’Lari and Grayson.  Hunter shifted uncomfortably in her seat before clearing her throat and taking in a deep sigh.

“This council has been convened.” 

Despite his fleeting placidity displayed earlier, that simple statement brought Christopher’s nerves to a head.  Barely able to contain his rapidly beating heart, he gulped in several breaths of air and closed his eyes as Hunter began to speak once more.

“Captain Alan Christopher, Lieutenant Rachael Meyer: Are you aware of the charges brought up against you?”

“Yes,” Christopher gulped.

Hunter nodded.  “Very well.  We shall proceed.”  She carefully inspected the padd in front of her for several moments before consulting with Admiral T’Lari for a brief moment.  Then, Hunter returned her attention to the matter at hand.  “How do you plead?”

Christopher had played this moment through his head so many times, he could almost envision it.  There was never any doubt what he planned on saying, only when the word came out, it was far less eloquent than any of Christopher’s visions had portrayed it.  “Guilty,” rasped, almost stumbling over the last half of the word.

Hunter nodded approvingly.  “I have taken the liberty to review every last piece of data regarding the events that transpired on stardate 70647.  To be blunt, Captain, the evidence is rather damning.  But in all fairness, I admit the data was biased.  We were unable to retrieve the sensor logs that allegedly recorded the rift in its formative stages.  Additionally, the Discovery’s crew was rather corrupt itself.  Many of their allegations did not coincide with events logged by the Discovery’s computer.  In all fairness, I will allow you to present your side of the story.”

Christopher allowed himself a brief reprieve from his growing insanity before turning to Meyer.  She smiled cautiously at him before giving him the courage needed to begin telling their epic tale…

With Lieutenant Meyer gone, Christopher took her seat in the cockpit of the Dark Star and started messing with the sensors. As he cycled through the range of frequencies, he didn’t detect anything abnormal—at first.  But as the sensor frequency increased, so did the gravimetric distortions logged on the database. Deciding to investigate further, Christopher tracked the readings to a point in space deep inside the Alteran Expanse.

Startled by the strange discovery, Christopher ran another sensor sweep of the same grid.  Once the scan was complete, it only verified the original readings.  Something was out there…

“We’re through with grid zero-one,” Nistak reported from the operations station.  “Sensors detected three trillion particles of hydrogen per cu—”

“Begin charting grid zero-two,” Mendoza interrupted before Nistak could get any further.

“Aye, sir,” Nistak said quietly.  “Grid zero-two.”

The doors at the aft turbolift suddenly hissed open.  As Captain Christopher emerged on the bridge, he immediately locked eyes with Mendoza.  She frowned, obviously less than thrilled about Christopher’s return.  Nevertheless, she rose from his seat and allowed him to take over.  “Captain on the bridge,” she said unenthusiastically.

“What grid are we currently charting?” Christopher asked once he was settled in his seat.

“Zero-two,” Mendoza replied flatly. 

“Nistak, redirect our sensors to grid four-seven.”

“Why, sir?”

“While I was…observing the Dark Star, I happened to observe a gravametric distortion in grid four-seven.  I want a closer look at it.”

Nistak complied.  “I’m reading no such distortion in grid four-seven.”

“Perhaps it was a different grid?” Mendoza suggested.  “Is it possible that you observed incorrectly?”

“I don’t believe so,” Christopher recalled. “I checked the sensors twice just to be sure.  It was grid four-seven.  Why don’t you recalibrate the sensors to a more sensitive frequency?”

“But sir,” Nistak persisted.  “Sensors are all ready configured for optimal scanning of the Expanse.”

Christopher sighed.  “Conduct a level one sensor sweep of grid four-seven, then.  Maybe it will show up after a more complete analysis.”

“Very well,” Nistak replied as the familiar sound of an incoming transmission emanated from the tactical station. 

“We’re being hailed,” said the Ensign at the post.

“Who is it?” Christopher inquired.

“Admiral Grayson.”

“In my ready room,” Christopher ordered as he headed off in the direction of his private office.

Grayson appeared on the small view screen mounted on the wall of Christopher’s ready room wearing the same stern face he wore during their reunion three years later.  “How goes the mission?”

“We’ve only recently arrived.  Scans of grid zero-one are complete, but sensors detected an anomaly in grid four-seven, so we’re diverting our efforts there for now.”

Grayson nodded.  “Very well.  Keep me apprised of the situation, Captain.  We’re eagerly awaiting your final data back here.”

“As are we.”

“Starfleet out.”

Once Grayson disappeared, Christopher immediately turned to his personal computer and pulled up the sensor display.  Just to be sure, he ran an additional sensor sweep of grid four-seven.

As a red line scrolled across the box representing grid four-seven, Christopher watched intently.  To his apparent consternation, nothing happened.  “You can’t fool me,” he whispered to the computer.  “I know something’s out there…”

“Please restate command,” the computer replied.  Despite all their advances in computer technology, the computer was still basically stupid.  It did what it was told and nothing more.  Christopher couldn’t help but notice the parallels between Mendoza and a computer…

Upset by his lack of findings, Christopher pushed himself away from his desk, deciding another glance at the sensors aboard the Dark Star would set his weary mind at ease.

He emerged on the bridge and headed straight for the turbolift, gone before Mendoza could utter a single word.  “Deck eleven,” he ordered, setting the lift into motion.

The ride from deck one to deck eleven was over before he knew it.  As the turbolift doors released him, Christopher stepped into the corridor and headed in the general direction of the shuttle bay.  As a courtesy, Christopher nodded his acknowledgment at the officers he encountered during his travels, occasionally greeting them in a friendly fashion.  It was all to keep up crew morale, and to prevent them from joining the ranks of Leah Mendoza.

“Captain,” said a female voice from behind.

Christopher turned without slowing to see who had addressed him.  He was pleasantly surprised upon seeing Lieutenant Meyer approaching his position rapidly.  “Lieutenant Meyer,” Christopher said, slowing down to allow her time to catch up with him.  “I was just heading for the Dark Star to run a few additional analyses on a gravametric distortion I stumbled upon after you left.  I could use a hand if you’re not busy.”

“I’m an assistant counselor and a lowly nurse.  Trust me, my schedule is less than packed.”

“Good.”

“You’re glad I have nothing to do?”

Christopher shot her an exasperated glare.  “I’m glad you’re free to assist me on the Dark Star.  I’d rather it be you than Mendoza or Nistak. Those two are driving me to insanity.”

“I’ve heard the stories,” Meyer said as they came to a stop in front of the shuttle bay.  “I’m glad I don’t have to deal with them too often,” she added, following Christopher into the large hangar.

Christopher led her to the Dark Star, where he proceeded to open the doors.  They climbed inside the shuttle and took their stations in the cockpit of the shuttle.

“Activating sensor grid,” Meyer said once she was settled comfortably in her seat.  “What sort distortion am I looking for?” Meyer asked as she started pecking away at the controls.

“It was just a faint signature on the highest sensor frequency—grid four-seven,” Christopher explained.  “The Starlight’s sensors can’t even detect it.  I’ve got Nistak and Mendoza running a level one sensor sweep of the vicinity, but I doubt they’ll find anything.”

Meyer’s station started bleeping.  “Well you could have a little field trip to the Dark Star and show them these readings.  Your little distortion seems to have grown a bit.”

Christopher peered over her shoulder.  “A little?  It’s grown nearly thirty percent in the past few hours.”

“Look at this,” Meyer said, pointing to another screen just overhead.  It was a display of grid four-seven, with a massive number of swirling green dots overlaid on the image.  “It looks like the rift is expelling large quantities of verteron particles.”

“This is not good,” Christopher said flatly.  Verterons were harmless particles…to planets, to stars, to any natural phenomenon.  But to a majority of starships, verteron particles meant certain death.  “Any starship with a warp drive built before 2386 won’t be able to travel near the Kilka Sector.  Otherwise, they’ll risk a complete shut down of their warp drive.”

“Unfortunately, the bulk of the Federation fleet was constructed before 2386,” Meyer recalled.

“And many of those ships are still in service today,” Christopher noted.  “Additionally, the Romulans haven’t changed the design of their vessels in nearly fifty years, and many of the merchant vessels that travel this area have the older drives as well.”

“It would mean a complete shut down of the Kilka Sector,” Meyer concluded.  “We have to seal this rift.”

Christopher turned away from Meyer and back to his station.  “Computer, open a channel to Admiral Grayson, priority one.”

After a brief moment of silence, Admiral Grayson’s stern face appeared on the small view screen located between the helm and the operations station at the front of the cockpit.  “Captain Christopher?  You’ve interrupted my lunch with Captain Brantley.  This had better be good.”

“I don’t know if it’s good, but it’s important,” Christopher said.  Grayson still seemed more concerned about his lunch with Brantley, but Christopher suspected that would soon change.  “If you’ll recall our previous discussion, I mentioned a strange anomaly in grid four-seven of the Alteran Expanse?”

“Go ahead,” Grayson urged.

“Well, it seems to be expelling verteron particles,” Christopher said sullenly.  “If we don’t seal the rift now, while it’s still in its formative stages, the entire Kilka Sector will be flooded with verteron radiation.  Warp travel will become impossible in this region of space.”

Grayson frowned.  “Commander Mendoza informs me your sensor data comes from the Dark Star, whose sensors have yet to be properly calibrated.  She says the Starlight’s own sensors detect no such rift.

“Therefore, command believes your data is inconclusive.  You are to break off your scan of grid four-seven, and resume charting grid zero-two.”

“But sir,” Christopher protested.  “It would be a simple matter to fly the Dark Star into grid four-seven and reinforce the fabric of space—just in case the Starlight’s sensors are wrong.”

“Grid four-seven is inside the Romulan Neutral Zone,” Grayson said sternly.  “Given the recent hostilities with the Romulans, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.  Your orders are to chart grids zero-two through one-seven; then report to Outpost 23 and await further instruction. Additionally, you are to stop using of the Dark Star at once.  Am I clear?”

“Crystal,” Christopher grumbled unhappily.  

Without further conversation, Grayson severed the comm link and undoubtedly resumed his lunch with Captain Brantley.  Whether or not he would even broach the subject with command was beyond Christopher, but he knew Grayson was wrong…

Suddenly, Meyer tapped him on the shoulder. “Captain, while you were chatting with the Admiral, I took the liberty to project the damages to the Kilka Sector should this rift be allowed to expand.”

“And?” Christopher inquired.

She loaded a map of the Kilka Sector onto the primary view screen.  At first, the green particles swirled about only near the Alteran Expanse, but gradually, they encompassed the entire nebular body.  Christopher watched in awe as the green dots moved to overtake the Gildebron, Breat and Ka’Tula Systems, and eventually, the entire Kilka Sector…and beyond.

“Within six years, no starship with the older warp drive could even come near the Kilka Sector without being stopped cold,” Meyer explained.

“Are you sure you’re a counselor?” Christopher asked while he downloaded the data onto a padd.

“Trust me, I am,” she said quietly.  “What are you going to do?”

“The only thing I can—seal the rift.”

Oddly, the trip back to the bridge seemed to take much more time than the one to the Dark Star.  Maybe it was because this was no longer a matter of trivial circumstance.  They were now dealing with an official crisis.  The only problem was Starfleet Command didn’t want to acknowledge the crisis out of fear of a Romulan invasion.

But that didn’t stop Christopher from making what he thought was the right decision.  Lieutenant Meyer had shown him what would happen if they didn’t seal this rift.  Hopefully, it would be enough to convince Mendoza. 

The bridge crew was waiting for him.  Mendoza was already standing at her seat.  “Sir.  By this time, it should come as no surprise to you that we eavesdrop on your messages with command.”

“Trust me, it isn’t.”

“Then what is your decision, sir?” Mendoza inquired.

“Given the facts of the matter, I found the decision easy to come upon, if not easy to accept.  There is a danger to the Federation lying inside grid four-seven.  Although it’s not an immediate threat, it has the potential to shut down the entire Kilka Sector.  And whether or not Starfleet acknowledges the threat, it is our duty as Starfleet officers, to protect the Federation and its citizens.

Therefore, because this is a clear and present danger to the Federation, we’re going to seal that rift, whether or not Starfleet likes it.”

Mendoza frowned.  She turned to Nistak, who reported, “Still no sign of a gravametric distortion on sensors.”

“Well Captain,” Mendoza said bitterly.  “I’m afraid we disagree with your decision.  The Dark Star’s sensors are brand new and unreliable.  They’ve never been tested.”

“The benefits far outweigh the risks, Commander,” Christohper countered.  “If there is a distortion, then we’ll have saved the entire Kilka Sector.  If get there, and there truly isn’t, then we’ll have proven the Dark Star’s sensors to be unreliable, and set my mind at ease.”

“I’m inclined to disagree,” Mendoza said bitterly.  “If the Romulans catch us, not only will we be killed, the Federation will be at war with the Romulans for the second time in ten years.”  She folded her arms and turned to the crew.  “Captain, I’m giving you one last chance to change your mind.”

Because he was behind her, Christopher couldn’t see what Mendoza was doing, but he was sure he wouldn’t like it.  As she slowly turned around, he realized what was going on. The phaser she had pointed at his chest was an additional clue.  “Mutiny?”

“Consider yourself under arrest, Captain Christopher.”

CHAPTER FOUR

“What is this called again?” Rachael asked Ensign Jason Ramsey, who was seated directly across from her at the table in her quarters.  The warm, sultry taste still made itself present on her tongue, even after she swallowed it.  It was a rare treat to have a food that tastes good leave its mark behind.

“Gora leaf stew,” said the Ensign, Rachael’s fiancé.

They had met during the ship’s first crisis, a battle gone sour during the Romulan War.  Ramsey was injured by an exploding plasma conduit, and required medical attention.  However, the Doctor was forced to set up a triage in sick bay, and Ramsey was at the bottom of the list.  Meyer did her best to treat those at the bottom of the list with her limited skills.  When she reached Ramsey, she treated more than his damaged bones…  At that very instant, something between them clicked.  And they had been together ever since.

As Meyer continued indulging herself in the delectable Gora leaf stew, she suddenly heard a rather noisy commotion outside her quarters.  Her eyes instantly locked with Ramsey’s.  Both gazes were filled with curiosity.  As far as Meyer knew, there weren’t any battle drills scheduled.  No alien intruders aboard.  It was just another normal day…

Taken over by her curiosity, Rachael took the lead, and shoved herself away from the table.  As she approached the doors, she could make out a few words, but nothing of any consequence.  To her surprise, the doors did not open when she reached them.  “They’re locked,” she said with surprise.

“Then why don’t you unlock them,” Ramsey suggested.

“Shut up,” Rachael said, tapping in the sequence on the padd. “I didn’t have them locked to begin with.  Somebody else has locked them from the outside.”

She finished keying in her command codes and stepped aside as she hit the command to open the doors. As the doors parted, several security officers marching stormed past.  A few meters behind them were Commander Mendoza and Captain Christopher, the latter was under lock and key.

But before she could take any action, one of the guards, Nistak, shut and locked the doors to her quarters once more.  It was clear they did not want word of this spreading to rapidly.  But they couldn’t stop it, that’s a given.

“The Captain is under arrest,” Meyer said in awe.  “We need to rescue him,” she decided a moment later.  Though she had only met him twice, she felt obligated to save him.  And since she had a hunch this was all about what had transpired on the Dark Star, there was no one better to stand at Christopher’s side.

Ramsey rose from the table.  “Rachael,” he started, but realized his arguments would fall upon deaf ears.  She had already started to think up her plan.  So instead of trying to talk Meyer out of this, he decided to do as she pleased.  “What do you propose we do?  There were at least a dozen security guards.”

“Leave that up to me…”

Meyer hastily led the way through the Discovery’s myriad corridors, keeping a pace that would undoubtedly spark a but of curiosity among the crew. Still, they maintained themselves as if everything was normal, waving at fellow officers and even stopping to chat briefly with some of their closer friends. 

But given the extreme urgency of their plan, they cut corners and took short cuts whenever possible.  If anyone knew the fastest route to the Dark Star, it was Rachael Meyer.

Once they stood before the large metallic doors of the shuttle bay, Ramsey hastily tapped the command override codes on the door’s locking mechanism.  It would undoubtedly set off more than a few sensor alerts, but given all the excitement that had been transpiring on the bridge, it was Meyer’s hope that those alerts would go unnoticed…

“Over here,” Meyer said as the doors clanked apart, leading Ramsey to a large black case mounted on the wall.  She slapped her hand on the DNA scanner next to the box to grant her access.  “Lieutenant Rachael Meyer,” she suggested to the computer.  

“Identity confirmed,” the computer toned.  

A moment later, the sound of the locking mechanism deactivating cued Ramsey to pull the hatch open, revealing six phaser rifles mounted neatly inside the case.  He grabbed one and tossed it to Meyer before taking one of the sleek weapons for himself.

“Make sure it’s set to stun,” Meyer reminded him before heading to the industrial transporter station behind the Dark Star.  As she stepped onto the glass platform, she took her comm badge and threw it on the floor.  Ramsey did the same as he neared the transporter control station.  Knowing security was undoubtedly onto them by know, it seemed to be a necessary precaution in order to prevent being beamed out mid-way through the rescue.
“Good luck,” Ramsey whispered to Meyer as he activated the transporter beam.  As the young lieutenant faded away, Ramsey knew the plan was set into motion—there was no turning back now.  He hurried over to the Dark Star and let himself in.

The sensors started flashing.  Given the current events, an insurrection was likely, and Nistak was watching the sensors like a hawk.  He spotted the flashing beacon instantly.  “Sir, there is an unauthorized transport in progress.”

“Beam the offenders to the bridge,” Mendoza ordered.  She rose from the Captain’s chair and waited patiently for the blue pillars of light to reveal the guilty parties, but to her dismay, two inactive comm badges matierialized on the floor a few meters in front of her.  “Mr. Nistak, stop them!”

The Bajoran hastily alerted his security teams of the developing situation before he himself sprung into action, hastily stepping into the turbolift to stop the defectors. Once the turbolift doors closed behind Nistak, Mendoza knelt over the two communicators and palmed them in her hand and frowned.  Whoever was leading this insurrection knew what they were doing.  Mendoza only hoped Nistak was as well versed in the tactics of guerrilla warfare.
Meyer’s sudden appearance in the brig had undoubtedly caught the duty officers off guard.  Before either one could even raise a weapon, she was able to down both officers.  If security hadn’t realized what was happening, the phaser discharges sensors just logged would be a dead giveaway.  And so, without any preamble, she raced to the Captain’s cell and lowered the forcefield.

“Am I glad to see you,” Christopher whispered.  “I take it our escape won’t be as easy?”

“You take it correctly,” Meyer confirmed.  “I rid of my communicator so security couldn’t beam me away.  Unfortunately, that means we can’t beam back to the Dark Star.”

Christopher walked over to the fallen guard and knelt down beside him.  “I’ll be needing this more than you, crewman,” he said to the unconscious guard. He carefully jostled the phaser out of the guard’s grasps and rose to his feet.  “Let’s move,” Christopher said urgently.

He followed Meyer into the corridor.  She bolted for a Jefferies tube not far from the brig.  He followed closely behind, but made sure to check his back for possible security officers.  There were none…as of yet.

Inside the tube, Meyer started ascending via a ladder.  Though the turbolift would have undoubtedly proven faster, Mendoza could have detected them and shut the lift down, making them sitting ducks.  Meyer knew exactly where she was going, and hopefully, what she was doing.

Christopher counted an ascent of five decks before Meyer kicked open an access hatch and leaped into a corridor.  Without thinking, Christopher followed blindly, only to be greeted by a barrage of phaser fire.  Luckily, every last beam soared over his head.

Meyer looked up to see a lone security officer charging at them, while reaching for his communicator.  Seeing that, Meyer aimed her phaser at the guard and pulled the trigger.  The orange beam of light that emanated from the weapon struck the guard squarely in the chest.  He fell to the deck moments later.

“We’d better hurry,” said Christopher.  “Mendoza is probably on to us by now.”

Suddenly, the ship went to red alert.  The guard was able to get through to the bridge…


The darkened corridors were illuminated only by the eerie red glow of the alert lights mounted along the ceiling.   As if to exacerbate the already dire situation, a dull tone intermittently sounded throughout the ship, warning civilians and non-essential officers to stay in their quarters where they were safe.

Now, Meyer charged down the corridor at full speed.  Not far behind her, Christopher followed, still keeping a watchful eye to their backs.  The last thing they needed now was an ambush.  But from the sounds emanating from the corridor behind them, that was exactly what was in their future.

In unison, the duo stormed around a corner and headed for a large set of doors at the end of the corridor.  Only a few meters behind them was a squadron of security officers, also armed with phaser rifles.  A few of the more daring ones fired off a few shots, but like their predecessor’s attempt, every last phaser beam missed.

 When the doors were finally before them, Meyer hastily threw her phaser to the floor and tore open an access panel mounted next to the door.  As she pecked away at the controls, Christopher opened fire on the security officers, striking two of them directly in the chest before the flicker of a forcefield absorbed his fire.

“Got it,” Rachael whispered as the large doors before them noisily parted.

The remainder of the security squad worked furiously outside the forcefield to lower the wall of energy, but they were not fast enough to catch their prey.  Without looking back, both renegade officers walked into the shuttle bay and hopped into the Dark Star.

The leader of the squadron, a very angry Nistak, touched his comm badge.  “Security to bridge.  We’re too late—they’re gone,” he said furiously as the Dark Star sailed out of the bay.

Mendoza couldn’t believe her ears.  “What do you mean ‘gone?’”

“They’ve escaped via the Dark Star!” Nistak explained.

“Open fire!” Mendoza yelled to the young officer at the tactical station.  She didn’t even know his name.  She could only hope he was proficient at his duties.

On the view screen, several orange phaser bolts lashed out against the Dark Star.  To Mendoza’s dismay, none of them hit the ship directly.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she screamed at the officer.  “Destroy them!”

“I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up!” Ramsey shouted as a phaser blast nearly impacted the cockpit directly.  The blue glow of the orange phaser blast still burnt in their retinas, and at the rate the Discovery was laying down fire, more retina burns would be joining the one all ready present. 

“You know, there’s no way we can defeat a starship with a shuttlecraft,” Meyer said as the Dark Star took its first hit.  She held onto the chair for dear life, which was sufficient to keep her in place.  “I don’t care how advanced this thing is, this is a no-win situation!”

“Agreed,” Christopher finally said as three torpedoes skimmed the Dark Star’s shields.  “Mr. Ramsey, engage the transwarp drive.”

“Where should I set course?”

The ship rattled again.  Sparks erupted from several of the aft stations, but none of them grew into flames.  “At this moment, I don’t really care!”  Christopher yelled over the explosions.

Ramsey complied.  Christopher watched as he set a course directly into grid four-seven—into the neutral zone.  They were in too deeply to turn back now, especially since the green aura of the transwarp conduit enveloped the shuttle.  It was the point of no return…

CHAPTER FIVE

As the transwarp conduit collapsed, the view out the windows suddenly transformed from the bold streaks of green and yellow to the placid blue and violet hues of the Alteran Expanse.  Out the front, a tiny opening in the fabric of space swirled about like a miniature tornado.  

“Well?” Christopher inquired.  

“There’s definitely something out there,” Meyer confirmed.  “The problem isn’t the Dark Star’s sensors.  It’s Starfleet Command.”

“What’s on the other side?”

Christopher waited several moments as Ramsey ran a sensor sweep and compiled the data into an orderly fashion.  “I’m detecting multiple transwarp signatures,” he started.  “It’s hard to say, but there might be an alien culture living inside that subspace pocket.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “That’s different,” he admitted.  “And multiple signatures?”

“That could indicate a species more advanced than our own,” said Ramsey.  “Considering we’re still in the experimental stages of transwarp…”

“Well, it doesn’t look like they’ve noticed us,” Christopher said quietly.  “Let’s keep it that way.  Fire a series of polaron bursts into the rift.  That should be enough to keep this thing closed until Starfleet can send a ship better equipped to handle the situation.”

Ramsey nodded.  “Aye.”  His fingers danced over the controls for several seconds before a series of tiny pulses exploded inside the rift.  When they died off, the rift was gone…

As he finished the last sentences of their epic tale, Christopher turned to Meyer and cast a hopeful smile.  She returned the favor.  

“You tell a good story, Captain,” said Ramsey a moment later.  “Most of it is true to what the Discovery’s computer recorded.  And it was a bit more believable than the tale Captain Mendoza provided.  You said your phasers were set to stun.  Are you sure?”

“Yes,” said Christopher.

The entire council suddenly fell into an eerie silence, casting curious glares amongst one another.  Ramsey performed a similar maneuver while shaking her head with disappointment.  “When the Discovery returned from the mission, there were four dead officers on the Discovery.  According to what we’ve heard from some of the crew, they were probably officers loyal to you, Captain.  Killed before they could make a stand.”

“That was one of the reasons the files were classified, Captain.  Even though she passed the autonomic response analyses, we weren’t sure of Mendoza’s tale in the first place.  We had to preserve as much of the real data as possible before rumors could discredit the truth,” T’Lari explained. 

Hunter handed a padd to Grayson.  “Pull the Discovery from her mission to Cardassia.  Have the Cairo and the Enterprise intercept and escort her back to Earth.  We’ve got a busy schedule…”

“So what now?” Meyer inquired.

Hunter sighed, and remained silent for several moments.  And with each passing moment, Christopher’s nerves started to grow again.

“By that time, relations with the Romulans had already started to improve.  They probably would have authorized us to repair the rift properly,” Hunter said slowly.  “But Grayson was a relatively new Admiral, and the council was still rather paranoid after the war.  Their policy with the Romulans at the time was what I call ‘run and hide.’  Morally, you did the right thing.   Politically, maybe not, but the crew of the Discovery may have forced your hand…

“But the fact of the matter is, you did it.  And that cannot be overlooked.  Federation law requires you serve at least two years in a minimum security penal colony.”

As he watched Rachael’s head fall into her hands, Christopher realized how little emotional resonance the sentence actually carried.  Then again, he had spent the entire day building emotional barriers to prevent such an outbreak.  But he knew the second he left the room, those walls would crumble.

And so, he simply stared, directly ahead.  But nothing could prepare him for what he was about to hear.

“The sentence,” Hunter started slowly, “will be served at the Federation Penal Colony in New Zealand…upon the conclusion of the Elorg crisis.  In the mean time, Captain, Lieutenant…it was your actions two years ago that prompted this situation—now your actions are going to get us out of it. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Christopher said loudly in unison with Meyer.  

Hunter rose from her seat.  “Dismissed.”  The ensemble of Admirals hastily cleared the room, leaving the four of them alone to their thoughts.  Christopher almost couldn’t believe what had just happened.  They were let off the hook—for now.

“Well done,” Talyere called from the back.

“Agreed…Captain,” Harrison concurred.  “But I still have one question—whatever happened to Jason Ramsey?”

Christopher thought it would be best for Meyer to answer that question, but when he turned to her, it was clear she could not.  Her eyes had already welled with tears.  Christopher smiled sympathetically before decided to answer in her place.  “Using the Dark Star’s transwarp drive without masking the Borg energy signatures had its price,” he said quietly.

Finally, Christopher rose from his seat and faced the crowd of two behind him.  While they were perplexed by the answer he had given to Harrison question, they lacked the emotional resonance that went with it.  While they may have had expected something more, now was not the time, and this was not the place.  Christopher smiled in an attempt to break the icy mood.  “Let’s go home,” he said softly.

Harrison rose from his seat.  “Harrison to Starlight,” he said after touching his comm badge.  “Four to beam up.”

“We did it,” Christopher said quietly to Meyer.  They were alone in the mess hall, long after the victory celebration thrown by Harrison, Talyere and a few of the others, had ended.
“We did it,” Meyer repeated somberly.  “But for some strange reason, it just doesn’t feel like victory.  Then again, that could be because it’s not really a victory…”

Christopher folded his arms.  “Maybe it’s because Jason wasn’t here to celebrate with us.  You two knew each other for a long time, Rachael.  You were engaged to be married.  And now he’s gone.

“When we were on the Dark Star, we were too busy to stop and think about what had happened.  So we just put it out of our minds.  But those days are behind us.  We’ve been given a second chance.  And I’m not going to let you ruin that second chance by wallowing in your own self-pity.

“If anything, you can rest assured knowing a piece of him will always exist…albeit, inside the Borg Collective.  And maybe, if we’re feeling daring one day…”

“We can ride off into the sunset in search of the Sphere that attacked us.”  She smiled.  It was a forced smile, but it existed.  “It’s a nice thought, Alan, but like you say, ‘what’s done is done.’  I’d rather work on building a better future than dwell upon an immutable past.”  She smiled again, only this time it was genuine.  “Give me a few days to get into that mindset, okay?”

Christopher smiled.  “All right.”  He grabbed his half-emptied glass of some unidentified beverage and raised it.  “To the ever changing present… the ‘immutable past’…and  a brighter future.” 
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