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PROLOGUE

Morning was not something Erin Keller enjoyed.  And so, to help ease her into the daily routine that was her life, she found it helpful to start her day in the mess hall in front of a large mug of hot chocolate.  It didn’t matter if it was the dead of winter or the middle of July—on a starship, the seasons never changed, so neither did her morning beverage.

But this morning was different.  As Keller stumbled into the mess hall and acquired her mug of morning from the replicator, her weary eyes instantly focused on the body sitting in her spot.

Considering there were no new crew members, Keller did not know what to think.  She made absolutely certain they knew where she sat every morning, and as a courtesy to her, the crew made absolutely certain they sat somewhere else—with the exception of Bator, who she often dined with during the morning.

As her eyes focused, Erin quickly realized she was not staring at the back of the Phobian’s head.  But it was not difficult to see who she was looking at.  His distinct blue skin was a dead giveaway, which Erin’s grogginess had occluded only moments earlier.

“Neelar,” she called out cheerfully, trying to perk herself up as she approached her table.  “You’re in my spot!”

The Bolian looked up at her unsympathetically.  “I know,” he said.  “I figured I’d join you this morning.  If that’s okay with you…”

Keller smiled.  “Of course it is.  We haven’t talked in well… weeks.  When did you get back?”

The Bolian stared down at his half-eaten plate of a Bolian delicacy Erin didn’t quite recognize.  He pondered his thoughts for several moments before looking back at her.  “About a week ago,” he said.  “It would have been sooner, had the officers investigating my mother’s death left the Dark Star behind.”

Erin closed her eyes.  She had nearly forgotten the tragedy, and given recent events, was rather caught up in her own life to even give Drayge’s a second thought.  But since his arrival, Erin had made it a point to be a friend to Neelar.  That wouldn’t change now.  “How are you doing?” she asked sympathetically.

He nodded.  “As well as can be expected,” he admitted.  “It was rather sudden, and definitely unexpected…”

“I know how that goes,” Erin said somberly, recalling the moment she heard of her own parents’ demise in the Phoenix’s destruction.  “Has Starfleet determined what happened to her?”

“She was murdered,” Drayge said slowly.  “But they don’t know much else.  Already, the investigation has reached a dead end.”

“I wish there was something I could do,” Erin said quietly.  “If you need anything, you obviously know where to find me,” she said warmly, patting him on the shoulder.  It was the least she could do, knowing from first hand experience what it was like to go through such a traumatic event so early in life.  And while she had her brother, Erin sincerely wished she had had someone else to lend her a shoulder when she felt she couldn’t turn to Brian.  She didn’t, but was going to make sure that Neelar did…

“Thank you,” he murmured quietly.

They sat in silence for several moments and enjoyed their respective breakfasts until Lieutenant Bator’s stark figure loomed overhead.  “Am I interrupting something?” he asked.

“Not a thing,” said Erin lightly, ready to discuss something of a bit less consequence.  All this talk about death and destruction had been bogging down her already low morning spirits.  Had it continued much longer, Erin felt as if she would capitulate.  But Bator’s presence offered a comforting way out.

“So what’s new with you?” she inquired.

The Phobian grinned lazily.  “Not a thing.  Quite literally.  While you and the Captain were off being at one with nature, we were running sensor sweeps of the Alteran Expanse.  They, of course, didn’t reveal anything new, but they did make the time go by faster.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Keller.  “Just think, in a few weeks, we could be up to our ears in chaos.  Enjoy this tranquillity while it lasts.”

Bator’s eyes slowly lit up.  “Ah, yes, the Elorg and the fleet of doom.  How could we forget that?”

“With ease, apparently,” said Drayge before taking a small bite of his breakfast.  “Has anyone made any progress on stopping them?”

Keller frowned.  “I talked to Lucas about it last night.  He’s made some headway, but nothing that can be ready within a few weeks,” she said slowly.  “Even so he said, ‘Starfleet seemed optimistic about one of their own plans.’”

“In other words, we’re doomed,” Drayge groaned.

Keller frowned at his newfound pessimism, but before she could speak up, her eyes were suddenly drawn to the red alert klaxon flashing on the wall.  Was it a test or a drill?  There weren’t any scheduled…

Her eyes quickly darted to the windows.  The two galaxy-class starships in view were slowly backing off and taking up a defensive position nearby.  It was no drill.  

“Christopher to all senior officers: report to the bridge at once!”  His voice wasn’t brimming with dire urgency, but clearly, the Captain meant business.

“It’s too early for an emergency,” Keller moaned.  She took a few long sips of her hot chocolate before abandoning it on the table and heading toward the bridge with her companions.

Captain Christopher couldn’t sit still in a crisis.  While many of his fellow Captains could easily remain seated in the command chair barking out orders as calm as day, Christopher found that was the single action that gnawed at him most.  He felt highly inadequate as an officer, simply sitting still while everyone else was working away, with the exception of Commander Harrison, who rather enjoyed barking out orders.  

But then that was his job: telling others what to do.  And he liked to believe that he did it well, even though sometimes he found that he couldn’t help but to intervene here and there, Christopher tried to let the others do their work.  As a result, Christopher often found himself pacing in front of the command chair, or quietly lurching over Ensign Drayge’s shoulder.  

Today was no different.

Christopher stood in stark silence behind the Ensign at the helm and gazed at the controls.  A small part of him (albeit, a very small part) longed to be sitting there, if only for a moment.  But then, Christopher realized his specialty was piloting shuttles, not immense starships.  Despite the Starlight’s alleged prowess and divine maneuverability, Christopher still preferred his shuttles.  

As he heard the turbolift doors quietly parting at the back of the bridge, Christopher emerged from his nostalgia and turned to see the new arrivals, Bator, Drayge and Keller, marching toward their stations.  

“What’s going on?” Keller asked as she took command of her station.

As he started to answer, Christopher noticed Commander Harrison suddenly standing beside him.  Given the Commander’s relative ease in the big chair, Christopher often wondered why Harrison mimicked his actions.  He finally decided the reason was just that: imitation—he didn’t have anything better to do.

And so, with Harrison going through all the trouble to make the journey from his chair to Christopher’s side, the Captain cast his gaze upon the first officer, and silently beckoned him to update the new arrivals on the situation.

Harrison managed to hide his bewilderment with the utmost sincerity, simply smiling politely at the Captain before delving into the situation.  “Sensors have detected a transwarp energy signature moving in our general direction,” he said rather flatly.

Christopher found the report adequate, but not entirely complete.  Instead of forcing the others to play Twenty-Questions with their Executive Officer, Christopher decided to go from there.  “We don’t know who we’re dealing with, or why they’re here.  For all we know, they’ve decided we all need new hairdos and a cup of Earl Gray.”

Keller giggled sheepishly upon hearing that, and in light of recent events, Christopher was rather humbled by the fact they could finally play off from one another, as he did with the rest of the crew.  “I’ve got the ship on sensors,” she said.  “It’s heading one-one-eight, mark two.”

“Directly behind us,” Harrison said quietly.

“Their conduit is breaking up,” Bator added.  “They are entering normal space.”

Christopher turned his attention back toward the front of the bridge and slowly backed toward his chair, though unable to sit.  “Bring us about, Ensign,” he called out to Drayge.

As the starfield swerved about, Christopher immediately saw the dying transwarp conduit hanging awkwardly in space, brimming with rapidly churning tendrils of fluorescent yellow energy.  

“Distance?” Harrison demanded.

“Nine hundred thousand kilometers,” said Drayge.

Christopher briefly locked eyes with Harrison.  “Back us off to three million,” he ordered as the green swirls of energy began to expand.  Seeing that things might get bumpy, Christopher’s nerves finally allowed for him to be seated.

Without hesitation, he plopped down in the command chair and took hold of the arms, watching intently as the dying conduit expelled a mid-sized alien craft. 

The craft was shaped much like a Federation starship.  It had a saucer, connected to a stardrive section and two warp nacelles, however, the saucer was very round, and overall, very flat, as was the stardrive.  Furthermore, it appeared to have no more than five or six decks.  The warp nacelles were tucked very close to the ship, as their Bussard Collectors fit snugly under the saucer.  

But in stark contrast to any Federation starship, this vessel was not a calm shade of gray.  Instead, its hull was a very reflective crystalline color that shimmered in the twinkling starlight.  

Now expelled from the conduit, the ship soared in large cartwheel like maneuvers through the void of space, clearly out of control.

“Life signs?” Harrison inquired.

“A few, but they’re growing unstable,” Keller shot back.

Growing unstable.  In Christopher’s book, that meant, ‘not yet decrepit.’  There was still time to act.  “Hail them, Bator.”

“Aye, Captain.”

The view screen went blank for several moments before the bridge of the alien starship blinked onto the screen.  The overall design of the command area kept with its exterior structure: streamlined, and effective, although the scorched panels, flickering lights and lingering fog indicated some sort of problem.

And then an alien appeared.  One Christopher immediately recognized, but was very surprised to see…

“Shaka, when the walls fell,” called out the Tamarian before the control station in front of him exploded, effectively ending the transmission.

Christopher took in a deep breath and turned to Harrison, who was equally stunned.  According to all Federation records, that was not a Tamarian ship…  And even if it was, it wouldn’t for long.

Once more, the view of the wildly spinning ship was on the view screen, only now trailing plumes of warp plasma and flame.  The flames hastily expanded outward, until they enveloped the entire vessel in a swirling maelstrom of yellows and reds.  
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As the whirlwind of flames died down, the smoldering hulk of the once pristine vessel lurched out at a steady crawl.  Its hull was pocked with hull breaches, and the surface now bore a layer of thick grime and ash.  Its visible warp nacelle flickered on and off with ease as whatever energy the core had left manifested itself in the form of tendrils wrapping coyly around the damaged nacelle.

“Survivors?” Christopher asked, that being the very first thing that came to mind in the aftermath of the explosion.

“None,” Keller said solemnly. 

“What about the ship?” he asked next.

“It sustained heavy damage to the outer hull and stardrive section, however, it does not appear to be in any eminent danger of a warp core breach,” Bator reported.  “Furthermore, there is breathable atmosphere on all decks.”

As Christopher slowly cast his gaze upon Commander Harrison, every officer on the bridge knew what he was about to say.  They needed answers, and unless the Tamarians had prepared them a silver platter, the only way to get those answers was the visit the ship.

Harrison was already halfway out of his chair before Christopher had even parted his lips.  “Have fun, Commander,” he said simply.  “See if you can find out where the Tamarians got that ship—and what exactly they were trying to do with it.”

“As you wish,” he replied before marching toward the back of the bridge.

Within a few minutes, Harrison had rounded up his away team of Lieutenant Bator, Commander Tompkins, Doctor Hartman and himself, visited the transporter room, and beamed to the Tamarian ship.  They materialized on the bridge moments later.

First and foremost, it was dark.  Only the emergency lights were functioning, giving way to the thick smoke that had inundated the command center, and little else.  The sheer volume of it made Harrison gag, but as he wafted the smoke away from his nose, the feeling subsided.

He turned to Tompkins, who was already buried in his tricorder analysis.  “Well?” Harrison inquired.

Tompkins turned toward the back of the bridge.  “The adjacent corridors should provide us with a less toxic atmosphere,” he said.  “A plasma conduit ruptured the EPS manifold in here,” he explained, not that Harrison cared at the moment, but at the very least, it was good to know they weren’t sucking down nitrogen tetraoxide or something worse.

Slowly, Harrison and Bator followed Tompkins and Hartman through the thick, soupy smoke into the back of the bridge, through the doors, and into a much clearer corridor.

“Aside from that, there’s almost no damage to the ship,” Tompkins said once they were situated.  “The ship appears to be repairing itself automatically.”

Harrison frowned, growing more and more suspicious of the situation with each passing moment.  “I didn’t think the Tamarians were that advanced,” he said curiously.

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  “I don’t think they are, either.  Look at the text on the panels—it’s not Tamarian,” he said, directing Harrison’s eyes toward the blocky, alien text adorning each of the panels.

“I don’t think this is a Tamarian ship.  Changing starship designs is one thing—changing languages is another,” Harrison decided after a moment, now convinced they were not on a Tamarian ship.

Despite the simplicity of his conclusion, Harrison quickly discovered that more questions were created than solved by his deduction.  He was never fond of such missions, and to his chagrin, they seemed to crop up all the time.

Hartman slowly approached the Commander.  “So if this isn’t a Tamarian ship, then where the hell did they get it from?” she demanded.  “Ships-R-Us?”

Harrison grinned.  Many Starfleet officers had a very direct approach to things, however, in all his years in Starfleet, Harrison noted that they all paled in comparison to the directness of Sarah Hartman.  While the others may have been direct, it seemed to Harrison that they came of sounding rather annoying.  Hartman, on the other hand, was down right condescending.  But when it came down to it, when she spoke, it was never without reason.  This was no different.

But as he considered the Doctor’s question, Harrison found he was still at a loss when it came down to answers.  “I wish I knew,” he admitted.  “But I’m sure we’ll find out all in good time…”

“It would be helpful to ask one of the crew,” Hartman said, piquing Harrison’s interest.  “But they don’t appear to be here anymore,” she continued.

“What?”

Hartman offered her tricorder to Harrison.  He drew her hand and the scanning device toward him and carefully examined the data.  “There’s not a single life form on the ship—dead or alive!” he said in awe.  

Bator’s shadow suddenly loomed over the tricorder as he examined the data from afar.  “We saw the Tamarian Captain on the bridge before the explosion,” he said slowly.  “He’s not there now?”

“No,” Hartman reaffirmed.  “They’re all gone.”

 “This ship has a minimum crew compliment of about seventy,” Tompkins said as he folded up his tricorder and joined the group. “They had to have gone somewhere.”

Harrison sighed.  “The Tamarian Captain mentioned some sort of failure.  Maybe they found this ship and decided to take it for a test run, when things turned awry.  They knew they were doomed, and abandoned ship.”

Bator glanced at the tricorder.  “It looks as if all the escape pods are accounted for,” he said.

“Besides,” Hartman interjected, “only a moron would abandon ship in the middle of a transwarp conduit.  Escape pods would be shredded apart in seconds, if that.”

“And the Tamarians aren’t stupid,” Harrison muttered.  “So the question remains: Where did they go?”

In conjunction with the rest of the group, Harrison pondered the question long and hard, but to his apparent consternation, no answers fell from the sky.  He was at a complete loss as to an explanation—a situation he disliked very much.  But the investigation would press on.

“Bator,” he called out, “bring over a few security teams and secure the ship.”

The Phobian nodded his acknowledgment before stepping away from the group to contact the Starlight.  As he did so, Harrison took a step closer to Tompkins.  “We need to find the ship’s logs,” said Harrison quietly.  “Maybe that can shed some light on the situation.”

Tompkins nodded appropriately as Harrison turned to Hartman.  “Doctor, we don’t need you anymore.”

She smiled humbly.  “I’ll remember you said that,” she said flatly.

Upon receiving word from Commander Harrison that their mission to the alien vessel was nearing completion, Captain Christopher called for a meeting of the senior staff to see what exactly they were dealing with.  

When he heard from the Commander that they had found several of the ship’s log entries, Christopher was marginally excited by the prospects of progress. But now, as he sat before the Tamarian Captain on the view screen, whatever hopes he had were immediately quelled by two factors, one being the annoying sound of the Tamarian’s voice, the other being the nearly incomprehensible words accompanied by his voice.

“Tokath at Stilnar, his eyes wide.  Arlek, the mountain, in winter!  Tokath: the Sea of Bertal, Shaka, when the wall fell.  Geshua at Andrul, the city Andrul; Khuzani’s army, their arms wide.  Drevan, his eyes red, his face black.  Dathan, at El-Adrel, in winter.”

“Computer,” Christopher called out suddenly as the words began to numb his mind, “freeze playback.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose in a futile attempt to alleviate his growing headache, and swiveled his chair to face the rest of his staff.  They all wore the same blank look he did.

“I wonder what all that means,” inquired Lieutenant Johnson as he stared curiously at the unmoving Tamarian Captain.

“From what I could tell, it didn’t sound to good,” said Harrison.

Drayge readily agreed.  “From what I know of Tamarian language, many of those statements indicate failure and defeat.  And if my memory isn’t mistaken, Dathan died at El-Adrel.”

Christopher had been thinking along similar lines, however, up until that point, he had been using his lack of knowledge regarding Tamarian language to let himself believe he had interpreted the data wrong.  With that possibility now sailing out the window, Christopher expelled a long sigh and turned back to the Tamarian Captain.  “So whatever the Tamarians wanted to do with this ship, was obviously a complete and total disaster,” he inferred.  “Do we know where they got the ship yet?  Or where the crew went?”

Christopher surveyed the eyes of each of the crew sitting before him.  They were all blank.  He couldn’t blame them.  He, too, had been examining the data and had come upon the exact same conclusion—or lack thereof.

“Well, these logs could be the key to unlocking this mystery,” Christopher said slowly.  “Drayge, you and Commander Harrison appear to be having a blast deciphering these logs.  I want the two of you to continue that terribly exciting task.  Lucas, I want you and Kendall to go back over there and see if you can determine where the ship came from.  It has to have sensor logs or something that can give us a hand.”

Christopher carefully surveyed the remaining officers for questions or concerns.  Upon seeing there were none, he motioned with his hand toward the doors.  “Dismissed.”

Christopher remained seated as the others hastily filed out of the room—everyone except Rachael Meyer.  Christopher frowned at this strange lapse in her behavior, as she was usually leading the pack out of the room.

But upon closer analysis, Christopher realized there was something wrong with Rachael.  Her eyes were glassed over, and she appeared to be in a trance of some sort.  “Rachael!” he called out in an attempt to bring her out of it. 

Nothing happened.

“Rachael!” he repeated, with similar results.  Before trying a third time, Christopher slapped his comm badge.  “Christopher to Hartman, get back in here, now!”

* * *

Rachael Meyer stood in the middle of a bustling hub of activity.  It seemed to be the bridge of a starship.  Spartan in design, but glorious in its execution.  Every panel seemed to shimmer in the warm, ambient light, and the crew, though fuzzy and distorted, pecked away at the controls with relative ease.

After a few additional moments of cogitation, Meyer eventually recognized it from the Tamarian Captain’s logs as the bridge of the alien craft.  Upon closer analysis of the crew, Meyer noted that there were indeed Tamarians manning the controls.

They worked happily, not even noticing her presence when she came up from behind and peered over their shoulders.  Meyer couldn’t even begin to translate what she saw on the screen, but it really didn’t matter.  

One by one, the Tamarians began to tremor and squirm.  Several grabbed their heads in pain as their veins throbbed violently.  Then, the screams and shouting began.

Meyer looked around, helplessly at the Tamarians.  Without medical instruments, there was nothing she could do for them.  Not that she thought anything was possible in the first place.  As the Tamarian beside her fell to the ground, Meyer hastily knelt down beside him to get a better look at what was happening to them.

She firmly gripped his shoulder and laid him on his back.  That was when her eyes betrayed her.  It wasn’t a Tamarian face she was seeing, but a human one, though hardly recognizable amidst the welts that seemed to plaster his face.

Meyer couldn’t help but scream.  Though she knew it was her obligation to help, Meyer couldn’t fight the instinct to get away from him.  Why was he here?  Where were the Tamarians?

Meyer blinked, and suddenly realized she was no longer on the alien ship.  Instead, she was in the more comfortable surroundings of a Federation starship—a Steamrunner class vessel whose crew was in no better shape than that of the Tamarian ship’s.

Again, Meyer was petrified.  “What’s going on?” she called out.

But the crew didn’t respond.  In fact, from what Meyer could tell from her isolated position, they were all dead—or enjoyed sleeping in awkward positions.  

Suddenly, the room started spinning.  Colors blended together, lights streaked and ship’s dead crew seemed to disappear in the commotion.  Meyer crumpled to the floor like a house of cards and buried her head into her knees as a flood of voices filled her mind.

“Rachael…”


“Rachael!”

“Rachael!”

When Rachael finally opened her eyes, she found herself planted firmly on one of the bio-beds in sick bay.  The Captain and Doctor Hartman loomed overhead, gazing at her with terribly concerned looks on their faces.  

“Are you okay?” asked Christopher quietly.

Rachael closed her eyes for a moment to assess her situation.  “I think so,” she decided after a moment.

“What happened?” asked Hartman next.

“I had a… vision,” said Meyer hesitantly, for want of a better word.  She knew not exactly what she had just experienced, but it was definitely not the average daydream.  But this fact in itself brought on an entire slew of additional concerns.

“I thought Marians were latent telepaths,” mused Christopher aloud.

“So did I,” muttered Rachael.

They both turned to Hartman with curious glares.  She shrugged.  “To the best of my knowledge, no Marian has had a telepathic experience in centuries.”

“What did you see?” asked Christopher.

Meyer rubbed her eyes wearily.  She knew what she saw—Tamarians and Humans, all of them dead or dying.  But she didn’t know how to interpret those images into something more meaningful than a bad dream, despite her training.

Even so, Rachael forced herself to relay what she had seen.  “I was on the alien ship,” she said slowly.  “There were Tamarians everywhere—they were dying.  When I went to help one of them, everything changed.  They weren’t Tamarians, they were humans.  And I was on a Steamrunner-class starship, not the alien ship…”

Even as she spoke the words, Rachael felt the story sounded silly.  But as she glanced up at the Captain, he was obviously not humbled by her tale—instead, to her relief, he seemed to be taking it quite seriously—as was the Doctor.

“How many Steamrunner-class vessels are in the fleet, here?” Hartman inquired.

Christopher thought for a moment before answering, “Two: the Oregon and the Alexander.”

Meyer expelled a long sigh.  “And if my vision was any indication, one of those two ships is in grave danger…”
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CAPTAIN’S LOG; STARDATE 72285.4: With a growing concern over Lieutenant Meyer’s premonitions, I have called forth Captains Talbot and Brantley to discuss the possible threat to their respective starships.  

Meanwhile, I have instructed Commander Tompkins and Lieutenant Johnson to continue their analyses of the alien vessel.  Despite the dangers, I believe it is necessary we gain as much first-hand information as possible while the opportunity is presented.

Despite the fact they had been stationed in the same spot for nearly four months, Captain Christopher had never met Captain Brantley or Talbot, let alone speak with them.  Not that he hadn’t made time to do so, just that those times never presented themselves.

Countless hindrances, such as the Breen incursion and the incubus infection had quashed Christopher’s earlier opportunities to meet with his comrades, and by his own admission, Christopher was in no hurry to meet with them to discuss the lack of progress that had been made on the Elorg front.

But now, a totally unrelated event had finally brought Christopher together with at least two of those countless Captains.  An event, which, despite its irrelevance to the Elorg situation, could quite possibly create its own havoc.

Captain Angela Brantley was very lean and, though not towering, was fair in height.  Her brown hair was neatly pulled back with an elegant clasp, and laid neatly upon her back.  She exuded a distinct beauty and sense of authority all at once.

Standing quietly beside Brantley was Captain Jeremy Talbot.  Much like Brantley, he was quite tall, and while Christopher didn’t consider him to be as beautiful, he did have an heir of authority to him.  

Given their apparent affection of authority, Christopher decided it would be in his best interests to address them formally, instead of the usual informal manor in which he was accustomed.  The last thing he wanted to do was get off on the wrong foot.

“Captains,” he said warmly, locking gazes with both of them for a brief moment before taking a seat across from them near the center of the table.  

Following his example, Brantley and Talbot sat down beside each other across from Christopher.  

“Good to finally meet you, Captain Christopher,” said Brantley in her stern, yet warm voice.

“Likewise,” he lied.  “It is unfortunate that we have been stricken with so much chaos.  The Breen, for example.”

Brantley nodded her acknowledgment.  “Perhaps some good will come out of the chaos,” she suggested.  “I read a report from Starfleet Intelligence the other day stating the Breen have withdrawn their claims to several Federation Systems, possibly as a result of the destruction of their cloning facilities.”

“That would be good news,” agreed Christopher.  He had seen the report, but had not been allowed the time to read it in full detail.  But if Starfleet Intelligence was right, the mission to Sineron was more of a success than Christopher’s wildest dreams had hoped.  

They sat in a brief silence before Christopher realized they were ready to begin.  He wasn’t.  “I’ve invited Lieutenant Meyer to join us,” he explained.  “It was her premonitions that led me to invite you here in the first place.”

They nodded.  “Very well.  We shall wait,” said Brantley.

Talbot, who had been silent for most of the duration, finally ended his survey of the room and spoke.  “Fine ship, Captain,” he said.  “I’ve never been on an Akira before.  Almost makes me want to trade in the Alexander for one—almost.”

Christopher grinned.  “It’s a potent little ship,” he admitted.  “No offense,” he quickly added as he realized the Starlight dwarfed both Steamrunners sitting alongside.

They took the statement with a grain of salt, and then turned their attention to the parting doors.  Christopher did likewise, and saw Rachael Meyer hastily walking in.  She smiled at Christopher before taking the seat directly to his left. 

“Sorry,” she said quietly.  “I was in sick bay having my mind probed for what seemed like eons.  You know how Doctors are—always one more test…”

“You’ve got that right,” said Brantley.

Christopher turned to Meyer.  “Rachael, this is Captain Brantley of the Oregon,” he said.  

Meyer nodded politely at Brantley before turning her gaze over to Talbot.  Even as she did so, Christopher saw Captain Talbot sparked a definite reaction.  She immediately tensed up and all the color in her face disappeared.

“It’s him,” she said quickly.  “You’re the one I saw in my vision.”

Talbot gasped.  “Me?  What did you see?”

Meyer sighed.  “If I recall correctly, you were quite dead.”

“Dead?” he repeated skeptically.

“Quite,” Meyer assured him.

“Do you know how?”

Meyer nodded negatively.  “Not exactly.  But it was you.  I have no doubt about it.”

The group silently brooded over the revelation for several moments before Brantley produced a padd from the belt of her uniform.  She placed it squarely in front of her on the sleek table surface and locked eyes with Christopher.  “My crew has done a little digging on this alien vessel, too,” she said.  “We looked through the Federation’s entire database for other encounters with the ship.

“While this is the Federation’s first contact, it’s apparently been seen on three other occasions over the past century.  Though the reports are unconfirmed, the scientists on Romulus, Aschelon 5 and Vega have all reported seeing vessels similar in design to the one we’ve got here.”

“And there isn’t a thing they have in common,” muttered Christopher.  He rubbed his face wearily and let out a long sigh.  A total of four sightings, three of which were unconfirmed, in a total of one hundred years was not very encouraging news.

But to his surprise, Brantley looked far more enthusiastic than he.  “But they do have something in common,” she said cryptically.  “In every sighting, the ship was seen with a different alien species manning it.  And on each occasion, the ship and its entire crew disappeared without a trace…”

“Just like our Tamarian friends,” muttered Christopher.  “Which brings up that lingering question: Where the heck did they go?”

The ensuing blank faces across the board came as no surprise to Christopher.  It seemed that this question was one of the biggest pieces of the puzzle, but each time they came closer to solving it, countless new questions got in the way, this time, ones proposed by Captain Talbot.

“So what does all this have to do with me and my ship?” he inquired.

“I don’t know,” admitted Christopher.  “But I intend to find out…”

“I hear Erin is free this evening…”

Kendall Johnson’s delicate realignment of the alien EPS manifold suddenly came to a screeching halt.  Several of the pathways became fused as his microlathe passed overhead on its way to the floor.  “That’s nice,” muttered Johnson.

He shuddered at the fact that Tompkins’ mere mention of Keller’s name brought his neural functions to a complete and total stop.  It made him vulnerable.  It made him less productive.  But most importantly, and perhaps most unnerving, it made him an airhead.  His heart palpitated just thinking about her.

“Tonight’s your chance, Kendall,” said Tompkins calmly, attempting to heighten Johnson’s mood to something more than shock.  “Tell Erin how you feel.”

Kendall fiddled with the fallen microlathe for several moments as he contemplated a response.  “It’s a good idea,” he muttered.  “But it won’t work.  You know how I am around her…”

The chief engineer nodded.  “Do I ever.”  He grabbed the microlathe and continued the work that Johnson had ceased.  “But I’m running out of things to tell you.  And you’re running out of time…”

Johnson frowned.  “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Only moments after he had resumed realigning the EPS manifold, Tompkins terminated the microlathe and set it back on the floor.  “It means that Erin isn’t going to sit in a vacuum and wait for you.  By the time you deem it necessary to tell her, she’ll probably be in her grave.”

Johnson shrugged.  “So I like taking it slow.”

Tompkins smiled in disbelief.  “Kendall, I’ve seen Alverian cave sloths move faster than you.  I mean, we’re not getting any younger—and neither is Erin.  If you want to have a chance with her, it’s best to go for it before she’s got one foot in the grave.”  He grinned deviously before adding, “Though you may want to wait for her eyesight to go…”

Johnson sighed wearily and playfully punched Tompkins in the shoulder.  He did have a valid point, one that Johnson had not taken into serious account prior to that moment.  Even so, it didn’t make things any easier for him.  If anything, it added the burdensome deadline, because once Erin was dead, there was virtually no chance of starting a relation with her…  Or a two-sided one, at least.

Though the scenario Lucas had depicted for him was rather extreme, Johnson realized he was going to have to make his move, and in a reasonable time frame.

But before Johnson could plot his future with Commander Keller any further, an eerie silence fell upon them, followed indirectly by a hushed whisper that exuded the strangest noise from his tricorder.

“What is it?” Tompkins inquired.

Kendall glanced down at his bleeping device and attempted to analyze the cacophony of readings surging onto the screen.  “Whatever it is, it’s going to overload the tricorder.  But I think it’s some sort of life form!”

Tompkins frowned as he touched his comm badge.  “Tompkins to Starlight.”

Commander Keller’s warm voice promptly crackled over the comm channel, “Hey, Lucas.  What can I do for you?”

“We’re getting some strange readings over here, that we can’t quite make sense of.  Maybe if your ran a magnaton scan of the alien ship, we could get a better idea of what’s going on.”

“Gotcha.  Hold on a few seconds…”
The two waited in dead silence for several moments as Commander Keller performed the designated task from the Starlight.  During the first few moments, Kendall was relieved to see that nothing was happening, and rationalized that his tricorder’s earlier reports were nothing more than errant readings.

But then, a muffled sucking sound pervaded the corridor, and the lights flickered for a moment, a result of the scan.  Or so Johnson thought.  As he peered down the corridor, a large distortion field rippled toward them, slowly taking on a more solid form.

It was large, nearly twice the size of most humanoid species.  The three-legged wraith lumbered down the corridor, growing ever more ominous.  It’s long branch-like arms swayed rampantly.  Its thick, slimy exoskeleton shimmered in the poor lighting, and its large, malevolent glare seemed to drill straight through Kendall’s head.

He immediately froze as he recognized the beast.  But he couldn’t move.  He couldn’t think.  All he could do was be petrified.

“Species 8472,” Tompkins choked out in a clipped, hasty manor.

As he heard Tompkins utter the beast’s dreaded designation, Johnson couldn’t help but recall the file footage he had seen from the USS Voyager’s encounters with the species.  And he couldn’t help but feel utterly doomed.

The alien shrieked as it drew closer, arching its back and displaying its fierce claws.  It paused for a moment before shifting its weight to its hind-leg in preparation to lunge foreword.  But as it did so, the dreaded alien vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

Johnson relaxed, only slightly and turned his terribly petrified gaze to Commander Tompkins.  His wide eyes were filled with trepidation, a feeling that was undoubtedly shared between the two of them.  “I don’t know about you,” said Tompkins quietly, “but I think it’s time to go…”

Johnson grabbed his tools and carelessly jammed them into the kit with a total disregard for their proper resting-places.  “No complaints here.”

Even after spending several hours watching the sleek, shimmering vessel on the view screen, Commander Harrison was still utterly perplexed by its design and nature.  It was almost hypnotic to look at it for so long, as, even in its damaged state, it gently crawled through space alongside the three Federation starships.

But suddenly, Harrison’s eye caught the slightest aberration in the vessel’s serene movements.  It seemed to be changing course.  But before he could inquire any further, a sensor alert cut him off.

“The alien ship is coming about,” Bator announced moments later.

Harrison furrowed his brow.  “How?  It doesn’t have a crew!”

“Unknown,” replied Bator.

“Auto-pilot?” suggested Keller.

“Maybe,” Harrison allowed, but he wasn’t convinced there was still a greater force at work here.  “Beam back the away teams and go to yellow alert.”

As the lights stepped down a few notches of illumination, an indicator of the alert status, Captain Christopher emerged from the conference room, followed closely by Captains Brantley and Talbot, and finally, Rachael Meyer. 

“What’s going on?” Christopher demanded.

“The alien ship is moving,” said Harrison.  “Heading one-four-eight, mark seven.”

While the others hung back, and observed the situation at the mission ops station, Christopher quickly made his way to the command chair, but he did not sit. “On screen,” he ordered.

Moments later, the alien vessel blinked back onto the view screen, only now it was drifting aimlessly through the cosmos, seemingly without a reason for the sudden change in course.

“What is going on?” Brantely mused.

But her contemplation was quickly interrupted by the chirp of Christopher’s communicator.  “Sanders to Christopher.”
The Captain frowned, wondering why the transporter chief had summoned him.  Realizing there was only one way to find out, he touched his badge.  “Go ahead, Ensign.”

“We’ve got a small problem down here,” she said slowly, only piquing Christopher’s curiosity.

And Sanders patiently waited for a response from the Captain, she stared curiously at the entities that had materialized on the transporter platform when she beamed back Tompkins and Johnson.  Clearly, it was not them…

Instead, Sanders founder herself face to face with two very dazed and confused Cardassians…
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Though there didn’t seem to be any immediate danger, Ensign Sanders’ call alarmed Christopher nonetheless.  It wasn’t very often a transporter operator calls the bridge to say everything was running smoothly, so Christopher decided that there was something terribly wrong down there.

Marching directly behind Christopher were Angela Brantley and Erin Keller. Though he had tinkered with the idea of bringing security, Christopher opted against it, assuming that Sanders would have suggested it bring some if there was any immediate danger.  Even so, Christopher and both of his companions were armed with phasers, just in case, and Captain Talbot was carefully monitoring the situation from the bridge with Commander Harrison.

“What do you think it is?” Brantley asked as they drew closer to the transporter room’s doors.

Christopher shrugged.  “Bad news,” he assumed.

As they stormed the room with their hands hovering over their phasers, all eyes were instantly drawn to the Cardassians standing smugly on the transporter pad.

The higher-ranking Cardassian slowly stepped down from the platform and approached the trio. “Now, Captain, is that anyway to treat an honored guest such as myself and the venerated Glinn Lessin?” he sneered, motioning toward is immobile subordinate.

Christopher reluctantly brought his hand away from his weapon.  “And just who are you?” he asked, not knowing of any Cardassians left in this part of space.

He grinned deviously.  “I am Gul Tanekk of the Cardassian Fifth Order.”

Brantley frowned.  “I wasn’t aware the Fifth Order still existed.”

Tanekk nodded, as he confirmed the validity of the statement.  “In the aftermath of the great tragedy that fell upon Cardassia at the end of the Dominion War, rumors were abounding as to who had survived, and who did not.  And, my dear friends, there is no truth to the rumor that the Fifth Order was destroyed—in fact, it is one of the few Cardassian Orders that still flourishes in the new regime.  It was the Cardassian Sixth Order that was annihilated by the Jem’Hadar.  A shame really.  The Sixth Order housed some of our greatest officers.”

Christopher sighed.  “I’m sure it did.  So what is the illustrious Gul Tanekk of the Fifth Order doing so far away from Cardassia?”

“I’m an explorer on the vessel you’ve intercepted,” said Tanekk matter-of-factly.  “A fine ship if you ask me.”

Christopher hastily nodded to refute the claim.  “There’s no one on that ship.  No crew whatsoever.  And the last time we checked, it had a Tamarian crew, not a Cardassian one.”

“A minor detail,” Tanekk mused.  “There are Cardassians on board, I assure you of that.  You see, the crew on that ship exists out of phase with the rest of the universe.  Not unless it’s absolutely necessary do we take this cumbersome form.”

“So where are my crewmen?”

“Don’t worry, Captain.  They’re not being harmed.  In fact, I’m sure they’re thoroughly enjoying their stay. In fact, after spending a few days with us, I doubt they’ll want to come back to this garbage scow. Being a part of that crew is an extreme honor.”

As Tanekk delved deeper into his propaganda, Christopher’s disinterest continued to mount.  “It’s an honor to serve with me, too, but you don’t see thousands of crewmen jumping ship to be with me on my… garbage scow.”

Tanekk shrugged uncompassionately.  “That is quite unfortunate, Captain,” he muttered before simply vanishing along with his subordinate. 

Christopher blinked his eyes in disbelief.  “I always knew the Cardassians were arrogant, but I had no idea…”

“Let me say, it was truly an honor to witness you handle the situation with such finesse,” Keller moaned with deserving sarcasm.  “Quite frankly, I don’t know how Captain Brantley is containing herself.”

Brantley chuckled quietly.  “Very carefully,” she said evenly.

As he sensed their brief moment of humor fading away, Christopher immediately turned back to Commander Keller, now bearing a more serious face.  “Any idea where those Cardassians came from?”

She sighed.  “My best guess is that their patterns were picked up right along with Lucas and Kendall’s.  During phase transition, the Cardassians simply kicked them out of the annular confinement beam, leaving them in a non-corporeal state, while the Cardies paid us a visit.

“If we want to get them back, it’s not going to be quite as easy.”

Christopher folded his arms.  “It never is,” he grumbled.

“We’re going to need a resonant magnaton scanner to proceed,” she declared.  “The bad news is, we don’t have one.”

Christopher watched as Brantley’s face suddenly flushed of all its color.  “The Alexander does,” she said slowly.

“It was installed during our last systems upgrade on stardate 71847.7,” said Talbot.  “At the time, we didn’t think anything of it—in fact, we haven’t used it once in the five months it’s been on board.” 

He stood directly behind the sleek black chairs that sat before the desk in Christopher’s ready room.  Occupying one of those chairs was Erin Keller, while the other remained empty.

Christopher stared solemnly at Talbot.  “Unfortunately, we’ve got a good idea what’s going to happen if we do this,” he said, not knowing what else to say.  If Rachael’s premonition were to be trusted, the Alexander’s crew would pay the ultimate price to save just two of the Starlight’s crew.  Furthermore, there was no guarantee that the plan would work in the first place.

Even before considering such a dangerous plan, Christopher questioned Keller for what seemed like hours, determined to find another way to retrieve Tompkins and Johnson.  Together, they had come up with some interesting theories, an intriguing hypothesis, and a brilliant plan, but to Christopher’s chagrin, none of them could be executed within a reasonable amount of time.

And so, Christopher sat before Captain Talbot, telling him the only feasible way to save Tompkins and Johnson was to place the Alexander and its crew in a potentially dangerous situation.  And he felt stupid saying it—no one in his or her right mind would even consider such an impetuous plan.

But it seemed, to Christopher, that Talbot was giving it some careful thought, most likely to humor him before breaking the news that the course of action posed too much of a risk to the Alexander, and that another plan should be sought out at once.

Though the duration of the silence was only a few seconds, to Christopher it felt like eons were passing in the time it took Talbot to come to a conclusion.  But finally, the Alexander’s Captain spoke.

“We can’t just abandon them.  It’s your crew—you can’t just leave them behind,” he said simply.  “And until we’ve got some concrete proof that the Alexander will be destroyed, I am willing to take the necessary risks involved in saving them.”

Though he was prepared for the worst, this turn of events couldn’t have pleased Christopher more.  “Thank you, Captain,” he said warmly.  “Commander Keller will provide you with the specifications for the adjustments you’ll have to make to the scanner for this to work.”

Keller hastily whipped out a PADD and handed it back to Talbot.  “There you go,” she said.

“Let us know when you’re ready to go,” Christopher added.

Talbot nodded.  “Will do.”

The transport out of the alien ship was hardly what Lucas Tompkins would describe as normal.  In fact, when he found himself rematerialized on the alien ship, his fears were only validated.  But he knew something had gone terribly wrong during transport.  It took far too long, and left him feeling disoriented.

But that was the least of Tompkins’ concerns.  As took in his surroundings, he noticed that he and Johnson were no longer alone on the ship.  In fact, the corridors were literally bustling with the activities of countless alien races.

Tompkins was able to recognize many of them: Bajoran, Cardassian, Tamarian, Klingon, Hirogen… the list went on.  But mingling casually amidst the more familiar aliens were countless species Tompkins had never encountered before.

But there were two distinct, completely alien cultures that stood out from the rest.  One was a group of small quadrupeds with relatively long necks that had flaps of skin flailing underneath.  Their lone eye was large and ominous, taking up a good portion of their faces wrinkled.  They had no hair to speak of, and supported several slime-covered feeder tubes running from their head down into their shoulders.  

In contrast, the other group of note was plagued with a terrible mat of gnarly gray fur.  They had three tiny eyes and a set of teeth comparable only to those adorned by the Ferengi.  In place of their ears were massive horns that gently curved back and then down, much like those of a ram.  The entire group was large and bulky, and towered over most of the other alien cultures, only dwarfed by Species 8472, who was, to Tompkins relief, not present.

“It’s like a zoo,” Kendall mused.

Tompkins didn’t have the exact term in mind, but now that Johnson had mentioned it, ‘zoo’ seemed to be an appropriate description of the place.  But Tompkins sensed something more.  “More like a ghost ship, if you ask me.”

“What are you getting at?” Kendall inquired.

“I suspect that the beings here are either out of phase with the rest of the universe, or are non-corporeal.  That would explain where the crew went,” he explained.

“Why?”

Tompkins scoffed.  “I’m speculating, Kendall.  I don’t have the slightest idea why…”

They slowly started to stroll amidst the alien creatures, passing by a group of Klingons before encountering the furry beasts.  But as the nearest incarnation’s stench filled Tompkins nostrils, a ghostly Bajoran pulled them aside.

“You’d best stay away from the Noor,” said the Bajoran.  “They aren’t the friendliest people in our community.”

Johnson was quick to back off.  Tompkins smiled lightly, and performed a similar maneuver, bringing the Bajoran with him.  “I’ve never seen them before.  Where do they come from?”

The Bajoran shrugged, and then glanced over at the small group of one-eyed aliens.  “The Yelss,” he said.  “According to them, the Noor are a nomadic people that live in a region of space at the tip of the galactic arm.  Apparently, the Yelss are the only other species they have ever encountered.  Until they got here.”

“The tip of the nearest galactic arm is some 80,000 light years away,” said Tompkins.  “How many Noor are on this ship?”

The Bajoran gazed at the group of hairy beasts.  “I’m not sure, but I’ve never seen more than five of them at once—thank the Prophets.  Their stench is horrendous,” he said, before quickly adding, “so is their hearing.”

Tompkins turned his gaze on the mysterious, fragile-looking Yelss.  “What about them?”

Again, the Bajoran shrugged.  “We don’t know anything about them.  But many of us suspect they are responsible for the ship.  They seem to be a highly advanced species, capable of such a feat.”

“And what, exactly is it that we’re all doing here?” Johnson whispered.

The Bajoran carefully looked around before leading them into a dark corridor.  “We seem to be collecting alien species,” he whispered.  “The Yelss speak of preservation quite often, but from what, no one knows.  Rumor has it, there is a great darkness at the edge of the galaxy which has been consuming the outer worlds.  

“We suspect that is where the Yelss originate, and that they’re fleeing the darkness to some sort of haven, which they’ve mentioned on occasion.”

A chill sailed down Tompkins’ spine at the prospects of such darkness.  “I hope those rumors prove to be just that,” he muttered.

The Bajoran took in a deep breath.  “We’ll find out soon enough.  From what I’ve been able to glean from the computers, it’s heading this way.”

Tompkins tugged at Kendall’s uniform.  “Well, I don’t intend to be here when they arrive.  We’re getting out of here.”

The Bajoran quickly blocked their way.  “Once you have been chosen by the Yelss, there is no escape from this ship—except death…”
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Even though it seemed as if events unfolding around him were of little concern, Commander Harrison knew that sooner or later, he would be drawn into the fold.  And when Captain Christopher’s voice sounded from his communicator, Harrison knew that time had arrived.

The Captain had summoned both himself and Lieutenant Bator to the Ready Room for the discussion Harrison had been expecting for quite sometime.  Though he wasn’t sure how it was going to be pulled off, Harrison knew he was destined to mount a rescue operation.

Inside the Ready Room, Captain Christopher was standing at the window, gazing out at the Oregon, which was hanging ominously close to the Starlight.  He fiddled with his hands behind his back before expelling a long sigh and turning to greet Harrison and Bator.

Christopher forced a hesitant smile upon his face.  “Matthew, Bator,” he started.  “I’ve got a little mission for you to go on…  I’m sure you’ll thoroughly enjoy it.”

Given the Captain’s failed attempt to lighten the mood, Harrison felt the situation grow that much worse.  How dangerous was this mission?  There couldn’t be that many perils on the alien vessel.  “Then why does it sound like you’ve just signed my death sentence?”

Christopher gulped.  “This is not going to be an easy task.  You’re going to have to infiltrate the alien ship and find our people.  But we have no way of tracking them, and we don’t know how many aliens you’re going to encounter over there.  There could be a fairly substantial resistance factor…”

“Why not send reinforcements?” Bator inquired.

“We could send them over, but we don’t know who we’d be getting back.  We could wind up with a transporter pad full of Romulans for all we know,” Christopher explained.  “The fewer people we have over there, the fewer chances the aliens have to capture them.”

With each passing moment, Harrison liked the mission less and less, almost to the point of dreading it.  But he knew it was a necessary risk.  He considered Tompkins and Johnson to be, at the very least, acquaintances, and couldn’t imagine what life on the Starlight would be like without them.

He would go on the mission, despite his trepidation.  As for Bator, Harrison had never seen the Phobian back down from any situation, no matter how difficult or dangerous.  He knew he could count on him.

“When do we leave?”

“As soon as the Alexander has finished modifying their resonant magnaton scanner.  No less than an hour.”

Harrison had been hoping for a bit longer duration to prepare himself for the perils ahead, but time was of the essence, and if an hour was what they had, then it would have to suffice.  He just hoped it was a very long hour.

Shortly after meeting with the Bajoran they had come to know as Duran, Kendall followed closely behind Lucas as the chief engineer led the way through the alien vessel’s myriad corridors.  He knew not where they were going, but in spite of Duran’s warnings, Johnson sincerely hoped Tompkins was searching for an escape.

With each passing moment, Kendall felt more and more uncomfortable.  It might have been the scrutinizing glares from the Noor, or the eerie tales of an evil brewing at the edge of the galaxy.  Above all else, Kendall suspected it was the terribly uneasy glare he intercepted while passing by the fragile and decrepit-looking Yelss.

Johnson quickly withdrew is gaze and hurried up alongside Tompkins.  He managed to quell the urge to run, but couldn’t stop the terrible swarm of butterflies from taking flight in his stomach.  Despite their frailties,  the Yelss could instill more fear in Johnson with their one-eyed gaze than the dreaded Species 8472.

As he calmed down, Tompkins led them into a part of the ship that seemed to be lacking the commotion of the area where they had spoken with Duran.  There were far fewer species here, mostly ones Kendall recognized, and unlike the others, all the aliens here seemed to be occupied with their computer stations.  All of them except one.

“Gentlemen,” called out the Cardassian.  “I’m Gul Tanekk! I was wondering when you were going to get here!  I take it the Noor didn’t cause you too much trouble?  All of your limbs appear to be in tact.”

Though the Cardassian had smiled at that statement, Kendall took it as a signal to avoid the Noor at all cost.  “The Noor aren’t very tolerant of us, are they?”

Gul Tanekk readily agreed.  “Apparently, they don’t get out too much.  When we first got here, they snapped Legate Tilkis into three because they didn’t like his uniform.”  He paused for a moment before adding, “A shame.  Really.”

“I can tell,” said Tompkins evenly, though it was clear that Tanekk was hardly crushed by the Legate’s death.  

In fact, it wouldn’t have surprised Johnson to find out Tanekk had arranged for the Noor to provide such a demonstration.  It seemed like the ‘Cardassian’ thing to do.  Though Kendall made sure to keep such thoughts tucked away in a deep recess in the back of his mind.  

The moment passed, as Tanekk readily changed the subject.  He motioned to the computer stations, the majority of which were manned by familiar races, though a set of Yelss were operating a station in the far back of the room.  “What do you think?  It’s our Command Center.”

Tompkins frowned.  “I though the bridge was…”

“When bringing new crew on board, we like to test them to see if they’re worthy of being here.  That bridge serves just that purpose.  All vital ship systems are controlled here,” Tanekk explained.  “We’ve deemed you both proficient in the engineering and science divisions.”

“Thank you,” said Tompkins. “But with all due respect, I can’t accept the position.  I’ve already got a position—on the Starlight.”

Tanekk easily dismissed the notion with a lazy wave of his hand.  “Consider it terminated.  You’re a part of this crew now, and we expect you to perform the function we’ve assigned you.  The only way off this ship is death.”

It was old news, but at least they were consistent.  Getting off the ship would be a difficult task, and as long as the crew was content with the idea of not leaving, they would have no one to rely on except each other.  Johnson knew he could depend on Tompkins to keep a cool head and to perform flawlessly in their endeavor to escape.  He only wished the heroism went both ways…

After calling upon his entire engineering staff to bring about the modifications to the deflector, Captain Talbot was pleased to see that they had completed the task in record time.  Not even forty minutes had passed, and the modifications had already been completed and tested for aberrant functionality.

The engineers all gave a cheer to Commander Keller’s genius upon seeing the smooth, error free modifications in action, and then gave Captain Talbot the go-ahead to call the Starlight and set the plan into motion.

Talbot smiled, and readily complied.  “Open a channel to Captain Christopher.”

“Channel open,” called out the tactical officer.

Moments later, Christopher’s face appeared on the screen, obviously stunned at the quick work they had made of the modifications.  “That was fast,” he commented.  “Or else something’s terribly wrong…”
Talbot grinned.  “My crew is quite efficient,” he beamed.  “We’re ready to bring the modifications on line now.”

“Okay.  I’ll tell Commander Harrison to stroll on over to alien ship.  Good luck.”
“Likewise,” said Talbot before the channel closed.

After a brief moment of silence, during which, Talbot couldn’t help but see Lieutenant Meyer’s ominous vision with his own mind, he set aside whatever reservations he had accumulated about the plan, and rose from the command chair.  “Commander, raise shields and bring the modifications on line!”

“Aye, sir!”

Talbot took in a deep breath and surveyed his bridge crew.  They were a good crew—and he hoped this wouldn’t be the last time he’d be able to think that…

As the transporter cycle completed, the first thing Commander Harrison noticed was the sheer silence of the alien ship.  There was no movement, no commotion.  Not even a stray particle of dust fluttered across the stark alien corridor.

Beside him, Lieutenant Bator was already accessing his tricorder.  

“Report,” Harrison demanded once the Phobian had completed his initial scans.

Bator snapped the tricorder shut.  “My tricorder isn’t detecting any life forms.  The Alexander obviously has not activated the resonant magnaton scanner.”

Harrison nodded.  “Obviously.”

Together, they took a few nondescript steps into the corridor.  As they did so, Harrison could hear the distinct sound of countless voices chattering around them.  His head pivoted left, and then right to take in any new arrivals, but the corridor remained empty.

He sighed hesitantly, and took a few additional steps foreword.  All the while, he had his eyes peeled for any sign of superfluous motion.  At first, there was none, but as he and Bator traversed the corridor, the voices returned.

Many of them were deep and sonorous, while others were strident and painful to listen to.  Still, other voices were incomprehensible, nothing more than a series of complex chatters, though drenched with emotion.  Harrison stopped dead in his tracks and watched as the voices suddenly obtained bodies to go with them.

First, two placid Bajorans strolled by, immersed in a heated, but good-willed debate.  Concurrently, several Cardassians phased into sight, along with Romulans, Klingons, Tamarians, and even a Tellarite, all cohabiting peacefully with one another, despite prior conflicts their species may have had.

As Harrison’s gaze turned toward a group of sickly quadrupeds, he knew they had reached the point of no return.  Lucas and Kendall were now visible to them, all they needed to do was find them…
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While Bator had managed to whether the bone-chilling glares of the quadrupeds known as the Yelss, the Phobian noticed that Commander Harrison was left far more agitated by their enchanting one-eyed gaze. 

Following that incident, it didn’t take long for the other aliens, including the very large and ominous Noor to take note of the new arrivals.  While most of the alien species represented on the ship had seen humans before, neither the Yelss nor the Noor had had prior contact, and seemed terribly curious.

But for reasons unbeknownst to Bator, the aliens, particularly the Yelss and the Noor, kept their distance, unsure what to think of the new arrivals.  Other species, such as the Romulans, had such a disinterest in the arrival of the away team, they passed by without so much as a curious glance.

Without a doubt, Bator found it easier to deal with the Romulans because of that.  Their sheer disinterest would almost guarantee there would be no invervention on the Romulans’ part, making the task at hand that much easier.

On the other hand, Bator found himself troubled not by the curious glances of the Yelss, but of the Tamarians.  Ever since he had first spotted them, Bator noted that they were being watched.  One of the more daring members of the Tamarian delegation even brought it upon himself to approach the away team.

“Rheas at Junai; Shaka, when the walls fell,” he said somberly. 

Harrison cast a quizzical gaze at the Tamarian before turning to Bator.  Though he did not understand the Tamarian’s statement, only that it indicated some sort of failure, he did understand their situation.  “Commander,” he started, “I believe the Tamarians were lured here and captured in much the way Commander Tompkins and Lieutenant Johnson were.  The Tamarians must have attempted to mount a rescue, perhaps even going as far as commandeering the ship to win back their crew.”

“But they failed,” Harrison finished.  “And the rescuers were phased in with the others.”

Bator was glad to see Harrison quickly caught on, sparing him the job of explaining his hypothesis in detail.  Instead, he sighed as Commander Harrison ousted Bator’s next thoughts.

“Then we’d best get moving,” said Harrison, “before the aliens start doing something other than stare…”

The away team was gone, the Alexander was in action, and Captain Christopher was left with very little to do except watch and see what unfolded.  The situation was out of his hands.  Though it should have felt like a massive weight had been lifted from his shoulders, Christopher felt nothing but butterflies in his stomach as he watched the Alexander shoot a swirling teal beam at the alien craft.  The beam that could revert into a feedback loop at any moment and blow up the Alexander… or something worse.  Christopher didn’t want to think about such things, but with so little to do, his mind couldn’t help but drift to the obvious.

Though he felt the springs in his seat coercing him to rise to his feet, Christopher fought the urge to begin pacing about, and remained seated.  Pacing would only make time pass slower, and would undoubtedly agitate the crew.  Infinite patience would have been an ideal virtue at the moment—and though Christopher considered himself patient, he still found himself wishing they would hasten their speed…

Suddenly, the dull droning of a sensor alert sounded at the back of the bridge.  Ignoring whatever impulses that had been instructing him to sit, Christopher bolted to his feet and turned to Commander Keller.  “What is it, Erin?”

She gazed down at sensors.  “The alien ship is coming about—heading one-four-six, mark two! They’ve raised their shields and established a weapons lock on the Alexander.”

Christopher gritted his teeth and slammed his fists upon one another.  “They’re on to us,” he breathed through is teeth.  “Set an intercept course, Neelar, maximum impulse.”

“Aye, sir,” said the Bolian.

After a moment of silence, the Alexander and the alien ship were hastily growing larger on the view screen as the Starlight approached.  The alien ship was desperately attempting to evade the resonant magnaton beam, but to no avail.  It was a that point that Christopher witnessed several white energy beams erupt from numerous places on the ship’s hull.  They crackled outward and struck the Alexander’s shields in an explosive manor.  

“Red alert!” Christopher commanded.  “Lock phasers and quantum torpedoes!  Prepare to fire on my command!”

As the bridge dimmed down to the ambient red hues of alert statues, Christopher finally brought it upon himself to return to his chair.  Standing up amidst a battle was never a wise course of action.  And there would be a battle… the alien ship fired yet again, ripping several visible holes in the Alexander’s shields.

“Fire!” Christopher shouted before the aliens could get off another shot.

As he and Bator continued to survey the alien ship, Harrison couldn’t help but notice the growing commotion around him.  The pleasantly chattering voices that had been so imminent earlier had diminished to a hushed cacophony of voices, growing ever so concerned.  

Many of the aliens had vacated the once crowded corridors, leaving them ripe for tracking down Tompkins and Johnson.  Though it seemed the remaining bodies in the corridor weren’t too terribly occupied with whatever they were doing, and made it a point to carefully survey Harrison and Bator’s own movements.

Even so, Harrison was relieved by their relative inaction.  He just hoped it would last long enough to find their missing crew and vacate the ship for home.

When suddenly, the vessel jolted beneath their feet.  Harrison swayed toward the wall in a rampant twirl, hastily extending his arms to prevent an all out impact.  But despite his efforts, the wall arrived.  Harrison felt a brief numbness in his right arm before the ship swayed in the opposite direction.  

Only this time, instead of finding himself in the wall, Harrison crashed aimlessly into the floor, catching the foot of a Romulan passing through the vicinity. 

As the ship settled down, the Romulan had recovered from his plunge and was already peering down at Harrison with a disapproving look.  Without any hesitation, the Romulan grabbed Harrison by the shoulder and aggressively pulled him to his feet.

“I’ve had enough of your intrusions, Human,” called out the Romulan.  “I don’t even see why they’ve brought your kind on board.  Humanity is hardly a species worth preservation.  Don’t you think, Phobian?”

Bator smiled candidly as he approached the Romulan.  “Actually, I’m quite fond of the humans,” he said quietly before removing the Romulan’s hand from Harrison’s shoulder.

Obviously offended by Bator’s actions, the Romulan started to protest.  He moved for his weapon, but was quickly stopped by a sharp blow to the jaw via Bator’s fist.  The Romulan shrieked, grabbed his jaw, and fell to the floor.

But as Harrison turned around, he saw the Romulan was the least of their problems.  Several other aliens had gathered around during the altercation, and now stood disapprovingly in a wall around Harrison and Bator.  

Harrison sighed.  “We don’t have time for this,” he whispered to Bator before whipping out his phaser and, after a few adjustments to the settings, prompted it to elicit a massive orange spray of energy that engulfed the entire crowd before them.

Every living being standing between Harrison and the exit had been sent to the floor within seconds.  Though they were only mildly stunned by the blast, it gave Harrison and Bator the necessary time to reach their targets.

After a quick stroll amidst the bodies, Bator quickly pointed down a quiet corridor.  As Harrison gazed down it, he instantly recognized Tompkins and Johnson standing quietly beside an overzealous Cardassian Gul.  His heart pounded as their mission came to its climax.  “Let’s move,” he instructed Bator.

The Phobian nodded, but got no more than a few steps into the journey before a massive shadow spilled into the path from an adjacent corridor.  The shadow stopped Harrison dead in his tracks as he watched its owner lumber out into the open.  

A massive alien Harrison immediately recognized as Species 8472 stood before them.  It lowered its massive head and squinted its evil eyes before producing an ominous shrieking noise to denote its agitated state of mind.

“If I recall correctly, these things are impervious to all known types of energy weapons,” Bator whispered quietly as the alien took a slow step toward them.

Harrison concurrently took a step back.  “I take it there isn’t an easy detour nearby,” he quivered.

 “None that are worth our trouble.”

“Then we’ll just have to get passed this little obstacle, then,” said Harrison.

Bator frowned.  “And how do you intend to do that?”

Harrison discretely glanced up at the ceiling.  During the attack, the ceiling had given way to expose the complex infrastructure of bulkheads above.  Harrison motioned with his phaser what he was planning.  Bator nodded, and quickly took aim at the ceiling with his own weapon.

The alien slowed in its approach and produced an almost curious gaze.  Slowly, it directed its own gaze up at the ceiling…

“Go!”  Harrison yelled.

Moments later, two beams of orange light surged outward, cutting into the ceiling like a hot knife through butter.  A thick cloud of falling dust and debris served as a prelude to the massive bulkhead that followed.  It crashed out of the ceiling in a massive commotion, striking the 8472 alien squarely on the back.  

It squealed, and hastily crashed to the ground, rekindling the maelstrom of debris had settled in the moments before the explosion.

“I told you it would be a simple task,” mused Harrison as he stepped over one of 8472’s branch-like arms.

Captain Angela Brantley had been carefully monitoring the situation from afar, as she had been instructed to do.  Being a tactically inferior ship to the Starlight, there was little the Oregon could add in the way of firepower, and without the resonant scanner, could do nothing to help the Alexander.  So she sat, and watched the proceedings unfold.

Brantley was content to do this for several minutes as the altercation started, but as the alien ship began to retaliate, she considered taking a bit more aggressive action to prevent their damaging the Alexander.

But before she could reach any sort of a decision, Brantley’s thought process was interrupted by the voice of her executive officer, Commander Markson.

“We’ve got something,” he said.  “The alien ship’s building up some sort of energy reserve.  It could be a…”

“…Weapon,” Brantley finished.  “Red alert!  Lock phasers onto their weapons array and fire!”

Before the red alert klaxon had even begun to sound, Brantley was watching her ship pour on the weapons fire.  In concert with the Starlight’s own barrage, she thought they might be able to stop it, but the alien ship remained unfazed.  Instead, it came about and released its massive white stroke of lightning into the Alexander.

Even before it struck the ship, Brantley could see the resonant magnaton beam fading out of existence…

With 8472 well behind them, Harrison and Bator charged down the corridor with their phasers drawn.  With each footfall, their goal was that much closer.  Harrison fumbled with his phaser controls for a moment as they came upon the room.  

As of yet, they hadn’t been noticed.  Harrison was put to ease by the fact they still had the element of surprise, but still, he had no idea what they would be up against once they were inside.  

He peered in at the Cardassian, who was still relating a grandiose tale to the captured party.  Harrison turned his attention back to Bator.  “On three,” he whispered.  “One… two… three!”

They both stormed into the room with weapons drawn, prepared to take out any opposition.  To Harrison’s relief, there was none—then again, how could there be?  The entire room was empty.

“The resonant magnaton beam must have been disrupted,” Bator commented.

Harrison took in a deep breath.  “Really?” he asked sarcastically.

The sight of the failing magnaton beam sent chills down Christopher’s spine.  He had anticipated a pulse-pounding conclusion to their predicament, but nothing so extreme.  “Report,” he demanded.

“They’re coming about on an escape vector,” Drayge shouted.  “Their engines are at full!”

Christopher bolted from his seat.  Escape was not an option, though he feared it was inevitable.  Already he could see the faint green hues of a transwarp conduit opening on the view screen.  “Tractor beam,” he called out despite the facts.  “Don’t let them get away!”

No one responded, but moments later, Christopher saw the comforting blue hues of a tractor beam latch on to the alien craft, followed shortly by a second beam provided by the Oregon.  The transwarp conduit withered away, and Christopher let out a sigh of relief.  But they weren’t through yet…

“How’s the Alexander?”

“Shields are at twelve percent,” said Erin.  “But the beam was undamaged.”

Just before the impulse to call the Starlight demanding an explanation came to a head, Harrison noticed the faintest outlines of humanoid life forms shimmering into existence all around him.  Realizing the beam was being reestablished, he quickly positioned himself by Tompkins’ last known location.  

“Do you have the emitters?” Harrison asked of Bator.

The Phobian nodded, and produced two tiny devices shaped roughly like an octagon.  They were the essential element in bringing back Tompkins and Johnson, as they would bring them back into normal spatial alignment.  Bator presented one to Harrison, and kept the other for himself.  

Harrison fidgeted with the device for a moment to bring it on line before closing it in the palm of his hand and waiting for the beam to reassert itself.  

As Tompkins’ image solidified, Harrison drew both his phaser and the emitter.  “Don’t move,” he told the Cardassian as he snapped the device onto Tompkins’ uniform.

The Cardassian started to protest, but immediately quelled his efforts as Harrison reasserted his finger on the trigger.  “Ready?” he asked Bator.

“Yes.”

“Good,” said Harrison.  He touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Starlight.  Four to beam up!”

“It took you long enough,” Tompkins muttered playfully as the transporter beam engulfed group.

“We’ve got them,” Keller called out.  “The alien ship is coming about, locking weapons.”

Christopher assumed his seat once more.  “I guess they didn’t enjoy our visit,” he quipped.  “Return the favor.”

“We’re being hailed.”

Christopher allowed himself a brief ‘victory smile’ before saying, “On screen.”

Moments later, Gul Tanekk appeared on screen alongside a frail-looking one-eyed alien.  “Perhaps you misunderstood our warnings about serving on this ship,” he said tersely.  “No one may leave.”
“Tough luck,” said Christopher.  “I will not allow you to abduct my crew.”

“They’re probing our shields with some sort of transporter beam,” Keller called out a moment later.

Christopher sighed.  “You are in violation of Federation space.  Terminate the transporter beam and withdraw at once,” he said sternly, though it had little affect on Tanekk.

The Cardassian simply blew it off.  “Or what?”

“My little ‘garbage scow’ will assist you in your departure,” said Christopher adamantly.

“Is that a threat, Captain?” Tanekk inquired.

“Do you want to find out?”

There was a long silence, during which Tanekk contemplated the fate of his entire ship and crew.  Christopher had never dealt with Cardassians before, but he knew they responded quite well to preserving themselves.  He hoped Tanekk was no different.

The Cardassian consulted with the one-eyed Yelss for several moments.  His motions were well animated, and conveyed a wide array of emotions, from desperation to anger, but in the end, it appeared to be the Yelss that back down.

“May whatever gods you believe in have mercy on your souls,” said Tanekk simply before terminating the communication.

Christopher instinctively reached for the arms of his command chair and awaited the onslaught of weapons fire.  But to his relief, there was none.  Instead, the view screen depicted the alien craft coming about and quietly slipping into a transwarp conduit.

Even so, Christopher did not feel an overwhelming victory.  In fact, Tanekk’s closing statement brought upon a feeling of utter doom that completely clouded over any victory celebrations.

“What was he talking about?” Drayge asked.

“Maybe he’s going for reinforcements,” Keller suggested.

Christopher nodded indecisively.  “I wish I knew.”

Despite the alien vessel’s eerie departure, Christopher felt the tension of the situation easing away.  The threat of immediate danger had passed, and destruction would be forced to wait until another day.  

“That was weird.” 

Lucas Tompkins nodded adamantly from his bio-bed in sick bay to affirm Kendall Johnson’s statement.  He turned to the curious onlookers, Bator and Harrison.  “There was something more than a mere abduction going on.  Those aliens had a purpose.  Doran, the Bajoran we had spoken to even suggested the Yelss were fleeing a hated enemy for a luxurious haven.”

“But why bring everyone else along?” Bator inquired.

Tompkins shrugged.  “Maybe the Yelss think we’re next.”

“Or maybe it’s the Yelss we have to worry about,” Harrison added somberly.  “We may never know the whole truth about that ship.”

“Yes, we will,” Tompkins assured him.  “Because I intend to find out…”

* * *
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