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“Every choice we make has a consequence.”


-Benjamin Sisko


  “Emissary” [DS9]

PROLOGUE

Beyond the farthest stars, in a time when no one knew of the Federation, when Romulans and Vulcans stood united under one flag, when the Klingons were only a myth, the most epic war in the history of the galaxy raged on.

In a time when Cardassia and Bajor were too far apart to know each other, and Founders still roamed the stars, two powerful races battled for dominance over the vast reaches of space.  Two towering giants in a sea of infant races, they were the first to emerge into space, the first to develop vast stellar empires, and the first to meet a violent, bloody end…

The Iconians boasted powerful fleets of destroyers and advanced interdimensional technologies.  They would seek out their nemeses and plunder them to the ground in a sea of fire.  No one would dare to stand in their way…

But the Elorg dared.  Their cunning intellect and swarms of massive warships, in addition to fear of the Iconian’s increasingly powerful technologies, allowed them to fight the Iconians on an even battlefield.  But when push came to shove, the Iconians always seemed to have the upper hand.

The Iconians would vanquish entire Elorg populations with interdimensional technology, eradicate entire Elorg fleet and raid civilian colonies.  But the Elorg fought back, and in their greatest act of treachery, mounted a force of countless thousands of vessels.  The force shattered Iconian defense perimeter and wreaked havoc on the Iconian homeworld.  Iconia was dead… 

With their home destroyed at the hands of their greatest enemy grew angry. The demons of air and darkness showed no mercy, spared no lives, and vowed to eradicate every last Elorg colony.

And they did.  With their most advanced destroyers, the Iconians used their interdimensional technology to vanquish the entire Elorg population into the deepest, darkest regions of a massive subspace pocket, forever condemned to a desolate existence without contact with any alien races…

But nothing lasts forever…

The Alteran Expanse was devoid of any interest to the Federation.  After the Romulan War, the Federation willingly relinquished vast amounts of it to the Romulan Empire.  It did not contain any useful gasses or strategic value, nor was it of any particular beauty.  It was simply a massive, haunting nebula inhabiting over half of the Kilka Sector.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.

While relations with the Romulans have eased, and the Federation once more controls the Expanse, the Kilka Sector offers little even in the way of tourism.  The Gildebron System is nothing but an arid desert.  The Breat System houses ancient mining colonies and pacifist races.  Only the Ka’Tula System, located at the edge of the Kilka Sector, is of any interest.

But as the Federation celebrates the dawn of a New Year, all that is about to change…

Deep within the haunting violet expanse, for the first time in centuries, a disturbance brought excitement to the nearby molecules.  They danced about happily as great tendrils of white energy reached out of subspace and pushed the expanse aside.  As the dark omen expanded, the molecules were thrust away, and then called back as the swirling nether expanded…

As they danced around the growing vortex, the tiny molecules had no way of knowing they were christening the gates of hell…

ONE

Lucas Tompkins ran his tricorder over the open EPS grid on deck four, section twenty-nine beta.  The very EPS conduit that he had replaced last week, which seemed to be malfunctioning yet again.  And the tricorder yielded nothing new.  

“The job of a chief engineer is a never-ending task,” he said wearily to Lieutenant Kendall Johnson, to chief science officer who had humbly agreed to assist Tompkins on this all-important mission.

Johnson smiled and handed Tompkins a phase-inducer.  “See if you can re-align the interlinks with the primary EPS grid,” he suggested.

Tompkins grabbed the tool and carefully inspected it before waving it over the malfunctioning conduit.  After several moments of this tedious action, the conduit remained dormant, and Tompkins realized the futility of his efforts.  “What exactly does this section of the EPS grid supply power to?” he inquired.

“Among other things…my quarters,” said Johnson.  “While secondary systems claim to be adequate, I find my sonic shower to be performing at a rather unacceptable level.”

“Maybe it’s your sonic shower?”

Johnson frowned.  “Or maybe it’s the power grid.  Either way, something’s not right…”

Tompkins put his tool aside and grabbed Johnson’s shoulder.  “Well, promise me this—don’t stop taking showers simply because it’s not working.  You won’t be the only one suffering…”

Johnson expelled an exasperated sigh as he rolled his deep blue eyes into his head.  When suddenly, he felt a hand on his shoulder.

Kendall slowly turned around to see Commander Erin Keller’s beaming smile piercing his very existence.  And just as every other time he saw her, Kendall felt himself melt with an awkward joy as she greeted her fellow officers.  “Hey Kendall,” she said warmly before turning her attention to Tompkins.  “Lucas,” she said.  “I finished the astrometric scan you wanted.”

Tompkins snapped his tricorder shut.  “Thank you, Commander.  I’ll pick it up this afternoon.”

“Very well, then,” said Keller.  She stood over the two for several seconds and observed their inaction.  “Proceed,” she mused before continuing down the corridor toward the turbolift.

As she disappeared behind the doors, Johnson sighed and knocked his head into the wall repeatedly.  The action elicited nothing but a soft chuckle from Tompkins.  “She won’t bite you if you talk to her, you know.”

“Believe me, I would talk to her if I had the ability,” said Johnson.  “But whenever she’s around I’m at a total loss of words.  And the few words I do get out are well, never what I intend to say.”

Tompkins smiled as he waved yet another tool over the dead EPS conduit.  The device worked, and the conduit came to life.  “This is going to be a long day,” he mused as he reached for the hatch to cover the wall.

Erin Keller stood quietly in the turbolift as the doors parted, revealing the Starlight’s main bridge.  It was an impressive facility with science stations lining both walls.  To her immediate right was the tactical station, and to her left was operations.  Dead ahead, surrounded by a sleek metal railing was the illustrious Captain’s chair.  Beside it was the first officer’s chair, and mounted on the railing behind it, the mission ops station.   Several meters in front of it sat the helm. 

Keller slowly stepped into the facility and eased her way into the operations station to her left, relieving the Ensign situated there before sitting down at the station.  Only moments later, Captain Greene burst from his ready room in his usual pleasant manor and stood before the crew.

“We’ve just been ordered to chart the Sineron Cluster,” he said excitedly.  Greene was an old man nearing the end of his career.  While he insisted retirement was out of the question, almost everyone knew his tour of duty was coming to an end, one way or another.  Still, he was highly energetic, and undoubtedly had several good years left in him.

Commander Harrison, the ship’s executive officer, and an eager successor to Greene, wearily folded his arms. Harrison was a young hot-shot who favored the more exciting missions which played pivotal roles in the course of human events.  Charting stellar phenomenon did not constitute that, but still, he was as loyal to Greene as anyone else. “That’s three weeks away at maximum warp,” he sighed.

Greene smiled.  “Not anymore.”

Harrison raised a brow.  “Oh, really?”

Greene slowly approached the Bolian at the helm, a young Ensign named Drayge.  He placed his hand on Drayge’s shoulder and said, “Starfleet has just authorized us to use our transwarp drive full time.”

Drayge nearly fell off his chair.  “It’s about time!” he exclaimed.  Drayge was one of the transwarp drive’s biggest proponents—as an avid space explorer a new technology enthusiast, he never turned down the chance to unlock the secrets of a new piece of technology.

The Captain touched his comm badge.  “Greene to Engineering.”

“Tompkins here.”
“Commander, bring the transwarp systems on line, and prepare to initiate.  We’re going for a little ride.”

“Yes, sir!” said Tompkins excitedly.  In his academy days, Tompkins helped bring the proposal to the Federation’s attention during its infancy, and continued to work with Starfleet Research and Development in the following years.  For him, this was the realized dream.

“Ensign,” said Harrison, his voice also teeming with excitement.  “Set course for the Sineron Cluster.”

Drayge turned to his superiors.  “With pleasure,” he said before turning back to comply with the order.  He pecked at the controls for a brief moment, and then said, “Course set.”

Greene slowly backed down into his chair. Knowing he was about to witness an historic moment, he inserted a dramatic pause before giving the anticipated order.  “…Engage.”

The engines hummed loudly for several seconds before the ship was thrust into transwarp.  The sudden change in velocity caught everyone, and thrust them back into their chairs until the inertial dampers could compensate.  By that time, however, nobody even noticed the pressure, as all eyes were locked on the view screen.  

At first, the stars streaked together like any other jump into warp, only this time, they seemed to be pulling a massive ball of energy with them.  In a matter of seconds, a vibrant flash of light enveloped the bridge, and the star field was replaced by the haunting green shades of transwarp soaring by at incredible speeds.

“We’ll arrive in two days,” said Drayge in awe.

Greene clasped his hands together in excitement.  “Incredible!  Absolutely marvelous!  The only bad thing is, we won’t have the three weeks to prepare for the mission.  We’ll have to get started right away.”  Greene turned to Commander Keller.  “Commander, I want you and Ensign Drayge to head up the efforts on this mission.”

“When should we get started?” she inquired.

“Right away.”

The astrometrics lab, otherwise known as stellar cartography, was possibly, the true heart of any deep-range exploration vessel, such as the Starlight.  It was in constant use, charting nebulae, mapping asteroid belts, and a plethora of other things. 

Surrounding the massive control station in the center of the room was an even larger panoramic view screen.  The master control sat on a raised platform several meters away from the screen, and was enclosed by a sleek metal rail.  Lining the adjacent walls were various control stations adorning pictures of interstellar phenomenon and other spatial disturbances.  

With Ensign Drayge in close proximity, Commander Keller slowly walked up to the master control station and activated it.  Having performed these pre-mission surveys countless times, Keller had perfected the technique to the point where they could chat idly while gathering data.  “So, Neelar, how do you like it on the Starlight?”

The Bolian stared curiously at Keller upon hearing his first name in a command situation, but quickly dismissed the occurrence and answered the question.  “It’s different,” he decided.  “Nothing like the Academy.”

“That it is,” she agreed.  “Out here, there are no test simulations or second chances.  Only the hard reality that is life,” she mused. “Live it, and live it well, because it’s only going to happen once.”

Drayge stared at his display for a moment and absorbed the data before continuing the conversation.  “Bolians have a tradition called tagana-rem.  It means, quite literally, ‘to live again.’  It’s the belief that one can relive certain moments from the afterlife—but only as an observer.”

Keller smiled.  “Sounds like fun,” she quipped as she pecked away at the controls.  “So, has anyone been giving you any problems?”

Drayge carefully recounted the crew before deciding, “No.  This crew seems to get along fairly well.”

“It does, for the most part,” agreed Keller.

“I have noticed some…hostility between you and Commander Harrison,” said Drayge slowly, testing the water to see if it was safe to tread.

Keller frowned.  “It’s no secret,” she sighed.  “The Commander and I have no affinity for one another.  You see, when I transferred to the Starlight almost two years ago, I was supposed to be the executive officer.  To make a long story short, one thing lead to another, Harrison got my job, and I got to play chief of operations.”

Drayge appeared a bit confused, but didn’t pursue the topic any further. “I see,” he mumbled instead.

“No, you don’t,” said Erin softly.  “But no one does.  It’s much more than you can possibly imagine.”

With that statement, Keller turned her full attention to the data and placed a large planetary system on the view screen.  “The Sineron Cluster,” said Keller.  “No one’s been here since 2373, a few months before the Dominion War.  It looks like the Federation planned on colonizing it.”

“More than twenty years have passed,” said Drayge.  “It seems they’ve abandoned their efforts.”

“Too bad,” said Keller.  “It doesn’t look like a bad place to live,” she noted as even more data presented itself before her.  So much, in fact, that it filled several screens.  It was going to be a long day…

Lunch wasn’t Commander Matthew Harrison’s favorite meal.  In fact, he rarely indulged in the mid-day feast.  But still, he enjoyed the spending the time allotted for lunch to pursue more social activities.  Today, he sat with Lieutenant Bator, a large, stoic Phobian who served as the Starlight’s tactical/security officer.

“I can’t help but wonder what my people ate for lunch,” said Bator as he stared at his chicken sandwich.  “For some reason, this question bothers me more most.”

Harrison shrugged.  “I wish I could tell you,” he said.  “For all we know, lunch didn’t exist in Phobian culture.”

Bator frowned.  “Don’t play games with me, Commander,” he grumbled.  “The mid-day meal exists in over three-fourths of the alien races known to the Federation.  The remaining fourth is made up of mostly primitive civilizations.”

“As I recall, the Romulans fall into that category.”

“Like I said, mostly primitive races.”

“You’d better not let the Captain hear that,” said Harrison.  “You know how he is…”

“I do.  And he won’t,” said Bator.  “And besides, if I’m the only remaining member of my species, and I do eat lunch, then my culture eats lunch…”

“They can’t all be dead,” Harrison protested.  “Others had to have escaped.”

Bator slowly nodded negatively.  “I’ve been searching for thirty-two years.  Nobody has even heard of the once great Phobian Republic.  I’m fairly certain there are no others.”

“Your ship came from the Delta Quadrant—some 70,000 light years away from here.   I’m sure there are a few people you’ve neglected to talk to.  And with our transwarp drive operational, the possibilities are endless,” said Harrison.  “Don’t give up hope yet.”

Bator considered the possibilities for a brief moment before allowing a hopeful smile to form on his face.  “Very well,” he decided.  “Hope wins, this time.”

“Good.”

Suddenly, streams of white energy interrupted the soaring green streaks of transwarp out the window as the comm system crackled with the Captain’s voice.

“This is the Captain to all hands.  Please return to your posts at once!”
Greene’s nervous call was only amplified by the sudden onset of a gentle rumbling throughout the ship.  Harrison cast a quizzical gaze in Bator’s direction and quickly rose from his chair. Bator dropped his sandwich and hastily followed Harrison to the bridge.

When they emerged onto the bridge, the first thing Harrison looked for was Captain Greene.  He was standing quietly behind Ensign Drayge at the helm, watching the transwarp conduit descent into chaos.

“What’s happening?” Harrison demanded as he came up alongside Greene.

“We’ve run into an area of extreme verteron radiation,” said Drayge.  “It’s preventing us from maintaining a stable transwarp conduit.”

The final shreds of the green conduit finally dissipated, and the Starlight’s first voyage into transwarp ended.  Now, a calm, tranquil star field slowly roamed across the view screen as the ship reentered normal space.  “What’s the source of the radiation?” asked Harrison.

“Unknown,” said Keller.  “The radiation seems to be hindering our sensors, as well.”

Greene expelled a long sigh of exasperation.  “At least tell me our location,” he demanded.

Drayge quickly accessed the helm.  “We’re about nine point eight light years from the Kilka Sector,” he said a moment later.  

Harrison slowly sat back in his seat and watched as Greene contemplated the situation.  The Captain stared at the view screen for several moments before making a decision.  But it wasn’t one that made much sense to Harrison.

“Magnify grid eleven-gamma,” he ordered.

Slowly, a box honed in upon the designated grid and brought it closer.  The stars streaked by until a tiny violet blob came into sight.  “The Alteran Expanse,” whispered Greene.  “Take us there, Ensign.”

The Bolian frowned.  “Sir?” he questioned.

“Let’s just say, I’ve got a hunch…”

Harrison gulped upon hearing that.  Greene was a capable leader, and, more often than not, his hunches proved to be trustworthy.  And if Greene was thinking that the source of the radiation was in that Expanse, then there was a good chance it was so…

That fact didn’t bother Harrison much at all.  It probably wouldn’t bother anyone.  But massive verteron eruptions don’t just happen without a cause—and that cause, whatever it may be, was reason enough for Harrison to be concerned…

TWO

The Starlight’s sick bay was one of the most advanced in the fleet.  Not only did it possess some of the most sophisticated medical equipment in the Federation, it also possessed one of the Federation’s most elite medical officers, the one and only Sarah Hartman.

And so, it was with great confidence that Erin Keller strode into the facility and quietly plopped herself upon the nearest bio-bed.

Hartman was standing over a tissue sample at a terminal across the room.  Her dark brown hair was haphazardly pulled back behind her head, and her white lab coat was generously wrinkled.  

Keller hadn’t seen the Doctor in days, and could only imagine how many hours she had pulled in a row—and the very thought of wearing the same uniform two days in a row disgusted her.  Still, despite their differing natures, the two had formed an uneasy friendship.

“Today, maybe,” Erin called out as she felt her head start to pound once more.

Hartman immediately looked up from her work and saw Keller sitting on the bio-bed.  “When did you get here?”

“Oh, a few weeks ago,” mused Keller.  “Your beloved staff offered to treat me, but I refused.”

Hartman gazed about her empty sickbay.  “‘Beloved staff?’” she repeated skeptically.  “The equipment might be state of the art, but my staff is a joke.  Starfleet promises more help, but does it ever come?  No.  Oh well.  It’s not like we’re swimming in medical emergencies.”

“I suppose that’s a good thing,” said Keller as she gently rubbed her aching temples.  “Well, I’ve got some pretty exciting stuff then.  My head is pounding.  I guess that’s what happens after too much exposure to Commander Harrison.”

Hartman sighed as she reached for a hypospray.  “Men do that,” she grimaced.

Keller frowned.  “No—it’s just Harrison.”

Hartman shrugged it off.  “Whatever,” she said as she loaded the hypospray with a medicinal compound and adjusted the dosage.  “Forty cc’s of hydrocortaline should be sufficient,” she said while injecting it into Keller’s neck.  “If it comes back, let me know.”

“Will do,” said Keller as she slid off the bio-bed, only to be held in place by Hartman.

“Hold on,” exclaimed the Doctor.  “I haven’t released you yet.”

“Should I just sit here and wait for the pain to come back?”  Keller asked sarcastically.

“Yeah,” said Hartman bluntly.  “In the meantime, would you mind filling me in on what’s been happening in the real world?”

Keller sighed as she recounted recent events.  “Well, we were heading to the Sineron Cluster, but a rogue verteron radiation field has stopped us dead in our tracks.  Right now, we’re moving to investigate.”

Hartman forced a pleasant smile.  “It’s a wonder we get anything done on this ship,” she mused.  “You know what we need?  More dedicated officers like myself—”

“That’s exactly what we need.”  Keller smiled deviously before sliding off the bio-bed.  As far as she was concerned, her visit was over.  “I’ll see you around, Sarah…should you choose to make an appearance, that is.”

Hartman smiled.  “I’ve got to leave sometime…”

Captain Greene and Commander Harrison stood quietly beside Lieutenant Johnson and Commander Stephanie Kerrigan.  While Johnson was officially the head of the science department, many believed it was Kerrigan actually running things.  She was higher ranking, and more experienced, but Johnson was given the position over her because of his stellar finish at the Academy two years prior.  But Kerrigan made sure that the actual job was a lot more difficult for Johnson than getting it was…

“We have gone over these sensor readings three times,” said Kerrigan.  “Aside from the radiation, nothing out of the ordinary showed up. Not even a stray particle of dust.”

Greene sighed wearily.  “This radiation can’t be magically appearing,” he decided.  “Have you tried a more sensitive scan?”

“A polaron burst may reveal any anomalies,” suggested Johnson.

But before Greene could respond, Kerrigan had already begun to site a second option.  “Or we could run a magniton sweep.  It’s distance and accuracy is superior to that of a polaron burst.”

Greene carefully weighed both options before reaching a decision.  “Magniton sweep it is,” he said decisively.

Johnson cast an evil gaze in Kerrigan’s direction at her subterfuge before turning his attention back to the station before him.  It wasn’t the first time she had done that—and he was sure it wouldn’t be the last.  “Initiating magniton sweep,” he sighed.

At first, nothing happened.  Johnson allowed himself a quaint smile, as seeing Kerrigan’s idea fail brought him much pleasure.  But suddenly, the sensors lit up inside the Alteran Expanse, just as Greene had suspected.

“It’s a massive inter-spatial flexure,” said Harrison.

Greene frowned at the data.  “But a flexure like that shouldn’t be spreading verterons like wildfire,” he muttered.  “There must be some secondary force at work here, one we’re not seeing.”

“No,” said Johnson.  “According to this, the particles are definitely coming from the flexure.  It might be some sort of catalytic reaction with the particles in the Expanse.”

“Most of those particles are inert,” said Kerrigan.  “There’s nothing to there spark the reaction.  And besides, verteron particles are fairly complex.  You don’t normally see them developing under circumstances like this.”

Green folded his arms and stared at the sensor display.  “Check the database,” he suggested.  “Maybe Starfleet’s got some additional information we’re not seeing.”

Harrison complied, and momentarily pushed the sensor sweep aside while he pulled up the requested files.  But to his apparent consternation, that did not happen.  Instead, the words ‘ACCESS DENIED’ flashed upon the screen in large red letters.  “What the hell?”  Harrison muttered upon seeing the message.  “I can’t access the files—they’re classified.”

Greene’s jaw dropped.  “Classified?”  He quietly pushed Harrison aside and tried to gain access for himself, using his own command codes to override the system lockout.  It failed.  “It must be some sort of glitch in the system,” he decided.  “What would be worth classifying out here?”

“That’s what worries me,” said Harrison quietly.

Greene stared blankly at the Federation logo on his display screen while the computer connected him to the office of Admiral T’Lari, coordinator of Kilka Sector affairs.  The connection was taking longer than usual due to the extreme verteron radiation, and there was always the usual delay created by the ‘fine’ Starfleet officials on Earth. 

But finally, the logo faded away, and the image of Admiral T’Lari replaced it.  She instantly presented a warm, gentle smile, as was her tradition.  “Greetings, Captain Greene,” she said, her words conveyed in a warm, gentle tone that always seemed to have the ability to calm even the most frantic ensign.  “And what do I owe this pleasure?”

“I wish it was good news,” he said bluntly.  “But I’m afraid this pertains to a most disturbing matter.”

T’Lari frowned.  “Oh, dear,” she whispered.  “What is it?”

“We were on our way to the Sineron Cluster when a massive verteron field threw us out of transwarp in the Kilka Sector,” said Greene.  “We have a fairly good idea where it’s coming from, but we don’t know how, or why.  Additionally, we can’t further our investigation because all the files pertaining to the Alteran Expanse after stardate 69604.2 are classified.”

“Classified?” exclaimed T’Lari.

Greene was comforted by her surprise, giving him hope that there had been some sort of mistake, and the files had been accidentally encrypted.  “According to the computer, every file requires level-ten authorization codes to access,” he explained.

T’Lari shook her head negatively.  “I wasn’t aware of these lockouts,” she said.  “And level-ten?  Not even I can access those files…  You may be right—to my knowledge, there isn’t anything worth classifying in the Kilka Sector.  I shall look into the situation further.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” said Greene.

“In the mean time, I want you warn off other vessels in the area.  If their warp drive was built before 2386, the verteron particles will prompt a total shutdown of their propulsion systems.  The last thing we need is another starship graveyard.”

“Agreed,” said Greene.  “Starlight out.”

Moments later, Admiral T’Lari disappeared, replaced once more by the Federation emblem and the text ‘END TRANSMISSION.’  Greene stared at it for several minutes and simply wondered what secrets were held in that Expanse?  What wonders would they uncover?

Then, he felt that haunting feeling come over him, the one that told him he was getting yet another hunch.  Given his recent streak of accurate hunches, Greene knew this latest one was not to be easily dismissed.  And so, what exactly was the Federation hiding?

For quite some time now, Commander Harrison had been monitoring their position from over Drayge’s shoulder.  At last check, there were about forty-seven minutes away from the Kilka Sector.  Since roughly forty-seven minutes had passed, Harrison knew exactly what the Bolian was about to say when the helm’s perimeter alert sounded.

“We have entered the Kilka Sector,” Drayge called out after muting the alarm.

“Yellow alert,” ordered Harrison as he touched the comm button on the arm of the command chair.  “Captain Greene to the bridge.”

“Warp drive is at seventy-six percent efficiency,” noted Tompkins.  “Not bad, considering almost any other ship would be dead in the water right about now…”

Harrison was grateful, now more than ever, that the Starlight was such an advanced ship.  If there was anything he dreaded more than charting nebulae, it was being trapped in interstellar space without a warp drive.  Then again, the Alteran Expanse appeared to be more than an average nebula.

Verterons coming from nowhere, with no cause, seemed more than a little suspicious.  Being at a loss for scientific explanations, Harrison resorted to more political ones. “Is it possible this is some sort of a Romulan ploy to cripple Federation activity in this sector?  They did control a great deal of it during and after the war a few years back.”

“They did,” agreed Captain Greene as he entered the bridge from his ready room.  “But what good would it do the Romulans to render almost an entire sector impassable?   They’re not gaining anything by doing this, and they’re definitely not hitting the Federation where it hurts,” Greene countered.  “There has to be another cause.”

“That is a distinct possibility,” said Keller a moment later.  “I’m detecting a faint energy signature near the terminus of the flexure.”

“A ship?” suggested Greene.

“If you could call it that,” Keller mused.  “It might be a ship…but then again, it…might not be a ship.”

“What the hell is she talking about,” Harrison whispered under his breath.

“We are entering visual range,” said Bator.

Greene cast a curious, yet excited look toward Harrison.  “On screen,” he ordered.

The twinkling starfield suddenly shifted to an internal view of the Alteran Expanse.  At first, Harrison saw nothing amidst the swirling violet nether, but slowly, the faintest outline of what appeared to be a tiny…something…appeared near the center of the screen.  “What the hell is that?” Harrison inquired.

The ‘ship’ was almost trapezoidal, though it was extremely elongated and supported massive, arched nacelle pylons that were connected to the main body of the hull.  A massive array of sensors, possibly weapons, was mounted atop the hull, and a plethora of long, stiff ‘tentacles’ projected from the foreword section into space.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Green in awe.  “Is it alive?”

“No,” said Keller.  “It’s definitely not organic, but it sure looks that way…”

“Hail them,” Greene ordered.

The entire bridge crew casually turned their attention to the view screen as they awaited a response from the alien vessel.  But their patience was only greeted with further silence.

“No response,” said Bator.  “The vessel may have sustained damage to its communications systems,” he suggested.

“Or maybe they just don’t want to talk to us,” offered Harrison.

Greene contemplated the possibilities carefully before making a choice.  “I’d like to think it’s the former over the latter,” he said quietly.  “Ensign, set a course for the flexure, warp eight.”

 Drayge instantly set the course into the computer.  “Course set.”

“Engage.”

More than anything else, the excessive waiting gnawed away at Lieutenant Bator’s nerves.  There was little else to do.  Sensors revealed a new shred of data every few minutes, but nothing of use—or interest.  And so, Bator found himself just staring at the streams of starlight streaking across the view screen.

In the midst of his daydream, the sudden flash of a sensor alert caught the Phobian’s eye.  He hastily looked down at the screen to see that the Starlight had come close enough to perform a detailed sensor scan.  The computer performed the task and relayed the data to Bator’s screen.  “The vessel’s energy signatures do not match anything on record,” he said.  “Additionally, they do not appear to be the cause of the verteron radiation.”

Greene expelled an exasperated harumph.  “Of course,” he muttered.  “Maybe it’s time we took another stab at communication, Lieutenant…”

Bator caught Greene’s drift and immediately opened another communication channel to the alien ship, only to have it immediately terminated.  “That will not be necessary.  They are hailing us.”

Greene nodded satisfactorily.  “On screen.”

As he transferred the communiqué to the view screen, Bator braced himself.  This was undoubtedly a first contact situation, and given the looks of the ship, the alien responding may not be the most attractive being in the known universe.  It could have two heads and fifty eyes, or no head and one big eye.  The possibilities were endless.

To Bator’s relief, the alien on the view screen was not a hideous fiend.  But he was definitely alien.  His milky-white skin had a reptilian quality to it, and was scarcely patched with light gray areas.  His barely defined nose sat quietly below his bold, vivid orange eyes that immediately locked upon Greene.

“Where am I?”  demanded the alien.

Greene slowly rose from his command chair.  “I’m Captain David Greene of the Federation Starship Starlight.  You are in a nebula known as the Alteran Expanse, located in the Kilka Sector, on the edge of Federation territory.”

The alien maintained a neutral demeanor as he absorbed the information.  “I’ve not heard of the Kilka Sector or this Federation you speak of.  Then again, I suppose you’ve never heard of my people before… the Elorg?”

“No,” admitted Greene.

“It doesn’t surprise me.  Our entire civilization exists deep inside a subspace cavity, vanquished there in the wake of a terrible war countless generations ago,” explained the alien.  “There are only a handful of gateways back into normal space—but none of them are stable enough for a massive armada of vessels to pass through.”

“What brings you here?” Greene inquired.  “Are others coming?”

The alien’s orange eyes fluttered for a brief moment as he took in a deep breath.  “For your sake, and my own, I most certainly hope not…”
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CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72009.3: While the source of the verteron radiation continues to elude us, we have made first contact with an alien race known as the Elorg.  Their representative, known to us as Talyere, has joined us on the Starlight while we make repairs to his ship.  Though Talyere comes to us alone, and peaceful, he assures us should others follow, they may not share the same good will…

Following a brief reception in the transporter room, Talyere was hastily ushered into the conference room with Greene, Harrison and the rest of the Starlight’s senior staff, where they currently sat assembled around the sleek black conference table in awe of their new friend.

Greene, sitting at the head of the table, was the first to speak.  “Your entire civilization exists completely inside subspace, as a result of a war, correct?”

Talyere confirmed the statement with a simple nod.  “We have existed there for some two hundred-thousand years.  Many have escaped to normal space, but few have returned.”

“What brings you to normal space?” Harrison inquired.

Talyere sighed.  “Politics,” he admitted.  “Our people are governed by the Conclave of Overseers.  Up until a few days ago, I served among the Conclave as a rather dignified Overseer.”

“What happened?” Greene inquired.

Talyere hesitated before catching the coercive glance of Captain Greene.  He nodded indecisively before reaching the decision to share his story.  “Our culture is based upon an ancient text, the Tome of Na’zar.  Nothing in our culture is without some sort of relation to the sacred text—nothing.  But many believe that it is outdated, and time to break away from the traditional ruling methods.  I attempted to assist a group of radicals in speaking out against the book.  They were executed, and I was dismissed from the Conclave without honors.”

Keller raised an eyebrow.  “I take it that’s not good?”

“It is not.  In fact, it is a fate far worse than execution.  But that humiliation was not enough for the Cerebrate, our divine leader.  She demanded that I be terminated as were the others.”

“But you fled,” Harrison continued.

Talyere nodded.  “I…borrowed the nearest vessel and set a course for the deepest parts of subspace.  Several warships were sent after me, but to my knowledge, none of them were able to follow me through the rift.”

“They didn’t,” said Keller.  “Unless they’re cloaked.”

“The Elorg do not possess cloaking technology,” said Talyere.  “It is considered an act of cowardice to hide from an enemy instead of face them in battle.”

Tompkins placed the PADD he had been fiddling with neatly in front of him on the table. “According to the metallurgical analysis we performed on your vessel, you sustained a fair amount of damage.”

“It was a combination of interspatial turbulence and a fully charged photon canon,” admitted Talyere.  “Given my piloting skills, perhaps more of the former than the latter.”

Greene arched his neck in Talyere’s direction.  “If you’d like, we can repair that damage,” he offered.

The alien nodded politely.  “That is very kind of you, Captain.  It would take me several weeks to repair that much damage.  Any assistance you are willing provide would be greatly appreciated.”

Greene smiled.  “I’ll have Commander Tompkins and his team get on it right away.  You’ll be back on your feet in no time.”

“Excellent.”

Greene suddenly felt the faint vibration of his communicator activating.  He touched his communicator to activate it, and allow the transmission to come through.

“Captain, this is the bridge.”

“What is it?”

“We’re receiving an incoming message from Admiral T’Lari regarding the information you requested.  She says it’s urgent.”

Greene inhaled a nervous breath.  If those files were accidentally classified, then there should be no reason for T’Lari to be so demanding.  “Patch it through to my ready room,” he ordered.  “I’ll be there in a few moments.  Greene out.”

As he excused himself from the meeting, Greene briefly locked eyes with Harrison.  In that short moment, they both realized what was coming.  And neither one of them were going to like it.

As Greene sat down in his cozy chair behind his desk, the wait for the comm line to transfer was much shorter than his last request.  In fact, there was virtually no wait.  T’Lari appeared on the screen before he reached the seat.

Also different this time was T’Lari’s tone.  She didn’t even bother with warm greetings as she blasted into ‘Admiral Mode.’ “Captain, you must break off your investigation of the Alteran Expanse and resume your mission to the Sineron Cluster at once.”  

The orders were straight and to the point, but made no sense to Greene.  “Why?” he demanded.

T’Lari raised her hands defensively.  “It doesn’t concern you,” she offered.  “In fact, it’s hardly worth mentioning, but just to be safe, we need you to proceed as normal.”

While he couldn’t be certain, since the files were classified, Greene had a hunch they might have something to do with the Elorg.  “If you’re worried about us discovering the aliens that live on the other side of that flexure, you’re too late,” he said.  “We’ve already made contact.”

T’Lari’s eyes bugged out.  “Aliens?”

Upon seeing her reaction, Greene reluctantly deemed this hunch to be incorrect.  “You mean, you don’t know about them?”

“No,” admitted T’Lari.  “But this changes everything.  Those files you tried accessing were classified for a reason.  I don’t want to discuss it over an open channel.  Fall back to sector 15387 and wait for me there.  T’Lari out.”

Without any further discussion, T’Lari terminated the communication, leaving Greene alone to his thoughts.  And in the wake of that discussion, he was left with many, many thoughts bouncing through his head.  What had started out as an innocent investigation was rapidly turning into a major situation.  And at this point in his career, the last thing Greene wanted was to be in the center of a major situation.

Following the Captain’s departure, the meeting with Talyere came to a rapid close.  With Tompkins and Johnson yearning to get their hands on this new alien technology, and the rest of the crew distracted with the message from Starfleet, the euphoria of Talyere’s arrival came to a sudden halt.

Not that the alien minded.  While the Elorg had encountered hundreds of species at the height of their empire, that was two hundred thousand years ago.  Talyere never had the chance to interact or observe them first hand.  And since his arrival came amidst a growing mystery, Talyere was observing these Federation citizens in all their glory.  

“Would you care to join us on the bridge?” Harrison offered as the room cleared out.

He jumped at the chance.  “I would be delighted to.”

“Good,” said Harrison.

Talyere followed the executive officer onto the bridge and stopped a few meters from the command center.  “This design is similar to that of an Elorg Warship,” he observed.  “Only streamlined, and brighter.”

“Glad you approve,” said Harrison as he sat down in the center seat.  “Have a seat?”

“I prefer to stand.”

“Suit yourself,” said Harrison as the doors from the Captain’s Ready Room hissed open.  A moment later, Harrison was on his feet as the Captain burst onto the bridge.

“Ensign Drayge, set course for sector 15387, maximum warp!” he barked as he headed for the command chair.

Harrison reluctantly stepped aside and allowed the Captain his rightful spot as the ship’s engines started to send them to warp.  

Started.  

While the engines hummed, the starfield did not move.  Harrison looked quizzically at the Captain before moving over to the helm.  “What is it, Ensign?”

The Bolian looked just as confused as Harrison did.  “Something is preventing us from creating a stable warp field,” he said as the ship started to rumble under the force of the engines.

“All stop,” muttered Greene.  He slapped his communicator.  “Greene to Engineering, what’s going on down there?”

“Everything’s working fine,” shouted Tompkins over the roaring engines.  “It’s not the ship, it’s—”

Greene quickly turned his attention to Keller and Bator behind him as both of their stations erupted in a cacophony of sensor alerts.  “Now what?”

The ship started to jolt more severely now as the sensors blared.  “Bad news,” said Bator.  “I’m detecting a massive vessel emerging from the rift.  It’s—”

The ship jolted violently from side to side as the turbulence increased.  Talyere grabbed the metal rail beside him as many of the others were tossed to the floor, including Harrison.

“On screen,” ordered Greene.

A moment later, a massive warship loomed amidst the swirling nether of the Alteran Expanse.  As it emerged, it immediately opened fire, striking Talyere’s small vessel and blowing it to smithereens with a single shot.  As the orange clouds of fire and smoke dissipated, the ominous warship loomed over most of the view screen.

“They’re hailing us,” said Keller.

“On screen.”

Moments later, an alien similar to Talyere, only a bit more aged, appeared on the screen.  “This is Overseer Xi’Yor of the Elorg Bloc.  Identify yourself.”

Greene rose from the command chair.  “I am Captain David Greene of the Federation Starship Starlight.  What do you want?”

Xi’Yor’s evil gaze rapidly shifted toward Talyere.  “Him,” he sneered.  “Relinquish command of him to us, and you will not be destroyed.”

“I can’t do that, Overseer,” said Green ruefully.  “Talyere is under our protection now.  Perhaps we could discuss this matter in person, and reach some sort of mutual agreement which will benefit both sides.”

“Your words are well spoken, but that mindless banter will get you nowhere.  The Cerebrate has deemed Talyere Rosat an enemy of the state, and as an enemy of, he must be acquired, at any cost.”

“The answer is still no,” Greene persisted.  “Talyere stays.”

Xi’Yor’s eyes flared for a brief moment.  Then, he turned to one of his officers not visible on the view screen and terminated the transmission.  Replacing him was the ominous view of his warship.

“They’re charging weapons,” said Bator.

Greene plunged back into his command chair and dug his fingers into its arms.  “Red alert!”

“All hands to battlestations,” Harrison added as he sat down beside the Captain.

The bridge suddenly dimmed and acquired a delicate red illumination while the red alert klaxon blared in the background.  The ship gently vibrated as the battle begun.

“Evasive maneuvers, Ensign,” Greene ordered, hoping Drayge could out-maneuver the Elorg’s clearly superior firepower.

And it looked like they had a chance of surviving.  As the Starlight came about, a pure beam of blue energy swept across the view screen, missing the ship by a country mile.  Greene exhaled a small sigh of relief, but knew that it was only the beginning.

“Divert all power to shields,” added Greene as they avoided yet another blue beam.

But before anyone could comply, a third, and fatal phaser blast impacted what shields the Starlight had initially erected.  The ship jolted violently.  The red alert klaxons terminated and the ship went dark, illuminated now by the flames erupting from the exploding computer panels and residual flames.  

Talyere lost his grip on the railing and went careening into the floor.  As he impacted, into the rampantly shaking floor, Talyere heard two unpleasant noises—that of several bulkheads crashing to the floor beside him, and the far less noisy, but equally distressing sound of his shoulder breaking.

As pain soared through Talyere’s torso, he attempted to grasp his piercing left shoulder.  The only thing stopping him was his apparent lack of consciousness.

As the emergency lights flickered into existence, the first thing Drayge noticed the helm was dripping with ponds of blue blood.  His blue blood.  He carefully assessed his face, finding no aberrations, but the sudden trickle of blood down his arm forced his eyes toward his hand.  

A deep and lengthy laceration started just beneath his wrist and traveled a good five or six inches before coming to a stop.  But thankfully, the blood seemed to have diminished to nothing but a trickle.  He would survive.

“They’re moving off,” came the voice of Commander Keller from Ops. 

Drayge looked in her direction, but could see little more than a few meters because of the dense cloud of smoke that had rolled in during the assault.  Leaking EPS conduits spewing clouds of white plasma from the ceiling only added insult to injury.

As Drayge continued his visual damage report, the next thing he noticed was Commander Harrison.  His forehead was bloodied and his uniform somehow acquired a lengthy tear across the chest.  But it was the morbid look on the executive officer’s face that concerned Drayge most.

“What is it?” he whispered.

Harrison said nothing, and only stared at the pile of debris beside him. 

At first, Drayge didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, but upon closer inspection, something about that pile was not right.  Then, he spotted the pool of blood flowing from beneath it, the boot without an owner.  And the fact that Captain Greene was nowhere to be found…

And Harrison’s morbid expression transferred into a morbid feeling for Drayge.  “The Captain!?” he exclaimed in a soft, but nervous voice.

Harrison’s eyes welled up.  His mouth opened, but no words emanated.  Instead, he motioned toward the pile of debris with his drooping head. 

Dragye’s heart sank.  He rushed to Harrison’s side and caught only the slightest glimpse of Captain Greene’s broken body underneath the bulkhead.  “Oh no,” he whispered as a plethora of emotions swept over him like a tidal wave.  
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The Captain was dead.

Though they weren’t the best of friends, Erin Keller still had a strong, unwavering loyalty toward the man, and the very thought of him being dead sent chills down her spine. 

As she made her way from the dysfunctional operations console toward the pile of debris Harrison and Drayge were gathered around, the growing pool of blood only confirmed her greatest fears.  She had no desire to see what was under that pile of debris, but whatever it was, it probably wasn’t going to look like Captain Greene.

“What do we do?” Drayge rasped in his quivering, uncertain voice.

Keller closed her eyes and slowly cupped her hands over her nose and mouth to hide her growing emotions.  “We can’t sit here and do nothing,” she said, though her muffled voice still possessed even amounts of fear and anxiety. 

She turned her back and quickly brushed aside a lonesome tear before forcing herself into an uncertain composure.  “We need to focus our efforts on restoring power and assessing the damage,” she said.  Her words were clipped and raspy, but given the universal state of panic, nobody noticed.

Drayge quickly rose to his feet to comply, when Harrison grabbed his leg.  “You forget your place, Commander,” he said to Keller.  “I am the executive officer.”

Keller expelled a long, raspy sigh of exasperation.  “Commander, don’t make me pull rank on you.  Not now,” she groaned.  “You are in no condition to run this ship.  You’re injured, both physically and mentally.  And besides, you might be executive officer, but I outrank you by over a year.  I am the most senior officer on this ship, and it is my prerogative to take command!”

Harrison slowly climbed into his chair then forced himself to his feet to counter Keller face-to-face.  He was breathing heavily, and clearly fighting the numerous injuries he sustained during the attack. “The chain of command dictates that command falls to me,” he said sternly, despite the injuries.

Despite her feelings toward the Commander, Keller couldn’t bare to see him stand there in pain.  She forced him back into the chair and firmly grasped his shoulders.  “Look, under normal circumstances, I would allow you to take command,” she said adamantly.  “But right now, your judgment is clouded by emotions.  If we encounter the Elorg again, do you think you can maintain your objectivity?”

“Do you?” Harrison groaned.  He was sweating furiously now.  His hair was drenched and his uniform damp.  

Keller loosened her grip on him.  “Better than you can.”  She looked back to see Bator beside Drayge paying his respects to the Captain.  Carefully, she tugged at the Phobian’s side.  “Help him get to sick bay,” she whispered. 

Bator nodded.  “Aye,” he said stoically.

He extended his arm to Harrison and helped pull the damaged first officer to his feet.  Barely able to walk, Harrison’s head wobbled aimlessly with each painful step.  

A few moments later, as they slowly passed by his position, Talyere stumbled to his feet and joined them on their trek to sick bay.  “I require medical attention,” he explained, grasping his damaged shoulder.

Bator stepped aside, and allowed Talyere to lead the way to the turbolift.  A moment later, the trio was on their way, leaving Keller and Drayge alone amidst the unconscious junior officers.

Keller placed a gentle hand on Drayge’s shoulder and helped him to his feet.  “Come on,” she said quietly.  “We need to get this ship up and running.”

The Bolian frowned, and attempted to say something, but the words eluded him.  Instead, he just stared at the spot where Greene was buried.  

“Put it out of your mind,” said Keller.

“I can’t,” Drayge moaned.  “I can’t stop thinking about him…”

Keller took in a deep breath.  “I wish there was something I could say or do to make this easier…  But there isn’t. Losing someone, particularly someone you’ve spent years looking up to, is very difficult.  The best we can do is ensure the legacy of that person’s life will continue—inside all of us.”

“I’ve never lost anyone close to me,” said Drayge distantly.  “Bolians are a far more durable species than humans...  Up until a few minutes ago, that fact meant nothing to me.  But now, all I can think about is why didn’t I do something?  I could have survived that…”

Keller needed to show her strong side now, more than ever, but for some reason, her welling emotions insisted on resurfacing.  She dismissed the tears and forced down a nervous shiver.  “Don’t be so hard on yourself.  It’s not your fault—you don’t have eyes in the back of your head, you couldn’t have known.”

“I should have.”

 Keller used the sleeve of her filthy uniform to dry her face, then she activated the remaining sections of the helm still operating.  “We need to get to work,” she muttered.  “See if you can contact Engineering.”

Drayge slowly activated the comm system, but nothing happened.  “It’s off line,” he said emotionlessly. 

“Damn,” Keller whispered under her breath.  “See if you can fix it.  I don’t want to leave the bridge unattended.”

As he and Talyere guided Commander Harrison through the doors of Sick Bay, the first thing Bator noticed was the red alert klaxon had frozen, leaving the denizens of medical facility shrouded in an ominous red fog.  Meanwhile, countless crewmen were sprawled out on the bio-beds, awaiting medical treatment.

Bator carefully guided Harrison toward the only unoccupied bed.  Moments later, Doctor Hartman emerged from the fog with her medical tricorder in hand.  “He is hurt,” said Bator.

“Really?  I thought you brought him here for a social call,” Hartman chirped as she waved the tricorder about in front of the Commander.  “He has a fractured clavicle, four broken ribs, and a punctured lung,” she diagnosed before snapping her tricorder shut.

Harrison groaned uncomfortably.  “Are you going to do something about it, or stand there and watch me die?”

Hartman rolled her eyes.  “I don’t think I could stomach your excessive whining,” she quipped as she grabbed a hypospray from a nearby tray. “Fifty cc’s of tricordrazine.”

“That’s it?” Harrison inquired sternly.

“I could give you more, but it might kill you.”

“Aren’t you going to heal my wounds?”

Hartman slowly drew her face toward Harrison’s.  “Take a look around here, Commander.  You’re not the only one here—and some of them are in a hell of a lot more trouble than you are.  But, if the Captain had taken my words of wisdom to heart and requested a larger medical team—”

“The Captain’s dead.”

Hartman dropped her hypospray.  “Oh,” she said quietly.  She shook off the sudden feeling of doom and stared at the doors as they opened to reveal six more injured crewmen, among them, Kendall Johnson.  “Damn,” she whispered.

Kendall appeared to be the least injured, and quickly joined Harrison and the others.  “What’s going on?” he inquired, upon seeing the morbid look upon Hartman’s face.

“Nothing,” she whispered.  “Are the power reserves still on line?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”  Hartman slapped her comm badge.  “Computer, activate the EMH.”

Moments later, a rather unpleasant looking, bald hologram faded into existence beside Talyere.  “Please state the nature of the medical emergency.”

Hartman quickly grabbed the hologram’s shoulder and placed a tricorder in his hand.  “Take a look around you, Doc.”

“I see,” he said, as Hartman walked off to treat the new arrivals.  Slowly, the Doctor took the tricorder he had been given and opened it up in front of Talyere.  “You have a fractured humorous,” he informed the alien.

Talyere said nothing.  He simply inspected the Doctor with a scrutinizing glare.  “These holographic projection systems appear to be rather primitive,” he observed.

“I beg your pardon,” scoffed the hologram.  “I’m a doctor, not a dinosaur.”  He hastily grabbed a osteoregenerator and waved it over Talyere’s fractured arm.  In seconds, it would be restored, as good as new.  But until then, Talyere would have to put up with the annoying little hologram.

Erin Keller slowly recalibrated the disorderly array of EPS circuits behind her Operations station in an attempt to restore at least some functionality to the bridge.  But as of yet, she had still found nothing of use.  Additionally, the repetition was beginning to grow upon her nerves, as was the eerie silence.

“Talk to me, Neelar,” she beckoned.

The Ensign was working silently on the opposite side of the station, performing a similar task, apparently, with similar success.  “About what?”

“Anything,” invited Keller.  “Why do you think the Elorg retreated.  Surely they don’t think we were destroyed.”

“You’re right.  They don’t grab me as the type to give up very easily,” he said.  “Perhaps we weren’t worth destroying.”

Just as she thought she had activated the EPS grid, the entire array of circuits exploded in a small shower of sparks.  “Damn it!” she cursed under her breath.  “We’d have been better off had they destroyed us,” she muttered.  “I just blew out the entire EPS grid over here.  The anodyne relays are shot, and I think I ruptured the neural gel-pak.”  

She slowly reached inside the conduit and detached the pak.  As she pulled it out, Keller felt a thick slime ooze down her arm.  “Definitely,” she decided.  She dropped the gel-pak on the floor and wiped the black goo on her uniform.  “So much for ops.”

“Wait,” Drayge exclaimed.  “I think I’ve got the comm system active.”

Keller immediately slapped her comm badge.  “Keller to Tompkins.”

She waited for several long moments, but nothing happened.  But just as she moved to try again, the chief engineer’s voice crackled through the comm unit.

“Tompkins here.”

“What is your status?”

“We sustained a minor coolant leak during the attack.  We had to evacuate engineering.  The only problem is, the door’s locking mechanism failed—we can’t get back inside.”

“Great,” muttered Keller sarcastically.  “Keep me posted.”

“You?”

Keller gulped nervously as she realized the news of the Captain’s death was still not widespread.  She would be the bearer of bad news.  “I deemed Commander Harrison unfit for duty after Captain Greene… died.”  She stumbled over each word while staring at the pile of debris where the Captain was buried—and would stay buried until the transporters became functional.

Tompkins didn’t say anything for a long time.  At one point, Keller thought the comm line had been terminated, but finally, the chief engineer broke the silence.  “Okay,” he mustered.  “I’ll let you know the second we’re inside engineering.”

“Excellent,” said Keller, nodded her head approvingly, despite the fact no one except Drayge could see her.  “Keller out.”  

She gently touched her communicator to cut the link, and then wearily rested her back upon the wall and slid down to the floor.  As she felt herself reach the floor, she closed her tired eyes and expelled a long sigh.  It was more than enough work attempting to repair the ship and keep Drayge’s spirits up.  But now, all that stress seemed to be edging away at Keller’s own tired nerves.  Indeed, it was going to be a very long couple of days…

“Send out a distress signal,” she decided after a brief repose.  “We’re not going to be able to clean this mess up ourselves.”

From afar, Keller observed Drayge’s compliance of her orders.  Once the signal was transmitting, Drayge turned to Keller and stared at her with a blank face.  “Admiral T’Lari’s ship is still several days away,” he said grimly.  “Life support is failing, and our power reserves are decreasing.  I don’t know if we’ll be able to last…”

That was about the last thing Keller wanted to hear.  But she forced herself into a state of relative composition, and rose to her feet.  “Death isn’t an option,” she informed the Bolian.  “We’ll manage.”

Compared to earlier, Sick Bay was a much more peaceful place.  Though every bio-bed was inhabited, and both surgical bays were in use, nobody was sprawled out on the floor, and no one was suffering.  

With little else to do, Talyere took the opportunity to look over the Starlight’s computer database.  And so, when the station was abandoned, the Elorg slid into the corner workstation and immersed himself in the Federation databanks.

But the very first thing he glanced at was hardly new material to him.  The star chart seemed hauntingly familiar… Until it disappeared.

“What are you doing?”  The annoying hologram lurked behind him with his hand on the display controls.

Talyere ignored the hologram’s banter.  “Commander Harrison,” he beckoned.  “I believe I have some disturbing news…”

Harrison, who had been released from the surgical bay only a few minutes ago, was already back on his feet, and quickly at Talyere’s side.  “What is it?”

“This patient does not have proper authorization to view these files,” protested the Doctor.  “I demand he be apprehended at once!”

“Computer,” came Hartman’s voice as she approached from behind.  “Deactivate E.M.H.”

The Doctor fluttered away and moments later Hartman took his place.  “Damn hologram,” she muttered before restoring the screen.  “What’s wrong?”

Talyere cautiously pointed at the screen.  “These star formations are terribly familiar,” admitted the Elorg.  “At first I thought it was wishful thinking, but upon closer analysis, the similarity is unmistakable.”

“What?” Hartman inquired curiously.

“This is Elorg space,” he said simply.

FIVE

Elorg space.  As in, territory claimed by the Elorg.  At first, the thought didn’t sink in Harrison’s head.  Prior to a few hours ago, he had never heard of the species, and now, the Starlight is sitting in the middle of their empire.  “Are you sure?”

“Quite positive,” said Talyere, pointing at the chart. “The rift leads to a point in space at the edge of our territory.  This system here,” he said, alluding to a nearby star system Harrison recognized as the Gildebron System, “is home to Inferno’s Citadel, one of our most important bases.  If Xi’Yor discovers this, he will undoubtedly call for heavy reinforcements.”

Harrison sighed.  “Well, if all it takes is them looking at a star chart, unless they’re stupid, they’re going to find out.”

Bator concurred.  “Then we should concentrate on closing the rift before those reinforcements can arrive.”

Harrison glanced around at the decrepit sick bay.  “If the rest of the ship looks anything like this, the last thing we’ll be doing is closing this rift.”

“We could destroy the ship in the flexure’s terminus,” suggested Kendall.  “But, there’s no guarantee it would work, and we’d be throwing away a perfectly good starship.”

Harrison scratched his head in deep thought.  Nothing happened.  “We’ll have to find another way,” he said after a moment.

After several hours of tinkering with the doors to engineering, Lucas Tompkins finally believed he had cracked the locking mechanism.  Using his tricorder to interface with the computer system (while using the tricorder’s power cell to power the computer, of course), he overrode the command lockout and forced it to return door controls to a normal setting.  

As the tricorder’s power cell died, the locking mechanism quietly surrendered, allowing the doors to open a few centimeters.  “It’s about time,” muttered Tompkins.  He jammed his fingers into the small opening and shoved the heavy doors aside.

To his surprise, a sudden gust of warm air greeted him.  Given the lack of power, warm air was the last thing Tompkins had expected.  Until he looked at the warp core.

A massive white, slimy chrysalis of some sort hung mysteriously from the top of the warp core.  It pulsed ominously as its frayed black tendrils slowly extended outward in search of something to take hold of.  

Tompkins took a few nervous steps back as the tendrils wrapped themselves around the railing beside him.  And as another tendril approached, he took a few more steps back, back to the corridor. With his eyes locked on the warp core, Tompkins felt for his comm badge and activated it.

“Tompkins to Keller.”

Nothing.

“Tompkins to Keller,” he repeated.

Still nothing…

In her ongoing efforts to keep herself occupied, Erin Keller found herself fidgeting with the portable power generators housed in the storage compartments concealed behind the conduits near Ops.  While most of them were damaged beyond repair, the one she was working on still had a fair amount of juice left in it.

And with the help of Ensign Drayge, Keller was finally able to put some sense of closure on the death of Captain Greene.  

“Transporter is operational,” said Drayge from the Mission Ops station.

Keller stared at the pile of debris one last time.  “Lock onto the Captain’s coordinates, and beam him to stasis chamber four,” she said quietly.

A moment later, streams of light sailed through the holes in the debris.  They sparkled for several moments before fading to darkness.  As they did so the debris caved in upon itself.  The Captain was really gone.

But there was little time to reflect.  Only seconds later, sensors lit up with a perimeter alert.  Keller stared at the barely functional Operations station for a moment before transferring more power from the generator to Drayge’s station.  “What’s going on?”

“It’s a ship,” said the Bolian.  “Unknown configuration, but it appears to have Borg warp signatures.”

Keller’s jaw hit the floor as her heart jumped into her throat.  “The last thing we need is a Borg invasion,” she exclaimed.  She hastily shoved Drayge aside and looked at the sensor data herself.  It was fuzzy.  There were only two life signs on the ship, but given the lack of power, their species couldn’t be identified.  It could be anyone…

And the ship, well, it didn’t look like a Borg ship.  But then again, it didn’t look like any other kind of ship Keller had seen before, either. 

“They’re hailing us,” Drayge mentioned quietly while Keller was emerged in the sensor data.

She quickly hit the comm panel and patched the message through to the view screen.  Half-expecting to see an ominous view of the inner-workings of a Borg ship, Keller was pleasantly surprised when two humans, a male and a female, appeared on the screen.

“Greetings,” said Keller pleasantly.  

“Greetings,” said the male, equally pleasant.

“You scared the hell out of us with those Borg warp signatures of yours.  You’re lucky I didn’t blow you out of the sky.”

The male smiled.  “I would’ve liked to see you try,” he quipped.  “Right about now, I’d say you’d have trouble destroying a Bernulian frigate, Commander—?”

“Erin Keller.  And you are?”

He smiled warmly.  “Alan Christopher.  Good to meet you, Erin.  I suppose you’d like some assistance?”

Keller smiled cryptically at Drayge, still in awe at their sudden change in fortune.  “You could say that,” said Keller.  “We’ll take any help we can get.”

Christopher smiled.  “Okay.  I’ll see you in a few.  Dark Star out.”

A long, jagged limb burst from the slimy chrysalis affixed to the Starlight’s warp core.  Moments later, another limb emerged, and another, each looking razor sharp.

Lucas Tompkins took several horrified steps back into the corridor as the beast’s organic cries filled the engine room and surrounding areas.  The comm was dead.  The turbolifts were off line, and who knows what lurked in the Jefferies Tubes.  

As several more limbs emerged, lined haphazardly along the sides of a terribly hideous body, Tompkins grabbed his phaser and set it to its maximum setting.  Several of his officers did the same, but as the chrysalis dissolved, Tompkins began to doubt whether or not his frozen officers would be able to fire.

The beast emitted a strident roar before revealing its long, hideous face.  Its cacophony of jagged teeth appeared to be a part of its jaw, and its eyes glowed with an eerie red terror.  The slimy beast slowly slid down the warp core, leaving a trail of organic slime in its wake.  After taking a brief visual survey of engineering, the beast used its razor-sharp limbs to sever the tendrils before it, and slowly slithered toward the away team…

TO BE CONTINUED…

“BEGINNINGS”
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Written by Chris Adamek

PROLOGUE

As he watched the hideous beast lurch across the floor of the engine room, Tompkins instinctively clutched the grasps of his phaser and pointed it at the beast.  But he did not fire.  He waited to let the beast make the first move.  As the beast emitted yet another strident noise, Tompkins knew his wait would not be very long in duration.

His finger hovered over the trigger in anticipation of an attack.  For a moment, the beast paused, caught in a small gnarl of tendrils that had yet to be severed.  Tompkins took that moment to dart his eyes about.  He saw the other members of his team armed with their phasers and a look of trepidation on their faces.  He was sure he looked the same.

Finally freed of its own entrapments, the beast pressed foreword once more, using its many branch-like limbs to propel it across the engine room floor.  

The wait was beginning to gnaw away at Tompkins’ nerves.  It was becoming obvious the beast did not plan on a distanced strike, but an all out, physical assault on the team.  Tompkins decided he might not have the luxury of allowing the beast the first move—especially if it meant certain injury to himself and the others.  They would have to move—quickly.

Waving its limbs frantically through the thick engine room air, the beast was almost in range.  Soon, it would be within striking distance.  Realizing they had run out of time, Tompkins took aim with his phaser and opened fire.

His single phaser beam struck the beast squarely in its thoracic region, followed closely by several other pulsing orange beams.  Their impact upon the beast’s crusty skin elicited a bright, orange light, and a loud shriek from the beast as it stumbled back toward the warp core.

When he stopped firing, Tompkins noticed a large cavity had formed in the beast’s chest.  But aside from forcing the beast a few meters back, it appeared to have no effect.  The beast shook off the assault and started moving again.

This time, Tompkins did not hesitate to fire.  He mercilessly increased is phaser setting to level sixteen, maximum level, and took aim upon the beast’s head.  It was risky to fire such a high-powered phaser beam so close to the warp core, but Tompkins figured the beast would probably destroy them if the warp core didn’t.  So he fired.

The beast shrieked.  A thick black cloud spewed from the wound to its head and lurked ominously around the room and the beast crashed to the floor.

The deck rumbled slightly upon impact, forcing Tompkins to take hold to a nearby railing.  When it finally calmed down, he turned to the nearest officer and motioned for her to follow.

“Is it dead?” she asked as they slowly approached the fallen beast’s position.

Tompkins scanned it with his tricorder.  “I don’t know,” he said upon seeing some puzzling readings.  “It doesn’t appear to be alive…but dead… I’m not sure.”

She frowned quizzically.  “That explains a lot.”

Suddenly, Tompkins felt something crawling up his leg.  He peered down to see a tendril working its way up toward his kneecap.  Quickly, he snapped back, forcing the tendril to release its grasp, only to fall upon the leg of his companion. 

She screamed as the tendril wrapped itself around her leg and tightened its grip.  Like Tompkins, she jerked back, but the tendril did not let go.  Instead, several other branch-like appendages quickly crawled up her legs, pulling her to the ground.  

Tompkins quickly fired his phaser at the nefarious tendrils, but they were unfazed by the blast.  And before he could take any further action, they had managed to make their way up around her neck.  Her head was snapped back at an awkward angle as the tendrils crawled around her face.  

“Get out of here!” Tompkins called out to the others as he saw the feelers extending their grasp toward him once more.  He leapt from the small platform he was on back to the main about two feet below before bolting out the doors with the rest of his team.  

Once they were in the safety of the corridors once more, he closed the doors and sealed them shut.  Only this time, he didn’t want to see them open…

Erin Keller and Neelar Drayge stood almost at attention as two beams of blue light swirled about before them, slowly materializing their savior, Alan Christopher, and his companion.

Upon laying her eyes on them in person, Keller could help but feel she had seen the two of them somewhere before.  They weren’t Starfleet officers—or at least not in uniform.  Both wore a fairly mute civilian ensemble.  But Christopher’s warm turquoise eyes relayed the warmest sense of familiarity, and his companion’s quiet smile only added to that sense.  But then again, Keller was certain she had never met either of them before today.  She dismissed the very notion of familiarity.  “Welcome to hell,” she said simply, extending her hand as a gesture of good will.

Christopher accepted as he gazed about the bridge in awe.  “That is a worthy analysis,” he agreed.  “Who attacked you?”

“We’ve never seen their kind before,” said Drayge.  “They came from the interspatial flexure, calling themselves Elorg.”

Christopher turned to his companion.  “We knew this day was coming,” he muttered to her.

Keller charged at Christopher and grabbed his arm.  “You know of them?”

He nodded negatively.  “No,” he admitted.  “But we did know about this flexure, and what was on the other side.”

“For how long?” Keller demanded.

Christopher scratched his head curiously before dismissing the question.  “Where should we get started?  Beaming over some power cells would seem to be a good start,” he suggested.

Though she was only mystified by Christopher’s evasion of her question, Keller wasn’t about to turn her back on needed supplies.  “Power cells sound good,” she agreed.  “We’re also going to need several neural gel-paks, a new EPS manifold for Ops, and any medical equipment you can spare.”

Christopher turned to his companion.  “Are you up to the task, Rachael?” he inquired.

She smiled reluctantly.  “It’s been awhile, but I think I know the difference between a hypospray and a thrombic modulator.”

“Good,” said Keller.  “We don’t have any time to waste.  Let’s move.”

Christopher smiled warmly before touching a small device on his belt.  “Energize,” he said simply.

Moments later, both Christopher and his companion, Rachael, were gone, leaving Drayge and Keller alone once more.

Again, that haunting sense of familiarity returned to Keller, but this time, another feeling came with it: suspicion.  Something wasn’t right here…  Two civilians don’t normally gallivant about the galaxy in an advanced destroyer-class shuttle.

Keller licked her lips.  “So, Neelar, what are they hiding from us?”

ONE

As she quietly stared at the medical display before her, a stray lock of hair fell from its place upon her head and dangled down before her eyes.  The Doctor ignored the suspended lock for several moments before quickly shaking her head side-to-side in hopes of forcing it back into its place.  

When it refused to move, she stared at the lock with an impatient glare.  But the glare slowly turned to concern.  She grabbed the lock of hair and examined it more closely just to be sure.  “A split end,” she muttered before carelessly tossing the lock of hair back atop her head.

“A what?” Bator looked up from the computer station he was seated at and stared blankly at the Doctor.

“You’re still here?” Hartman moaned.

“You haven’t released Commander Harrison yet,” explained the Phobian.  “My orders were to stay with him.”

Hartman looked at Harrison sitting quietly on a distant bio-bed.  He looked fine.  “Well by all means, get the hell out of here,” she shrieked.  “Unless he has some sort of recurrence, I don’t think I’ll need to see him again until tomorrow—say, 0930 hours.”

Bator nodded.  “Very well.  Shall I bathe him, as well?” he inquired sarcastically.

“Please do,” Hartman replied humbly.  

As she returned her attention to her computer station, she high-pitched whining noise of the transporter filled the air.  Were there more injuries?  Was the transporter even operational?

Hartman turned to see a single beam of light swirling about behind her.  Around it, another smaller beam, not a person, but a container of some sort was materializing.  When the transporter cycle finally completed, Hartman found herself at a loss to recognize the woman that had materialized.

“Who the hell are you?” demanded Hartman.

The woman smiled.  “Nice to meet you, too,” she snapped.  “Rachael Meyer.  I’m here to help you.”

Hartman frowned as both Bator and Harrison came to her side.  “I don’t recognize you,” snapped the Doctor.  “I know I don’t get out much, but I’m fairly certain you’re not from around here.”

Meyer smiled yet again.  “How observant of you, Doctor.  My ship responded to your distress call.  If you’d like to remain in distress, that’s fine with me.”  She picked up her container and pressed a small pin on her belt.  “Meyer to Dark Star, beam me—”

“Wait!” Harrison bellowed.

Meyer slowly set the container down and moved her hand away from the pin.  “Yes?”

“Forgive the poor Doctor.  Like she said, she doesn’t get out much,” explained Harrison.  “I’m not sure how exactly we got stuck with her…”

“I see,” said Meyer.

Harrison curiously examined the new arrival, and couldn’t help but notice the Starfleet insignia on the container she arrived with.  “I didn’t think there were any starships in range,” he grimaced.

Meyer looked down at the Starfleet emblem and nodded affirmatively.  “We’re not exactly a Federation Starship,” she said quietly.

“You’re a part of the Orion Syndicate, aren’t you?  You’re here to seize our ship and kill our crew,” suggested Hartman.

“Thank you for that ray of sunshine Doctor,” Harrison quipped before turning his attention back to Meyer.  “So where exactly are you from?”

Meyer said nothing for several moments as she pondered the question.  She shrugged.  “I think it would be best if I didn’t answer that.  Perhaps my partner could better explain our situation.”

“Partner?” Harrison inquired.

“He should be on the bridge,” said Meyer.

“Where you should be,” Hartman said loudly.

Harrison glanced at Bator for a moment.  “Let’s go,” he said as the ship suddenly lurched beneath their feet.

It was a quiet, subdued rumbling, lasting only a second, but it was enough to draw Talyere from the shadows of the room to the forefront.

“What was that?”

“I don’t know,” admitted Harrison.

“A power surge,” suggested Bator.

“Could be.”

Talyere nodded negatively.  “Or not,” he said simply.  “Over the past several hours, I have been pondering Xi’Yor’s reason for sparing your vessel.  Until now, I have made little headway in my pondering.”

“Why?”

Talyere took in a deep breath.  “While the majority of Elorg successfully hatch from their eggs and develop into productive citizens of the Bloc, there are in some cases… aberrations…”

“Aberrations?” Harrison repeated.

Talyere nodded.  “It’s very rare of course, but once in a great while, hatchlings do not mature properly, and their DNA reverts to an earlier stage in Elorg development.”

“A genetic reversion,” said Meyer in awe.

“These ‘incubus’ as they are called, do not develop into productive citizens,” Talyere continued.  “In fact, most of them do not even achieve sentience.”

“And what does this have to do with anything?” Hartman barked from her computer station.

Talyere sighed as he locked eyes with Harrison.  “Because they are expendable and extremely dangerous, sometimes, the Bloc has been known to make use of these creatures in combat situations.”

Harrison’s eyes bugged out.  “Then we might have a situation on our hands…  Let’s get to the bridge.”

In the midst of the dark, gloomy bridge, Erin Keller sat quietly on the edge of the command chair waiting for the mysterious Alan Christopher to return.  Despite her seemingly cool demeanor to the outside world, Keller inwardly was just as nervous as anyone else on the ship.  And even though his visit was brief, Erin was greatly calmed by Christopher’s presence.

But she couldn’t help but have a very bad feeling about their sudden stroke of good fortune.  Given Keller’s past experiences, she almost considered it to be divine intervention.  For now, she would keep those dark thoughts buried deep in the back of her mind, and concentrate on the task at hand, getting the Starlight up and running.

Ever since Christopher and Meyer had departed, Drayge had provided little conversation.  While Keller had opted to soothe her nerves, the young Bolian set out to make the bridge as accessible as possible for repairs.  And to Keller’s apparent consternation, he did it in silence.

Not until the turbolift doors parted did a single word fill the air on the bridge.  But when Keller looked up to see who was uttering those words, she wished the silence had remained.

“Commander Keller,” said Harrison sternly as he, Bator and Talyere marched out of the lift,  “Why didn’t you inform me of our guests’ arrival?”

Keller smiled unenthusiastically.  “It must have slipped my mind,” she lied.  

Harrison nodded curtly.  “I’m sure it did,” he sneered.  His eyes quickly darted about the bridge in search of other figures, but only finding Drayge and Keller.

“He’s not here,” said Keller before he strained his eyes too much.

Harrison frowned.  “Then where is he?”

“His ship, maybe?”

The Commander formed an icy glare and directed it at Keller before taking several steps in the direction of the helm.  “What is the ship’s status?”

“Not good,” said Keller.  “Multiple hull breaches, damage to all twenty-one decks.  And we’ve lost contact with engineering.”

Harrison seemed unimpressed by her status report until the last bit.  He suddenly tensed up and leaned some of his weight on Drayge’s chair.  “Do you know why?”

“Unknown,” admitted Keller.  “Lucas said they were having difficulties opening the doors before communication went out.  I would have sent someone down there, but since Neelar and I were the only ones here…”

“I see,” said Harrison coldly.  He quickly turned around to address Talyere.  “Does this sound like an incubus?”

Talyere nodded to affirm the question.  “They often seal themselves off in a key area of the ship before striking.”

“What’s going on?” Keller demanded.

“We think there might be an Elorg intruder on board,” Harrison explained.  “A big one.”

Keller forced herself to smile.  “Well, we’re on the voyage of the damned, aren’t we?”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”  Surrounded by a few cargo containers, Alan Christopher had suddenly beamed in on the aft section of the bridge.  Keller didn’t even hear him materialize.  That no good Harrison must have enraged her more than she thought…

Christopher quickly tossed the power cell he had in his hand to Drayge before moving over to Keller’s position.  “Erin,” he acknowledged politely.  “I see you’ve got some friends now…”

Keller smiled at the irony of the statement before introducing Harrison, Bator and their newly arrived Elorg companion, Talyere.  Christopher greeted each of them warmly.  “So, where’s the Captain?”

“Dead,” said Bator flatly.

Christopher’s eyes darted back and forth between Harrison and Keller.  “Then who’s in charge?”

“I am,” claimed both Harrison and Keller simultaneously.

“Two first officers?” Christopher asked in disbelief.  “That’s different.”

Keller frowned begrudgingly at Harrison before restoring her placid composition.  “I’m not really the first officer.  But I am the highest-ranking officer on the ship.  I assumed command because Harrison is unfit for duty,” she explained.

“Unfit for duty?” Harrison repeated in disbelief.

“You were dillusional at the time,” she told Harrison.  “Maybe you still are…”

Harrison quietly ground his teeth together.  “I’ve had enough of your coy remarks, Commander.”

“And I’ve had enough of you,” retorted Keller.  She took an aggressive step toward the Commander and clenched her fists before Christopher stepped in her path.

“Children, let’s behave.”  Christopher made sure both of them stood down before moving aside.  “It’s become quite clear to me that neither one of you are ready to command this ship.  I’ll take charge until a replacement can be found.”

Harrison stared at Christopher disapprovingly.  “You’re commandeering the ship?”

“No, I’m taking command,” Christopher corrected.  “I was in Starfleet once.  I know the ropes.”

That sense of familiarity swept over Keller again, only this time, her mind was finally able to put the name and the face to a memory.  And while she couldn’t be sure, Keller was fairly certain that they had run into yet another bump in the road… 

But before she could voice her concerns, Harrison had already accepted Christopher as their leader, and was more than ready to assume his role as executive officer once more.  Yes, he wanted command of the Starlight, but not at this particular moment…

Suddenly, a few emergency lights flickered into existence, and the constant drone of ship systems came back to life.  Near the operations station, Drayge smiled sheepishly as he continued to tweak the power cell he had installed.  “Much better,” he quipped.

As the emergency lights slowly came to life in the corridor outside main engineering, Lucas Tompkins wasted no time putting the newfound energy to work.  Already, the beast inside engineering was emitting a series of strident groans, and Tompkins knew it would only be a matter of minutes before it tried to escape.

The chief engineer quickly accessed the nearest computer terminal and used his command codes to bring up tactical control.

“What are you doing?” inquired one of the Ensigns standing nearby.

“Attempting to erect a level-ten forcefield around engineering,” he said.  “Hopefully, we can contain this thing.”

Moments later, the calming hum of an active forcefield droned throughout the corridor.  It had worked.  Tompkins expelled a quiet sigh of relief before wiping away the beads of sweat that had accumulated on his brow.

But his respite was a short one.  Less than a minute later, the forcefield began to flicker as the beast began to pound on the doors from inside engineering.  Tompkins quickly turned his attention back to the computer to counter the beast’s efforts.

He remodulated the forcefield, diverted additional power from the anodyne relays, and made every last attempt to keep the forcefield up.  But ultimately, his efforts failed.  “There isn’t enough power,” he muttered as the field went dead.

The door suddenly bulged outward as the beast pounded upon it with all its might.  Tompkins took in a deep breath and quickly started down the corridor.  “Evacuate this deck!  Fall back to deck fifteen!” he ordered.

Moving with ever increasing speed, Tompkins couldn’t help but feel doomed.  He never considered himself to be a pessimist, but the past few days have most certainly pointed him in that direction.  And now, this…  

As he headed for the access hatch that would give him access to the Jefferies Tubes, Tompkins spotted movement several meters down the corridor.  It lacked the rage and disharmony of the beast, and given the forming silhouette, it looked like a member of the crew.  But who?

“What’s going on?”

Tompkins immediately recognized the voice as Kendall Johnson’s.  The Lieutenant quickly emerged from the darkness and stopped Tompkins at the hatch wearing a concerned look on his face.

Tompkins matched his look.  “We’ve got company in engineering,” he said as he pulled the hatch open, allowing several of his subordinates to crawl though while he continued to chat with Johnson.  “What are you doing down here?”

“I needed a transonic imaging scanner,” he said.  “Ours was destroyed in the attack.”

Tompkins grabbed Johnson and shoved him through the hatch.  “Tough,” he said before climbing in himself.  “I’ve got a good feeling ours is dysfunctional as of right now, anyway.”

Tompkins hastily pulled the hatch shut and engaged the locking mechanism.  Then, he pulled open the nearby computer terminal and tapped in the codes to erect a forcefield at every junction on deck sixteen.  “That should slow down our friend,” he grimaced.

TWO

The last thing Admiral T’Lari had planned on doing in the midst of her holiday on Earth was returning to the Kilka Sector in the midst of a potential crisis.  Given her luck, it would turn out to be nothing, and she would have accomplished nothing but waste several days of shore leave.  

And now, as they entered Sector 15387, T’Lari couldn’t help but notice the Starlight was rather absent from sensors.  Given the fact the ship was only a few hours away at high warp, she had expected the Starlight to be at the rendezvous well before her beloved Windcress…certainly not after…

“Where are they?” demanded the Admiral.

“They’re not within sensor range,” said Alben, her operations officer.   The Lieutenant pecked away at her station for several minutes, conducting additional sensor sweeps before stumbling upon something of interest.  “I’ve got a distress signal.  It’s the Starlight.”

T’Lari tensed up.  “Let’s hear it,” she ordered.

“It’s text only,” said Alben.  “They’ve been attacked by the aliens.  Captain Greene was killed, and the Starlight is dead in space,” she continued, but her voice was growing with curiosity.

“What is it?” T’Lari demanded as she picked up on Alben’s distress.

The Lieutenant shrugged.  “For some reason, they stopped transmitting the signal.”

T’Lari pondered the oddity for several moments.  “Why?” she blurted out before an eerie silence could fall upon the bridge.

“Unknown,” Alben replied.  “There were no other starships in range.”

“Oh yes, there were,” said T’Lari decisively. The Admiral sighed nervously as she realized what might be contained inside the classified files Greene had inquired about.  And if memory served correctly, they were about to enter a very delicate situation…

“…but the Romulans didn’t take genetics into their equation.  I was left conscious, and took the opportunity to stop the intruder before he could detonate a trilithium bomb on the warp core…”

After listening to Alan Christopher’s banter for what seemed like hours, Erin Keller slowly slipped out of his attention span, leaving the all-to-interested Commander Harrison with their newfound leader.  Once she was sure nobody was watching, Keller hastily tapped upon the padd outside the ready room, and opened the doors.

Once inside, she quickly made her way for Captain Greene’s desk, and sat down in the sleek, black chair behind it.  Curiosity had finally driven Keller to the end of her rope, and as she activated the computer terminal, she would soon know the true nature of Alan Christopher.

It took the computer several moments to load, undoubtedly slowed down by the lack of power.  But Erin was patient.  She waited in silence as every last file was loaded.  Then, the computer bleeped.  “Terminal active,” it chimed.

Erin hesitated for only a moment before activating the voice interface.  “Computer,” she whispered, “run a search and display all references to the individual ‘Alan Christopher.’”

The terminal went blank.  “Stand by.”  It remained blank for several moments, until a few file names appeared on the screen beneath an orange bar.  But as the search progressed, no additional files were listed.  “Search complete.  Three occurrences of the text ‘Alan Christopher’ have been located.”

Keller ran her fingers through her hair and sighed.  It wasn’t the vast pool of knowledge she had been hoping for, but it certainly narrowed down her playing field.  With no hesitation, Keller loaded the first file onto the screen.

It was Christopher’s service record. Beside his picture was a brief biography, a list of awards received, and his actual service record.  The record revealed much of what Christopher had been hinting at.  He was Captain of the USS Discovery, served on the Washington during the Romulan War, and excelled in bio-temporal mechanics at Starfleet Academy.  But that’s where the file ended.  All entries made after 2392 had been classified.

Then, Keller glanced at Christopher’s current status:  missing in action.  He didn’t look missing in action.  In fact, he didn’t even mention he was in action…  Keller scratched her forehead and moved onto the next file.  

It turned out to be the service record of his companion, Rachael Meyer’s.  A full-fledged Marian, Lieutenant Meyer served under Christopher on the Discovery.  But like Christopher, she was missing in action, and her service record ended at 2392 with a mysterious classification.

The third and final file was yet another service record.  An Ensign Jason Stinson.  According to the file, he, too served on the Discovery.  When she reached the end of the file, Keller was not surprised to find he, too was missing since 2392.

Had she the time, or the patients to piece together such a massive puzzle, Keller might have been able to succeed.  But she didn’t.  And so, she resorted to her secret weapon.  “Keller to Drayge,” she whispered into her comm badge.

“Drayge here,” responded the Bolian promptly.

“I need you in the ready room, now.”

“Why?”

“I can’t explain.  Just get in here.”

“On my way.”

Keller cut the transmission and waited for Drayge’s arrival.  It was a well-known fact that Drayge had a knack for solving puzzles.  And it was Keller’s hope that he could perform this little bit of espionage without sparking too much suspicion.  

“What is it?” Drayge inquired as he strode into the Ready Room.

Erin flagged him over to the computer terminal and relinquished the seat to him.  Then, she turned on the charm.  “I need you to do a favor for me,” she chirped.

Drayge looked up at her unsympathetically.  “Oh really?”

“Yeah.  You see those files.  They’re classified.”

The Bolian was nodding his head profusely before Keller was even finished.  “No,” he said sternly.  “It’s none of our business.”

“Then you want me to try and un-encrypt those files by myself?”  Keller suggested.

“No,” said Drayge cautiously.

As Keller sensed his growing apprehension, she immediately tried to calm him down.  “Look, I can’t order you to do this, and I can’t yell at you if you don’t.  But I’m asking you as your dearly beloved friend…”

At first, Keller wasn’t sure if it worked, but after a moment, Drayge reluctantly threw his hands to the console surface and tapped away.  “We could get in a lot of trouble for this,” he reminded Keller while he tapped away.

She didn’t say anything.  Instead, she watched intently as the Bolian deconstructed the encryption sequences and revealed the blocks of data hidden beneath the classified sections.  And as the last few blocks of data opened up, Keller’s every last suspicion about their ‘Captain’ had been confirmed.

She carefully read  Starfleet’s analysis out loud: 

Stardate 70647.2:  The Discovery is dispatched to the Kilka Sector to chart the Alteran Expanse.  The expedition is marred by the alleged discovery of a gravimetric distortion deep inside the Expanse.  The distortion fell within the borders of Romulan Territory, and Starfleet terminated the mission.

Christopher’s insistence on exploring the distortion resulted in an insurrection on the Discovery, and along with two subordinates, the theft of the experimental prototype fighter-craft, the USS Dark Star.

“Funny,” Keller grimaced.  “I don’t remember reading that in the historical database.”

“Neither do I,” concurred Drayge.  “So it would seem the reason these files are classified is to occlude an obvious incursion into Romulan Space,” concluded the Bolian.

Keller nodded her head indecisively.  “Or, because they couldn’t catch Christopher.  Starfleet doesn’t like news like that being general knowledge.  They probably just wanted to sweep it all under a rug and forget about it.”

“So what do we do?”

Keller nodded.  “I don’t know.  We can’t exactly tell Starfleet.”

Drayge expelled a long sigh.  “Wonderful,” he muttered.  “It’s like dreaming about the meaning of life, but forgetting when you wake up…”

“Damn annoying,” clarified Keller.  But the gears in her mind hadn’t stopped yet.  She touched her comm badge.  “Keller to Harrison.  Report to the Ready Room at once.”  She didn’t even bother to wait for his response before cutting the comm channel.  “If he wants to be in charge, I say we let him…”

Moments later, the Commander peered into the Captain’s office.  “What?” he inquired.

“My suspicions about our fearless new leader have been confirmed,” said Keller, pointing to the computer screen.  “He’s probably one of the most wanted men in the Federation.”

Harrison frowned.  “What suspicions?”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Keller sarcastically.  “Had you bothered to listen to my suspicions, this might have made a bit more sense…”

Harrison took a few steps into the room.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Keller forced pleasant smile.  “It means that you dismiss me without even hearing what I have to say, because you believe I am nothing but an inconsequential decoration at the back of the bridge who almost had your job.”

Harrison threw his arms up in the air.  “Well, that about sums it up,” he said, trying to maintain a neutral voice.  He stepped closer.  “Now, why the hell did you call me in here in the first place?”

Keller grabbed the computer screen and turned it toward Harrison.  “Read up,” she said flatly.  “I say we pull his ship into the shuttle bay and rendezvous with Admiral T’Lari in sector 15387 as planned.”

Harrison immediately dismissed the notion.  “We need his help to repair this ship.  We need Meyer’s help to repair the crew.  So far, they’ve not given us any reason to betray them.  So we won’t.”

“How do we know they won’t betray us?” Keller countered.

“I don’t believe they will,” said Harrison.

“And if they do?” Drayge inquired.

Keller had almost forgotten he was still there.  But he brought up a valid point.  She turned her eyes to Harrison and awaited a response.

“We outnumber them three hundred to one,” Harrison said simply.  “The odds aren’t in their favor…”

The eerie calls of the incubus had finally diminished as Tompkins and Johnson reached the Jefferies Tube leading to deck fifteen.  The chief engineer watched intently as the other members of his crew crawled up to their freedom.  Soon, it would be his turn, but until then, he slumped down on the cold floor and took a short break.

“So far, so good,” he whispered to Johnson.

The Lieutenant rubbed his eyes.  “These tubes seemed a lot more open on my way down here,” Johnson muttered.

Tompkins expelled a quiet chuckle.  “You should try the going from the sensor array to deck ten.  Now that’s one hell of a journey.”

He spoke of the long journey from the top of the ship to the back of the saucer section.  No one in their right mind would consider doing that unless absolutely necessary, since it was practically a constant descent through an oversized staircase.  Hell, in other words.  

Johnson nodded accordingly, though Tompkins doubted he had even attempted such a feat.  Nevertheless, he put the subject to rest and assumed his position to crawl up to deck fifteen.

The journey up the ladder was a short one, and as soon as Kendall was through, Tompkins sealed the hatch and erected a forcefield around deck sixteen.  With the incubus trapped on deck sixteen, they would be safe—for now, at least.

Tompkins touched his comm badge.  “Tompkins to Keller,” he called out, hoping Erin would respond.

To his relief, the Commander was extremely punctual in her response.  “Go ahead, Lucas.”
He sighed.  “We have a problem.”

“No kidding.”

“I mean, we have a major problem.  We’ve got an intruder on deck sixteen.  I’ve sealed off the deck, but I don’t know how long we can contain it.”

“The incubus,” Keller muttered under her breath.  “We’ve heard of it, but were hoping it was only a rumor.  I’ll divert some power to the turbolifts.  Report to the bridge at once.”

“Will do.  Tompkins out.”  He quickly deactivated his badge and stood up in the cramped junction between decks.  “Lieutenant Trinn, you’re in charge until I get back.  Stay on deck fifteen, and await further instructions.”

Tompkins opened the hatch that led to the corridors and followed Kendall into the open.  As the others began to file out into the corridor, Tompkins led Johnson to the nearest turbolift, which would soon deposit them on deck one.

Up until now, Ensign Drayge had not noticed the great divide among the Starlight’s crew.  But Captain Greene’s sudden death, and the ensuing crisis of command left the crew divided among its two quarreling leaders: Harrison and Keller.  To make matters worse, this Christopher person seemed to know what he was doing, but it seemed to Drayge that he was the worst choice to lead them.

Even so, Christopher seated himself at the head of the conference table with Meyer to his right and Harrison to his left.  Feeling the most comfortable with Commander Keller, Drayge opted to sit near her, Tompkins and Johnson at the far end of the table, with the rest of the crew, including Bator, Hartman and Talyere filling in the vacant seats between the two groups.

“We’re in trouble,” Christopher started off. 

Nobody could dispute that, but Talyere was the first to offer his input on the situation.  “While my tenure aboard this vessel has been extremely brief, I have been able to identify two distinct enemies.”

“Two?” Harrison inquired.

Talyere nodded.  “Indeed.  While it is obvious that we all share the incubus as an enemy, I have observed this crew’s greatest enemy is itself.”

Johnson frowned.  “What?  That’s ridiculous!”  While most of those around the table quietly concurred with Kendall’s statement, Talyere continued.

“Is it, now?” he asked.  “Tell me, Lieutenant, who is in command of this vessel?”

Johnson’s frown deepened as he cast a curious gaze across the room.  Command should have fallen to Harrison, but Keller stated he was unfit for duty.  But even though he appeared to be well, Christopher was seated in the chair duly appointed to the leader, yet somehow, Kendall somehow did not feel compelled that he was the leader—he wasn’t even in a Starfleet uniform.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.

Talyere smiled.  “My point exactly.  Bator will follow Harrison, but not Christopher.  However, Harrison is clearly following Christopher, but not Keller.  Keller follows no one but herself.  Poor Drayge doesn’t know what to think, and Doctor Hartman could care less.  Now I sense that Johnson would follow Tompkins or Harrison, but Tompkins is clearly following Keller, leaving Johnson in an awkward situation because of his all too apparent—”

“Our chain of command has fallen apart,” Johnson interrupted before Talyere could go any further.

Talyere smiled at the sheer simplicity of the problem.  “Indeed.  And until you have defeated this enemy, you don’t stand a chance against the incubus.”

The crew stared at each other for several moments.  No words were spoken.  No thoughts exchanged.  They simply glared at each other, each of them knowing they would have to put aside their emotions for the time being, and focus on the task at hand: survival.

“I will…resume my position as operations officer,” Keller said quietly.  “But I will not allow Christopher command this ship.”

Several pairs of eyes darted in Keller’s direction, all of them asking the same question: Why?

Keller folder her arms and stared icily at Christopher.  “I know who you are.  I know what you did.  And I know you’ll enjoy your stay in the New Zealand Penitentiary.”

Christopher didn’t even try to refute the charges against him.  “We did what had to be done,” he said simply.  “If we hadn’t taken the Dark Star into Romulan Space to investigate the distortion, it would have opened up two years ago.”

“Two years ago, the Federation was still recovering from the Romulan War,” Meyer continued.  “The Romulans had yet to cede the Kilka Sector back to the Federation, and could easily have forged an alliance with the Elorg. The Federation would be on its knees right about now…”

“Oh, how magnanimous of you,” Keller sneered.

Harrison slowly turned to Keller.  “And that’s what makes him the perfect person to lead this mission.  He’s unconventional, willing to take risks instead of blindly follow orders.”

“We’re going to need that to beat that thing on deck sixteen,” said Johnson.  “I’m with him.”

“Me, too,” said Harrison.

And one by one, each of the senior staff agreed to follow Christopher, until all eyes stared at Commander Keller.  Her arms were still folded, and her gaze was unchanged.  She closed her eyes in a stubborn manor and took in a deep breath.  “What the hell,” she decided after a moment of silence.

Christopher stared out at the others for several moments, clearly at a loss of words.  “Well…I’m honored,” he mustered a moment later.  “Now, about this incubus?  Any suggestions on how to beat it?  Talyere?”

“The incubus is nothing more than a savage modern-day Elorg.  It is still susceptible to anything that can bring harm to any other Elorg, only it might take a bit more effort to do it.”

“We could flood deck sixteen with acidichloride gas,” Hartman suggested.  “Theoretically, it would incapacitate the incubus and make it easier to dispose of.”

Christopher nodded as he considered the option.  “It’s worth a shot.  Let’s do it.”

But before anyone was set into motion, a comm line crackled through the air.  “This is the bridge.  You guys had better get out here…”
The brief message sparked more than a small amount of curiosity among the crew.  Hastily, they rose from their chairs and burst into the bridge, still darkened by red alert lights.

“What is it?” Christopher demanded from Keller as he strode toward the command chair.

She stared down at her sensors and immediately saw the reason for her subordinate’s panicked state.  “It’s Xi’Yor’s warship.  They’re on an intercept course.”

Christopher clenched his fists and pounded them upon one another as he slumped down into the command chair.  “What do you think, Matthew?”

Harrison, in turn, cast his gaze upon Talyere.  “Do you think they know?”

The Elorg nodded.  “It was inevitable,” he said somberly.  “They are undoubtedly going to call for reinforcements before attempting to annex this sector from the Federation.”

“That can’t happen,” Harrison said quietly.

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “Erin, jam all Elorg comm frequencies with a rotating EM pulse.  That should keep them from sending any transmissions through the rift…for now.  Ensign Drayge, take up an offensive position near the terminus; Mr. Bator, lock quantum torpedoes.”

“Are you sure this will collapse the rift?” Harrison whispered to Christopher as he watched the massive vortex creep onto the view screen.

Christopher gulped.  “It had better…”

THREE

When he heard the news, Xi’Yor almost didn’t believe it.  He checked the astrometric data hundreds of times just to be sure.  But in the final analysis, his greatest dream, and the dream of all true Elorg had come true.  They were home.

While it was an unimportant region of space at the edge of their territory, Xi’Yor was thrilled at the prospect of being the first Elorg to see the nondescript region in two hundred thousand years.  But what thrilled him more was an obscure quote from the Tome of Na’zar which read, “He who finds the Holy Land must pave the way for the great deeds to come, for he is the chosen one to bring forth this great new era.”

It was one of the most controversial, disputed quotes in the book, but Xi’Yor had always believed the Holy Land to be their former empire.  And now that he had found it, Xi’Yor could already envision his illustrious future in the course of Elorg events…

“We need to establish a defensive perimeter around the rift,” Xi’Yor said, temporarily setting aside his dreams of grandeur.  “Open a channel to the rest of our squadron.  Tell them to crossover to this side.”

“Yes, Overseer,” said Nafar, the Underling sitting at the helm in front of Xi’Yor.

The Overseer waited patiently for Nafar to comply for several seconds, however, his patience were running thin, and several seconds later, Xi’Yor rose from his chair and peered over Nafar’s shoulder.  “What is wrong, Nafar?  Why haven’t you contacted them?”

Nafar pointed to a small blip on sensors.  Xi’Yor instantly recognized it as the Starlight.  Now he regretted wasting an incubus on them when it would have better served them to simply destroy the decrepit ship.

“They’re using an EM pulse to jam our transmissions,” Nafar explained.  “We can’t get through.”

Xi’Yor rolled his orange eyes furiously.  “Activate the photon canon.  Destroy them once we’re in range.”

“Yes, Overseer.”

Xi’Yor couldn’t believe how much trouble one small starship could be.  They were weak and inconsequential, yet they were the only thing standing between Xi’Yor and victory.  So naturally, the Overseer couldn’t wait to see them blown to smithereens.

“Quantum torpedoes armed and ready.”

Christopher took in a deep breath as Bator announced they finally had the ability to collapse the rift.  It was a shot in the dark, really.  Christopher didn’t know if quantum torpedoes would even faze the rift, but given the Starlight’s lack of power, it was the best they could do.  “Fire,” he ordered after a moment’s hesitation.

On the view screen, three bright blue flashes of light raced from the top of the Starlight and into the swirling nether of the rift.  Each one sailed out of sight until it reached its designated coordinates.  Then, the fireworks began.  

It seemed as if the gates of hell and unleashed themselves.  The spinning vortex violently expelled a stream of roaring orange flames amidst a cloud of haunting dust and jagged tendrils of energy lining the walls of the rift.  Much as the tendrils had forced the rift into normal space, now they forced it out, and as they grew into a single, uniform tendril, they eventually disappeared, taking the rift away as well.

The Starlight lurched from side-to-side for several seconds as the surge of energy plowed into the shields.  But damage was negligible.  The ship as in one piece, and the rift was gone.  They had done it.

Or so they thought.

Before Christopher could congratulate himself, the deck plates started vibrating beneath his feet.  “What’s going on?” he demanded as the noise started to pick up.  His eyes darted to the view screen, half expecting the rift to be back, but to his relief, it was not.  Which left one other possibility…

“We’ve got an internal breech in the infrastructure,” reported Keller.  “Deck sixteen, section twenty-six beta.”

“The incubus,” Harrison guessed.

Christopher sighed.  “Well, we know our friend is on the move.  Let’s stop him.  Erin, flood deck sixteen with acidichloride gas.”

“Gladly,” she said.

In the silence that followed, Christopher imagined deck sixteen’s descent into chaos.  It must have been terrible.  But not as terrible as things were going to be if the incubus wasn’t neutralized.  “Commander,” said Christopher mid-thought, “I want you, Lucas and Kendall to get down there.  Do whatever it takes short of killing the beast to get rid of it.  Understood?”

As Harrison nodded his understanding, Talyere slowly gazed down upon Christopher from the Mission Ops station.  “You intend to let it live?”

“Preferably,” said Christopher.  “For scientific reasons.  Starfleet’s objective is to seek out new life.  I think this qualifies.”

“Most definitely,” agreed Talyere.  “But while you’re seeking it, it is seeking out you.  This slumber is only a temporary setback.  You should terminate it now, while you have the chance.”

“Thank you, Talyere, I’ll keep that in mind…” Christopher turned around to face the view screen.  “Status of Xi’Yor’s ship?”

“Still on an intercept course,” reported Bator.  “They’ll be in weapons range in eight minutes.”

“Wonderful.”

To say the least, Commander Harrison did not like environmental suits.  While their size had decreased, and design had been made more comfortable in the past several years, they were still bulky and hot.  And as he traveled behind Tompkins through the corridors of deck sixteen, he also decided they were terribly inefficient means of inter-ship transportation.  The magnetic seal was a great impediment.

But one thing Harrison did like about the suits were the compressional phaser-rifles that were issued with them.  Sleek and powerful, these weapons were not meant for casual combat, as their output was comparable to that of a shuttle’s own phaser bank.  Suffice it to say these weapons packed quite a wallop.

But as they journeyed through forcefield after forcefield, Harrison began to wonder where, exactly the incubus was.  That feeling was only amplified when they stood before the hole in the wall where the incubus had tried to escape. 

“The hole’s not big enough for the incubus to fit though,” said Tompkins as he scanned the area with his tricorder.  “The forcefields are still active.  I don’t know where it went.”

Harrison stared at the chief engineer nervously.  “That’s not what I want to hear, Commander.”

“Okay, I’ll keep my dire thoughts to myself from now on,” said Tompkins.

“Please do,” Harrison quipped. As he stepped foreword, he felt the sudden failure of his boots’ magnetic systems.  Now freed of their grasp, Harrison was able to move just in time to see the dreaded incubus phase out of invisibility and swoop at him.  

Instinctively, Harrison grabbed his phaser and opened fire.  The intense orange beam jolted outward, heating up the small corridor like an oven.  But Harrison didn’t let up.  Not until the shrieking had stopped and the intense orange light had hidden the dreaded beast from sight.  

When it subsided, all that remained was a tiny pile of dust on the floor where the incubus had stood.  “So much for not killing it,” Harrison muttered.  But before he could lower his weapon, Tompkins grabbed the gun and stared at it in awe.  “What?”

Tompkins pointed to the power cell.  It was completely full.  “After a performance like that, it should be down at least twenty or twenty-five percent,” said Tompkins.

Harrison cautiously banged on the weapon with his free hand.  “Maybe it’s malfunctioned,” he suggested.

Tompkins nodded negatively as he scanned the phaser with his tricorder.  “I’m not reading any abnormalities in the power systems,” he said.  “It’s as if you never fired it.”

“Trust me, I fired,” Harrison assured them.  

“Did you ever,” Johnson mused.  He slowly pulled out his tricorder and scanned the area.  At first, the device indicated nothing out of the ordinary, but as Kendall drew closer to the debris, the tricorder emitted a shrill alert noise.

“What is it?” Harrison demanded.

Johnson shrugged.  “I’m not sure,” he admitted, scanning the area again.  “The incubus left behind some sort of residual energy signature, but my tricorder can’t identify it.”

Tompkins peered over Johnson’s shoulder and hastily studied the data.  “Whatever it is, it looks like it completely recharged your phaser.”

As Harrison contemplated the sudden events, several lights flickered on overhead at standard illumination, and the once dead computer stations came back to life at full power.  “What’s going on?”

Now utterly perplexed by the residue, Tompkins pulled out his own tricorder to analyze the data.  “It looks as if the residue is restoring power to the neural gel-paks in this area,” he surmised.

Kendall suddenly tugged at Tompkins’ uniform with excitement.  “If we could direct the flow of energy through those gel-paks to the anodyne relay system…”

Tompkins grinned as he picked up on Johnson’s train of thought.  “They would keep harvesting the residue while the relays transfer the energy to the rest of the ship!”  Tompkins clasped his hands together in excitement and turned to Commander Harrison.

“Go for it,” said Harrison enthusiastically.

With Johnson’s help, Tompkins tore away a piece of the wall covering to reveal the inner workings of the starship.  After spending a few moments fiddling with the nearby gel-pak, the duo turned their attention to the computer systems.

“Damn, Kendall, if only you were so brilliant around Commander Keller,” mused Tompkins as he played with the controls.

“I am brilliant,” Johnson sneered between his teeth.  “Only it doesn’t show…”

Tompkins closed the computer console.  “I see,” he quipped.  “We’re all done here, Commander.”

Harrison released a long sigh of relief as additional lights came on further down the corridor.  He touched his comm badge.  “Harrison to Christopher.”

“Go ahead.”
“The incubus situation has been resolved.”

“Status of the incubus?”
Harrison frowned as he recalled Christopher’s orders to leave the beast alive.  “It’s dead, sir.”

When Christopher didn’t respond, for a moment, Harrison thought the comm link had been severed.  Then he realized he was getting a chance to explain himself.  “It ambushed us, and left us with no other options,” he explained.  “But, there is an up side to this…”

“Oh?”
“The incubus seems to have left a residual energy signature behind.  We don’t know how, but it’s started recharging the gel-paks on this deck.  We’ve routed the power though the anodyne relays.  Primary systems should be online soon…”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “We’ll need all the power we can get.”
“Why?”

Christopher didn’t have to answer.  He didn’t get the chance.  The ship was suddenly tossed aside as weapon fire struck the newfound shielding.  But Harrison didn’t need an explanation—the Elorg had returned…

“Divert all power to shields and weapons,” Christopher ordered once the rumbling had died down.  The haunting sight of Xi’Yor’s approaching warship had his eyes locked on the view screen.  And given what he knew of these Elorg, Christopher didn’t dare to take them off.

Still, his peripheral vision allowed him to see what was happening around him.  And like Harrison had said, power was coming back.  Once dead stations were operational once more, and the harsh darkness of gray-mode was replaced by the annoying klaxon indicative of red alert.

“They’re entering optimal firing range,” Bator reported a moment later.

Christopher uneasily settled back into the command chair.  “Evasive maneuvers, Ensign.”

Drayge nodded.  “Aye, sir.”

The Elorg warship hurtled at the Starlight at high speed, keeping the crew on pins and needles as it approached.  Finally, the onslaught came into view.  Several phaser beams and more torpedoes than Christopher thought possible to fire at one time, all made their way toward the Starlight.

The starfield swerved hard to port to evade the incoming projectiles.  Christopher watched intently as Drayge pounded away at the helm controls, and with each firm tap, a corresponding maneuver that kept them alive for one more second.  Until one stray beam got in the way.

Both Christopher and Drayge saw it coming.  The blue phaser beam seemed to hang in space like any naturally occurring phenomenon.  But it was unavoidable.  Christopher closed his eyes and dug his fingers into the arms of the chair in preparation for the coming turbulence.

He waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Finally, he decided they had either missed it, or the beam had disappeared.  Either way, nothing was going to happen.  He opened his eyes to see nothing but open space before them.

“The beam dispersed at the last second,” Keller reported.  “The Elorg ship is approaching the terminus of the gravimetric distortion.”

“I guess they think we’re not worth destroying,” Christopher muttered.  “Their fault.  Mr. Bator, lock phasers onto their warp core.  Open fire.”

“Gladly,” he said.

As the Starlight came about, the majestic azure hues of the Alteran Expanse swung back into sight.  The Elorg ship was already several hundred thousand kilometers deep inside, and that number was growing.  But not for long.

The Starlight’s own weapons now lashed out at the Elorg warship, plowing a path through the nebula’s proto-matter, and finding a destination in the Elorg’s shield grid.  Several massive explosions erupted on their shields, but nothing more.  The ship didn’t even flinch, nor did they choose to fight back.

Not wanting to provoke them into another attack that could potentially destroy the Starlight, Christopher changed his tactics.  “Back us off, Neelar.”

An eerie silence filled the bridge as Christopher contemplated their next course of action.  And as his mind remained blank, the silence only worsened.  Was their anything one small, damaged starship could do to a massive warship like that?

His train of thought was suddenly interrupted by a bleep from the tactical station.  “We are being hailed,” said Bator.  “Admiral T’Lari is ordering us to hold position until her fleet can arrive.”

Suddenly, everything changed.  “Fleet?”

Bator nodded.  “Fleet.”

“Eleven starships lead by the Windcress are on a direct intercept course,” said Keller.  “Maybe we’re not on the voyage of the damned after all.”

FOUR

Xi’Yor smiled as he saw eleven new targets entering sensor range.  All of them bore the same markings and warp signatures as the vessel known as the Starlight, and none of them were prepared for the experience known as the Elorg…  But he knew if his own people didn’t act fast, those Federation starships had the potential to wreak a lot of havoc on his lone warship, and given the Starlight’s maneuvers, havoc might be an understatement.

“Nafar, emit an inverse dekyon beam through our deflector grid.  Target the terminus of the gravimetric distortion,” Xi’Yor barked. 

The underling frowned.  “May I ask why?”

Xi’Yor smiled impatiently at the Underling’s stupidity.  “If we cannot open the gravimetric distortion leading back to our realm, we won’t be able to call reinforcements, and the Federation task force will end the Elorg Bloc’s glorious reign back in normal space,” he explained.

Nafar carefully nodded his understanding and input the proper commands into the computer console.  Moments later, a jagged, green beam sliced through the nebula and pounded the terminus of the rift.  At first, nothing happened, but slowly, the beam’s energy began to collect at the focal point, growing brighter and brighter until Xi'Yor could no longer look at it without squinting.

As the beam died off, the energy seemed to hang in space for several moments.  Nothing was happening.  Xi'Yor was about to suggest they make another attempt, when a giant chasm opened in the fabric of space before them.  The rift had returned…

Xi'Yor smiled deviously.  “Nafar, hail our forces on the other side of the rift.  Instruct them to enter the flexure and prepare for battle…”

“The Elorg have reopened the rift and have summed reinforcements from subspace,” Keller reported from the operations station.

Christopher’s heart sank as the situation spiraled down from bad to worse.  “How many ships?”

“Unknown,” said Keller.

Talyere quietly cleared his throat.  “Four,” he said abruptly.

Christopher quickly looked back to Talyere.  “How do you know?”

“At the time of my…departure, Xi'Yor’s fleet was on a deep-range expedition.  The five vessels in his squadron were the only ones in range at the time.  The nearest vessels are several months away, at least.”

Christopher turned his attention back to the view screen and started tapping his fingers on the arms of the chair.  Despite the eleven additional starships on their side, the situation was not good.  If they only stood a fair chance against one warship, they didn’t have a chance of winning any battle against five of them.

Then again, they didn’t have to win.  The only thing they needed to do was hurt the Elorg badly enough so they couldn’t make war.  If Talyere’s data was correct, there would be no further incursions from subspace for several months…plenty of time to resolve the situation.  If they could get past today.

“Admiral T’Lari is hailing the fleet,” Bator reported a moment later.

“On screen,” said Christopher.

A moment later, the Admiral’s placid face appeared on the screen.  She nodded politely to her audience before taking in a deep breath in preparation for her speech.  “This is Admiral T’Lari to the Federation fleet.  I think we all know what’s at stake here, so I’ll spare you the speech.  Raise shields and go to red alert.  Do what needs to be done.  Good luck.”

 The transmission ended as promptly as it had begun.  Once T’Lari’s face had been replaced by the Alteran Expanse, Christopher rose from his seat.  “Shields up, red alert!” he ordered.

“All hands to battlestations!” added Harrison.

The bridge suddenly grew dark.  Red lights flashed throughout the command area, accompanied by the dull tone of the red alert klaxon.  

On the view screen, four starships quietly slipped ahead of the Starlight in search of the Elorg ship.  They wouldn’t have to look hard.  In the distance, Christopher could already make out the faintest outline of the gathering warships.  A sight he dreaded, now more than ever. 

“Ensign,” Christopher started as they drew nearer,  “attack pattern delta.  Mr. Bator, quantum torpedoes.”

“Aye, sir.  Target locked.”

Standing quietly behind Drayge, Christopher waited a few moments for his orders to be executed, giving them enough time to enter weapon range.  Then, he took in a deep breath and gave the dreadful order.  “Fire.”

Coming up along side the Sovereign-class Windcress, the Starlight was the first ship to open fire.  It’s string of fiery blue torpedoes sailed from the weapon array, followed closely by those of the Windcress.  The torpedoes crashed into and through the Elorg warship’s shields, sparking a massive, cataclysmic explosion upon the hull of the warship.

The Elorg vessel, now spouting a plethora of flames and verteron radiation, slowly came about to make a counter attack, but was hindered by yet another volley of torpedoes from a nearby starship.  The warship managed to get off a few shots before bursting into a gigantic ball of flames.  Debris blasted outward on the heels of the massive explosion, leaving a mysterious orange hue in the nebula.

For a brief moment, Christopher actually believed they had a chance of winning this battle.  But then he realized their fleet had the element of surprise.  The Elorg hadn’t expected the Federation to return so soon.  Their mistake.

“Torpedoes ready,” Bator announced as they sped past the dying Elorg warship.  “Launchers one and two standing by.”

Christopher slowly backed down into the command chair.  “Fire!” he ordered.

As the Starlight dodged several of the Elorg’s own blasts from the photon canon, it released yet another volley of torpedoes.  Only this time, the Elorg were ready.  The torpedoes crashed into the shields and blew up, not even fazing the advanced Elorg shielding.  Instead, the massive warship continued on its path toward the Starlight, laying down plenty of weapons fire as it did so.  A stray Elorg phaser beam grazed the Starlight’s shields, forcing them to light up like a light bulb.

The ship violently jerked for a moment before the inertial dampers could compensate for the blast.  Christopher clasped onto the arms of the chair to keep from falling to the floor.  “Report?”

“Shields down to eighty-one percent,” Bator reported.

“Negligible damage,” added Keller.

Christopher rubbed his weary eyes as an Elorg beam sliced through an Excelsior-class starship on the view screen.  The vessel, whose identity was unknown to Christopher, didn’t stand a chance.  Within seconds, the two dangling halves blew up in a majestic orange explosion.  “Fire at will,” he ordered as they charged through the debris.

Xi'Yor grew pleased by the performance of his remaining fleet as yet another vessel, one similar to the Starlight, went up in flames.  Victory was at hand.  “Status?”

Nafar didn’t even look up.  “Ten enemy targets remain.  All remaining Elorg warships report light to moderate damage to their shielding.”

The ship rumbled slightly as three of the Federation starships ganged up on Xi'Yor’s beloved ship.  “Destroy them,” grumbled the Overseer.

Moments later, the view screen lit up with the blue hues of their massive phaser blasts.  The Federation starships were able to get off a few more hits to Elorg shields before all three of them blew up.  The serene blue light was then replaced by the intense glow of three dying starships.  Xi'Yor shielded his eyes from the sight until they passed through the swirling shards of debris and fire.

Seeing those three Federation ships dead in space, Xi'Yor decided it was time to end the fight, and put the remaining seven out of their misery.  “Order the other vessels to fall into formation behind us,” called out Xi'Yor.  “Attack pattern zeta-rho.”

Still trembling over the destruction of the three starships at the hand of Xi'Yor’s ship, Christopher took in a nervous sigh as he watched them fall into some sort of attack pattern.  “Evasive maneuvers,” he called out before the Elorg could open fire.

The stars on the view screen suddenly swerved to port, taking the Starlight out of harm’s way.  Several other starships performed a similar maneuver, but the Elorg were moving too quickly.  The deadly reach of their phasers was already becoming a smaller gap.

Not sure if they would survive or not, Christopher took in his surroundings for what may be his final moments.  Worst of all, nobody would even know he was here.  And as far as Starfleet and the Federation were concerned, that was already the case.

Several phaser blasts quietly made their way into the corner of the view screen.  While most of them missed, several of them struck the remaining Galaxy-class starship.  As the Starlight raced away, Christopher caught only a glimpse of the fiery death suffered by that starship’s crew.

Another phaser beam struck the Windcress, which was situated directly ahead of the Starlight.  Its shields collapsed, and the ship spun out of control, leading spinning a trail of milky blue warp-plasma and bright orange fire.  

Finally, it was the Starlight’s turn.  Christopher, still fixed on the Windcress, didn’t even see it coming.  The sheer force of the impact sent him directly to the floor.  The lights grew dim.  Before he got up, Christopher felt a series of sparks rain down upon his back.  The ashes burned through the back of his shirt, but didn’t get to his skin.

As the emergency lights faded into existence, Christopher brought himself to his knees and crawled back into the command chair.  “Status?” he called out.

“Shields are down to eight percent,” said Bator.  “The weapons array is off line, as are engines, and there’s a hull microfracture on deck eighteen, section twenty-one.”

“Sick bay reports only three casualties,” Keller added.

At least there was some good news.  But as far the Starlight was concerned, the battle was over.  With minimal shields, no weapons to speak of, and no means to escape, there was little they could do except watch their hopes and dreams go up in smoke.  

And one-by-one, the Elorg slowly picked off the crippled starships.  The first one to go was a Norway-class vessel in the distance.  It blew up like an incredible display of fireworks, each heart-pounding explosion eliciting a certain sense of wonder and awe…

“Fire,” Xi'Yor ordered placidly from his command chair.  As far as he was concerned, the battle was over.  This was only the cleanup.  Not that he minded being reduced to such a duty.  It was an honor to defend the Bloc’s natural borders, no matter how weak and insolent the opposition.

A blue streak of energy blasted toward the Federation starship on the view screen.  But the vessel’s shields absorbed the blast.  It’s engines fired, and hurtled at the Elorg warship nearby.  The large, bulky warship was unable to escape from small, maneuverable Federation starship, and moments later, the two collided. 

Xi'Yor’s nostrils flared as he watched the resulting explosion on the view screen.  “Destroy them!” he bellowed as the Elorg warship disintegrated.

Nafar hastily complied.  The ship came about, but to Xi'Yor’s horror, another Federation starship was making a suicide run—directly at them.  Nothing could be done.  Xi'Yor closed his eyes and prepared for the inevitable…

FIVE

ADMIRAL’S LOG; SUPPLEMENTAL: The battle is over—but it is not won.  We managed to destroy three of the five Elorg warships before retreating to sector 15387.  For the moment, the Elorg are crippled.  Neither one of their remaining ships are easily repaired, and reinforcements aren’t expected for several months.  Unfortunately, we have no way of entering the Alteran Expanse to stop them.  The verteron radiation caused by the rift will shut down the warp cores of any Federation starship built before 2387.  Unfortunately, we lost a great deal of post 2387 starships today, and the remaining ones are at least several months away.  And so we wait, and hope the fate can smile upon the Federation once more…

Admiral T’Lari sat quietly behind her desk on the Windcress and stared at her log entry.  It was long and wordy.  And supplemental.   The came could be applied to what was happening in the Kilka Sector.  A region of space so far from the rest of the Federation, its almost not worth defending.  But now, this once worthless sector harbored the beginnings of a dangerous new evil.  One T’Lari hoped would go away.  But she knew otherwise…

She sighed and saved the log before pushing herself away from the desk.  There were millions of people waiting to hear her report.  Millions of people totally unprepared for another war.  Millions of people…

T’Lari took several steps toward the door before stopping mid-way.  She took a long, scrutinizing glance at the tiny blue-blob, the Alteran Expanse, that sat quietly out the window.  This far away, it looked like any other innocent nebula.  Innocent, it was not.

Standing beside Rachael Meyer at the Mission Ops console on the bridge, Christopher carefully surveyed the bridge.  Everyone was silent, each of them awaiting the commencement of T’Lari’s transmission.  It was now, more than ever that they needed to hear the Admiral’s comforting words.  But after such a devastating setback today, words could do very little…

T’Lari’s morbid image suddenly appeared on the view screen, a bit of foreshadowing to all the viewers who had not been witness to the event first hand.  They were in for a surprise…

“Fellow citizens,” she started sullenly, “today is a dark day in Federation history.  What began as a routine mission to the Sineron Cluster, has ended in the death of over 1500 Starfleet officers.

“The Federation has made contact with a race of aliens known to us only as the Elorg Bloc.  While they exist in a subspace pocket, a rupture in the fabric of space in the Alteran Expanse has allowed these aliens to pass through into normal space, and threaten the Federation.

“While their task force was repelled, it is believed that reinforcements are expected to arrive within several months.  Currently, we have no way of sealing the rift, nor do we have the vessels to do it because of a verteron radiation leak from within the rift.  All vessels, Federation and otherwise, are warned to stay away from Kilka and the surrounding sectors, or risk a complete and irreparable failure to warp drive systems.

“Due to the hostile nature of the Expanse, the Elorg cannot leave without passing through the Kilka Sector.  Because of this, the Federation has authorized Starfleet to establish a permanent presence in the Kilka Sector until the Elorg crisis is resolved.

“While the situation looks grim, we assure you that is only a temporary position, and urge you to remain calm.  We are positive that with your cooperation, the Federation can bring a speedy, peaceful end to this dangerous situation.  

“Starfleet out.”

The channel closed, leaving the crew to their own thoughts.  The silence was soothing, but short-lived, as Talyere hastily interrupted it.

“I wish to join you,” he said bluntly.

Christopher turned to the Elorg, and then to Commander Harrison.  Talyere’s orange eyes were excited, and sure of their decision, while Harrison seemed a bit more apprehensive.

“It’s up to you,” said Harrison.

Christopher nodded.  “It was fun while it lasted, Matthew, but I can’t just waltz in from the shadows and take over a starship whenever I please.  The decision is yours.”

Christopher knew it was an easy decision, given the situation, and if Harrison was half as good an officer as he seemed to be, he’d make the right one.  

He rose from he seat and stepped toward Talyere, extending his hand as he did so.  “Welcome aboard,” he said.

Talyere stared curiously at Harrison’s hand before realizing it was a gesture of peace.  He took the hand and shook it firmly.  “My quarters need not be overly lavish.  But they must not be equipped with one of those insipid holograms,” he said, recalling his experience with the holographic Doctor.

Harrison smiled.  “He only inhabits sickbay.”

“Good.”  Talyere slowly raised a finger.  “One other thing,” he started…

With that, the crew’s collective silence broke.  Many of them began to engage in idle conversations, or simply returned to their work.  Maybe, just maybe, things could start to get back to normal.

“What now?” Rachael asked quietly.

Christopher stared at the Mission Ops station and shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “The Dark Star sustained some minor damage during the attack.  We’d might as well spend a few days here.”

Meyer’s eyes widened.  “Do we want to do that?  Do you think it’s wise?”

“We’re already out in the open.  They know about our colorful past.  We’d might as well,” said Christopher.  “Besides, after what happened today, it’s no longer safe for us to be gallivanting in this region of space in a fighter craft.”

Meyer nodded.  “We don’t stand a chance against the Elorg, do we?”

“Alone?  No.  Maybe not even with the Starlight crew.  But they’re humans.  And if there’s one thing I’ve learned about humans, it’s that they don’t give up.  On anything.  Perhaps if we can steer them in the right direction, we can make a difference.  …To help mold the final frontier into something we can all be proud of…”
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