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Prologue

Neelar Drayge stood quietly behind the master control station in the astrometrics lab, intently pecking away at the interface.  What had started as a routine, five-minute check of the sensor data had somehow blossomed into a three-hour study of one of the greatest mysteries in the cosmos…  And that was only the beginning.

It had started simply enough.  After the less-than-exciting morning staff meeting, Drayge wandered to the bridge and seated himself at the conn, intent on a quiet, relaxing day free of death and destruction.  But as he poured over his station’s myriad controls, Drayge summarily noted that his sensors were slightly out of sync with those in astrometrics.

Eager for a change of pace, he asked for, and was subsequently given permission to visit astrometrics to make the necessary repairs.  Much as he had expected, it took little more than a few minutes to make the repairs, and he was well on the road to completion when the master control station chirped.

The young Bolian slowly craned his neck to see if anyone was present to check the calling station—but he soon realized that he had been alone in astrometrics the entire time.

Slowly, he rose to his feet and made his way to the workstation at the top of the platform where the sensor alert was making itself known.  It appeared to be little more than a few anomalous readings in a distant, unnamed nebula—certainly not something to warrant concern.  Hence, Drayge added the blip to the sensor log and started for the bridge—when something caught his eye: the nebula he had been staring at was unnamed for a good reason—when he last gleaned the sensors yesterday, there was no such nebula known to exist…

Quickly, Drayge’s interest in returning to the bridge deteriorated, and his deft fingers hastily crawled over the myriad controls to further study this newfound nebula.  He quickly determined the massive red cloud to be composed of two things.  The first was hydrogen; it was nothing out of the ordinary, and had that been it, Drayge would have dropped his investigation right there.  But then there was the second component…

“Dark matter,” he whispered under his breath.

It was believed that more than ninety percent of the universe existed as dark matter—a mysterious substance that emitted no light on any wavelength, making it virtually undetectable.  Had it not been for the hydrogen, the nebula would have most likely gone completely without notice.

What had caused this incredible concentration of dark matter to suddenly appear?  Three hours after prompting the question, Neelar Drayge was no closer to an answer than when he had started—and so he finally relented.  “Drayge to Tompkins,” said the Bolian after touching his communicator.

“This is Tompkins.”

“If you’re not busy, could you please report to the astrometrics lab, Commander?  I have something I want you to look at.”

“I’m on my way,” replied the chief engineer a moment later.

“Captain.”

Lieutenant Bator’s voice had caught Alan Christopher off guard; he had been wandering aimlessly amidst his thoughts for the past several minutes waiting for the Starlight to rendezvous with the Athena to meet with Admiral Grayson on the status of the fleet—but despite his wandering, Christopher was certain that they had not yet reached the Athena.

Slowly, Christopher abandoned the warmth of his command chair and rose to his feet, quickly coming about to face his tactical officer.  “Yes, Bator?  Have our friends, the sensors, found something?”

The Phobian nodded to affirm the statement.  “Indeed,” he said flatly.  “I am detecting a vessel heading one-nine-eight mark six.”

That was most likely not something to get excited about.  Still, Christopher had faith that his tactical officer would not bring up such a point without good reason.  Making certain to keep interest in his face, Christopher folded his arms and waited patiently as Bator gazed at the sensors.

The Phobian’s eyes widened slightly.  “It is of unknown origin,” he added a moment later, his voice brimming with curiosity.

Immediately, Christopher’s gaze shifted from Bator to meet Commander Harrison’s blank look.  “The vessel is traveling at warp 9.3, and is headed straight for Federation territory.  Weapons, however, do not appear to be armed.”

The unidentified starship was practically calling Christopher’s name.  But then again, so was Admiral Grayson, and the Captain had a good hunch that if push came to shove, the Admiral would win out in this instance.  “What’s the nearest starship?” he inquired.

“The Reliant,” said Erin Keller a moment later.  “They’ve already set an intercept course.”

Slightly crestfallen, Christopher shrugged, his sullen gaze briefly locking with Talyere’s before returning to the command chair.  He moved to seat himself, but before he had the chance, Talyere cleared his throat.  “Captain,” he said softly.

Christopher froze, his gaze slowly retracing its steps to the mission ops station where Talyere was situation.  “Yes?”

“I recognize that vessel,” he said.  “It is Burmecian in origin.”

“What do you know about them?” asked Harrison before Christopher had the chance.

“Admittedly, very little,” said Talyere.  “At the height of the Elorg Bloc 200,000 years ago, the Burmecians were just beginning to assert themselves as a galactic power.  At the time of the fateful Battle of Sorrows, the Burmecians were negotiating an alliance with the Bloc.  However, the Iconians banished us into subspace before the alliance was finalized, and that was the last we heard of them.”

“And now they are back,” said Harrison.

Christopher turned to him with an eyebrow raised.  “One small ship isn’t going to do them much good, I’m afraid.”  He paused, and then turned to Talyere.  “Is it?”

Unfortunately, the Elorg provided little in the way of answers.  “Two hundred thousand years is a fair amount of time, Captain.  In the interim, they have undoubtedly advanced considerably…”

Christopher understood completely.  “Then we need to know how far they’ve advanced… and who’s side they’re on…”

Chapter One

It had been a busy morning in engineering.  From the second Lucas Tompkins stepped into the facility, crisis after crisis presented itself.  While none of them were particularly life threatening or out-of-the-ordinary, having them all crop up at the same time was certainly annoying.

Two gel-packs on deck seventeen had failed, the warp core was slightly misaligned, and the anodyne relays were channeling too much energy to the deflector.  To make matters worse, when Lucas entered his office, he was quickly greeted with a mountain of padds on his desk, all in need of his attention.

Of course, all of this chaos was inevitable.  The Starlight had seen more than its fair share of action over the past few months, and it was starting to take its toll.  Still, Tompkins was certain that with a little work, they could get the ship back up and running—but actually finding a chance to do the work was the hard part, for not five minutes into his realignment of the warp core, Tompkins found himself summoned by Lieutenant Drayge. 

The Bolian’s voice hadn’t sounded very urgent; in fact, Tompkins probably could have waited a few hours to visit astrometrics… but something about the call seemed to lure Tompkins to it, and the chief engineer quickly found himself en route to the lab.

When he arrived, Tompkins was anything but disappointed with his findings.  “That is a hell of a lot of dark matter,” he proclaimed at seeing the data initially.

Drayge quickly nodded his head in agreement.  “Unfortunately,” he said, “I can’t figure out where it’s coming from.”

Tompkins slowly approached the control station and politely pushed Drayge aside.  “Have you tried scanning the interior of the nebula with an transphasic particle sweep?

“Yes,” replied Drayge a moment later.  “I’ve tried just about every scan I can think of, and still nothing.”

Though the lieutenant was certainly a bright young individual, Tompkins knew that he was still a relatively inexperienced officer—and that chances were, he had missed a thing or two.  Thus, the chief engineer quickly set out to perform some of the less-common scans that he had stumbled upon only after years of experience.  To his chagrin, the results were very much the same.

“Damn,” said Tompkins with a sigh.  “We’re missing something.  We have to be.”

Drayge shrugged.  “Without getting closer to the nebula, I believe that’s as much data as we’re going to get.”

“Well,” said Tompkins, “looks like we’re going to get closer to the nebula.”

“What?” asked Drayge, marginally confused. “We’re en route to meet with Admiral Grayson…”

Tompkins raised a brow.  “Do you intend to meet with him?”

“No,” said the Bolian slowly.

“I won’t be going to be meet with him either, so it looks like you and I have some free time on our hands,” Tompkins said.  “I hear the Aztec calling our names, don’t you?”

Almost instantly, images of Drayge’s last mission on the Aztec with Tompkins popped into the young Bolian’s mind.  Disaster had befallen the tiny vessel, stranding them light years from civilization without enough means to survive.  Eventually, the situation came to the point where they had to sacrifice Ensign Rivers in order to ensure their own continued existence.  The entire incident still gave Drayge nightmares, and the prospects of another mission with Tompkins did not sit well with him.

“I don’t know,” said Drayge a moment later.  “We can’t just go out chasing shadows on a whim.  We have duties to tend to here on the ship.”

“And how much piloting will you be doing while we’re sitting still alongside the Athena?” Tompkins prompted a moment later.

Drayge’s skin blushed a few shades bluer.  “Um, none, I guess.”

“My point exactly,” Tompkins affirmed, coming about to face the exit.  “Now let’s go.”

Drayge did not move.  “Shouldn’t we get permission from the Captain, first?”

“If we must,” said Tompkins with a sigh.

* * *

“A strange and mysterious dark matter nebula?” exclaimed Captain Christopher.  “Why must all of the exciting and interesting stuff that doesn’t revolve around death and destruction have to happen right before my meeting with Admiral Grayson?”

“Fate had other ideas,” suggested Drayge.

“Yeah,” said Tompkins.  “It knew we didn’t want the Captain tagging along with us on this mission!”

Rolling his eyes, Christopher expelled a weary sigh and shook his head.  “You did want to take the Aztec to that nebula, didn’t you?  Well, if you keep that up, the only place you’ll be going is out the nearest airlock,” quipped the Captain.

“Heh… I could use a little fresh air,” said Tompkins.

Christopher knew that a little fresh air would do all of them good… though perhaps on the surface of a planet, and not in the vastness of space.  But since they were in the midst of a war, extended shore leave on a planet was not likely going to happen any time soon.  But perhaps, a change of scenery would have a similar effect.  “In the name of fresh air, I grant you access to the Aztec,” said Christopher slowly, obviously still fabricating his plans.  “But… you’re taking Matthew and Bator with you.”

“What?” was Tompkins’ immediate response.  “With all due respect, we can handle this mission on our own.”

There was little doubt in Christopher’s mind that they could.  Studying a little dark matter nebula was hardly difficult.  “I just want everyone to have a change of pace somewhere down the line—and let me tell you, if anyone needs it, it’s those two.”

While Drayge’s expression continued to grow with excitement, Tompkins simply mellowed.  “Fine,” he relented.  “It’ll give us some time to drink lots of synthale and talk about women.”

Christopher’s grin suddenly widened.  If that was what the chief engineer had in mind, he was in for a big surprise…

CHIEF ENGINEER’S LOG, STARDATE 73857.9: We are currently en route to the Madain Sari Sector to investigate the sudden appearance of the dark matter nebula… and we can’t get there soon enough…  Someone just put me out of my freaking misery right now before my head implodes, or… 

“Computer,” said Tompkins rubbing his weary eyes, “delete last log entry.”

For the past six hours, Lucas Tompkins had been in a living hell.  He had come into the journey anticipating synthale and conversations about the Starlight’s plentiful supply of beautiful women… he certainly had a lot to say about Lieutenant Fellows in temporal astrophysics.  But to his chagrin, Tompkins quickly found that synthale and women were about the last thing he was going to get on this journey…

“…and so I hid myself in the shrubbery while the mages crossed the knoll, completely unaware of the perils ahead.  When Gleeok the Necromancer ascended from the Underworld, the entire cadre was literally obliterated!”

Bator and Neelar Drayge sat in awe as Commander Harrison elated a tale of epic proportions.  Little did the Commander know, his tale was also boring to epic proportions.  Of course, Tompkins was apparently the only one aware of that particular facet, for his two subordinates seemed drawn to the story like moths to a light.

“While that gruesome carnage was taking place, I hastily fled my haven in the wood, and made my way back to Fortress Auchinduin to call forth the hallowed paladins therein…”

Bator frowned.  “Were the paladins not destroyed by the Dragon Knights on the eve of the Siege of Alexandria?”

“They were,” affirmed Harrison, “but I had a hunch that not all of them had been quashed.”

“And why is that?” asked Drayge.

Slowly, a curious look fell upon Harrison’s face.  “Ahh, you’re getting ahead of the story, Lieutenant.”

Drayge blushed slightly.  “Sorry, Commander.”

“It is of little consequence,” he said, a slight cough breaking up his last few syllables.

“Maybe we could use something to drink,” suggested Drayge, slowly rising from his chair to head for the replicator.  “I know I could.”

Harrison nodded his head.  “Excellent idea.  I will have a cup of mint tea if you don’t mind.”

Drayge nodded and turned to Bator.  “Water,” said the Phobian curtly.  

The Bolian filed the data in his mind, and then turned to Tompkins.  What he really wanted was something strong enough to put him to sleep so he could escape from this stupid conversation, but since that would seem… unprofessional, the synthale he had originally yearned for would have to suffice.  He said as much, and watched as Drayge went into the aft compartment to retrieve their beverages from the replicator.

In the moments that followed, a deafening silence fell upon the remaining trio.  Tompkins immediately recognized it to be his chance to break the ice, and take this conversation in a new direction, free of mages, fairies and ogres.  “So,” he said, clearing his throat, “what do you guys think about Lieutenant Fellows?”

Harrison’s head slowly turned to Tompkins, and there was confusion on the first officer’s face.  “She is an exemplary officer,” he said.  “In fact, some of her theories on the temporal sciences are getting a great deal of attention back on Earth.”

“I believe it was her theories on chronoton-based weaponry,” clarified Bator.

Harrison readily nodded.  “I believe you are correct, Lieutenant.  I had an opportunity to review her data several weeks ago.  It was certainly impressive.”

“Agreed,” said Bator.  “I suspect that one day in the distant future, chronoton-based weapons will be a reality.”

Weapons were certainly an area of interest for Tompkins, but when these two talked about them, they managed to make it sound so utterly uninteresting that Tompkins had no desire to participate.  In fact, realigning the warp core was beginning to look more appealing than this mission.  It wasn’t too late to turn around, was it?

There was no time to check.

Moments later, Drayge emerged from the aft section carrying four glasses: one tea, one water, and, to Tompkins’ delight, two synthales.  At least Neelar wasn’t completely beyond redemption—either that, or the Bolian saw Tompkins’ torment and brought him two glasses—but that turned out not to be the case.

“So where was I?” asked Harrison after taking a sip of his tea.

“Fortress Auchinduin,” reminded Bator.

“Ahh, yes.  The good Fortress Auchinduin,” said Harrison with a fond recollection.  “I stood before the gates and…”

Tompkins sighed, and quickly downed a good half of his ale before carefully setting it on the workstation before him.  “Computer,” he said, “load file Keller-4-7-Zeta.”

“Acknowledged,” said the computer with a bleep.  “Metrix version four point zero is now online at this terminal.”

It was going to be a very long trip…

Alan Christopher was looking forward to visiting the USS Athena.  In the entire fleet, there were only a handful of Athena-class starships, and their namesake was certainly the cream of the crop.   Sleek by design, powerful by their very nature, the Athenas were certainly a force to be reckoned with.  It was an in incredible honor to set foot on such a vessel, and an even greater one to be assigned there.

But as he finished looking over the itinerary Admiral Grayson had sent him, Christopher quickly noticed that he would not even have the honor to visit the Athena.  “The Admiral is coming here,” he realized.  At least it wasn’t the detestable Admiral O’Connor.

He sighed, glanced back at the itinerary one last time, and decided that since the Admiral set no specific time for it, now would be as good a time as any to welcome Grayson aboard.  He quickly rose from his seat and made his way to the doors, arriving on the bridge moments later.  “Erin!”

The delicate gaze of Commander Erin Keller summarily rose from the workstation before her, and met Christopher’s.  “What’s up, Alan?”

“I’m going to beam the good old Admiral over,” he said crisply.  “The bridge is yours until I get back.  Don’t go blowing anything up while I’m gone.”

Keller smiled.  “Aye aye, Captain,” she chirped, her tone hinting at sarcastic.  

Sensing the sarcasm in his beloved Erin’s voice, Christopher flashed her a toothy grin, and started to make his way for the aft turbolift, when a sensor alert stopped him dead in his tracks.  “What is it?” he asked, turning back to Keller.

She gazed down at the sensors.  “Since you seemed to be interested in it, I decided to keep an eye on the progress of the Reliant and the Burmecian ship.”

His curiosity piqued, Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “And?”

“And,” said Keller, pointing at the flashing red blip on her screen, “that ship is damn fast!  When the Reliant finally caught up with it, the Burmecian ship came about and high-tailed it in the opposite direction.”

“At what speed?” asked Christopher.

“Warp 9.996.”

That was fast, but not unbelievably so.  “We could easily catch up to them,” he said.  “Just open up a little transwarp conduit and we could be venturing with them in no time,” he muttered.

“But the Reliant doesn’t have transwarp,” Keller reminded.  “And they’ve already been driving their engines hard trying to catch up with it.”

“It would seem that the Burmecians’ ability to maintain high-warp speeds is rather phenomenal,” said Talyere, slowly approaching the conversation from behind.  “Certainly it is worthy of the Federation’s attention.”

“It certainly is,” agreed Christopher.

“Why do they not dispatch a faster vessel to intercept the Burmecian craft?” Talyere prompted, his fiery orange gaze drilling into Christopher’s skull.

The Captain could only shake his head.  “I don’t know,” he finally admitted after a moment’s pause. “They have their reasons, I’m sure of it.”

“Do they understand that we may never get another opportunity to study the Burmecians?”  Talyere was getting frustrated—not something Christopher had ever seen the Elorg do before.  Perhaps there was more to the Burmecians that Talyere was letting on…

Wisely, Christopher chose not to pursue that particular avenue, and instead focused on more pressing matters.  “Where are the Burmecians headed now?”

“About the same way they came,” replied Erin after a moment.  “They’re headed straight for unaligned, virtually unexplored space.”

Unexplored… that means they could be headed for the heart of the Burmecian Empire for all they knew—though considering nobody had heard of these people prior to a few hours ago, Christopher knew that such an event was unlikely.  Still, it meant that there were countless other unknowns that could hinder the retrieval of the Burmecian ship.  Christopher just had to get his people there before anyone else.  And he fully intended to do just that…

Chapter Two

“…and thus, I looked Kul’Tiras in the eye and said, ‘No.’”

With a wide smile upon his face, Matthew Harrison watched as his two listeners gasped in shock of the latest revelation in his tale.  Indeed, defying the wishes of the mighty Kul’Tiras was a shocking turn of events, but it was nothing compared to the deeds that would be done in the distant future.

But to his chagrin, Harrison found that his voice was beginning to grow increasingly strained with each passing chapter, and he feared that unless he paused for a brief duration, his companions would have to go without his heroic tales from the holodeck.  He sighed wearily.  “Alas, my poor voice needs to rest.”

Both Bator and Drayge seemed a bit crestfallen, especially to have ended on such a high note without so much as an inkling as to what would happen next.  But the suspense would do them good… and while those two brooded over the possible continuation of his tale, Harrison couldn’t help but notice Lucas Tompkins at the helm, looking more than a little pleased.  “Have you a joke to share with us, Commander?”

“No,” said the chief engineer bluntly, apparently not willing to extrapolate.

Then again, the Commander hadn’t been particularly interested in Harrison’s tales, either.  Perhaps he was simply glad they were done and over with for the time being.  Perhaps the good Commander was anticipating more conversation regarding Lieutenant Fellows…  Well that certainly was not going to happen.  Speaking of fellow crewmembers behind their backs was terribly impolite.

Until now, Harrison had always regarded Tompkins as an excellent officer and little else.  While his impression of the chief engineer as an officer remained the same, Harrison was quickly discovering that he and Tompkins were on the exact opposite of sides of the spectrum when it came to personalities and interests.  They would simply have to endure this mission, and the status quo that had kept Harrison in the dark for the past few years would return.

“We’re approaching the dark matter nebula,” said Tompkins a moment later.  All traces of the pleasure in his voice had evaporated.

“Drop out of transwarp and take us to three-quarters impulse,” said Harrison, making himself comfortable in the seat beside Tompkins.

Without preamble, Tompkins complied, and within a few seconds, the vibrant green hues of their transwarp conduit streaked into a flash of bright light.  When it dissipated, the conduit was gone, replaced by a vast, scintillating starscape—and nothing more.

Harrison furrowed his brow and summarily turned to Tompkins, who was frantically tapping away at the controls before him.  “It’s gone,” he said slowly.

“The nebula?” asked Drayge, slowly approaching the cockpit with Bator following close behind.

“Absolutely, positively gone,” reaffirmed the chief engineer.  “See for yourself.”

As Tompkins relinquished the chair to Drayge, re noticed that the young Bolian was clearly in shock over the revelation; after working so hard to find the errant cloud, having it vanish so suddenly was obviously a disappointment.  Thus, he could only shake his head in relative disbelief.  “Where did it go?” he asked.

“Unknown,” said Bator, gleaning the data from over Drayge’s shoulder.  He pointed at a small display near the center of the workstation.  “According to sensors, the nebula simply vanished about six minutes ago.”

“Nebulas don’t just vanish,” Harrison reminded.

Bator grunted softly.  “Then how do you explain those readings?” he asked, looking back at the sensors.  “It clearly vanished.”

“Perhaps,” said Tompkins mockingly of Harrison, “it was spirited away.”

Harrison’s lips thinned and his jaw clenched.  Such words were quite unbecoming of an officer under his command.  Though stern words were on the tip of his tongue, Harrison resolved to tolerate the mockery for the time being, in favor of getting to the bottom of their mystery.  It was a certainty however, that his words would surface in the not-so-distant future.

“The nebula could not have ventured extremely far,” said Harrison calmly.  “In fact, it is likely that we have simply overlooked something, and that it is still relatively nearby…”

“Agreed,” said Bator.  “It is possible something in the region is scattering our sensors.  Dark matter does have unusual properties.  That may even be the source of our confusion.”

Relatively certain that this was a good direction for them to take their investigation, Harrison nodded his head agreeably.  “Work with Commander Tompkins to make the necessary modifications to the sensors,” he said to Bator, his tone tactfully neutral.  “Lieutenant Drayge and I shall sift through the data we have already uncovered thus far… perhaps we shall find something of use.”

Bator nodded, and without so much as another word, whisked Commander Tompkins off to the aft sections of the Aztec, leaving Harrison and Drayge alone, and in relative silence, disturbed by nothing but the constant hum of the engines.

The silence did not bother Harrison.  It gave him precious time to rethink his relationship with Commander Tompkins.  Prior to this day, Harrison had thought the two of them on good terms.  They had worked well together in the past, most notably when the Velora invaded the Starlight several months ago… there was certainly no indication of this rift between the two of them.  Then again, they were in a life-and-death situation, and quite frankly, that was not the time to argue petty differences.

But this was an entirely different situation.  Nobody was going to die—the ship wasn’t even in danger.  Harrison sensed the real conflict was one of personalities.  There was no doubt in his mind that they could continue this mission well enough if they maintained a strict level of protocol… but that would solve nothing in the long run…

The computer chirped, snapping Harrison’s wandering mind back to reality.  His eyes roamed the workstation before him until they fell upon the culprit.  “We are being hailed,” he said to Drayge.  “It is Captain Christopher.”

“Matthew,” said Christopher as his image flitted onto the screen in the center of the workstation.  “I have a fun little task for you to do…”

Harrison nodded.  “But of course…”

“You recall the Burmecian ship we were tracking, right?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “Have you found something of interest?”

“No,” said Christopher bluntly.  “In fact, when the Reliant approached, the ship high-tailed it in the opposite direction.  When you have a free moment, see if you can intercept it with the Aztec. You should be able to catch it as long as you act within the next couple of days.  Otherwise, you’re pretty much screwed.”

Harrison nodded politely.  “As you wish,” he said.  “We’ll arrive at its coordinates shortly.”

Christopher frowned.  “What about your nebula?”

“It has… vanished,” said Harrison softly.  “Until we can track it down, there is little point in remaining here.”

“Well,” said Christopher crisply, “have fun.  I’ll see you in a few days.”

With that said, the Captain blinked out of existence, leaving Harrison to his mission.  He summarily turned to Drayge, sitting at the station beside him.  “Do you have the coordinates of the Burmecian ship?”

“Yes,” said Drayge.  “It’s currently heading through the Sitrien Sector, about seventy light years away from here.”

“And we are the closest starship?” asked Harrison.

“No,” said Drayge.  “But the Aztec is the only one that has any hope of catching up with it before it goes too far into unexplored space.”

“Then set a course,” said Harrison.  “Transwarp speed.”

When he found himself as one of the four lucky crewmembers to join the crew of the Aztec for this mission, Bator thought he would be in store for a few good laughs and a rousing adventure.  And while he certainly enjoyed Commander Harrison’s holodeck adventures—in fact, he participated in several of them—Bator couldn’t help but feel their once spirited mood was slowly falling into decay.  And the cause was incredibly obvious.

“What is your problem with Commander Harrison?” asked Bator as nonchalantly as possible while he pecked away at the control station before him.

Tompkins, sitting before an exposed piece of the ODN relay system, shrugged indolently.  “I don’t have a problem with Commander Harrison,” he said bluntly.  “But his inane little stories were starting to get on my nerves… and after awhile, his “jolly good vernacular” makes me want to rip out his vocal chords.  This is the twenty-fourth century, not the fourth…”

Bator nodded, though he was hardly convinced.  “And it took you three years to realize this?”

“Heh… I’m down in engineering; he’s up on the bridge.  We rarely confer with each other.  I think this is the first mission we’ve been on together where our survival isn’t the driving force behind our actions.  Our personalities didn’t have to take a backseat this time…”

“Maybe they should have,” Bator grunted softly.  “I could arrange for a crisis of some sort if you’d like.”

Though the offer was slightly tempting, Tompkins didn’t exactly want to place them in danger just to keep Harrison’s inanity suppressed.  “Another time, perhaps,” he said, then added,  “Don’t worry.  I can handle Harrison.”

“Worry is about the last thing I would do,” Bator assured the chief engineer.  “But I have faith in your ability to handle any situation that may arise.”

Tompkins shrugged the sentiment off as if it were nothing, and quickly returned his full attention to the ODN relays before him.  Bator might have had faith, but in his heart, Lucas wasn’t so sure he could handle Harrison if their current trend continued…

* * *

Several hours had passed, and Neelar Drayge could sense the tension in the atmosphere lessening.  With Lucas and Bator in the aft section working on the sensors, there had been little to strain relations in the cockpit, giving way to some relatively interesting conversation with Commander Harrison on a wide variety of topics.

But now, with their new mission to seek out the Burmecian ship coming to a head, that conversation began to slack off, and work began to take precedence once more.  “We’re entering visual range,” Drayge announced after his latest glance at the sensors.

“Excellent,” said Harrison crisply.  “Let us take a look!”

His deft fingers quickly danced over the controls, and a moment later, a small alien starship flitted to life on the monitor between the two officers.  It was clearly a small craft; Drayge estimated it to be not much larger than the Aztec.  It was an incredibly streamlined craft, shaped roughly like a shuttlecraft, but dark in color, with three warp nacelles tucked close to the hull, all of them glowing bright red.

“It looks mean,” was Drayge’s initial reaction.

Harrison only nodded.  “Are there any life signs?”

“None,” said Drayge softly.  “It appears to be running completely on its own.”

“An artificial intelligence, perhaps?”

“Unknown,” said Drayge.  “I suppose it’s possible.”

“Well,” said Harrison, “let us drop out of transwarp to find out…”

The cockpit windows suddenly burst with a flash of white light; in its wake, the Burmecian ship was just ahead, but quickly slipping away.

“Increase our speed to match,” Harrison ordered, watching the tiny craft shrink away as the gap between them grew.

“Increasing to warp 9.996,” Drayge replied.  “But we won’t be able to keep this speed for long…  We’re either going to have to jump back into transwarp, or drop down to a slower speed…”

“Or stop the Burmecian vessel,” added Harrison.  “I believe our third option to be the best.”

“Well,” said Drayge, “that’s not going to be easy.”  His bewildered gaze was fixed on the sensors, his eyes almost in shock of what they were seeing.

Photoquantum torpedoes, regenerative shielding, neutronium hull armor, and an energy source that was literally beyond Drayge’s comprehension.  “We couldn’t even hope to put a dent in their defenses, let alone stop them.”

“Are their shields up?” asked Harrison.

“No.”

“Is there atmosphere on the vessel?”

“Yes.”

“In your professional opinion, Lieutenant, would it be safe to beam an away team over to investigate?”

This time, Drayge took a moment to double-check the data he had seen, and then provided Harrison with a fairly certain “yes.”

Pleased with the information, Harrison touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Bator,” he said, “Lieutenant Drayge and I are beaming to the Burmecian vessel.”

“Acknowledged.”

Much like its exterior, the interior of the Burmecian ship was dark and ominous, illuminated by nothing but the faint crimson auras generated by the workstations.  Oddly enough, they provided more than enough illumination for Harrison to see perfectly.

The helm was located near the front, with a command chair sitting directly behind it.  Flanking the chair on either side were two additional stations, most likely tactical and ops—but Harrison couldn’t be sure, even after looking directly at them, for they were missing a key component.  “Is it just me,” said Harrison softly, “or is the control interface a bit… lacking?”

Running his hand over the nondescript helm, Drayge shook his head.  “Lacking is not the word I had in mind.  There is no interface to begin with!”

“That certainly makes running the vessel a challenge,” quipped Harrison as he made his way to the opulent black command chair.  “Perhaps that is the reason there is no crew aboard…”

After admiring the big chair for a moment longer, Harrison carefully seated himself in it, just to try it out.  But the moment he sat, he felt a tingly feeling course throughout his body.  Command usually gave him a warm, tingly feeling, but not quite so literally. 

Suddenly, there was a monotone chirp inside of his head.  “Greetings,” came a warm female voice.

Harrison frowned.  “Who is there?”

Immediately, Drayge’s head snapped up from his study of the helm and turned to face Harrison.  “Did you hear something?”

“Yes,” said Harrison.  “Did you not hear it?”

The Bolian shrugged indolently.  “Not a thing.”

Harrison attempted to shrug it off, but to no avail.  Seconds later, the voice returned.  “You are not recognized as an authorized user of this vessel,” she said.  “Access to primary systems will be restricted until authorization is available.  Please stand by while neural interface initializes.”

Again, the dreadfully monotone chirp echoed inside Harrison’s mind.  He winced, and tried to shake it off, but his efforts were in vain.  Harrison closed his eyes and tried to block it out, but the tone continued, building in intensity until it reached its strident crescendo—and Harrison’s mind was silent yet again.

He shook his head and slowly opened his eyes to an entirely new world.  The bridge was no longer a dark, dreary box.  Instead, it was well illuminated; colorful three-dimensional control interfaces leapt off of the myriad workstations, and a massive a massive viewscreen surrounded the entire command facility.

“Impressive,” was all he managed to utter before the awe-inspiring streaks of fading starlight before him dried his once vast well of words.  “Lieutenant, be seated.”

Drayge quickly came about, the look on his face confused.  “Why, sir?”

“Let us say that your view of this craft will change considerably once you have seated yourself.  The vessel apparently has a neural interface.  It would seem you must first connect to the system before anything of interest happens.”

Clearly, Drayge was a little leery of connecting himself to some strange alien ship—and Harrison didn’t exactly blame him.  But thus far, the first officer didn’t have any reason not to trust the system; hence they would proceed, taking every precaution necessary to ensure their continued safety.

“We are being hailed by the unidentified vessel in sensor grid zero-four,” the computer suddenly announced, putting some sense of purpose back into Harrison’s wandering mind.

When last he checked, Harrison saw the Aztec was the only other vessel in range.  Since it was unlikely that another ship had arrived so soon, he conjectured that this unidentified vessel was simply the Aztec.  “Display transmission.”

Moments later, the massive, serene starscape surrounding Harrison morphed into the interior of the Aztec, and both Bator and Tompkins were staring him square in the face.

“Commander,” said Tompkins, “do you have any control over the ship’s systems?”

“Extremely limited.  I take it you need us to drop down to a lower velocity?”

Tompkins nodded his head.  “We can’t keep up with you for much longer without overdriving the engines.  See if you can—”

The chief engineer summarily found his words cut off by the sound of Neelar Drayge gasping in shock.  “Commander!” called out the Bolian, his voice brimming with excitement.  “I found the nebula!”

His curiosity piqued, Harrison’s gaze quickly shifted to the helm.  “Where hast this wraith ventured to?” he inquired, half expecting it to be right on top of them.

“According to sensors, dark matter entity zero-six is in the Oeilvert System… some 94,000 light years away.” 

Chapter Three

Matthew Harrison’s eyes were wide with curiosity.  “Ninety-four thousand light years?” he repeated in shock.  “Perhaps there is a sensor aberration?”

“Not that I can tell,” replied Neelar Drayge, gently shaking his head.  “Besides, these sensors are so far beyond anything I’ve seen… I have little doubt in their ability to detect something that far away.”

Impressive as it may be, Harrison knew the information would do them little good, save for the fact that they need not search for their nebula any longer.  “Even at transwarp speeds, it would take us nearly a decade to travel that far,” he mused.  “Unfortunately, we do not have that much time…”

“…And we have even less,” said Lucas Tompkins, his face still displayed on the screen before Harrison.  “We have less than five minutes before we have to shut down the Aztec’s warp core.”

“Acknowledged,” said Harrison.  He shifted uneasily in the command chair and then tried to think his way into getting the ship to slow down.  When that failed, he sighed, and decided to try the verbal approach.  “Computer,” he said, testing the waters.

It bleeped.

Deciding the bleep was a happy prompt, Harrison proceeded with his mission: “Decrease speed by seventy percent.”

“Acknowledged.”

In the blink of an eye, the streaks of white light surrounding Harrison condensed into a placid field of scintillating white dots.  Seconds later, the Aztec barreled ahead of them before dropping down to low warp, matching the Burmecian vessel’s speed.

For a brief moment, Harrison sat and simply stared at the Aztec floating gracefully ahead of them.  It was one of the most advanced ships the Federation possessed… but when compared to the Burmecian vessel, the Aztec was comparable to a garbage scow.

“Begin downloading data from the computer core to the Aztec,” Harrison said a moment later, realizing that they were sitting on a veritable goldmine of technological advancements.

“Yes sir,” chirped Drayge a moment later.

As the Bolian set out to complete the necessary tasks, the faint whine of the transporter could be heard just behind Harrison.  He slowly came about to see two shimmering pillars of azure light, slowly fading away to reveal Bator and Tompkins.

“Hope you don’t mind us dropping in,” said Bator, “but with a find like this, we just had to see.”

“Oh, not at all,” said Harrison, intently watching Lucas Tompkins as he inspected the workstations sans-interface.  The chief engineer was just about to beat the tactical station with his fist when Harrison intervened.  “There is a neural interface, Commander.  No brute force is necessary.”

“Neural interface?” said Tompkins.  “These Burmecians are way ahead of Starfleet… we’ve only just begun to implement such technologies.  It’ll probably be another five or six years before neural interfaces are a reality for us.”

“You should see the sensors,” said Harrison.  He quickly lead the two newest arrivals to the command chair and interfaced them with the system, then brought them to the helm to show off the incredible sensor array.  “It would seem our dark matter nebula is in the Oeilvert System, 94,000 light years away.   This virtually rewrites our definition of long-range sensors…”

“No kidding,” said Tompkins, looking on in awe.  He started to make a move for the controls, but Bator quickly cut him off.

“What is that?” asked the Phobian, pointing to a tiny blip located just at the edge of the dark matter nebula.

So tiny was this blip that Commander Harrison had to squint just to see it—but there was definitely something situated just at the fringe of the nebula.  Bator certainly had keen eyesight.

“It appears to be a ship,” said the Phobian a moment later.  “I thought I had seen something similar on the Aztec, but our sensor resolution was not good enough to confirm my suspicions.”

“If you’re right, that means the ship traveled across the galaxy in under a few hours,” Tompkins reminded.  “That is virtually impossible.”

Harrison shook his head to refute Tompkins’ statement.  “How quickly you forget the nebula, Commander.  It made a similar journey, did it not?”

The chief engineer grunted softly in defeat.  “There must be a wormhole around here,” he decided.  “That’s the only possibility I can think of.”

The chief engineer sounded quite sure of himself, and would have been content to leave it at that, but Harrison summarily noted that Neelar Drayge wasn’t about to give up so easily.  The Bolian was still tapping away at the myriad controls, which, thanks to the neural interface, were presented in Federation Standard.

“Actually,” said Drayge softly, “I think we might be able traverse that 94,000 light years with relative ease.  Take a look at their engines…”

Tompkins slowly made his way to Drayge’s side and knelt down beside the young Lieutenant.  After a moment’s assessment of the data, he started nodding his head approvingly.  “This is similar to the Velora’s technology, only about fifty times better.  To be honest, it’s beyond my comprehension—I would need weeks to figure out how it works.”

“You won’t need that long to figure out how to work it, will you?” asked Harrison.

“No,” said Tompkins.  “I suspect the interface is extremely user friendly—but with our limited access to the primary systems, if something goes wrong, we are utterly screwed.”

“Then we will need to gain access to the rest of the systems,” Harrison told him.  “If we are going to hunt this nebula down, I want to be in the best possible position to do so…  Because the last thing I want is to be stranded thousands of light years from home.”

“The journey home would be long and boring, no doubt,” said Tompkins.  

“Who knows… we would have the chance to explore countless new worlds!” Drayge chimed in.  “It could be an opportunity of a lifetime.”

Tompkins shrugged.  “You would think that…”

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73864.2: After two days of tinkering, Commander Tompkins believes he has quashed the computer lockout on the Burmecian vessel, giving us free reign to do as we please.

Meanwhile, Lieutenants Drayge and Bator have conducted several test flights to ensure that our journey to the Oeilvert System is a successful one.  Thus far, things have proven most excellent, and I believe we are ready to proceed with the actual flight.

Sitting comfortably in the command chair, Harrison simply watched as his subordinates performed their duties; it was like clockwork.  Drayge sat quietly at the helm, carefully checking and rechecking their course.  Tompkins was back-and-forth between all of the workstations, checking the plethora of readings to ensure they did not meet and unfortunate demise when they set out, and Bator stood guard at tactical, carefully monitoring the sensors for any changes in their nebula and its mysterious follower.

For his part, Harrison long ago finished his work shrouding the Aztec from sensors.  Aside from the cloaking device, every last system was brought offline, and the tiny vessel was then shrouded from sensors with the cloak.    Only the powerful sensors of the Burmecian ship would be able to locate it again.  With that task complete, Harrison contacted the Starlight to speak with Captain Christopher, and subsequently seated himself in the command chair—he hadn’t moved since.

“Commander,” came Drayge’s voice a moment later.  “I think we’re as ready as we’re going to get.  I’ve plotted the most direct route possible to Oeilvert.  If all goes well, we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Harrison turned to Tompkins for confirmation.  The chief engineer gleaned the data before him for a moment, and then nodded.  “Everything appears to be in working order.  I’d say it’s a great day to make some history.” 

“I concur,” said Bator.  “However we must act quickly.  I am detecting slight movement in both the nebula and our alien vessel.  They may be preparing to move again.”

“And we might not be so lucky as to track them down again,” said Drayge.

“Then why are we still sitting here amidst the tumult of the Beta Quadrant?” asked Harrison lightly.

Drayge turned around, and a wry smile spread across his face.  “Just waiting for you,” he said.

Harrison matched Drayge’s smile, and slowly pushed himself back into the command chair, tightening his grip on the arms as he did so.  “Then by all means, Lieutenant, engage.”

The Bolian quickly turned his attention back to the helm and pecked away at the myriad controls until his hand reached out and touched a bright red button.  Instantly, a harness shot out of Harrison’s chair and manifested itself around his waste and chest.  It looked like a hard, metallic restraint, but as he pressed up against it, Harrison found it to be rather soft—but his critique of Burmecian safety features got no further than that, for seconds later, the once placid starfield before him roared into a blur of white light.

The sudden blast of speed summarily shoved Harrison further into his seat, and started slowly edging him upward.  Had it not been for his restraints, the first officer was certain he would already be plastered to the wall somewhere in the back of the bridge. 

Directly ahead, Harrison saw a seemingly endless tunnel of swirling purple light, streaking by at speeds that were nearly impossible to comprehend.  For once, he was glad that he skipped lunch, for the constant spiraling of their conduit brought nauseated feelings to his stomach.

To make matters worse, the ship started to run into some pockets of turbulence.  At first, it was manifested as a gentle rumble, but as the seconds passed, those rumblings summarily turned into massive jolts.  As the ship veered from port to starboard and back, Harrison held on to the arms of his chair like his life depended on it, for it felt like their tiny craft would be shredded to pieces at any moment, and that simple action provided all the comfort Harrison could afford.

But suddenly, a blinding flash of light pulsed through the bridge, and just as quickly as it had started, their journey came to an end.  “Where are we?” were the first words out of Harrison’s mouth.

The response wasn’t immediate.  It took Drayge and the others several seconds to compose themselves.  But after a few seconds of fumbling, the Bolian at the helm finally glanced at the sensors, subsequently turned to Harrison with an unreadable look on his face.  The executive officer couldn’t help but wonder if they had failed—but then Drayge smiled enthusiastically.

“We’re just outside the Oeilvert System!” he said, but his words were slightly muffled by a blaring alarm coming from tactical.

“We’ll have to celebrate later,” said Bator.  “Our friend on the alien ship apparently isn’t so glad to see us here.  The ship is on a direct intercept course.”

Suddenly, a large portion of the viewscreen vanished, replaced by the image of their alien friend.  It was at that moment Harrison decided it was no longer appropriate to call this fellow their friend.  

He was an incredibly massive alien, with arms like trunks of an aging oak, and a huge chest sporting an impressive scar above the left breast.  His slimy skin was a shade of deep obsidian, and glistened in the harsh lighting of his vessel—and since he apparently wore no clothing, there was plenty of skin with an opportunity to glisten. His face was jagged and appeared rocky, with no apparent mouth or nose—only two beady white eyes peered out at the world—and they narrowed to ominous slits as they focused on Matthew Harrison.

“Burmecian vessel!” shouted the alien, his words booming inside of Harrison’s head,  “I am Ashyksar of the Ziraxai Imperium.  This is my chase!  Withdraw, or be destroyed!”

“Chase?” Harrison repeated.  “You mean the nebula?”

Ashyksar’s blazing white eyes flew open in surprise.  “This is no nebula, Burmecian.  It is a multiphasic particle vortex.  You’ve obviously spent too much time cowering in the Setisar Nebula—otherwise you would have know this.”

“We’re not Burmecians,” said Harrison in his own defense.  “We simply happened upon this vessel and have been using it to track this vortex you spoke of.”

Ashyksar grunted loudly, and rubbed his face in the area where his mouth should have been.  “Not Burmecians…ugh…  all of you non-Ziraxai look alike….”  He paused for a moment, and then drew himself closer to the screen.  “Since you are not Burmecians, I am not concerned with your motives for being here…  You are more than welcome to study the vortex as long as I get to the center first…”

“What is in the center?” asked Drayge.

To that, Ashyksar’s face seemed to light up with glee.  “Nobody knows…” he replied coyly.  “I intend to be the first to witness it.”

“And what if we beat you there?” Harrison inquired.

Slowly, Ashyksar turned away from the screen, but his malevolent eyes seemed to linger.  “You won’t,” he sneered deviously before fading away.

“I am left with the distinct feeling that we are being challenged,” said Harrison once the most unpleasant Ashyksar was gone.  

“And of course,” said Tompkins, “we’re going to accept that challenge…”

Actually, Harrison had no intention of accepting.  They were simply going to pack their bags and leave the Ziraxai Empire to do their deeds without Federation interference.  But apparently, he was the only one thinking that, for both Drayge and Bator quickly set out to counter Ashykar’s efforts.

Harrison sighed.  “So we will stay,” he said softly, though his words fell upon deaf ears.

Chapter Four

Harrison paced the bridge of the Burmecian vessel with a knot slowly tightening in the pit of his stomach.  The quest to reach the center of this vortex was far too reckless for the likes of him, and the added competition with Ashyksar only made things worse.  In their haste to reach the center, these unfamiliar controls could prove more of an impediment than an advantage.   

The Burmecian vessel was swift and agile, but utterly untested.  One small miscalculation on behalf of one of the crew could spell their doom, some 94,000 light years from home.  

Suddenly, Harrison paused and shook his head.  You are worrying too much, he assured himself—but simply couldn’t shake his feelings of uncertainty, in part because every time he came close, something happened to keep him on edge.  This time was no different.

“Commander,” said Bator from tactical, “the vortex is beginning to move.”

Harrison pulled in a lungful of air, and forced all of his wayward feelings into submission.  Now was not the time to worry.  “Where is it headed, Lieutenant?”

Bator gleaned the data before him.  “It appears to be heading for Oeilvert II,” said the Phobian.

From what Harrison could recall, this new heading was anything but, for it seemed to be backtracking over territory it had wandered only hours ago.  “Most odd,” he mused, stroking his chin.

“Ashyksar is in pursuit,” Drayge chimed in a moment later.  “Shall I follow?”

Harrison could see Drayge’s fingers poised to do just that, and his ambition was admirable, but Harrison had other plans.  “No… Hold our current position,” he said softly.

“We should follow it!” Tompkins quickly protested.  “If that thing jumps another hundred-thousand light years, we may never find it again!”

Harrison quickly turned on his heel and cast an icy gaze upon Tompkins.  “We shall stay here,” he repeated.  “All successful predators will fall back and observe their prey before making any attempt to strike.  This gives them an opportunity to seek out their strengths and observe their weaknesses…  And when the time comes to make a move, success is almost a certainty.”

Tompkins’ eyes narrowed.  “And what of the predator who follows his instincts, and strikes preemptively?”

Harrison arched his brow.  “He may thrive in the here-and-now, but in the long run, how then will he fare?   Luck has the unfortunate habit of running out when it is needed most.  I do not wish to find ourselves in that compromising position—thus, we stay and watch…”

Tompkins slowly nodded his agreement.  “Let’s just make sure the hunters don’t become the hunted,” he said before turning back to his workstation.

A valid point, indeed, but Harrison felt confident that would not be the case.  “Lieutenant Bator, what do the Burmecians know about these vortices?  From what I gathered amidst our conversation with Ashyksar, very little.”

“You gathered correctly,” said Bator moments later, his fingers still tapping at the myriad controls before him.  “They have several specific references to these anomalies, but have yet to classify them as have the Ziraxai.  In fact, the vortices seem to be indigenous to the Oeilvert System—which appears to be dominated by the Ziraxai Imperium.”

“Do they have any outposts in the system?” asked Harrison.

“One,” Bator swiftly replied, obviously anticipating the inquiry.  “It is a heavily fortified base in orbit of the fifth planet.  Considering Mr. Ashyksar’s reaction to us, I suggest we avoid it at all cost.”

“Agreed.”   Harrison seated himself in the command chair and peered out at the swirling red cloud—but this time, something was different about it.  Ashyksar’s ship was still visible in the mist, even though it had set out for the center several minutes ago.  “What is the status of the vortex?” he asked out of curiosity.

“It appears to be collapsing,” said Drayge.

“Did Ashyksar reach the center?”

“No,” Tompkins said, tapping at the myriad controls on his workstation.  “It appears to be the natural end of its evolution.” 

Slowly, the weakening vortex pulled its spiral bands closer to its ominous center, much like a hurricane desperate to pull moisture from its feeder bands.  But much like a hurricane over land, this vortex quickly petered out as it drifted into the atmosphere of Oeilvert II.  Within a few minutes, it was completely gone.

“Do we have any idea what caused the vortex’s sudden demise?” Harrison inquired after a moment’s silence.

He was greeted with nothing but silence.  Thus, he sighed wearily, and leaned back in the command chair for just a moment to contemplate the situation for himself…

The vortices were apparently indigenous to this region of space—and given the recent theatrics, they had a fairly clear-cut life cycle.  And all things that have an ending certainly have a beginning.  Perhaps if they knew more about how these things formed, they could figure out why this one collapsed, and perhaps even predict when and where the next one will manifest itself.

“What is unique about the Oeilvert System?” prompted Harrison a moment later.  “What makes these multiphasic particle vortices form here?  It is certainly not magic.”

Seconds later, a dramatic diagram of the Oeilvert System appeared on the panoramic viewscreen, encompassing the majority of Harrison’s field of vision.  Near the edge of the system was a flashing yellow triangle.

“That,” said Tompkins, alluding to the triangle, “is a quantum fissure.  According to sensors, it spews hundreds of millions of subatomic particles into this region of space every second, including dark matter.  It’s obvious that this fissure provides the majority of the components in the vortices, but still… a fissure spewing stuff into space doesn’t make a vortex.”

“If it did, we would be witnessing another one right now,” added Bator.

“Hang on,” Drayge called out.  “I’m detecting another fissure near Oeilvert III.  It’s much smaller, but… wait, I’ve just got another one.”

“So do I,” said Tompkins.  “Near the moon in orbit of the sixth planet.”

“This is apparently a hotbed for quantum fissures,” Harrison mused.  “So what is causing the emitted particles to manifest themselves as interstellar entities?”

Again, Harrison was greeted with silence—but not a deafening one.  Computers still chirped in the background, and after a moment, Bator cleared his throat.  “Solar winds,” he proclaimed, and second later, the Oeilvert System zoomed away from them, becoming nothing more than a speck on the viewscreen.  In the moments that followed, three more flashing yellow triangles appeared on the screen, roughly surrounding Oeilvert.

“These three stars are all virulent super giants,” said Bator.  “Each day, they spew out trillions of subatomic particles in solar mass ejections—though most of the particles disperse in space, the winds created by the ejections carries clear to the Oeilvert System.  If the winds interact with the quantum fissures at Oeilvert, I would assume that gravimetric forces somehow start a rotation that pulls the particles into the famed multiphasic particle vortex.”

Though the majority of it went over Harrison’s head, the parts that he absorbed seemed to have some merit—and even if they didn’t, it was a start.  “Assuming this is all correct, do you think it is possible to triangulate the position of the next vortex?”

“Yes,” said Bator.  “However, it will take the computer a few moments to compile the data.”

Harrison nodded, but instead of making his way to the command chair to contemplate the universe, he nonchalantly meandered to the station located behind him and to the right, where Lucas Tompkins stood gazing at the sensors.

“May I have a word with you, Commander?”

Tompkins’ eyes rose from the sensors to meet Harrison’s gaze.  “Of course,” he said.

Slowly, he led the chief engineer away from Bator and Drayge, and into a relatively secluded corner of the bridge.  “I realize we are not the best of friends, Commander, but we are comrades—and I after surviving the Velora invasion… and the encounter with the Mersah Tolidas, I know that we work well together.  I would hate to see the… differences in our personal lives affect that working relationship.”

Tompkins nodded his agreement.  “You’re a capable officer, and I am proud to have served with you…  But, with all due respect, you bore me to death.”

Harrison’s eyes fluttered with surprise, but he forced a smile to his face to cover.  “And I find your desire to analyze women disrespectful,” he countered, hoping the comeback was on par with Tompkins’ statement.

It was, and the chief engineer allowed himself a smile similar to Harrison’s.  “Then maybe we should just stick to saving the universe,” he suggested.

“At least that is something we both agree on,” Harrison replied as a multitude of bleeps and blips filled the air.  “And I hear our song right now…”

“I’ve got the coordinates, Commander,” Bator announced as the computer’s cacophony died off.  Unfortunately, his voice was not one filled with enthusiasm.  “There are high concentrations of subatomic particles gathering near Oeilvert V.  Solar winds are already interacting with them.”

The aforementioned heavily fortified base in orbit of the planet suddenly came to Harrison’s mind, and subsequent sigh followed.  “Can you project the location of the next vortex?”

“Oeilvert III,” said Bator.  “But it will take at least six months for the solar winds to get there—and even if they do, there is no guarantee the quantum fissure will be emitting sufficient amounts of subatomic particles.”

“Furthermore, we do not have six months to frequent Ziraxai territory.”  Harrison sighed again, this time grumbling as he did so.  The situation was quickly going from bad to worse.  “Drat,” was the only word he could muster—but when sensors alerted him of yet another incident, stronger words suddenly came to mind.

“Ashyksar is already on an intercept course,” Drayge announced a moment later.  “Luckily, we’re closer to Oeilvert V than he is.”

Then they still had a chance.  Harrison looked to Tompkins, and a devious grin came to his face.  Remembering their past successes gave him the drive needed to see this mission to its end.  “Set a course for the vortex, maximum warp!”

The starfield burst to a brilliant crescendo of white light before the calm, colorful streaks of warp speed passed them by—but nobody had a chance to enjoy the sight, for less than ten seconds later, the blocky, muscular Ashyksar flitted to life on the screen before Harrison.

“What are you doing?” demanded the alien.

Harrison’s brow arched.  “I believe you challenged us to reach the center of a vortex before you.  We are currently endeavoring to do just that.”

Ashyksar’s blazing white eyes narrowed to slits.  “Only a fool would approach Oeilvert V in a garbage scow like yours.  The Ziraxai will annihilate you.  I suggest you withdraw at once.”

Scare tactics.  Harrison knew that Ashyksar was simply trying to persuade them to venture in the opposite direction so he could intercept the vortex first—but the Commander wasn’t about to fall for the deception.  “The Ziraxai Imperium is of little concern to us,” he said.  “We have faced nemeses far superior to them, such as the Burning Legion on the hills of Tol Barad.”

“I’ve not heard of them!” Ashyksar exclaimed, pounding a hefty fist on the desktop before him.

“I would think not,” replied Harrison, “since they were annihilated.  You see, where my vessel stands guard, none shall pass.”

Clearly, Ashyksar was unimpressed.  In fact, he looked thoroughly skeptical, and for good reason.  Harrison had in fact, been lying through his teeth.   Not surprisingly, the unpleasant Ziraxai cut the transmission, and vanished from the screen.

“He’s changing course,” said Drayge.  “He’s now on a direct intercept course, shields are up, weapons online.”

“Heh… if he can’t beat us to the vortex, he’ll just beat us in a general sense,” Tompkins grunted.  “I like his methodology.”

“Too bad he is exacting it upon us,” Harrison added. “Raise shields, activate the hull armor, and bring all tactical systems online.  We are going to the center of this vortex whether Ashyksar wants us to or not!”

Seconds later, the Ziraxai ship filled the viewscreen.  It was a hideous, organic-looking thing that reminded Harrison more of rotten celery than an actual ship.  Still, it loomed ominously on the viewscreen, its long tentacles waving about in front of it.

“All tactical systems online,” announced the computer a moment later.  “One Ziraxai Interceptor is on sensors, heading zero-four-seven, mark two.”

Harrison nodded.  “Wait for him to fire the first shot, then—”

The first shot came even before Harrison had anticipated—and it wasn’t in the form of an energy weapon.  As he gazed at the viewscreen, Harrison glimpsed one of the vessel’s massive tentacles retracting after administering its relatively weak blow—and if that was all the Ziraxai could offer, there was little point in fighting them.  “Maintain course!”

Again, a slimy obsidian tentacle lashed out at the Burmecian craft, striking the shields and squeezing them until the energy field fried the appendage into submission.  Harrison grinned, and then set his gaze upon sensors—they had almost reached their destination.

Still, Ashyksar wasn’t going to make it an easy trip.  His vessel was drawing nearer with each passing second, its long, slimy limbs constantly assaulting the Burmecian craft until finally, one of them wouldn’t let go.  The slimy black tentacle was firmly entrenched around the entire Burmecian craft, and slowly pulling it in towards the rest of the bunch.

Harrison suppressed his anxiety, and forced his gaze upon Bator.  “Fire photoquantum torpedoes!”

Instead of an actual projectile, a vibrant purple sphere of light, crackling with tendrils of white energy, burst from the Burmecian craft like a massive shockwave, shredding the myriad tendrils to bits.  As the shockwave dissipated, the Ziraxai vessel moved closer was already growing new tendrils, and the few survivors of the blast were making their way back to their target.

“Curses,” said Harrison.  “What other armaments does this craft have?”

“Limited,” said Bator.  “This is hardly a warship!”

The ship suddenly jolted beneath Harrison’s feet.  He clutched the arms of his chair and turned his head to the view screen.  Oeilvert V was just ahead, as were the beginnings of a massive blue vortex…

Chapter Five

It quickly became obvious why nobody had been able to traverse one of these vortices.  The gravimetric sheer they produced was incredibly powerful, and had the Burmecians not equipped their vessel with neutronium hull armor, there was no doubt in Lucas Tompkins’ mind that they would have been thoroughly decimated by now.

Still, the ship rumbled constantly in the turbulence, and only grew stronger as walls of energy manifested themselves around the eye of the storm.  Making matters worse, Ashyksar was still intent on beating down the Burmecian ship… or die trying.

“Shields are down to thirty-two percent,” said Bator.  “Hull armor down to ninety-one.”

“Ashyksar seems to be in retreat, thought,” Drayge said a moment later.  Though his assault was still as strong as ever, a quick glance at sensors seemed to confirm the Bolian’s statement.

Quickly, Tompkins flew through the sensor data to find out why—and luckily, the answer was rather forthcoming.  “There is a lull in the storm on the opposite side of the vortex,” he said.  “If Ashyksar can get there without being destroyed, he’ll have no problem entering the center of the vortex.”

“Unfortunately,” said Bator sullenly, “his attack has left us at a considerable disadvantage.  We can’t afford to traverse that much of the storm without taking heavy damage!”

“But we are still closer to the center, are we not?” asked Harrison.

“Yes,” said Bator.

“If we transfer all power to forward shielding,” Tompkins started, “we might just be able to punch our way through to the center before Ashyksar can circumvent the storms on this side.”

Harrison warmed to the idea immediately, and subsequently gave it his blessing, leaving Tompkins to do the dirty work.  He abandoned the myriad consoles before him and instead favored the interface based solely on thoughts—and as quickly as his mind would allow it, he transferred all power to the forward shielding, and watched as the ship crept forward through the swirling azure mist.

To an extent, the turbulence was somewhat lessened by the added protection, but the gravimetric sheer was summarily compensating, buffeting the tiny craft like a toy.

“Ashyksar is almost there!” Drayge announced, “But his shields are rapidly failing.”

“So are our engines!” said Tompkins.

“There is no turning back,” said Bator, pointing at the sensors before him.  “Eleven more Ziraxai ships have congregated just outside the vortex.  Unlike Ashyksar’s, these are heavily armed.”

“Open a channel to Ashyksar,” ordered Harrison.

Bator complied, and seconds later, Ashyksar was back on the screen, looking as unpleasant as ever.  “Now what?  Can’t you see I’m a little busy?”

“It would seem that we are both in a considerable quandary,” Harrison said evenly.  “Your vessel’s shields are failing, as are our engines.  Neither one of us has any chance of making it to the center alive unless we assist one another.”

Ashyksar grunted.  “This is a trick!”
“There is no trickery on my behalf.”  The ship suddenly rumbled as the engines’ descent into chaos continued.  Harrison held firm on the arms of the command chair, and continued.  “A fleet of Ziraxai vessels is outside of this distortion.  They will undoubtedly quash us if we were to leave.  Thus, it is in our best interests to enter the center.”

Ashyksar’s eyes went wide with concern.  “A fleet of Ziraxai vessels? You are certain?”

“Quite,” Harrison said, nodding.

He scowled for a moment, uttered some incomprehensible words, and then turned his pure white eyes back upon Harrison.  “What do you propose?”

Clearly, Harrison hadn’t been expecting to get this far in the negotiations so soon, for he stumbled over a few incoherent words before turning to his fellow crewmembers for help.  Tompkins grinned, and quickly made his way to Harrison’s side.  “Extend your grappling tendrils across the center of the vortex and attach them to our hull, then try pulling us across—don’t worry, if this behaves like most vortices, it’s calm in the center.”

Ashyksar only scowled.  “That saves you,” he boomed, “but what about me?”

“Once we’re inside,” said Tompkins, “we’ll feed power to your shield grid via the tendrils and pull you through—assuming they can survive that long.”

“They will endure,” he assured them.  “But at the first sign of treachery, I will not hesitate to kill you!”

Harrison flashed Tompkins a thankful smile, and then nodded his agreement to Ashyksar.  “Fair enough.  We are ready when you are.”

“Engaging grapple… now.”

Seconds passed with little in the way of activity, but suddenly, a series of slimy black tentacles soared at them on the view screen and latched onto the shields with incredible gusto.  “Full speed ahead,” Harrison called out to Drayge.  “Mr. Ashyksar, full reverse!”

“Aye,” said Drayge and Ashyksar in tandem.

The engines roared as they battled the gravimetric sheers of the swirling blue mist, and many of Ashyksar’s grappling tendrils were ripped from the ship and shredded to pieces.  Even so, their plan was working, and the Burmecian ship slowly crept forward through the mist until finally, the ship barreled through the threshold and into the center.

Much as Tompkins had expected, it was utterly calm, but there was one small detail suddenly visible on sensors that he had not expected.  “I’m reading elevated neutrino levels…”

“This is a wormhole?” said Harrison in surprise.

“So it would seem,” said Tompkins.  His initial hunch had been right—there certainly had been a wormhole in the Madain Sari sector, but it wasn’t a hidden entity—it was the terminus of one of the wormholes in Oeilvert… for that, it seemed, was what these incredible manifestations of energy were.

“Begin the energy transfer,” Harrison ordered, still pondering this revelation.

“Aye sir,” came Bator, and a moment later, Ashyksar’s ship barged through the mist.

“Incredible,” said the Ziraxai on the viewcreen.  “Where will this wormhole take us?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Tompkins said enigmatically.  “Emit a verteron pulse—that should make the terminus show itself.”

 Without waiting for Harrison’s input on the situation, Ashyksar turned his attention a workstation adjacent to him, and carefully tapped at the controls.  “Verteron pulse,” he grumbled several times before his actions looked more confident—and with good reason.

A vibrant blue aura suddenly blasted through the vortex, jolting both of the tiny vessels inside and pulling them into the gaping terminus that had opened beneath them.  Tompkins looked on with considerable trepidation as they loomed closer and closer to the threshold of the newfound wormhole.

“There’s no pulling out of it!” Drayge announced a moment later.

Harrison shifted uncomfortably in the command chair.  “This should prove most interesting.”

A flash of blue light engulfed the bridge, and moments later, the swirling chaos of a wormhole’s interior was before them, leading them on a trip into the unknown.  Since these wormholes appeared to be unstable, the terminus could drop them off in another galaxy, in Borg space, or…

The wormhole’s maw suddenly parted, and spat its two inhabitants into the void of space before swirling shut amidst a flare of teal light.  On the viewscreen before him, Lucas Tompkins saw nothing but the delicate orange and pink hues of a nebula…

“That’s the Orion Nebula,” Drayge announced a moment later.  “We’re in Federation space!”

Ashyksar’s rocky face suddenly flitted onto the viewscreen—but instead of his usual implied scowl, the Ziraxai looked almost pleased.  “Congratulations,” he said softly.  “We have made history.”

“We couldn’t have done it without each other,” said Harrison warmly, “and despite the hostilities, it was a pleasure working with you.”

“I wish I could say the same.  You have taken some of the glory away from my accomplishment.  But I am pleased nonetheless.”

“I take it you do not require help getting home?”

“I do not,” said Ashyksar.  “My vessel is more than capable.”

“Very well.  Good journey to you.”

Ashyksar nodded politely, and then cut the transmission, his face summarily replaced with the image of his vessel before the Orion Nebula.  It hung motionless for several seconds before streaking away at high warp.  Harrison found he could do nothing but smile…

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73874.3: After returning to Madain Sari to retrieve the Aztec, we have finally returned to the Kilka Sector and its tumult.  Starfleet was quick to purloin the Burmecian vessel for their own purposes, and I have little doubt that the technology therein will provide a wealth of useful information for use in our coming trials against the Elorg.

“A neural interface?” asked Christopher softly.  He sat with Talyere and Matthew Harrison in his ready room, candidly sipping at vivid orange Ka’Tulan Sunset.   “That sounds a lot more exciting that my meeting with Admiral Grayson… Last year, I had the opportunity to test the one being developed by the USS Voyager’s EMH.  It was certainly an impressive design.”

“This,” said Harrison, “was beyond impressive.  The computer literally programmed the control interface so that it was easiest for us to use.”

Talyere cleared his throat and sighed.  “Some things never change.  The Burmecians’ security protocol was always lax, even 200,000 years ago.  Apparently they were not able to rectify this in the interim.”

“So what was the other side of the galaxy like?” Christopher inquired excitedly.

“Much like this side of the galaxy,” Harrison replied with a laugh.  “The Ziraxai Imperium certainly sounded feral.  Thankfully, we did not have the opportunity to find out.  Though I highly recommend the journey.”

Christopher quickly shook his head.  “Erin would kill me if I were to get lost on the other side of the galaxy.”

“Ahh, yes,” said Harrison with a smile.  “Captain Christopher Junior would find that most distasteful.”

“Captain Christopher Junior?”

Talyere cringed.  “It has a… pleasant ring do it,” he said sarcastically.

“You can at least humor me and add it to your list of potential names,” said Harrison as he slowly scooted to the edge of his chair.  “Alas, I must take leave of you.  Duty calls.”

Christopher flashed him a smile.  “Have fun.”

Harrison nodded, rose from the relative warmth of his chair, and quickly made his way to the bridge.  After hearing a few status reports from Drayge, Keller, and Bator, the first officer was satisfied that all was well.  He relinquished command back to Keller, and retreated to the turbolift.

When the doors parted to admit him, Lucas Tompkins stood, waiting to emerge.  Startled, Harrison jumped back, but when he composed himself, he quickly turned back to the chief engineer and smiled.  “I was not anticipating your arrival,” he admitted.

Tompkins grunted.  “There’s no way you could have,” he said.

There were a few words on the tip of Harrison’s tongue, but recalling the conversation they had on the Burmecian ship, the first officer decided it best that they go unspoken.  Thus, Harrison mustered his formality and looked Tompkins in the eye.  “Carry on, Commander.”

Glad to see their pact had the stamina to endure, Tompkins nodded at Harrison and the two went their separate ways.
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