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Prologue

Hundreds of squid-like alien bioships surged outward from a massive quantum singularity, laying down an intense barrage of orange-red weapons fire on a large, blocky vessel.  The bioships were compact and efficient, organic by nature, killers by design.  They did their job with the utmost precision, leaving nothing but flames and debris in their wake.

Despite its larger size and dreadfully menacing look, the large, blocky vessel didn’t stand much of a chance against its nemesis.  Even so, it fired its every last weapon, striking several of the bioships—even destroying a few of them, but in the end, it was still terribly outnumbered.  For each bioship that was destroyed, ten more emerged from the singularity, pounding the blocky vessel until finally, the fatal blow was made.

A beam of yellow light shot out from the blocky vessel’s phaser banks, slicing one of the bioships in half.  As it died, the vessel seemed to shrivel up like a prune, expelling a pasty white substance into space before slamming into the side of its destroyer.  Both were immediately engulfed in flames.

The battle was over, and the once great Phobian Republic was dead.

As the realization of their impending doom spread throughout the crew, a sort of crazed panic began to take root.  Phobian officers jammed the corridors, frantically performing last minute operations before proceeding to the escape pods—though they knew that their chance of survival was slim, the enemy had been known to miss a few escape pods in the past.  One, maybe two would survive.  But no more… 

Amidst the chaotic atmosphere, moving slowly against the flow of crazed and panicked traffic, were two adult Phobians, a male and a female, accompanied by a small child.  They hastily ducked into a dark, secluded corridor and crouched down beside one of the vessel’s few remaining escape pods.

“Everything will be okay,” the female told the child. 

He nodded sadly as the male Phobian opened the hatch to an escape pod.  “Go now,” said the male.  “Go, and be safe.”

The child hesitated as he stepped inside the sleek black pod.  For a moment, it seemed as if he would not comply, but a meaningful glance from the female seemed to generate enough encouragement for the child to slip into the small pod.

“Good-bye,” said the female once the child was secured inside the claustrophobic pod.

The male made a few last minute adjustments to the escape vessel before running his fingers over the control panel on top, effectively sealing the hatch.  “Activating stasis unit,” he said once it was secured.

His hand returned to the control pad and grazed a large red button near the center.  A moment later, a soft whoosh emanated from the pod, indicating the stasis unit had successfully activated.  Inside, the child was sleeping peacefully, ready to embark upon a journey of epic proportions…  The male smiled faintly.  “Let this moment mark not the end of our empire, but the beginning of a new one…”

The ship suddenly shuttered as its bulkheads began to fall apart.  A stream of fiery sparks rained down from the ceiling, and a thick cloud of smoke rose from the smoldering floor.  Both Phobians were tossed up against the wall across from the escape pod and fell to the floor.

The female looked up to see a gaping hull breech down the corridor.  Nothing but a forcefield was protecting them from the vacuum of space, and given its constant flickering, not for long.  The female nudged the male gently to bring him to his feet.

He did not comply.

When she brought her hand back to her face, she noticed it was covered in a thick coat of runny blood, and her heart skipped a beat.  Frantically, she shooed the invasive smoke away from herself just enough to see a large bulkhead had fallen upon her companion.  He was resting quietly—motionlessly—in a large pool of velvet-red blood.

“Nooo!!” she shouted.  “No!!!!”

Feeling her heart shatter into a million pieces, she slumped down on his cold, dead body and wept loudly for several moments.  She wept until the buzz of the escape pod brought her back to reality.

The female glanced out the new window down the corridor.  The forcefield was about to fail.  Already, she could see the very structure of the ship crumpling due to the stress of the hull breaches.  A moment later, bulkheads started crashing to the floor.  Sparks and billowing flames sprayed outward from the inner hull as the warp core breached.

As fast as her damaged body could propel her, the female lounged at the escape pod and pounded at the launch mechanism.  For a moment, she was able to hear the sound of the pod exiting their doomed starship, but the oncoming explosions soon muffled those comforting sounds of hope.

The forcefield had failed.  The entire deck was being blown out into space in a sea of flames…

Plumes of swirling orange and yellow fire shot through the ship’s weakened hull.  The vibrant yellow warp nacelles crumbled away, and then, caught up in the growing maelstrom of fire, blew themselves into massive balls of flame.  Just as the blast seemed to be dying down, one final explosion rocked the ship—an explosion so large it consumed the entire vessel and many of the tiny escape pods nearby… 

Only a handful escaped the deadly shockwave, free to make their way into the final frontier…

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73201.1:  The Starlight has rendezvoused with the Alexander to retrieve Commander Tompkins from his mission to the Zephyrus System.  Following the exchange, Starfleet has ordered us to embark upon a series of tactical drills in preparation of the coming Elorg invasion.

Lieutenant Bator stood quietly in front of a small, sleek escape pod that had arrived from the Alexander a few days earlier.  Quietly, because it was his escape pod.  The one the crew of the Alexander had found him inside all those years ago…

The Phobian sighed.  “I have not seen this in years,” he told Commander Matthew Harrison, who was standing directly beside him.

“Well, it’s yours,” said Harrison.  “Captain Talbot said you could have it.”

Bator gently stroked the top of the sleek, black pod and shook his head.  “What should I do with it?”

Harrison raised an eyebrow.  “That is entirely up to you, Lieutenant.  Put it in storage if you’d like.  Have it vaporized.  Donate it to the Smithsonian back on Earth…”

Each of Harrison’s ideas seemed to have merit.  If he put it in storage, Bator knew he could see it whenever he desired.  It was one of the few pieces of his heritage that remained.  Then again, it was also a dark piece… and not a very exciting one—hence, vaporizing it also seemed valid.  But Bator sensed that to be a selfish course of action, so perhaps he would donate it to the museum…

Sensing Bator’s indecision, Harrison smiled.  “There’s no need for you to decide at this very moment,” he assured him.  “It’s not going anywhere.”

Another valid point.  He had all the time in the universe to make his decision, and given his indecisive mood, Bator knew that moment of truth had not yet arrived. “Later sounds like a good idea to me,” he said, taking one last look at the first home he knew, before turning in tandem with the Commander and heading for the doors.

Chapter One

Though separated by a good number of years, both Bator and Talbot had grown up together on the Alexander. Both had served there during field studies at the Academy, and both had hoped to be posted there after graduating.  Starfleet had other ideas, however, making contact scarce.

Nearly seven years had passed since Bator had last seen Jeremy Talbot.  Sure, they may have seen each other at briefings in the Kilka Sector, or some other Elorg-related task, but there had never been the opportunity for conversation.  Hence, the seven years.

And much had changed in the interim.  For one thing, Talbot had been promoted from executive, to commanding officer of the Alexander.  They were both a bit older…a bit more mature…but essentially the same people they had been seven years ago.

“Mr. Bator,” said Talbot warmly as he stepped off the Starlight’s transporter pad.  “It’s too bad our communication has been so infrequent—because I can see a lot has changed.”

“It has,” said Bator, “and I’ll be certain to fill you in later.”  He nodded at Ensign Sanders at the controls before turning on his heel and leading Talbot out of the transporter room.  As the crossed the threshold into the corridor, they assumed a well-metered gait as they began their stroll.  “So, how is Captain Redding enjoying retirement?”

Talbot scoffed quietly.  “I’ll let you know when he does,” he said.  “I’ve been in command for about six months now, right?”

“I suppose so,” said Bator.  Though he knew of Talbot’s promotion, he wasn’t exactly sure when it had happened.  But six months sounded reasonable enough.

“Well, Redding just relocated to the colony on Wendara Prime last month.  He’d been a civilian on the Alexander for five months before we nearly threw him out the airlock!”

“Captain Redding did enjoy is job,” Bator recalled.  “But I agree.  He is eighty-six years old—well past time to retire.”

“Eighty-seven next month,” Talbot added.  “I hope I’m still that active when I’m eighty-seven.”

“That shouldn’t be a very long wait,” said Bator sarcastically.

“Ha, ha,” Talbot said flatly.  “I see you’ve been working on your sense of humor.”

“Have you met Captain Christopher?”

Talbot nodded.  “We’ve talked, but it was strictly business.  Have I missed something?”

Bator smiled.  “Suffice it to say, he’s…different.”

“Do you like that?” asked Talbot cautiously.

Bator stopped to consider the question, wondering where exactly Talbot was leading this conversation.  He shrugged, and then decided, “It doesn’t bother me.  Why?”

Talbot drew himself nearer to Bator and smiled.  “After we conduct this series of battle drills, Commander Roberts is transferring to Starbase 11 as chief of operations,” Talbot told the young Phobian quietly.  “The Alexander is in need of a new first officer.”

“And you want me?” Bator asked in awe.

Talbot patted him on the shoulder.  “We’d love to have you back.  Besides, you always wanted to be posted there… Here’s your chance.”

Bator sighed.  He was excited at the new opportunity, but scared at the very same moment.  It was his first big career decision, and he wasn’t sure how he would handle it. “I am honored, but give me some time to think about this,” he said, giving himself time to consider his options before thrusting himself into something he may not like.

“Take all the time you need,” Talbot assured him.  “You know where to find me.”

After venturing for days on the U.S.S. Cerberus with Admiral Chekote, Lucas Tompkins found himself transferred aboard the U.S.S. Alexander en route to the Starlight.  The trip was a brief one, and upon his return to the ship, Tompkins felt he was more than ready for a break.  Consequently, he ventured to the mess hall to catch up on anything he had missed.

Sitting with Kendall Johnson at a table near the windows in the ship’s central place of social entertainment, the mess hall, Tompkins sipped at his glass of synthale, and sighed.  “Anything happen?”

Johnson nodded.  “A few things.  I helped lead an insurrection, Commander Harrison was an Elorg… you know, just another day in the life.”

To that, Tompkins chuckled.  If anything, the past few days were highly abnormal ones for Kendall, whose life normally consisted of working, eating and sleeping.  But one thing certainly kept Tompkins curious.  “An Elorg?”

“Yeah,” said Johnson, looking into his own glass of… something.  He wasn’t sure what.  “Erin’s brother was able to find him out.  You’ll have to ask him about it later.”

“Brian is still on board?”

Again, Kendall nodded.  “I suppose he was tired of his life as a mercenary,” he said.  “Maybe we can convince him to rejoin Starfleet.  It would be nice to have him on board.”

That was optimistic thinking on Kendall’s behalf—a rarity in itself, even if it was flawed.  “Hell, even if we do, chances are he’ll wind up on a different ship.  Anyway, his future is none of our business.”

Johnson sat in his seat indolently for a moment before relenting, “You’re probably right.  What was I thinking?”

“I’ve stopped trying to figure that out,” Tompkins quipped.

There was a brief silence.  Tompkins tinkered with the idea of asking more about Commander Harrison, but he realized that there probably were more questions than answers at the moment.  So the silence continued until Kendall’s mouth opened.

“So what did you do while you were gone?”

A very touchy subject as far as Tompkins was concerned.  He was unsure as to how much Kendall and the others knew, so he decided to play it safe by relating the cover story,  “Visit the Bleebarian Empire.”

Clearly, Kendall was skeptical.  He looked down into his drink for a moment, and when he finally looked up, he asked, “That’s nice.  So what did you really do?”

Quickly, Tompkins downed the rest of his ale, suddenly wishing it wasn’t synthetic.  “You’re right.  There is no Bleebarian Empire,” he said, lowering his voice to nearly a whisper.  “But there is no easy way to explain what went on in the Zephyrus System.  I don’t know if you even want or need to know.  I don’t know if I want to know anymore… Just… let yourself believe that the Captain was working for the good of his people.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know,” Tompkins replied flatly.  “But that’s all I’m going to say.  End of story.”

Commander Harrison watched the Alexander closely on the viewscreen as he waited for Bator to give the word on the torpedoes.  The Alexander was a Steamrunner-class starship, the second of its class to be built—but it was far from a prototype.  In fact, having been christened over twenty years ago, it was one of the most established ships in the fleet.  They would make a formidable foe during the combat simulation.

“The torpedo modifications are complete,” Bator announced a moment later.

Harrison smiled.  “Prepare to fire,” he said quietly.  Though the target was not the Alexander—not yet at least—giving that order still sent waves of excitement through the Commander’s body.  He liked the feeling of power at his command, and with the Captain still venturing back from the Zephyrus System, he had all the power in the world.

For the time being, they were testing the accuracy of the targeting sensors.  A series of buoys had been deployed in void of space nearby, and it was the Starlight’s job to rid of them.  Slowly, Harrison gazed over the list of targets on the computer screen between his seat and the Captain’s and selected their first victim.    “Target buoy gamma-13, and fire!”

“Aye, sir!” said Bator.  “Locking on…firing!”

A moment later, a single quantum torpedo flew past the Alexander and impacted buoy gamma-13 in the distance.  The buoy burst into flames and disappeared.

“Target destroyed,” Bator reported happily.

Harrison was equally pleased with the results.  Still, he wanted to conduct a few more tests before calling the targeting systems one hundred percent accurate.  Only a fool would call it quits after the first trial.  “Target buoy epsilon-7, fire at will.”

Harrison immediately locked his eyes on epsilon-7 and awaited the eruption of flames that would soon follow.  But after several seconds of waiting, epsilon-7 remained.  Not because the torpedo missed, because it had yet to fire.  “Mr. Bator?” Harrison called.

Still nothing.

Now slightly concerned about the status of his tactical officer, Harrison rose from his chair to see for himself what had transpired.  Bator was still standing, that was a relief.  But he appeared to be in a total trance.  His eyes were glazed over, and he gently swung back-and-forth.  “Mr. Bator!” Harrison snapped again to get the Phobian’s attention.

Bator jumped back, startled, and resumed work at his station. “Sir!”

“Are you okay, Mr. Bator?”

Bator shook off his wooziness and replied, “Yes, sir.  I was merely…distracted by a daydream.”

A daydream?  Harrison wasn’t sure about that, but he wasn’t going to question Bator’s judgment, either.  “Just make sure it does not happen again,” he said firmly.

“It will not,” Bator assured him.  “Epsilon-7, correct?”

“Yes,” said Harrison as he returned to the comforts of the command chair.  Of course, given recent events, Harrison no longer linked the words “comfort” and “command chair.”  He almost couldn’t wait for the Captain to return.

Then, as he had expected a moment ago, Harrison watched epsilon-7 burst into flames and disappear.

“Shall I prepare the next torpedo?”

“No,” Harrison said bluntly.  Though two torpedoes was still not enough to consider a test successful, there was something else on the list of things to do Harrison found a bit more interesting.  “I wish to try out the new class-nine probe we received from the Alexander.”

From what he had read, the probe was of an entirely new design, capable of collecting samples, long-range remote sensor observations, and was fully equipped with transwarp capabilities.  If it functioned properly, it would truly be a major victory on behalf of Federation Research and Development.

“Probe ready,” Bator announced amidst a gentle song of bleeps from his station.

Assuming those beeps were nothing of consequence, Harrison turned his attention to the viewscreen.  “Fire,” he said softly.  “Instruct the probe to study the comet in Sector 19328.  Lieutenant Johnson wanted to survey it up close—but I think this is as close as we’re going to get.”

On the viewscreen, the spherical probe sailed past the Alexander and a moment later, found itself caught up in the verdant backwash of an opening transwarp conduit.  As the strands of chartreuse energy pulled the probe inside, the vortex hastily sealed itself to prevent any unwanted guests from entering transwarp.

“We should be receiving telemetry in about three hours,” Bator announced after the probe was long gone.

“Good,” said Harrison.  “I suppose we can test a few more torpedoes, then.  Lock onto kappa-4 and fire…”

A single, blazing blue quantum torpedo sped across the viewscreen and crashed into a small, spherical buoy sitting placidly in the void of space.  Within moments of impact, the buoy burst into a spectacular ball of flames, sending debris out in all directions.  Matthew Harrison smiled, pleased with the sight.  Each and every adjustment they had made to the torpedoes and their guidance systems had been an overwhelming success.    He was confident the Starlight would be more than a match for any vessel.

And they would soon find out.

Captain Talbot had contacted him several hours earlier to schedule the first of the combat simulations between the two vessels.  Talbot had said the work on the Alexander was also going smoothly, but he hadn’t sounded overly sure of it.  Harrison, on the other hand, was certain the Starlight would be victorious…

But before that, there was still one last loose end to tie up.  Harrison rose from the Captain’s chair and turned to tactical.  “Mr. Bator, what about our probe?”

Nothing.

Harrison forced a smile to his face and waited patiently for the Phobian to respond.  Perhaps he was checking the sensors… Perhaps he was daydreaming again…  If he had to choose, Harrison feared he would be forced to choose the latter of the two choices.  And so, hesitantly, he peered over at the Phobian.

Bator’s eyes were glazed over, utterly devoid of activity.  He stood perfectly still, almost with a statuesque quality.  If the Phobian was daydreaming, it was certainly an alluring one.  

So Harrison tried again, “Mr. Bator!  The probe?”

“The probe!”  Bator’s father shouted to his mother from the cockpit of their small shuttle.

“I’m receiving the initial telemetry now,” said Bator’s mother.  She was sitting beside the young Phobian at a station in the ship’s aft compartment, watching loads of data pour in on the screen.

“What have you got?”

“A massive quantum singularity, dead ahead,” she said somberly.  “Seven hundred forty-six bioships… more are emerging, heading 1-1-7, mark six.” 

An eerie silence filtered in between them as Bator’s father plotted the bioships’ course, but given the look on his mother’s face, there wasn’t much calculating required.

“They’re heading straight for the city ship.”  He pushed himself away from the dreadfully damning sensor data and turned to his wife and son.  “Have the city ship’s sensors detected the fleet?”

“No,” said Mother, glancing over her sensors.  “Not unless they’ve launched a probe to look for such an occurrence.”

Father crossed his arms and sighed.  “They would not have,” he concluded.  “They’re occupied monitoring the assault on the Osorin Cluster.”

Slowly, Mother set Bator aside and approached Father.  “Then we have to warn them,” she said somberly.  

Chapter Two

Bator’s parents never told him in exact terms what was happening outside of their small science vessel.  They never told him who they were fighting, or why they were always chasing quantum singularities.  But he was not stupid, and they did nothing to hide the truth from him because of that.  Bator closely followed the conversations his parents had in front of him, listening to the casualty reports, colonies under attack, skirmishes on the borders…  Though he didn’t understand all of their discussions, he was able to glean enough to tell that something was terribly wrong in the Phobian Republic.

The conversation Father was having right now was a prime example; his father was in contact with Gestar, the leader of the Phobian Republic.  As far as young Bator knew, this had happened only one other time.  Shortly thereafter, Bator was hearing reports on the destruction of six Phobian colonies.  But this time, Gestar looked even more concerned…

“…the entire fleet is headed straight for the city ship,” said Bator’s father somberly.

Gestar frowned.  “I don’t like it, Ulira.  How long do we have to prepare?”

Father—Ulira—looked down at his sensors.  “Six days,” he decided after a moment.  “Aeria and myself can be at your side in less than one.”

Gestar nodded.  “See that it is so.  I could use a few extra hands around here.”

Ulira inclined his head politely.  “Very well.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Very well,” Gestar replied, echoing Father’s polite nod.

As the transmission ended and the screen blanked out, Ulira turned to face his young son.  “Well, Bator,” he said, speaking as if all was calm, “it looks as if you’re greatest wish is about to come true—we’re going to visit the city ship.”

Though he knew their reasons for going were blanketed in military business, Bator found himself awed by the sudden change in their plans.  He had spent far too much time on this small shuttle already.  He couldn’t wait to leave.  Grinning ear-to-ear, he turned his head to gaze out the window in search of the revered city ship.  To his dismay, he saw nothing but a small ship he knew he had seen before…the Alexander?  

And then it struck him.

Lieutenant Bator opened his eyes to see Commander Harrison’s concerned face only a few centimeters away, clearly relieved to see Bator alive and well.  “Daydreaming again, Mr. Bator?” he asked.

The Phobian shrugged.  “I am not sure,” he admitted.  “I don’t know what I was doing—but it was no daydream.  It was much too real…as if I were experiencing an actual memory…”

“A flashback,” suggested Harrison.

“Yes,” said Bator after a moment of consideration.  “The incidents feel familiar, but I have no memory of them.  

“Perhaps you should pay a visit to sickbay?  Doctor Hartman may be able to provide assistance.”

Twice he had experienced one of these episodes on the bridge.  It was definitely interfering with his work.  He had no way of diagnosing this for himself, so it seemed to be the only logical course of action.  “All right,” he agreed.

Sarah Hartman ran a flashing metallic sensor over Bator’s head several times and watched intently as the results appeared on the screen of her medical tricorder.  After what seemed like hours of this, Hartman finally placed the probe inside the top of the tricorder and snapped the device shut.  “I don’t know what’s wrong with you,” she said bluntly.

Bator forced a smile.  “That’s comforting.”

Again, she flipped open the tricorder to review the data.  “According to these readings, your body hasn’t deviated from what has been derived as ‘normal’ for you.”

“But there is something odd, isn’t there?” Bator asked, knowing he wouldn’t be sitting here if there weren’t.

Hartman fiddled with the tricorder again.  “I would say so,” she admitted.  “You have an extreme amount of activity in your cerebral cortex.  Granted, we nothing about the Phobian brain, but this is strange, even for you.”

 Bator wasn’t thrilled at the analysis.  No one would be.  But given the fact that Bator was the only Phobian known to exist, he had always allowed the Federation doctor’s time to assess the situation completely.  

Though this was his first major medical situation aboard the Starlight, Bator had found Doctor Hartman to be a very intelligent person, who he could trust to adapt to any of her patients needs, whether she knew how to treat them or not.  Despite her less than encouraging diagnosis, Bator felt safe just knowing he was here…and knowing he may have a lead of his own.

“I think I may know what is causing this increased neural activity,” he said suddenly.

Hartman’s eyes widened.  “What?”

Bator smiled.  “Six days ago, Captain Talbot delivered a large escape pod to the Starlight—my escape pod.”

“The one the Alexander found you inside,” Hartman continued.

“That would be it,” said Bator.  “It is an incredible coincidence that these flashbacks started to occur just days after it arrived…”

Hartman nodded in agreement.  “You may be on to something,” she said.  She touched her comm badge.  “Hartman to Tompkins.”

A few seconds later, Lucas Tompkins’ voice emanated from the Doctor’s comm badge, “This is Tompkins.  Go.”

“Commander, I need you to do something for me.  Meet me in cargo bay two in five minutes.”

Upon hearing his destination, Lucas Tompkins had a fairly good idea as to what he would be looking at in cargo bay two.  Not plasma conduits or anodyne relays—but the only thing of any interest in the cargo bay, Bator’s pod.

He had heard many stories about the mysterious escape pod sitting in cargo bay two.  Most of them were nothing more than silly myths and rumors generated by some lowly junior officer with nothing better to do.  A few of them were actually facts.  As Tompkins approached Hartman and Bator, who were standing in front of the pod, he was hoping to uncover a few facts…

The pod itself was fairly nondescript.  Black, oblong, and decorated with several simple computer stations and some alien text, the pod sat ominously in the corner of the cargo bay.

As Tompkins came up behind the duo that had summoned him, they turned their backs to the pod and greeted him.  He returned the gesture and came to a stop a few feet away from the pod.  “I assume you want me to take a look at this?”

“Yes,” Hartman confirmed.  “We need all the information you can get on its current status.”

Tompkins pulled a tricorder from his belt and flipped it open.  He pointed it at the small escape pod, and almost immediately it bleeped with incoming data. 

“What is it?” Bator inquired.

“It’s been busy,” Tompkins said quietly.  “On Stardate 73188.9, only a few hours after it was brought aboard, it started running a series of self-diagnostics.  On Stardate 73191.6 it began charging its power cells. It took four days to completely charge the cells, bringing us to today, Stardate 73202.8, when it began emitting a strange series of pulses.”

“Can you determine when exactly the first pulse was transmitted?” Hartman inquired.

Tompkins punched a few keys on the tricorder.  “About oh-eight hundred this morning.”

“That’s when I had my first incident,” Bator recalled.  “The next one came at about thirteen hundred hours…”

“It did,” Tompkins confirmed.  “It’s too early to be sure, but I’d say there’s a pretty good chance this thing is responsible for all of your troubles, Mr. Bator.”

Bator didn’t hesitate as he asked his next question,  “Can you deactivate it?”  To him, his own mental stability was more important than a silly escape pod, even if it was an historic piece of his people’s past.

Again, Tompkins scanned the sleek, black pod with his tricorder.  “I don’t see why not,” he said confidently.

Carefully, Tompkins pried off the front of one of the small computers, revealing a complex network of ODN relays and a myriad of other similar devices.  Carefully, he waved his tricorder a few inches from the computer and started to absorb the readings in his mind.

Suddenly, the relays lit up.  Tompkins looked at the tricorder, but couldn’t make any sense of the readings—that was until the tricorder was vaporized.  He watched helplessly as the device simply faded away from is grasps.

“And in his next death-defying act, he’ll make an entire starship disappear!” Hartman announced loudly, drenched in sarcasm.

“Very funny.” He didn’t laugh.  Instead, Tompkins simply stared at his palm in awe.  “That didn’t turn out the way I had expected,” he added a moment later.

“What happened?” Bator asked, not interesting in Hartman’s mindless banter.

Tompkins took a few careful steps away from the escape pod and stopped when he stood directly beside the Phobian.  “It would seem your people don’t want others tampering with their technology.”

“A precaution,” suggested Bator.  “Had the escape pod fallen into enemy hands, such measures would have prevented them from stealing Phobian secrets.”

Hartman frowned in confusion.  “Don’t tell me the Federation has had this thing for nearly thirty years and they have yet to take a look inside…”

“They have,” Bator assured her.  “But the data they retrieved from the pod’s core was so heavily fragmented, it was of no use.  We always figured the pod was damaged, but I’m beginning to think otherwise.”

Tompkins nodded in agreement.  “Whenever something scans it for information, it takes counter-measures to prevent anything from being taken.”

“A wise precaution,” said Hartman.

“Indeed,” Bator agreed.

Commander Matthew Harrison stood before the senior staff in the conference lounge.  Though it was not morning, Harrison felt the need to break their tradition, and hold a second staff meeting on this day, since so much appeared to be happening.  “Do these transmissions pose any threat to Bator?” he asked, peering at Doctor Hartman.

She shook her head.  “Not at the moment,” she said. “But with each passing hour, they grow more and more intense.  Soon, they could overload his cerebral cortex.”

“How soon?” Harrison demanded evenly.

“Three or four days.”

He was satisfied with that answer.  It would give them enough time to assess the situation even further before having to take extreme measures to save Bator.  “What to you experience during one of these episodes, Lieutenant?”

Bator sighed quietly as he recalled his latest incident.  “I was aboard a small craft, not much larger than the Dark Star.  We were conducting long-range sensor scans, and discovered a large enemy fleet heading to intercept a target of some importance.  We moved to intercept it.”

“It sounds like an invasion,” said Harrison.  “Do you think we’re about to be threatened by these aliens?”

“No,” said Bator.  “I believe those vessels were bioships belonging to Species 8472.  If I recall correctly, we currently have an alliance with them…”

“A cortical inhibitor should be able to block these transmissions,” said Hartman a moment later.  “Since they don’t appear to be precursors of a threat to us, we shouldn’t let them become one to Bator.”

“Agreed,” said Harrison.  “Do what needs to be done, Doctor.”  With that out of the way, Harrison turned his attention away from Bator and his problems, to another, less pressing matter—but important nonetheless. “The class-nine probe we launched earlier this morning suffered a malfunction in the guidance systems,” he said.  “Instead of scanning the comet in Sector 19328, it’s now in the Lukarris System charting an inversion nebula.”

“That’s quite a ways from Sector 19328,” Drayge noted.

“It is,” Harrison confirmed.  “Worse yet, it’s no longer responding to our commands.”

“An ion storm may have caused a malfunction in its command subroutines,” suggested Kendall Johnson.

Harrison clenched his fists and gently pounded them on one another.  “Unfortunately, Starfleet wishes us to continue conducting battle simulations with the Alexander,” he grumbled unhappily.  “We have no way to retrieve it.”

“What about the Captain?” asked Tompkins suddenly.  “The Dark Star should be out that way right about now…”

Harrison almost kicked himself for not thinking of that.  “Excellent idea, Commander.  I shall contact them at once.”

“We’re cleared to dock in bay forty-seven, Aeria,” said Ulira from his usual spot in the front of the cockpit.

“Good,” said the female, Aeria.  “I’ve been looking over some schematics provided by the Voth.  Apparently they’ve had moderate success with a new type of particle-based weaponry.  I’d like to discuss it further with Gestar.”

Ulira nodded.  “I’ll propose it when next I speak with…him…”  Ulira’s voice trailed off as the starfield became obscured by a massive ship.  The city ship.

Bator looked out the cockpit window in awe.  He had never seen a ship so large.  And with each passing moment, it grew larger and larger, as they drew closer and closer.  He had no idea how large the ship actually was.  There were no other ships outside of the vessel, and no spatial phenomena nearby to which he could compare sizes.  So it grew and grew, until finally, a massive set of doors unsealed themselves and contracted into the hull.

Inside were at least ten other craft, some of which were larger than the scout ship they were currently utilizing.  And as Bator craned his head from side-to-side, he noticed that several more craft could fit inside.  

If he had ever doubted it in the past, now Bator knew exactly why they called this ship the city ship…

Bator’s dazed and confused state lasted only a couple of minutes, but to Harrison and Hartman, only a few seconds passed before Bator flinched out of his trance and back into the real world once more.

“It happened again, didn’t it?” Harrison asked him as he came to his senses.

“Yes,” he said, rubbing his temples softly.

Hartman came up from behind and helped the Phobian to his feet.  “Let’s get you that cortical inhibitor,” she suggested.

Chapter Three

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73205.7:  Despite our best efforts, Lieutenant Bator continues to experience mysterious lapses in memory that we believe are being caused by his escape pod in the cargo bay.  As of yet, we have been unable to deactivate it.

Meanwhile, Captain Christopher and Commander Keller have departed for the Lukarris System in search of our rogue probe.

Lucas Tompkins tossed his tricorder to the floor and frowned.  Despite his best efforts, he had failed to even perform a detailed scan of the escape pod, let alone deactivate it.  Every time he made an attempt, the pod would vaporize his tool or render it useless.

At first it was an exciting new challenge to tackle, and given the relative simplicity in the task, it seemed even a bit silly to Tompkins.  But after losing several pieces of equipment to the pod, the task was becoming more of a nuisance to him. “Damn… I’ve tried just about everything I can think of,” he muttered to Kendall Johnson as he plopped down on the floor beside the sleek black pod.

Johnson nodded, and took a few steps away as he drew his own tricorder.  Slowly, Kendall opened it up and started to scan from a distance.  But before the science officer had begun his scans, Tompkins knew how the task would end.  The tricorder bleeped happily for several moments as it collected the required data, but the moment it started to record something of importance, Tompkins heard the telltale whispers of a vaporizing tricorder.  Johnson sighed.  “I see what you mean,” he agreed.  “Why don’t we just beam it into space and torpedo it?”

“I can’t seem to get a lock on it,” said Tompkins.  “It scrambles the transporter beam or finds some other way to counter my efforts.  Besides, we only have simulated torpedoes at the moment,” he added a moment later.

“Combat simulations,” said Johnson quietly as he recalled their primary reason for rendezvousing with the Alexander.  The first round was set to begin in a couple of hours, primarily for the junior officers.  Johnson would undoubtedly get his shot in a few days.  “Do you think we’ll win?”

Lucas shrugged.  “I don’t know.  The Captain and Erin are both gone—they’re our most battle-hardened officers.  That decreases our chances right there.”

“I’ve been in a battle or two,” said Kendall defensively.

“So have I,” Tompkins agreed.  He had been in many battles, in fact.  Even so, his experience was relatively limited compared to the Captain and Keller.  “Those two know war,” Tompkins said evenly.  “They fought against the Romulans during the war, and so did Captain Talbot.  You didn’t.  I didn’t.  Commander Harrison didn’t.”

Folding his arms, Johnson slowly started to close the gap between the two of them. “So we’re doomed?” he asked, finishing the last few steps.

Tompkins raised an eyebrow.  “Always so cynical, Kendall…” he grunted.  “What I’m saying is that this crew is very young compared to the Alexander’s.  We’re probably about to learn a very hard lesson.”

Coming into this situation, Johnson had thought they would win.  He knew they would win.  Though there was no threat of being destroyed, Tompkins’ words finally allowed Kendall to see just how inexperienced this crew was.  They’d fought in a few battles with the Elorg, but other than that, very few of them knew war.  

“Look at this,” Tompkins suddenly interjected, pointing at the escape pod.  A section of the control panel had suddenly started to flash an intermittent red light that hadn’t been there a moment ago.  But the longer Tompkins pointed, the faster those flashes were coming.

“What’s happening?” Johnson asked.

Tompkins frowned.  Instinct told him to scan it with a tricorder, but better judgment reminded him that it would be vaporized.   Still, given what he had already seen of the probe, Tompkins had a fairly good idea as to what was going on.  “It’s about to send out another transmission…”

The interior of the city ship was even more awe-inspiring than the exterior.  As Bator traveled with his parents through the bustling primary emporium, he could see people in every direction, for as far as he could see.  Had he not seen his ship dock in bay forty-seven, he wouldn’t have known he was on board a ship at all, as there were definitely no indications to that at all.

Trees and flowers adorned the pathways, and the bright lights simulated sunshine—though when one looked at the ceiling, the sky was a dingy gray, not blue.  Lining the path on both sides were vendor stands and small shops.  Behind them were more business offices, eating facilities, and meeting chambers.  No wonder they called it the city ship.

However, Bator’s parents hastily bypassed most of the hype and headed directly for a large apse the far end of the emporium.  According to the specifications Bator had studied earlier, they were heading straight for Gestar’s chamber, a majestic place overlooking the entire market.

The secrets that would be revealed in the coming moments would be pivotal for the future of the Phobian Republic.  Bator could feel it.  Soon, his questions about this war would be answered, and he could—

Suddenly, several meters from the doors to Gestar’s office, Mother grabbed Bator’s sweaty hand and pulled the young Phobian aside.  “Bator,” she said, kneeling down so their eyes were level with each other, “I want you to stay here with these kids.  Father and I will be back to get you shortly.”

Slowly, she gestured toward a small group of children behind Bator.  They were all cheerfully playing with one another, totally engrossed in their activities; not a single one of them even bothered to greet the new arrival—which was fine with Bator, because he had no intention of staying with the children in the first place.  He merely nodded to appease his mother, and slowly made his way toward the others.

Upon hearing his mother’s footsteps fading away, Bator slowly turned on his heel just in time to see her climbing the stairway to their leader’s chambers.  Carefully, he set into motion and followed, making sure he stayed a few steps behind, and well out of sight.

As he entered Gestar’s chambers, his parents were already seated before the leader’s desk, and Gestar stood facing the drifting starfield.  No one noticed the young child slink into a dark corner of the room and slump down against the wall.

“I’ve just received word,” said Gestar somberly, clasping his hands behind his back.  “The colony on Porellis IV was completely destroyed.  In the blink of an eye, 2.6 billion people…dead.”

There was a long silence.  The number of dead was such a hard number to conceive, it hardly registered with the adults.  To Bator, it was merely a magical number.  He had no idea how large it actually was.  

But the silence was eventually broken by Ulira’s somber voice, “That leaves us with only thirteen star systems.”  He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “We have to find a way to beat them!”

“The Voth have had success with a sort of high frequency particle beam,” Aeria said suddenly.

Gestar nodded his head and slowly came about to face his guests.  “I want you to contact the Circle of Research and Development.  Find out all you can about this particle weapon.  These aliens will decimate us if we don’t act fast.”

Aeria nodded.  “I’ll contact them at once.”

Slowly, Gestar glanced at the tactical overview displayed on the monitor located in the middle of his desk.  He motioned with his head to a large star system in the heart of Phobian territory.  “In the mean time, I want the entire Phobian fleet to assemble at Xantoran VII.  That is where we’ll make our last stand.”

From the depths of his little corner, Bator finally saw the light of the situation.  His people were at war, much as he had suspected.  The only difference was, they stood at the edge of defeat.  These powerful aliens had managed to bring the Phobians to their knees.  Bator had always imagined his people as the most powerful, prosperous race in the galaxy.  He was wrong, but not surprised.  It was rather foolish of him to think that.  

But he had heard enough for the moment.  As quietly as he had snuck into the room, he darted out via a darkened corridor beside him, and rejoined the other children outside the leader’s chambers.

Most of them were still engaged in their irrelevant little games as Bator approached them.  Only a few noticed his arrival from the council chambers, but they were quick to alert the others as to where he had come from.  Apparently, none of them had ever thought to go in there, and now, they swarmed Bator, showering him with their attention.  His parents would never suspect…

Commander Matthew Harrison sat comfortably in the Starlight’s command chair, watching the Steamrunner-class Alexander hang in space on the viewscreen. Suddenly, he felt a gentle knot forming in the pit of his stomach.  Even though it was merely a simulation, Harrison knew there was a lot on the line here, most importantly, the Starlight’s good name.  He would hate to be the one to tarnish it.

Forcing the knot away, Harrison rose from his seat and stared the Alexander down.  “Red alert,” he ordered.

This group was mostly ensigns and junior officers.  In a real combat situation, they would probably not even be on the bridge, but should the situation arise when they are, Harrison wanted them ready to take over should Bator, or Drayge, or (heaven forbid…) Keller fall.

The lights dimmed, and the bridge was aglow with an eerie red illumination.  “The enemy is coming about, bearing one-six-six mark seven,” reported the officer at tactical.

Not wanting to have an encounter with the floor, Harrison sat down in his command chair and let out a long sigh in preparation for the coming battle.  “Attack pattern omega-six,” he ordered.  It was a highly unusual attack pattern, one he hoped the Alexander crew wouldn’t be ready for.

On the viewscreen, the stars swerved hard to port as a barrage of phaser fire struck the Alexander’s hull.  The enemy ship slowly came about, firing quantum torpedoes at them.  Harrison was thrown back as they impacted the shields, but it was nothing traumatic.

“Direct hit,” said the tactical officer.  “No damage!”

Feeling lucky, Harrison executed another bold maneuver.  “Attack pattern zeta-one!”

But this time, the Alexander didn’t fall for it so quickly.  As the Starlight dived downward, the Alexander matched its movement, letting loose a massive barrage of phaser fire in the process.

“Heavy damage to impulse engines!” shouted the tactical officer.  “We’re loosing attitude control!”

“Drat!” Harrison muttered under his breath as he saw the battle slowly going down the drain.  But he was far from ready to surrender.  “Fire at will!”

Streams of phaser fire lashed out at the Alexander’s ventral hull, severely pounding the ship.  Suddenly, it veered off course and into a frantic spin, venting simulated drive plasma from both warp nacelles.   Harrison smiled.  Not only had they done a fair amount of damage the to Alexander, they had also knocked out attitude control.  The ship would have a very hard time acquiring targets now…

“They’re hailing us,” said the tactical officer as the Alexander slowly brought some control to its haphazard spinning motion.

Harrison smiled.  “On screen,” he said triumphantly.

A moment later, Jeremy Talbot appeared on the viewscreen.  “We surrender. Well done, Commander,” he commended.  “Your use of unorthodox tactical maneuvers had us there in the beginning,” he admitted.

“I noticed,” Harrison said proudly.  “Even so, you were able to strike us on numerous occasions,” he added, not wanting to sound overly arrogant.

But Talbot’s response was laced with a smile entangled with unspoken subtext…  “We did,” he said quietly before cutting transmission.

Harrison didn’t know exactly what to make of the smile.  Perhaps Talbot had something in store for the next battle?  Whatever the case, Harrison shrugged it off.  “Stand down from red alert,” he ordered.

“Aye, sir,” came the tactical officer.

Suddenly—the moment the shields were done—the Alexander opened fire again.  The Starlight went dark as the unexpected volley struck the unprotected hull.  In simulation terms, a dark ship meant a destroyed ship.

“We’re dead, sir,” said the operations officer.

“Obviously,” Harrison snapped, still in awe at Talbot’s treachery.  “Open a channel to the Alexander.”

So much for that secret tactic, Harrison mused to himself as he waited for Talbot to respond.  When the Captain’s smug face appeared on the viewscreen, Harrison knew Talbot had been planning such a turn of events all along.  Harrison almost felt like yelling at Talbot because of the move, but knowing how undiplomatic that would be, Harrison mustered a tempered scowl.  “Speaking of unorthodox…  That had to be one of the most…treacherous acts of violence I’d ever seen.  You’re not supposed to attack after you surrender.”

Talbot, of course, chose to disagree.  “This is war,” he said firmly.  “And in war, the rules don’t always apply.  Maybe you should keep that in mind next time, Commander, before you go lowering your shields like that.”

“I shouldn’t have to,” Harrison protested.

“Would the Elorg have hesitated to do that?  Would the Romulans?  The Jem’Hadar?  I doubt it.  Why should we?”

Harrison frowned.  “Because it is not our way!  If we stoop to their level, how are we any better than they are?  The answer is, we’re not!”

“True,” replied Talbot, “but you see…I’m alive, and you’re dead.  Alexander out.”

As Talbot faded away, Harrison couldn’t help but feel terribly wronged—and he was.  But begrudgingly, he had to agree with Talbot.  If the Romulans or the Jem’Hadar had been sitting there, they would have done the same thing.  It was a cruel universe indeed…

Chapter Four

After what seemed like eons at transwarp speeds, the computer finally gave Alan Christopher the cheerful bleep indicating that their destination was near.  Not wanting to pass up the Lukarris System, Christopher complied, and brought the Dark Star down to the relatively slow warp four.

For Lukarris, the term ‘system’ was used rather loosely.  Two small planets, probably half the size of Pluto, held close orbits in their star’s ‘hot zone,’ the region of space nearest the star, where temperatures often reached extreme highs.

Looming ominously just outside the star system was a massive, unnamed inversion nebula.  Plumes of deep red plasma constantly billowed outward in copious amounts, leaving an eerie red haze throughout most of the sector.

“I have the probe in visual range,” Keller reported as they approached the nebula.  Without waiting for Christopher’s consent, she placed the probe on the monitor between their two stations.  There on the viewscreen, the probe hung quietly amidst a pocket of inactivity, surveying the nebula it was mysteriously drawn to.

“I’m setting a course, avoiding the areas of severe plasma and ion storms,” said Christopher.  He looked over the sensor readings and ended up plotting a very indirect route to the probe.  Nevertheless, it would spare them the agony of repairs later.

“Um, Alan?” Erin asked quietly as Christopher engaged their new speed and heading.

He looked up from his controls.  “Yes?”

Almost hesitantly, she asked, “Did you take into consideration the nebula’s tendency to expand and contract without notice?”

Christopher saw a massive plasma drift heading straight at them.  “I did not,” he said flatly as he disengaged their course and transferred power to the forward shields.  “Hold on,” he said, grasping the edges of the computer console.

Keller smiled and mimicked his actions just as the floor started to gently vibrate.  With each passing second, the vibrations grew stronger and stronger until it was a constant rumble, tossing the two about in their chairs.

And then the plasma drift hit them head on.  Christopher felt his stomach rebel against him as the distant stars fell into an untamed spiral.  Amidst the chaos, he lost his grip on the console and was thrown to the ground.

“I’ve got a transporter lock on the probe,” Keller shouted above the fading roar of the plasma drift.

“Lower shields and beam it aboard,” Christopher moaned from the floor.  As he grasped his sides and stomach, Christopher heard the familiar tinkling sound of the transporter materializing an object in the aft compartment.  The probe, he hoped.

“Got it,” said Keller.

“Get us out of here!” Christopher ordered as he pulled himself back to his seat.  He found it to be a rather difficult process, with pain shooting throughout his back, but he tried his best not to show it.

Even so, he apparently, he failed.  “Are you okay?” asked Erin, watching him struggle back to his seat.

Alan forced a smile to his face.  “Just lovely,” he lied.

Erin batted her eyelashes  “You do look lovely,” she told him.  “But I’ve seen my grandmother get up faster than that.  Now, what’s wrong?”

Smiling at Erin’s charm, Alan sighed, and relented, “If you must know, I think I pulled a muscle in my back.  The journey to the floor was a long, arduous one, you know, filled with pain and suffering…”

Erin’s face suddenly filled with concern.  “Do you want me to take a look at it?” she asked.  “I know a few things about medicine.”

Alan sighed.  “You passed the required courses at the Academy,” he quipped.  “So did I.”

“But you can’t very well examine your back,” Erin retorted playfully.  “I can.”

Not wanting to hear her constant whining the rest of the trip, Alan decided it would be in his best interest to comply.  Slowly, he unfastened his jacket and threw it to the floor, leaving him in his thin red undershirt.  “Have fun.”

“I will,” said Erin seductively as she positioned herself at Alan’s back.  He waited a moment for her to grab a tricorder, and then felt her hands reaching under his shirt.

Immediately, he felt something.  “Erin, I’ve felt Breen icicles warmer than your hands!”  Slowly, he pulled away.  “Do you want a mug of hot chocolate first?”

“No thanks,” she chirped.  “I’m fine.”

He turned around to face her—regretting it, as his muscles revolted in pain, but he managed to maintain his cool nonetheless.  “You’re freezing,” he told her.  “Should I adjust the environmental controls?”

She shook her head.  “I’m always cold.”

“Are you sure you’re not dead?”

Erin raised an eyebrow.  “You might be if you keep that up,” she chirped.  “Now be a man, and turn around!”

Slowly, Alan sighed and relented yet again, allowing Erin’s freezing cold hands to crawl over his spine like frozen tarantulas until she struck a nerve, causing Alan to elicit a muffled yelp.

“I guess that’s the spot,” she surmised.

Alan nodded.  “I guess so.”

Behind him, Alan could hear Erin playing with the tricorder, and suspected she would soon start using it to scan for any damage.  He waited a few moments, and when no action took place, he peered back to see her setting the sensing device down on the helm.  Before he could say anything, Erin’s hands returned to Alan’s back, and engaged in some sort of tantalizing massaging motion.

“How does that feel?” she asked.

Alan smiled.  “Good.”  But the description was far from adequate for what he was really feeling…

Using nothing but his own bare hands, Lucas Tompkins was finally able to access the escape pod’s computer systems without its evil subroutines wreaking havoc on everything.  Still, problems abounded.  Tompkins was not familiar with Phobian technology, and he had little to no idea as to what he was doing, and with Doctor Hartman hovering behind him, it was definitely not the time to make a terminal error.

“How much longer?” she demanded impatiently.

Tompkins shrugged.  “Six hours,” he said guessed.  In all reality, he had absolutely no idea when he would find something of use.  He had almost no idea what he was looking for in the first place.  Tompkins merely wanted the Doctor to be quiet and put some space between them.

It didn’t work.  “Six hours?” she retorted.  “I don’t know if Bator has six hours.  This thing is starting to overload his cerebral cortex even as we speak!”

Slowly, Tompkins looked up from his work.  “Then shouldn’t you be there watching him?”

To that, she had no response.  Tompkins was sure that Rachael Meyer, or one of the other nurses was on duty in sickbay, but again, he merely wanted to get Hartman out of his hair, and it seemed that this time, he had found a tactic that would prove to be more successful.

“I can’t guarantee anything,” said Tompkins, “but the moment I make some sort of progress, I’ll let you know.”

 Hartman sighed.  “Okay.  Fine.”  With that, she turned on her heel and left Tompkins to his work—and with her gone, he knew he might actually be able to get some done.

“So, Bator, have you enjoyed your time on board the city ship?” Aeria asked as she placed a large glob of green goop on a plate in front of the young child.

Bator looked at his food indolently, and afforded it a quick sniff before replying, “Yes.”  The goop was revolting, but he decided it would be in his best interest to eat it.  Or to keep his parents distracted long enough so he wouldn’t have to.  “How much longer will we be here?”

Ulira looked up from his goop.  “Not long,” he said, apparently enjoying his own plate of the stuff.

“Why?” asked Bator.

Ulira and Aeria locked eyes, and pondered, almost telepathically, whether or not to enlighten their child as to the dire situation at hand. With that one glance, they decided that he was old enough to understand what was going on, and that he should know.

Ulira took the lead in explaining the war. “Our people are at war with a very powerful race of extradimensional aliens,” he said somberly. “We accidentally entered their realm a few years ago, and destroyed two of their ships.  In response, they have decided to destroy us.”

 “What about Xantoran VII?” Bator asked suddenly, clasping his mouth after the words came out.  His parents looked at him with surprise.

“What do you know about Xantoran VII?” Aeria inquired softly, making sure to keep a neutral voice.

“I followed you to the council chambers,” he said innocently.  “The other children weren’t going to play with me, so I followed you.”

Again, the telepathic stare across the dinner table.  Only this time, Bator wasn’t sure what they were saying to each other.  Nothing, obviously.  His people were not telepaths, but still, his parents had a way of communicating without words.  He wasn’t sure how.  “Am I in trouble?”

“No, dear,” Aeria assured him in a warm, gentle voice.  “Not at all.  You would have found out one way or another.  I suppose it’s best you found out for yourself.”

Bator forced a smile.  “Good,” he said nervously.  Then he dropped the smile.  “Are we going to die at Xantoran VII?”

Ulira swallowed before he answered the question.  It was perhaps the most difficult question he had ever faced.  “Some of us will perish, yes,” he said in short, clipped words.

“But you won’t,” Aeria assured him.

“Why?”

“You, and several of the other children have escape pods reserved for you.  If the battle turns poorly, we will send you away to safety, so our legacy will live on.  Do you understand?”

Bator looked his mother directly in the eye.  “Where will I go?”

“Wherever the pod takes you…”

It was time.

Erin had been keeping her feelings locked up for weeks now, waiting for the perfect moment to tell Alan Christopher how she felt about him.  Now wasn’t exactly the romantic moment she had been waiting for, but something in her heart—a place that took precedence over all others—told her it was time.  Never being one to disobey her heart, Erin knew it was time.

She pulled in a deep breath and turned to Alan.  He was intently studying the sensor readings displayed on the helm, but eventually caught wind of her stare, and turned to her, smiling.  “Yes?” he asked softly.

Erin smiled back.  “Oh, nothing,” she said playfully, deciding it would be best to ease into the conversation gently.

“We’re about to enter Sector 19328,” he said, pointing at the display.  “The comet our rogue class-nine probe was supposed to be scanning lives happily there.  Should we stop to take a peek?”

Erin shrugged.  Normally she would be all over such an opportunity, but this was not a normal day.  Today, she didn’t really care either way.  “It’s up to you, little buddy.”

Alan’s fingers hovered over the controls for a moment.  “Well…” He tapped the controls, and the Dark Star slowly dropped out of transwarp, the vibrant green streaks of light summarily replaced by a vast, twinkling starfield—but he didn’t input a new course and heading.  Instead, he pushed himself away from the helm and turned to Erin.

Feeling a warm, bubbly sensation growing inside of her, Erin smiled, and drew closer to Alan.  “Well what?” she asked.

Pulling himself closer, Alan produced a faint smile.  “I don’t really care about that comet, either,” he admitted.

Erin’s eyes grew wide with anticipation as her heart began to race.  “Oh really?  Then why did we stop?”

Turning back to the helm, Alan tapped at the controls one last time, bringing the Dark Star to a total stop.  When he came back, he looked more than a little nervous. “I’ve had something on my mind the past few weeks.  Something…important.”

“Oh really?”

He nodded.  “Really.”

There was a pause, during which, it seemed no further words would be exchanged.  Not wanting that, Erin took it upon herself to further the conversation.  “Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”

Alan blinked.  “Oh…you have to guess,” he said quickly.  It was supposed to be a joke, but given his apparent nerves, he didn’t pull it off with his usual finesse.

Still, Erin had a fair idea as to what she might guess.  But before she did anything, Erin decided she would help lighten the mood by playing along.  “You want me to teach you how to be a better Metrix player?”

Alan laughed.  “I do, actually,” he admitted.  “But that wasn’t exactly what I was thinking of.”

“Oh,” said Erin softly.  “Then…I guess you must have romantic feelings for me… Right?”

Looking more than a little astonished, Alan simply nodded.  “Hopefully, the same feelings you have for me,” he said, dazed, but clearly relieved.  “There’s nothing worse than unrequited love.”

“…Alan…” A chill went down Erin’s spine as she said it. “…my feelings for you are far from unrequited.”

He smiled.  “That is a relief. I…”

But his words drifted off as the sensors lit up with a plethora of alerts.  Erin glanced over at the screen, counting countless dozens of unidentified blips streaming into the watchful eye of the sensors.  “What is it?” she asked.

Alan quickly turned to his controls and looked it over.  “The comet,” he said.  “But it’s not a comet anymore.  Something has reduced it to a big old field of rocks.”

Quickly, Erin turned her attention back to her station.  “Oxygen, carbon, methane…  It’s the comet all right.”  She turned to Alan.  “But what the hell happened to it?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  And watch your language.”

Erin smiled.  “Sorry,” she said, tapping at the controls.  “I’ll have the computer check it out…  We should know in a few hours.” 

The hours following supper had been very quiet ones; some had called the calm before the storm.  Others had called it the final hours of the Phobian Republic.  Either way, the hours passed slowly as they waited for word on the battle at Xantoran VII.  Had the fleet repelled the alien invaders?  Or were they reduced to ashes?  No one knew.

To pass the time, Aeria conducted research on her Voth weapon.  She didn’t get much done, but she liked to think she did.  Ulira simply paced back-and-forth until finally, the comm unit activated.

He rushed over to it before the computer could even announce an incoming transmission.  It was Gestar, obviously, and when he appeared on the screen, he looked very, very dire.  Bator gulped.

“The aliens have decimated our fleet at Xantoran VII,” he said somberly.  “The remaining alien vessels are on their way here…”

Chapter Five

Hundreds of small, squid-like bioships rained down terror on the city ship.  The massive vessel’s shields managed to absorb each and every fiery orange burst, but certainly, it would not be able to endure.  The following attacks would, without any doubt, make for a more explosive time.

“Fire at will,” said Gestar from his station on the bridge of the mighty city ship before turning to his companions.  “Aeria, have you made any progress on the Voth weaponry?”

Bator stood at his mother’s side near a science station at the back of the bridge, watching the terrible events unfold before him.  He was petrified.  So was she.  He could tell by her voice when she answered, “No.  I only received the data from the Circle of Research and Development a few cycles ago.  I’ve not had a chance to study it.”

Gestar frowned sadly.  “Then I suggest you head for the escape pods before it is too late.”

As the city ship endured the pounding, hundreds more of the squid-like alien bioships surged outward from a massive quantum singularity, laying down an intense barrage of orange-red weapons fire, hoping to extinguish all life on the city ship.  Even so, the mighty vessel fired its every last weapon, striking several of the bioships—even destroying a few of them, but in the end, it was still terribly outnumbered.  For each bioship that was destroyed, ten more emerged from the singularity, pounding the blocky vessel until finally, the fatal blow was made.

A beam of yellow light shot out from the blocky vessel’s phaser banks, slicing one of the bioships in half.  As it died, the vessel seemed to shrivel up like a prune, expelling a pasty white substance into space before slamming into the side of its destroyer.  Both were immediately engulfed in flames.

The battle was over, and the once great Phobian Republic was dead.

As the realization of their impending doom spread throughout the crew, a sort of crazed panic began to take root.  Phobian officers jammed the corridors, frantically performing last minute operations before proceeding to the escape pods—though they knew that their chance of survival was slim, the enemy had been known to miss a few escape pods in the past.  One, maybe two would survive.  But no more… 

Amidst the chaotic atmosphere, moving slowly against the flow of crazed and panicked traffic, Aeria and Ulira carefully guided Bator through the corridors toward the escape pods.  They hastily ducked into a dark, secluded corridor and crouched down beside one of the vessel’s few remaining pods.

“Everything will be okay,” Aeria assured her son. 

He nodded sadly as Ulira opened the hatch.  “Go now,” he said.  “Go, and be safe.”

Bator hesitated as he stepped inside the sleek black pod.  For a moment, it seemed as if he would not comply, but a meaningful glance from Aeria seemed to generate enough encouragement for the child to slip into the small pod.

“Good-bye,” she said softly once Bator was secured inside the claustrophobic pod.

Ulira made a few last minute adjustments to the escape vessel before running his fingers over the control panel on top, effectively sealing the hatch.  “Activating stasis unit,” he said once it was secured.

His hand returned to the control pad and grazed a large red button near the center.  A moment later, a soft whoosh emanated from the pod, indicating the stasis unit had successfully activated.  Inside, the child was sleeping peacefully, ready to embark upon a journey of epic proportions…  The male smiled faintly.  “Let this moment mark not the end of our empire, but the beginning of a new one…”

The ship suddenly shuttered as its bulkheads began to fall apart.  A stream of fiery sparks rained down from the ceiling, and a thick cloud of smoke rose from the smoldering floor.  Both Phobians were tossed up against the wall across from the escape pod and fell to the floor.

Aeria looked up to see a gaping hull breech down the corridor.  Nothing but a forcefield was protecting them from the vacuum of space, and given its constant flickering, not for long.  She nudged her husband gently to bring him to his feet.

He did not comply.

When she brought her hand back to her face, she noticed it was covered in a thick coat of runny blood, and her heart skipped a beat.  Frantically, she shooed the invasive smoke away from herself just enough to see a large bulkhead had fallen upon her companion.  He was resting quietly—motionlessly—in a large pool of velvet-red blood.

“Nooo!!” she shouted.  “No!!!!”

Feeling her heart shatter into a million pieces, she slumped down on his cold, dead body and wept loudly for several moments.  She wept until the buzz of the escape pod brought her back to reality.

Aeria glanced out the new window down the corridor.  The forcefield was about to fail.  Already, she could see the very structure of the ship crumpling due to the stress of the hull breaches.  A moment later, bulkheads started crashing to the floor.  Sparks and billowing flames sprayed outward from the inner hull as the warp core breached.

As fast as her damaged body could propel her, Aeria lounged at the escape pod and pounded at the launch mechanism.  For a moment, she was able to hear the sound of the pod exiting their doomed starship, but the oncoming explosions soon muffled those comforting sounds of hope.

The forcefield had failed.  The entire deck was being blown out into space in a sea of flames…

Plumes of swirling orange and yellow fire shot through the ship’s weakened hull.  The vibrant yellow warp nacelles crumbled away, and then, caught up in the growing maelstrom of fire, blew themselves into massive balls of flame.  Just as the blast seemed to be dying down, one final explosion rocked the ship—an explosion so large it consumed the entire vessel and many of the tiny escape pods nearby… 

Only a handful escaped the deadly shockwave, free to make their way into the final frontier…

Peering in on the escape pod from hell, Lucas Tompkins carefully yanked out another one of its haphazardly shaped components and handed it to Kendall Johnson.  Much as the chief engineer had expected, nothing happened.  For nearly seven hours, he had sat before the pod, removing components, and for nearly seven hours, the pod functioned without so much as a pause to catch its breath.  

Tired, and feeling a headache coming on, Tompkins pushed himself away from the pod and turned to Johnson.

The Lieutenant looked at the boxy component in his hand, and then set it in the small pile he had accumulated over the hours.  “We lost,” Kendall said once the piece was in its place.

He was, of course, referring to the tactical simulations with the Alexander.  “I said we would,” Tompkins reminded.  “But I guarantee, we won’t lose next time—or the same way at least.  It was a hard lesson we had to learn.”

“I guess so,” Johnson agreed.

Suddenly, the lights on the pod stopped flashing.  The pod let out a low whine as it powered down.  Tompkins looked to Johnson and smiled.  “It’s off line!”

“What did you do to it?” Johnson inquired.

For that, Lucas had no answer.  “I wish I knew…”

Darkness.

In his mind, darkness was all that Bator could sense.  The aliens he recognized as Species 8472 no longer plagued his thoughts.  The massacre at Xantoran VII was just a distant memory, and the destruction of his people’s civilization was merely another chapter in history.  It was over.

Slowly, he opened his eyes to see Doctor Hartman looming overhead with her medical tricorder, readily scanning him.  “How do you feel?” she asked flatly.

“I feel fine,” said Bator.  “A bit of a headache, but I believe I can handle it.”

Satisfied with the answer, Hartman snapped her tricorder shut and took a few steps back.  “Do you know what happened to you?”

The Phobian nodded.  “I think so,” he said.  “I believe my pod was designed to relate the tale of my people’s final days.”

“I figured as much,” said Hartman.  “What did you discover?”

“A lot,” said Bator.  “And nothing.”

Hartman frowned.  “What?”

“It merely confirmed that my people were slaughtered by Species 8472.  But the details were vague.  I know as much now as I did before the experience… only I know for a certainty that it’s the truth.”  He paused for a moment, and blinked.  “If anything, the experience has provided me with the knowledge that I may not be alone in this universe after all.  Numerous escape pods were able to flee.  If I could find one of them…”

His voice trailed off as he considered the possibilities.

Following a more complete medical examination, Doctor Hartman gave Bator a clean bill of health and released the Phobian to his quarters.  For several moments, he though about just going to sleep, but then, he remembered one piece of unfinished business he had to attend to.

“Computer, open a channel to Captain Talbot on the Alexander.”

It chirped as it complied, and soon, Talbot appeared on the viewscreen.  “Mr. Bator.  I assume you’re calling about the offer?”

He nodded.  “I am.”

“And?” Talbot asked with excitement.

“I cannot,” Bator said reluctantly.  “While it is an incredible opportunity, I feel my place is still at Captain Christopher’s side.”

Talbot smiled understandingly.  “No need to apologize.  But if you ever want to transfer, our door is always open.”

Bator smiled.  “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Commander Harrison was a worrier.  Though he wouldn’t be worried yet, Alan Christopher knew that if the Dark Star remained away from the ship for a while longer, the executive officer would begin to worry—and quite frankly, that was the last thing Christopher wanted.  He glanced over at Erin’s screen.

“The computer analysis is almost done,” she said, noticing Alan’s action.  “From the initial data, it looks like someone detonated some sort of tetralithium device nearby.”

“Tetralithium?” Christopher had never heard of the term. 

Erin was obviously not surprised by his lack of knowledge.  She merely smiled.  “It’s a highly conjectural, dangerous substance proposed by Doctor David Soñez.  No one’s ever been able to develop it.”

Alan looked over at the sensors again.  “Until now,” he said grimly.  “I don’t like this.”

On his way back to his own sensors, Alan suddenly caught Erin’s gaze.  It was filled with concern.  “I don’t like it, myself, little buddy,” she agreed.  “Would you object if I were to suggest we start heading back now?”

“Not in the slightest,” said Christopher.  He brought his hands back to the helm and hastily resumed a course and heading for the Starlight.
But before the ship could even jump into motion, Christopher saw a bright purple tractor beam pull the shuttle into its grasps.  As the beam pulled the shuttle upward, it pummeled the small craft like a toy.  Christopher sighed nervously as he got only a brief glance at what appeared to be a massive warship pulling them in its direction.  “Can you identify its warp signature?” he asked Keller.

“No,” she said curtly.  “It’s completely masked.”

Grimly, Christopher looked out at their captor’s vessel.  It was a metallic pink color, old and worn, shaped somewhat like a trapezoid straight from hell.  “This is not good,” he muttered as a bright light slowly washed over him…
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