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Prologue

The Dentari International Space Station was the pride of all Dentari, for it symbolized the fragile unity that had been forming on the planet over the decades.  It was humbling to know that they, as a species, had evolved beyond the point of mindless warfare, instead focusing on the fruits of space exploration—and this was it.

The space station was a massive facility being constructed by nearly half of the planet’s governments.  It would house at least one hundred people, and utilize the most advanced technology available to the Dentari to conquer the greatest mysteries of space.  It was, in essence, the Dentari’s greatest achievement, and Canis Isari was proud to be a part of it.

For most of his life, Isari had been an officer in his nation’s military.  He had seen countless battles, and been witness numerous atrocities over the years, and as a result, had a very thick skin when it came to danger.  And while there was certainly nobody attempting to kill him at the moment, Canis Isari knew that his job was an extremely dangerous one.

He and his men were installing the solar panels on the space station—a key component, for they would be used to power the mighty space station through its myriad adventures.  It was a long, arduous, and extremely delicate procedure; one wrong move, and it was all over—consequently, the danger was constant.

But Isari liked the danger.  It seemed to breed the tension and excitement of the battlefield, only in this instance, the results were instantly gratifying, and far more positive than any battle.

“I think we’re ready to put number three into position, Turan,” Isari said as he finished securing the second solar panel in place.  He was floating with his partner of nearly ten years, Hurel Turan, near the aforementioned solar panel; both adorned the bulky gray spacesuits specially designed by the Dentari to protect any astronaut from the void of space—so while the things may have been heavy and clumsy, nobody really minded wearing them.

Slowly, Isari began to move away from the solar panel with the intention of heading back to their space shuttle where the third panel was waiting.  But as he did so, Isari thought he saw something other than stars reflecting in the solar panel before him.  At first, he dismissed it as his overactive imagination, but after a moment, he saw the odd reflection again—something was definitely there.

Using the space station for leverage, Isari slowly came about to place the odd reflection under a bit more scrutiny.  And his jaw dropped.  “What the…?”

By that point in time, Turan had also noticed the strange vessel, and much like Isari, the look on his face was genuine confusion.  “It’s a spaceship or something!” he exclaimed, and though they didn’t know it at the time, Canis Isari and Hurel Turan were staring at the shapely curves of a Constitution-class starship…

Chapter One

Canis Isari thought he was having an hallucination, for it was a certainty the incredibly huge spaceship before him was not real.  Spaceships of such design were nothing more than science fiction fantasies; everyone knew that such a vessel was virtually impossible to build.  Yet there it was, placidly drifting a few thousand meters away.

“What do we do?” asked Turan hesitantly.

Isari shook his head indecisively.  “I don’t know,” he admitted after a moment of watching the spaceship.  At first, the vessel looked like it was simply stationary, but after a placing its vessels under closer scrutiny, it became all too apparent that the ship was adrift—and most likely abandoned.  “We could infiltrate it,” he suggested.  “I’m certain nobody would object to us staking a claim to that thing.  Just imagine what we could do with it… I mean, it practically makes our state of the art space station look archaic!”

“There could be things on that vessel beyond our comprehension,” Turan added softly.  “We could be opening up our minds to countless new possibilities—things we hadn’t even begun to consider before!”

Excitement pulsing through his veins, Isari quickly came about to face the solar panel with one prominent dilemma: should he finish his work with the panels, or go back to the space shuttle and set a course for the massive alien spaceship?  It took less than a minute for him reach a decision.  “Let’s get back to the shuttle,” he said excitedly.

Five hours, and nearly fifty conversations with command and control later, Isari’s shuttle and crew arrived at the spaceship’s side.  The vessel dwarfed their shuttle like a newborn kitten curled next to a massive African elephant.  But the crew of the space shuttle also had the curiosity of cats, and it took little more than a few minutes for them to happen upon the hangar located in the aft section of the spaceship.  They pried the doors open, and the crew of five easily made their way inside.

The hangar was a dark, expansive room that was littered with numerous auxiliary spacecraft, many of which were jostled over on their sides and damaged, most likely beyond repair.  There were a few workstations near the back of the room, just in front of a set of large doors that undoubtedly served as the portal to the rest of the ship.  Canis Isari pointed for his people to head for the doors, and then allowed himself to fall to the back of the pack to chat with Turan.  “I wonder what happened here?” he asked softly. 

Turan shrugged.  “As do I,” he said.  “Whatever it was, it cannot be good.  I am no expert, but I don’t think it’s very wise to leave spacecraft laying around like that.”  He motioned for a particularly decrepit shuttlecraft that was tipped over on its side sporting a pocked, scorched hull and numerous fractures.

Up ahead, the remainder of the crew struggled to open the doors, for it seemed that they, too were sealed tight.  “Use the mag-lock,” Isari said as he approached.

They complied, and within moments, the doors were slowly sliding apart, revealing a long, narrow corridor that was—much like the hangar—dark.  Isari grabbed the flashlight from his belt and flipped it on, using the bright beam of light to scope out the terrain ahead.  It immediately fell upon two bodies floating near the end of the corridor amidst a few odd-shaped pieces of equipment.  Obviously, the artificial gravity in this section was offline.

“This is just like an episode of Space Wars,” Turan quipped as they approached the bodies at the end of the corridor.

Isari nodded with a wide grin upon his face.  “Episode 247,” he recalled from his vast memory, “‘Death Trap, Part I.’”

“Hopefully,” said Turan, stopping about a meter from the floating corpses, “we won’t have a repeat of part two.”

  Thanks to the void of space, both floaters were perfectly preserved.  The aliens looked very much like the Dentari, though they seemed to be lacking the thin ridge that ran vertically down the center of all Dentari faces.  “Collect both of them,” said Turan to one of his subordinates as he examined the bodies.  “We’ll study them further when we get back home.”

“Aye sir,” came the pleasant voice of a young woman.  As she and another started their task, Turan and Isari turned their attention to the myriad tools floating around the two bodies.  

“Interesting,” said Isari as he grabbed the one floating nearest his face.  It was clearly a gun of some sort, streamlined to the point of beauty.  Isari produced a faint smile as he plucked it from its home and held it in his hands; seeing new weaponry always made him smile.  He tinkered with it for a moment, attempting to see just where exactly the bullets came out—but as he inspected the weapon it became clear that there was no such place.

“A ray gun, perhaps?” suggested Turan.

Isari nodded his agreement.  “It has to be,” he said.  “A culture this advanced probably lost the need for bullets centuries ago.”  He carefully placed the weapon on his belt, and then turned his attention to the set of doors before them.

Much like the doors in the hanger, mag-locks were required to open the passage to the next corridor—a lift of some kind, which was also dysfunctional.  But since there was no gravity, they were easily able to push open the hatch at the top of the lift and ascend through the shaft with ease.  After going up a few decks, Isari, Turan, and a few of the others emerged from the shaft and began to negotiate the corridors of a new deck. 

“This spaceship is huge!” said one of the subordinates.  “I can’t believe it!”

“You’d better believe it,” said Isari evenly.

The group negotiated a few more corridors before coming upon a large set of doors.  After using the mag-locks to get in, they were immediately greeted by a large, open room filled with control stations—a few of which were still operational, if only for a few blinking red lights.  In the aft section, behind a thick, transparent wall was a large cylindrical tube that extended from the floor to the ceiling, and apparently beyond.  Though it was darkened because of disuse, Isari suspected the tube would have been well lit and pulsing with energy had the spaceship been active.  “This must be the engine room,” he surmised after a moment.  “Absolutely incredible!”

Following a few more awe-inspired moments, Isari and Turan slowly wandered over to one of the control stations with the blinking red lights.  Instinctively, Isari touched the control panel, causing Turan to gasp in horror.

“You don’t know what that does!” he exclaimed.

Turan smiled.  “Nothing, obviously,” he said, watching the blinking light continue to do just that.  He tapped it a few more times just for the heck of it, with similar results.  But the fourth time was a charm.  The entire workstation came to life, along with the lights, artificial gravity, and the large tube in the back of the room…

In the midst of a war, there was always something for the officer assigned to tactical to do.  There were battle drills to conduct, reports to file, analyses to complete, and a plethora of other things to keep that officer busy, and on the Starlight, such tasks were delegated to Lieutenant Bator—not that he minded.

It was long, arduous work that often became tedious, but somebody had to do it.  Besides, the work tended to keep Bator occupied for the duration of his shift, making time seem to go by faster…

But then there were days like today.

Elorg activity had been minimal over the past few days, meaning the activity reports to file were also minimal.  There were no scheduled battle drills, the phaser banks had been retuned three days ago, and the torpedo bays were filled with dozens of new quantum torpedo warheads—there was almost literally nothing to do…

But that all changed the moment sensors lit up with an alert.  In an instant, Lieutenant Bator broke himself out of his trance and glanced down at the source of the alert.  “We’re picking up a distress signal,” he said abruptly.

Captain Alan Christopher seemed to have a spring in his behind, for he was on his feet less than a second later.  “Who needs a dashing prince like myself to come and rescue them?”

“Me,” said Neelar Drayge after a brief moment of silence.

The action prompted a quizzical look from the Captain, who swiftly wandered up to the helm with a quirky smile upon his face.  “I think not,” he replied quaintly.

“Then how about your princess?” came Erin Keller’s voice a moment later.  She stood at the operations station with her arms folded, and an icy glare upon her face.

“Of course,” said Alan quickly.  “I wasn’t even talking about the distress call.  Really.”

Though Alan’s comeback was as transparent as a Gallimite’s head, Erin still produced a faint smile.  “Very well then, little buddy,” she chirped.

Bator cleared his throat.  “Dashing princes notwithstanding, there is still a distress call on sensors,” he said evenly.  “I have the visual feed now.”

Christopher nodded, and turned on his heel to face the front of the bridge.  “On screen,” he ordered.

Moments later, an attractive young woman appeared on the screen.  Her hair was dark brown, and pulled back into a severe bun; in stark contrast, her skin was incredibly pale.  She had large eyes, a small nose, and thin lips.  But what surprised Christopher more than her looks was her uniform—it was a yellowish-green tunic that he immediately recognized as consistent with the 2260’s.  

“This is Captain Jennifer Milan of the Federation Starship Atlantis!” she said, the urgency in her voice apparent.  “We have been struck by an ion storm and have sustained heavy damage!  We require assistance!”

Immediately, Commander Harrison turned his gaze upon Christopher.  “It would seem that we are bit late in receiving this message,” he quipped.

He nodded.  “Oh yeah.  Just a few nanoseconds…”

“It’s the U.S.S. Atlantis,” Erin confirmed after a moment.  “It was reported lost on Stardate 2398.7.”

“So the ship is more than one hundred years old,” Harrison surmised.  “It is a certainty that the crew has perished.”

Christopher folded his arms and expelled a long sigh.  “So the question is, why the heck are we receiving their distress call now?”

Though Canis Isari had been thoroughly impressed with main engineering, sickbay, the science lab, and many of the other places they had explored, absolutely nothing compared to the bridge.  It was a large, open command area centered on the big chair in the middle.  There were two workstations in front of the chair, and numerous others lining the walls; at the front was a large screen that prominently displayed the goings on outside of the ship—at the moment, little more than a drifting starfield.

Though there were many workstations still operational, Isari decided to heed Turan’s advice, and refrain from touching them, instead leaving that particular job to the experts, who probably had a fair idea of what to do with such complex controls.  Still, there was no rule saying Isari could not look—and look he did.  “If only we could read the text,” he grumbled upon inspection of the workstations in front of the command chair.

“That would be too easy,” said Turan.  “And not too alien,” he added.

“They could always read it on Space Wars,” Isari quipped.

Turan chuckled.  “I guess that’s why it got canceled.”

Slowly, Isari left the two workstations alone, and turned his attention to the command chair.  It was empty, of course; aside from the two cadavers they had found in the corridor, the entire ship had been empty.  It was the general consensus that the crew had abandoned ship, and those two unfortunate people somehow got left behind.

Ultimately, the fate of the starship was not Isari’s concern.  Though he was certainly curious as to what happened, Isari found himself far more concerned with how the Dentari could put the vessel to use, and as he sat down in the plush, opulent command chair, Isari knew that anything they did would prove wondrous.  “We must secure this ship, and bring it back to Dentari IV,” he said after a moment in the chair.  “With this claim to our name, the Dentari can work to establish themselves as a galactic power!”

Ever since Kendall Johnson’s resignation and subsequent… incident, as Neelar Drayge liked to think of it, the young Bolian found himself spending a considerable amount of time in the astrometrics lab.  He didn’t really mind the added work; in fact, he found it a welcome change of pace from the daily routine at the helm.  It added variety to his day, and gave him some more time to stand in the spotlight and demonstrate his skills.  Unfortunately, for Drayge, he had yet to stumble upon an incident that would exactly allow him to demonstrate his brilliance in the astrometrics lab.

In fact, it was mainly routine sensor sweeps and analyses that drew little attention from the Captain.  Consequently, all of Neelar Drayge’s hard work went essentially unnoticed—until now.

The young Bolian stood happily at the control station atop the circular platform at the back of the astrometrics lab.  Beside him were Commander Harrison and Captain Christopher, who patiently watched Drayge complete his task—which was a relatively easy one, at that.

After a spending a few minutes making the necessary computations, Neelar Drayge tapped at the controls on the surface of the workstation to get the desired results.  Sure enough, a tiny red blip appeared against the starfield on the large, panoramic viewscreen a few moments later.  

“There it is,” said Drayge.  “The Dentari System.”  He tapped at the controls, eliciting a red circle to form around the blip, and subsequently zoom in on the selected area until the Dentari System filled the viewscreen.

It was at that moment that Captain Christopher quaintly pushed Drayge aside to look at the data for himself.  “Our friends, the sensors, seem to indicate the distress call is coming from near Dentari IV,” he surmised.

“Yes.”  Politely, so not to offend the Captain, Drayge regained control of the station and expounded upon the Captain’s analysis.  “It’s a Class-M planet with a population of about 5.4 billion.  According to our data, they have limited spacefaring technology.”

Harrison cleared his throat.  “How limited?”

“Very,” said Drayge as he checked the data for a more concrete answer.  “They are a pre-warp civilization… in fact, they’ve only recently begun their space program; they’ve yet to have a probe leave their star system.”

Christopher cringed.  “Ouch,” he said softly.  “And you’re absolutely, positively, beyond the shadow-of-a-doubt, one-hundred percent certain that the Atlantis is in orbit of Dentari IV?”

“It might not be in orbit,” said Drayge, “but it’s definitely nearby.  They most likely know about the Atlantis… in fact, they’re probably the ones that restored power to the ship’s systems.”

“So that is why we are receiving the distress signal now,” Harrison concluded.

Christopher forced a smile to his face.  “Lovely,” he said through clenched teeth.  He turned his gaze to the blue-green sphere that was Dentari IV and shook his head.  “We can’t let Federation technology fall into the Dentari’s hands, even if it is more than a hundred years old.”

Commander Harrison carefully nodded his agreement—not exactly a ringing endorsement.  “There are two slight problems,” he said in a hushed tone.  “The Prime Directive being one of them.”

Christopher blinked.  He hadn’t stopped to consider that particular aspect of the situation.  “We can’t interfere with their normal development… but where do we draw the line?  Technically, we’ve already interfered because the Atlantis drifted into their star system—but we had absolutely nothing to do with all of that fun drifting, so in all reality, if we were to stroll on into the Dentari System and swipe that baby, we’d still be interfering with their normal development.”  He paused for a moment, and then came upon a rather brazen realization, “We are so screwed.  What might that fun and exciting problem number two be, dearest Matthew?”

The edges of Harrison’s mouth slowly curved upward as he realized how true the Captain’s statement was.  “I do believe Admiral O’Connor would find this mission most unworthy of our time.”

For a brief moment, Christopher was inclined to agree with the first officer—but then inspiration struck.  “We’ll see about that,” he said deviously.

For the briefest of moments, Alan Christopher thought he had stepped into the wrong office.  There was a desk and a few chairs, a few PADDs and a computer on the desk, and one browning plant in the corner near the window.  But then, as Christopher stepped closer, the doughnut crumbs sprinkled on the shiny surface of the desk were proof enough that he had entered the office of Admiral Alexis O’Connor; she had simply neglected to decorate.

Before sitting down, Christopher afforded himself a quick glance at the myriad PADDs sitting on the Admiral’s desk.  The first one was a tactical analysis on the Kokiri System; the second was about the status of the deflector on the Athens; the third PADD was obscured by the other two, but from what Christopher could glean from the visible portion, it appeared to be a series of crew transfers.  He started to move for the PADD, but the moment he did, the portly O’Connor suddenly emerged from one of the adjoining rooms.

She said nothing to acknowledge her guest, and simply waddled to her desk in silence, clearly short-of-breath in the last few steps.  As she plopped down in her seat, the Admiral took a moment to catch her breath, and then turned to Christopher with an unpleasant sneer upon her face.  “It’s generally a custom to say ‘good morning’ when you arrive,” she said.

Christopher dared not point out the fact that it was well into the afternoon.  He simply offered his agreement, and nothing more, allowing O’Connor’s rant to run dry right at the start.

She huffed, and brushed a few crumbs from the front of her uniform.  “What did you want to see me for?” she asked, licking her fingers clean of any extraneous crumbs.  “I’m very busy, you know.  You’re lucky I take such good care of you guys, and listen to all your problems.”

The statement prompted an odd feeling to wash over Christopher; he was either going to burst into laughter or throw up—but he wasn’t certain which, so neither course of action fabricated into anything more than a thought.  “I simply wanted to inform you of a grave threat to the Federation,” he said.

O’Connor’s frown deepened.  “Oh?”

“Yes,” said Christopher.  “There is a grave threat to Federation security in the Dentari System,” he said.  “We have received a distress signal from one of our vessels; it has fallen to the local population.  They may conspire with the Elorg if we don’t stop them.”

It wasn’t entirely truthful… then again, it wasn’t entirely false, either.  Christopher liked to think of it as overly dramatic, for he knew that if it sounded like a dreadful, dire situation, that the Admiral would be more inclined to authorize a mission to stop it.

She considered it for a moment, looked over some data on her computer screen, and then considered it for a few additional moments.  “I’ll have to confer with Command,” she ultimately decided.  Not that it was a surprise, since that was usually her decision.

“Time is of the essence,” Christopher said softly.  “If we don’t act soon, something… cataclysmic could happen.”

“But Command—”

“Will see… the incredible logic behind your reasoning, I’m sure,” Christopher interjected.

Pleased with her newfound incredible logic, O’Connor’s scowl lessened slightly, and she nodded her head.  “Go,” she said softly.  “I’ll find something to tell Command!  I swear, I stick up for you guys way too much…  What would you do without me?”

Deciding to quit while he was ahead, Christopher did not dignify that with a response, though there were numerous choice words floating through his mind at that particular moment.  Instead, he slowly rose from his chair.  “May I be dismissed, Admiral?”

She nodded her approval, and with that, Christopher turned on his heel and bolted out of O’Connor’s office… grinning at his own incredible logic.

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73798.4: After several days at transwarp speed, the Starlight has reached the Dentari System; we are currently holding position above the magnetic pole of a nearby moon to evade Dentari sensors while we prepare to further investigate the Atlantis.

After making his log entry, Alan Christopher spent a moment staring out the lone window in his ready room.  He took a brief moment to admire the beauty of the sight before him—the vast, twinkling starfield set against the rocky gray and brown terrain of an alien moon.  But as the euphoria of the beauty began to fade, Christopher’s contemplation of the universe before him was only just beginning.  

There was a fork in the road before him, and no matter which way he chose, the answer was the wrong one.  Perhaps, then, there was the possibility that one of the paths was less wrong than the other, or that there was an enigmatic third path that had yet to reveal itself.  Either way, Christopher was left with more questions than answers.  “Why can’t the universe be more simple?” he prompted before expelling a brief sigh and heading back to the bridge.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked as he headed for his command chair in the center of the bridge.

Commander Harrison shook his head.  “Not exactly,” he stated.  “There has been minimal activity since our arrival, however, we have just intercepted a transmission from the Atlantis to the surface.”

“Let’s hear it,” said Christopher as he sat down in his chair. 

Being extremely proficient in his duties, Lieutenant Bator immediately set out to complete the task at hand; within moments, Christopher heard a blip, and then the beginnings of a static-filled transmission.

“…command.   Do you read me?”

“Affirmative,” said command.  “We’ve got you.”

“How soon do you think you can send reinforcements up here?”

There was an awkward pause as the man at command absorbed the request in his mind.  “Reinforcements?  Why?  Is something wrong?”

“No… But we have captured an alien spaceship, and need additional personnel to secure it.”

“I’ll see what I can do.  Over and out.”

It was at that moment that Christopher decided they would not stand by and let the Atlantis fall to the Dentari.  It was clear to him that the Dentari intended to secure and study the ship, perhaps even try to duplicate it.  Such an action would place the Dentari centuries ahead of their natural state of development, and the Federation would be to blame.  Thus, it had to be stopped, at any cost.

“Suggestions?” he asked calmly.

Lucas Tompkins was the first to speak; the chief engineer almost always had a solution to any given problem—only they tended to be more radical than Christopher’s liking.  This one was no different.  “We could overpower them with blunt force,” said Tompkins.  “It is a Constitution-class ship.  We could cream them before they even have a chance to raise shields.”

Christopher’s jaw dropped slightly, and he proceeded to bite his upper lip.  “We’ll use that as a last resort.  I think it would be preferable if we could take the ship in one piece.”

“Perhaps we could infiltrate it,” suggested Harrison.  

Turning to his executive officer, Christopher produced a smile.  “Take Lucas, Bator, and Talyere with you,” he said softly.  He paused, then added, “Given his recent studies, I would assume Talyere to be a bit more familiar with the ship than the rest of us.”

Though he tried his best not to show it, Isari was utterly enthralled by the vessel they had been traversing.  Inwardly, he found himself in agreement with the majority of his team—the vessel was huge and magical.  In fact, Isari was so caught up in it that he had lost all track of time; days could have passed for all he knew.

“This is incredible!” said Turan ecstatically, finishing yet another tour of the starship’s command facility.  He paused a meter before Isari and the command chair, and then looked up at his friend, beaming.  “Incredible!” he repeated.

For his part, Canis Isari was still at a loss of words.  The sheer excitement of being on such an advanced vessel had rendered him virtually speechless the moment he had crossed the threshold to the bridge—and he had yet to recover.  Candidly, he cleared his throat and nodded at Turan’s sentiment while he searched for his wayward voice.

“Well,” Isari finally said, his voice still froggy—he took a moment to clear it, then continued, “we need to learn how to operate this ship if we intend to use it.  Have you made any progress?”

Turan’s grin faded slightly.  “This odd language is quite an impediment,” he admitted.  “But I do believe that the functions are coming to us—slowly, but surely.”

That was what Isari wanted to hear.  “How long until we can do something worthwhile?”

Folding his arms on his chest, Turan took in a deep lungful of air as he considered the question.  “A few hours, I would imagine.”

“Very well,” Isari said softly.  “I suppose we shouldn’t risk anything until we’re certain we know what we’re doing.”

“Exactly,” said Turan with a nod.

Talyere Rosat was extremely pleased that Captain Christopher had chosen him to join the away mission.  It was not often that he had such opportunities, and it was certainly comforting to know that the Captain had no qualms about giving Talyere the chance to seize every such opportunity when it arose—and this one… this one was golden.

As the sparkling blue hues of the transporter beam danced into nothingness, Talyere immediately found himself beside his companions in a dark, narrow corridor somewhere on the Atlantis.  To the average being, it was just another nondescript corridor, but Talyere, having studied everything there is to know about the Federation in extreme detail, knew exactly where they were.

“Deck nineteen, section forty-seven,” he decided after a moment’s observation.   “We are relatively near main engineering.”

Almost immediately in the minds of both Talyere and Lucas Tompkins, the very same idea sprung into mind— though Lucas, being more impulsive, spoke first.  “We could go there and use the computer to cut power to the rest of the ship.”

Talyere, with those very same words still hanging on his lips, simply nodded his agreement.  “It would be wise of us to do that,” he swiftly added a moment later.

“Then that is what we shall do,” said Harrison following a few brief moments of contemplation.

Using his vast, photographic memory, Talyere quickly pictured the schematics of the Atlantis in his mind, and summarily traced a path from their current position to the engine room.  If the took the most direct route and walked at a brisk pace, engineering was less than a minute away.  Deciding that time was of the essence, Talyere wasted no time in leading the way to their destination.

After negotiating a few long, narrow corridors—which were claustrophobic in comparison to those on the Starlight—the foursome came upon the large set of doors belonging to main engineering. 

Commander Harrison impulsively reached for the control pad to open the doors, but quickly found his arm intercepted by Bator.  “Do not do that,” boomed the Phobian.

Harrison was briefly taken aback.  “Why not?” he inquired, sounding slightly alarmed.

Holding up his tricorder for Harrison to see, Bator proceeded to explain himself.  “There are several Dentari still inside of main engineering.  If we enter, we risk being exposed.”

“Which would not bode well for our cause,” continued Harrison.  “It would be wise of us to remain incognito.”

“Agreed,” said Talyere.  “But we are left with a considerable dilemma.  Access to engineering is required should we desire a complete shutdown of the power grid.”

“Damn,” said Lucas Tompkins under his breath.  He expelled a considerable sigh, and rubbed his fingers on his weary eyes.  Obviously, he was short on innovated ideas.  “We could always flood engineering with acidichloride gas,” he grunted, displeased that he had to resort to his tried and true “gas them and run” method.

Commander Harrison, on the other hand, was far from displeased.  “That particular method has saved us in the past.  Should it save us once more, I assure you that there will be no complaints from me.”

“Likewise,” Talyere crisply added.  “There is an environmental control substation located just up ahead.  I believe that we can accomplish our goal from there.”

“We can,” confirmed Bator, already marching for the substation.

When they arrived at the environmental control substation, it took little more than a minute for Lieutenant Bator and Commander Tompkins to figure out the archaic controls and flood main engineering with the gas.  By the time they got back to main engineering, the gas should have worked its magic on the Dentari, and have been in the process of being filtered out of the air.  Consequently, when they arrived at the doors, Commander Harrison punched the control pad with little hesitation, and was thoroughly surprised several moments later when a group of angry Dentari stood on the other side of the parting doors.

His eyes wide, Harrison rapidly came about to face his peers.  “You did flood main engineering, did you not?” he inquired as the grim-looking Dentari started to approach.

Bator nodded.  “I am certain of it,” he said.

A firm, meaty hand suddenly fell upon Harrison’s shoulder.  “Then it would seem we have a considerable problem…”

 “Alan, I think the away team is in trouble.”

Erin Keller’s words shattered the tranquil calm of the bridge like an exploding bomb.  Alan Christopher found himself immediately on his feet, drilling a concerned gaze into Keller’s forehead.  “What is it?” he demanded.

She checked her sensors again, just to be certain of what she was seeing, and then looked up, meeting Christopher’s concerned gaze with an equally concerned gaze of her own.  “The Dentari have apparently captured them.”

“How?” asked Christopher.

“They seem to have flooded main engineering with acidichloride gas… but the Dentari are apparently impervious to its effects.”

“Lovely,” Christopher muttered as he started pacing before his chair.  Of all the things that he had anticipated could to go wrong on this mission, capture ranked very low on the list.  Consequently, Christopher had no immediate backup plan to save them, for his efforts had been concentrated elsewhere.

Tompkins’ plan suddenly came to mind.  They could very easily go and attack the Atlantis, retrieve the away team, and capture the antiquated vessel—but it still seemed too radical in Christopher’s mind.  An attack would most likely leave the Dentari with an impression of a hostile, evil Federation, an event that was absolutely unacceptable.

For what seemed like eons, Christopher contemplated their options—and the longer he thought, the less enthusiastic he became about them.  When inspiration suddenly struck.  He turned to Keller.  “Erin, you’re in command.”

A wide grin immediately cracked Keller’s face; command was amongst her favorite duties.  “What are you doing?” she inquired as Christopher made his way for the turbolift.

As he turned to her, Christopher produced an enigmatic grin.  “Taking the Aztec for a little stroll,” he said.  “Have Rachael meet me in the shuttle bay.”

Five minutes later, Alan Christopher was seated at the helm of the Aztec pouring over the vessel’s myriad controls.  For a moment, the sheer number of buttons to push left Christopher feeling overwhelmed—but as he placed them under closer scrutiny, he was able to find the standard Starfleet interface buried in the tumult.  Consequently, he was left wondering what exactly the rest of those buttons actually did.

He sighed, and decided he would actually have to do some research—but not now, for it was at that moment that the slender figure of Rachael Meyer stepped into the cockpit and sat down in the chair to Christopher’s immediate right.  

“Alan,” she greeted quietly.

He turned to her and nodded politely.  “It’s about time you got here,” he quipped.

“Sorry,” she said, her voice sounding almost apologetic.  “I wasn’t expecting to be leaving my post.”

Christopher shrugged, and turned his attention back to the vast array of controls before him.  “Erin is in no position to be going out on dangerous away missions… I wanted Neelar at the helm… so I was forced to drag you along.  You should feel honored to be in my presence.”

“Right,” chuckled Rachael as she pecked away at the controls.  “Erin has cleared us for departure.”

“Lovely,” said Christopher, finishing the preflight sequences.  “Let’s go have some fun.”

Chapter Three

When the guards in the engine room said they had a gift for him, Canis Isari’s mind immediately jumped to the conclusion that they had stumbled upon some sort of breakthrough in their studies of the numerous systems therein.  He had not, however, been expecting prisoners.  Consequently, when they arrived on the bridge with them, Isari was thoroughly stunned.

Two of them looked exactly like the dead crewmembers Isari’s men had found scattered throughout the ship; there was little doubt in his mind that they were the same species.  Furthermore, though their uniforms were vastly different, the insignia on them was similar—different sects, perhaps?

The other two prisoners were a completely different story.  Though they adorned the arrowhead-shaped insignia on their chests, these two were alien beyond Isari’s wildest imagination.

The nearer of the two was a tall, menacing creature with milky white skin and fiery orange eyes that seemed to be harbingers of doom.  His nose was little more than a set of tiny nostrils, located just above his thin white lips.  The alien blinked, and when he opened his eyes, his ominous gaze was locked with Isari’s.  Canis flinched, and quickly turned away, looking instead at the other alien.

He was a large, bulky entity with rough, tanned skin and large, dark eyes.  Unlike the other alien, this one was far from stoic, and his presence did not convey a dreadful sense of doom.  Still, this alien was a sight to behold.

Setting aside his uncertain feelings, Isari forced a smile to his face and approached the group of aliens, making certain he did not show his fear.  “Greetings on behalf of the Dentari Republic,” he said slowly.

Immediately, one of the less remarkable of the four aliens broke away from the group.  “Greetings,” he said softly.  “I am Commander Matthew Harrison of the Federation Starship Starlight.”  He extended his hand.

Staring curiously at the extended arm, Isari stated his name, then looked up at Commander Matthew Harrison, confused.

Harrison smiled.  “In our culture, it is a customary gesture of goodwill to shake hands when meeting,” he explained, then extended it the rest of the way.

Isari’s frown deepened.  It was a silly tradition as far as he was concerned, but not wanting to anger their newfound guests, Canis slowly extended his hand and met Matthew Harrison’s.  After a brief interlude, he retracted his hand and quickly came about to face the viewscreen.  “So, Commander Matthew Harrison, what brings you to my ship?”

Harrison hesitated for a moment.  “That would be the problem,” he said softly.  “This is not your ship.”

“True enough,” Isari conceded.  “We found the vessel, but the crew was dead.  We have claimed it as our own—certainly it will not be of any use to the former crew.”

“Certainly not,” said Harrison diplomatically.  “Nevertheless, we would appreciate it if you would relinquish command to us, if only out of respect for the dead.”

“Forgive my bluntness, Commander,” said Turan, “but the dead are dead.  What will they care?”

Isari turned to his second in command. “Enough,” he said tersely before turning back to Harrison.  “It is our intention to study this ship thoroughly.  Now, if you would be so kind as to tell us where you came from, we will return you to your ship.”

“I’m afraid not,” said Harrison.

Canis shrugged indolently.  “Very well then, you can stay.  It doesn’t matter to me.  We will simply proceed with you as our honored guests.”  He quickly returned to his large black command chair and seated himself.  “Fenik,” he called to the officer at the helm, “have you figured out how to operate this vessel?”

Fenik, a frail—but brilliant—man, poured over the controls before turning to face Isari.  “I believe so,” he said confidently.

Isari smiled.  “Then take us home.”

When Captain Christopher had suggested to Rachael Meyer that they “have some fun” before departing the Starlight, he knew that any fun they would have would be minimal—but he had no idea that their journey would be completely devoid of anything of interest.

For what seemed like hours, they had been sitting in the Aztec’s cockpit, cloaked, running shadow maneuvers behind the wayward Atlantis.  The entire time, the most action they had seen was one minor course adjustment, when the Atlantis started heading for home.  But moving at one-quarter impulse, they weren’t going to be getting there any time soon.

Christopher sighed, and started tapping on the controls, creating a series of harmonic blips and bleeps.  Pleased with what he was hearing, Christopher continued playing with the controls until he got a very crude rendition of music emanating from them—or what he thought was music.  Given the look on Rachael’s face, it was anything but.

“We could always try conversation,” she said softly.

Christopher had considered that; he and Meyer used to converse all the time, much like good friends tended to do.  But things changed over time, and the two of them had slowly been drifting apart.  But despite that drifting, Christopher still found himself at a loss of words—an event that caused him to chuckle softly.  “Back on the Dark Star, you and I never ran out of things to say, despite the fact that nothing ever happened.  Now… everything is happening, yet we have nothing to say.”

Meyer smiled.  “Things change,” she said.  “But you seem happy, and that is all that counts.”

Seem happy.  It was all on the surface—underneath, Christopher wasn’t so sure.  “I’m dying,” he reminded her.  “There’s nothing happy about that.  Have you ever been afraid to go to sleep at night because you are afraid you won’t wake up the next morning?”

Meyer sat quietly for several moments, pondering the inquiry.  “So you don’t have a lot of time left,” she ultimately said, ignoring the question altogether.  “But you have Erin… the baby… me.  What more could you possibly want?”

Christopher ran his fingers through his short brownish-blonde hair and shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he admitted after a moment.

Carefully, Rachael extended her arm and placed a caring hand upon his shoulder.  “Remember this,” she said, “that very little is needed to make a happy life.”

A faint smile cracked Christopher’s face.  “Marcus Aurelius,” he said, placing a name to Rachael’s quote.  The sentiment was true enough, however Christopher couldn’t help but feel a bit sullen.  Even if his life was happy, it was nearing its conclusion, a fact that Christopher found he could never warm up to…

It was at that moment that Christopher happened to glance down at sensors.  “It would seem our friends on the Atlantis have picked up the pace,” he said.  The Aztec was a considerable distance behind the Atlantis, which was nearly in orbit of the planet.  “I’m increasing our speed to full impulse.  We’ll be all caught up in no time.”

“That’s good,” said Meyer, “but do you have a plan for when we get there?”

Producing a quaint smile, Christopher shook his head.  “It’s a work in progress,” he told her.

Meyer giggled softly.  “Why don’t we just beam the Dentari off the ship?  From the looks of it, there aren’t that many present.  We could have them all on the surface before they even realize what’s happening.”

Impressed—and a bit crestfallen for not thinking of it himself—Christopher turned to Meyer with a grin upon his face.  “Are you absolutely certain you don’t want to give the science station another shot?”

“Let’s see… the last time I tried that, the station blew up and I almost got killed.  No.”

“It was worth a shot,” said Christopher lightly.

Home was so close that Isari could taste it.  The large blue and green sphere nearly filled the viewscreen, and it was a beautiful sight to behold.  In a few short minutes, glory would await them all—but it was those few short minutes that would take the longest to complete.

To help pass the time, Isari began wandering around the bridge and its crew.  He had had the prisoners removed from the facility, and secured in a nearby room.  Isari had said it was so they couldn’t cause any trouble, but the real reason was so that he didn’t have to look at that menacing creature with the pale white skin.  Even now, the very thought of him and his haunting orange eyes made Isari’s skin crawl.

Eventually, Isari came to a stop at the weapons station, where Hurel Turan was seated, his eyes glued to the display.  “Look at these weapons, Canis!” he exclaimed after a moment.

Isari crept closer to Turan and absorbed some of the data.  Though the text was still incomprehensible to him, the schematics seemed to indicate highly advanced weaponry—laser based, perhaps.  A second screen showed something a bit more conventional, torpedoes—only these were much more powerful than what Isari was used to seeing.  He grinned faintly.  “Impressive.”

Turan nodded excitedly.  “Wouldn’t you like to blast some Reklari scum with these?  They wouldn’t stand a chance!”

Isari’s grin faded.  “The war is over,” he stated flatly.  “We have no need to blast the Reklari.”

For several decades in recent times, the Reklari had been one of the most powerful divisions in the Dentari Republic, fueling countless eras of war.  Furthermore, they had been the blood nemeses of Isari and Turan’s division; for some, though the fighting had stopped, the war still continued to this day.  Isari thought Turan had put the war behind him—obviously, he thought wrong.

Deciding it best to drop the topic, Isari quickly pointed to a flashing blip on an adjacent screen.  “What is that?” he inquired.

Turan’s brow furrowed as he looked at the mysterious flashing blip.  “I don’t know,” he said flatly, tapping away at the controls.  “From what I can tell, there is something orbiting one of Dentari V’s moons.”

Isari immediately wanted to know what it was… but as his gaze turned back to the viewscreen, the alluring call of home had him entranced.  It had been weeks since he had seen terra firma, and he was so close to seeing it once more… but that blip…

“Set a course for the moon,” Isari blurted out before he had a chance to change his mind.  “We’re going to investigate.”

“They’re on a direct intercept course!”

Neelar Drayge’s words were so abrupt and so unexpected that they had caught Erin Keller off guard.  Prior to the interruption, the bridge had been extremely quiet, and Erin found herself running some possible names for her unborn child through her mind.  But suddenly, things were abuzz with activity.  Keller quickly mustered whatever energy she could find, and turned her attention to the more pressing matters at hand.

“The Dentari?” she inquired as to their newfound pursuer.

“Yes,” Drayge confirmed.  “Heading zero-two-three mark nine.”

Keller clenched her fists.  “Damn it,” she muttered under her breath.  “How long until they intercept?”

“At their current speed, about five hours.”

“Good,” said Keller.  “That gives us some time.”

Drayge slowly turned to her.  “To do what?”

“Get the hell out of here,” Keller decided an instant later.  It seemed quite clear to her that the Captain did not want the Starlight exposed to the Dentari—otherwise he wouldn’t have departed with the Aztec.   Consequently, her choice was an obvious one.  “Maximum warp,” she added a moment later.

Despite the fact that the Starlight was on its way out of the Dentari System, the Atlantis continued its trek for the moon in orbit of Dentari V.  Captain Christopher clenched his teeth, and expelled a long sigh through them.  “This is not good,” he muttered to Meyer as the Constitution-class vessel hurtled past them.

Their plan to beam the Dentari to the surface would prove quite ineffective without a surface to beam them to.  Consequently, they needed to lure the ship back to Dentari IV before they had a chance to discover the Starlight.  For several moments, Christopher’s mind was drawing a blank, but in a flash, inspiration struck.  “Photonic charges!” he exclaimed.  “That should be more than enough to get their attention.”

Meyer quickly complied, her hands flying over the controls as she did so.  “Ready,” she said a moment later. 

Photonic charges were harmless bursts of energy that were useful mostly for theatrics, which was exactly what Christopher desired.  When fired, they would hurtle through the void of space and simply explode, creating a brief flash of bright light.  He just hoped there would be enough theatrics to get the Dentari to turn the Atlantis around.  “Fire,” he said softly before turning his eyes to the viewport before them.

Within seconds, several tiny streams of energy soared away from the Aztec looking less than menacing.  But then, when they were almost faded out of existence, the entire spread of charges detonated, creating a sea of fire in the space before them.  But to Christopher’s chagrin, the Atlantis maintained its course.

“These guys don’t impress easily,” grumbled the Captain as the roiling clouds of fire were consumed by the void of space.

“Should I try it again?” Meyer inquired.

Christopher nodded.  “Triple the yield, though. That should get their attention… and then some.”

Moments later, the entire viewport was consumed with the flames from the photonic charges, yellows and oranges dancing about in the roiling mess.  As the Aztec cleared the flames, Christopher could already see the Atlantis coming about to investigate.  “Don’t worry,” he assured Meyer, “there’s no way their archaic sensors can detect us through the cloak.”

“Not that I was too terribly worried in the first place,” Meyer quipped.  “We’re almost in transporter range…”

Glancing down at his sensors, Christopher confirmed Meyer’s observation.  “I’ve got a lock.”  Slowly, he began to transport the Dentari to the surface, but before he could even get one of them into the pattern buffer, a streak of vivid orange phaser fire lashed out from the Atlantis, nearly missing the Aztec.

“I thought they couldn’t detect us?” Meyer asked as a second round of phaser fire sailed past them.

Watching the trajectory of the second phaser blast—and then a third a moment later, Christopher was able to stand his ground.  “They can’t,” he decided.  “I think they’re just firing random shots.”

Random or not, the Dentari got lucky.  After firing off several more shots that missed the Aztec by a wide margin, their next blast struck the tiny craft dead on.  The lights flickered rampantly for several seconds before the soft whine of the failing cloaking device filled the air.  Christopher’s fingers flew over the controls in a futile effort to repair the cloak, but his efforts were too little, too late.  The Atlantis quickly came about, now directly approaching the Aztec.

Christopher tried to evade, but again, it was too late.  The sluggish helm wouldn’t respond in time, and the Aztec was summarily caught in the grasps of a tractor beam…

Chapter Four

“We still have transporters.”

Rachael Meyer’s voice was cool and efficient, despite the fact that she and Alan Christopher were literally staring danger in the face.  Before them, amidst the hazy blue tones of a tractor beam, was the U.S.S. Atlantis.  Though the ship was more than a century old, it still posed a considerable threat to the tiny Aztec—still they remained calm.

“Transporters… yes,” Christopher confirmed from his station—but every time he tried to get a lock on the Dentari, he was greeted with an unpleasant error message.  “Unfortunately, the tractor beam is generating too much interference.”  He haphazardly threw his hands into the air and sighed.  “Lovely.”

After a moment’s contemplation, Christopher decided that there was no way that they could escape from the clutches of the Atlantis without tearing the ship in half.  Thus, he turned to Rachael.  “Hail the Starlight,” he said.  “Tell Erin that her dashing prince is in distress.”

As the doors parted, Canis Isari slowly peeled his eyes away from the sleek, tiny craft on the viewscreen to face Matthew Harrison.  Isari had his guards escort the Command from his waiting room to discuss this little revelation—and given the look on Harrison’s face, that craft was one he readily recognized.

Isari folded his arms.  “I take it that tiny little garbage scow is your vessel?” He grunted softly.  “Now I know why you wanted ours.  It’s too bad you can’t have it.  Now, I’ll return you to your ship unharmed, provided you retreat from the Dentari System at once.”

Harrison’s lips parted.  “With all due respect, you are slightly mistaken as to your advantage.”

Isari immediately reconsidered the data… Tiny ship… nominal weapons… stuck in tractor beam.  “I am not seeing any disadvantages…” He allowed the smugness in his voice to surface slightly, wondering just who these people were—not that it mattered.  Isari had no intentions of giving them the ship.

Suddenly, a quiet bleeping noise pierced the relative silence on the bridge.  Isari immediately pinpointed it to Turan’s tactical station.  Quickly, he turned on his heel to face Turan.  “What is it?”

“The aforementioned disadvantage,” said Harrison with a mock air of complacency in his voice.

If Turan’s face was any indication, the news was certainly not good, for the man’s eyes widened, and his skin paled to a white comparable to the pasty alien with orange eyes.  “One vessel,” said Turan.  “It is considerably larger than us, and heavily armed.”

Isari could see Turan’s fingers hovering over the tactical controls, ready to fight to the death.  And death it would be, judging the weapons on the approaching vessel; Isari, along with the majority of the present crew, was rendered speechless.

“This is Commander Erin Keller of the Federation Starship Starlight,” came a warm, yet stern voice over the speakers.  “Release the tractor beam and surrender your ship at once, or we will open fire.”

Isari hesitated.  He certainly had no desire to surrender the ship, but looking death in the face, he was certainly more than a little compelled to do so.  He pulled in a lungful of air, and turned to Turan, opening his mouth to give the fateful order—but before the first syllable fell from his lips, Turan’s hands pounced on the controls.  Seconds later, a barrage of phaser fire lashed out at the encroaching ship. 

Rage quickly replaced any other thoughts running through Isari’s mind.  “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded of Turan.

He looked up from the controls.  “This is our ship!” Turan shouted back.  “I will not let them take it!”

“So you’ll have us killed instead?”

“We’re not dead!”

Isari sighed.  “Yet.”  His gaze wandered to the guards before Matthew Harrison.  “Please escort Mr. Turan off the bridge,” he said to them, just before another round of phaser fire struck the Starlight.

Turan surrendered his station without a fight, and peacefully went with the guards.  Once the doors shut behind them, Isari quickly turned his attention back to the viewscreen just in time to see the Starlight open fire.  A vivid stream of yellowish-orange energy burst from its considerable weapons array and directly impacted the Atlantis.  Seconds later, the smaller craft was freed of the tractor beam, and seconds after that, Isari found himself feeling lightheaded.

He tried to step back to his chair to sit down, but something was restraining him.  He blinked, and suddenly realized a stream of sparkling blue light rushing over his body; the command center was summarily fading away, replaced with… with… Isari knew not.  

As the last of the Dentari were beamed to the surface, Matthew Harrison quickly seated himself at the helm at the front of the bridge.  “Atlantis to Starlight,” he said after activating the comm.  “The Dentari are gone.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73807.5: Though our efforts to procure the Atlantis was a success, we were unable to secure the ship without considerable interaction with the Dentari.  Consequently, I am leading an away team to the surface of Dentari Prime to explain, and conduct First Contact in a more civilized manner.

The surface of Dentari IV was pleasant to say the least.  Alan Christopher was almost immediately reminded of Earth in the early twenty-first century.  The sky was a deep cobalt blue, dotted with an array of puffy white cumulus clouds.  

The away team, which also consisted of Rachael Meyer and Talyere, was assembled in a small, secluded courtyard on the grounds of the Dentari capital, a magnificent place called Litanum.  The courtyard itself was relatively nondescript.  Residing in the shade of a large deciduous tree, it housed a small round, table that was painted a steely gray.  Surrounding it, five chairs of the same color.  Bordering the simple stone floor were a series of plants and flowers, many of them wilting in the heat of the afternoon.

Approximately ten meters away stood a large domed building, from which, two figures were approaching.  “Captain Alan Christopher,” said the taller of the two men.  He had dark skin, and like all Dentari Christopher had seen, a thin ridge running from his chin to the top of his forehead.  “I am Magistrate Tanaris,” he said with a smile.  “Welcome to our humble world.”

Christopher smiled, and approached Tanaris.  “We are grateful to be here,” he said.

Tanaris stopped beside the table and turned to his companion.  “As some of you already know, this is Canis Isari, the military officer who found your vessel.”

Isari nodded politely.  “I apologize for our brashness,” he said.  “Many of us were simply caught up in the excitement of finding such an advanced piece of technology.”

Again, Christopher smiled.  “Let me start out by saying that the Federation is not a selfish organization.  We often trade and share new technology with our allies, but…”

“We are not your allies,” Isari continued.

“That,” said Christopher softly, “and two other—far more important reasons.  First, that technology, while it certainly seemed new and nifty to your people, is over one hundred years old.  It is archaic beyond belief.  But more importantly, the Federation has strict rules regarding interference with races that have not yet achieved such advanced technology on their own.”

“I take it,” Tanaris said evenly, “that we will not be sharing such advanced technology anytime soon…”

Christopher shook his head.  “No.  But there is little doubt in my mind that one day the Dentari and Federation will be doing business once more.”

It was dark.  The guards escorting him from the bridge had vanished into thin air, and it seemed to Hurel Turan that he was alone on the ship.  From what he recalled of the ship’s systems, these people had a technology that allowed nearly simultaneous transport from one place to another.  It was certainly an amazing piece of work, but for Turan, it posed a considerable threat to his continued existence on the Atlantis, for at any moment, they could use that technology to whisk him away.

How they had missed him the first time was utterly unbeknownst to Turan.  Perhaps he had been out of range or something was interfering with their targeting sensors.  Whatever the case, Turan knew that he had to act quickly to ensure that he remained where he was.  Unfortunately, he had no idea what technology could be used to prevent his capture, and that experimenting with the tools available would simply be a waste of time.

Quickly, he turned on his heel and retraced his steps back to the bridge.  The guards had not gotten very far before the vanished, and the trip was one of relatively short duration.  He carefully eased through the parting doors, making certain the bridge was empty before stepping into the facility. 

The tactical station being the station Turan was most intimate with, he immediately made his way there, hastily activating the controls.  After working at the controls for a few minutes, the shields were up, the weapons were back online, and Turan was ready to make his move—whatever that may be.

He paused for a moment to consider his options.  The Starlight was certainly a tempting target, but from what he could tell, the vessel was also considerably more powerful.  There was little doubt in his mind that any attack on the ship would be easily deflected—but then it hit him.

The Reklari.

During the wars, they had killed over 800 million people.  Even today, in spite of the alleged peace treaty, they continued to violate their neighbors’ borders on a whim, taking what they wanted and doing as they pleased.  They were hardly peaceful…

A smile cracked Turan’s face.  He could change all of that in the blink of an eye.  Carefully, he placed his hands on the controls and brought the ship as close to the planet as possible without having the ship burn up in the atmosphere.  Helm controls were a little awkward, and for a moment, Turan was certain that his quest would end any moment in a blaze of glory… but the ship eventually leveled out, and all was well.

He quickly placed his hands back on the more familiar tactical systems, and brought up the targeting sensors.  A small Reklari farm was the very fist thing he had in range.  It would scare them, but not nearly enough…  Turan wanted to show the Reklari that they could be hurt… he wanted them to know what it was like to suffer; without any hesitation, he turned his sights upon the Reklari capital and opened fire…

Chapter Five

The Reklari capital was a raging inferno. 
Towering flames danced high into the air amidst a generous plume of smoke so thick that it blotted out the sun.  The blackened and charred remains of once great buildings crashed to the ground like toy blocks while the survivors of the assault scrambled through the chaotic, ash-laden streets.

Not a single building escaped the terror.  As far as the eye could see, nothing but pure terror.  At the epicenter of the death and destruction was the capital building itself.  It had been thoroughly decimated during the attack, and now existed as little more than tiny pieces of rubble.  Hundreds of people were killed immediately; thousands more would die in the coming hours, trapped amidst the flames and debris.

The Reklari were hurt.

* * *

“We’re in weapons range!” called out Neelar Drayge from the helm.

Sitting nervously at the edge of the command chair, Matthew Harrison nodded his acknowledgement.  They had seen the entire situation unfolding before their very eyes, but their reaction to the events seemed horribly delayed.  While transporting the Dentari from the Atlantis, a transporter malfunction caused one of the Dentari to remain on the Atlantis—but when they realized what had happened, it was already too late.

Now, thousands of Dentari were dead.  Harrison could have kicked himself for allowing it to happen, but knowing that such an action would accomplish little, he decided preventing further death and destruction would have to suffice.

“Lock phasers,” said Harrison evenly.  “Target their weapons.”

“Aye sir,” came Bator’s voice a moment later.  “Target locked.”

Harrison’s eyes locked onto the Atlantis.  “Fire.”

Moments later, a rampant surge of bright orange phaser fire blasted across the viewscreen, striking the Atlantis’ shields.  One blast obviously would not be sufficient to disable them.  Harrison sighed nervously.  “Again,” he said.

Bator complied, and this time, the phasers seemed to have the intended affect.  The invisible bubble around the Atlantis flickered momentarily before fizzling away.  Then, a series of tiny explosions lined its hull… and to Harrison’s horror, the vessel began to sink into the atmosphere, reds and oranges swelling around its curvy hull.

“Tractor beam!” exclaimed Harrison.

“No effect,” Keller shot back.  “There’s too much interference from the atmosphere.”

“Curses,” said Harrison through clenched teeth.  But he wasn’t out of ideas yet.  “Condition blue, Mr. Bator.  We’re going in.”

In an instant, the dark, ominous hues of the red alert klaxon blinked out of existence, summarily replaced with a cool shade of deep blue.  At the helm, Neelar Drayge quickly reconfigured the ship for atmospheric flight while the rest of the crew prepared for a bumpy ride.

“Christopher to Starlight,” came the Captain’s voice amidst the chaos.  “What the heck is going on up there?”

He had been so busy with the Atlantis that Harrison had forgotten about the away team.  He blushed faintly, and then touched his communicator.  “The Atlantis has attacked the surface,” he said.  “We are working to remedy the situation.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “Have all of us—Dentari included—beamed directly to the bridge.”

Bringing the Dentari to the ship was questionable in Harrison’s opinion, but at the moment, he wasn’t in the mood for a debate.  He motioned for Erin Keller to execute the Captain’s orders, and then watched as the Atlantis, and the surface of Dentari IV drew nearer on the viewscreen.

Buffeted by the atmosphere, the ship started to gently vibrate.  Harrison tightened his grip on the command chair and slowly pushed himself further back.  Moments later, five pillars of shimmering blue light appeared on the bridge.  As they slowly dissolved into the Captain and the rest of the away team, Harrison quickly shifted from the command chair to the adjacent seat.

“We’re entering the thermosphere,” Drayge reported as Christopher moved for the command chair.

“Status of the Atlantis?” asked the Captain.

“Damaged, but they have managed to achieve orbit in the lower thermosphere,” reported Bator.  “However, according to sensors, they have reacquired a weapons lock on the surface.”

An abhorred Magistrate Tanaris quickly turned to Christopher.  “Who knows what could be attacked next!  You must stop that vessel at once, Captain!”

“Trust me, I’m trying,” said Christopher through clenched teeth.

“Magistrate,” said Canis Isari, “you need not worry about our capital being attacked.”

Tanaris’ eyes widened.  “And why is that?”

Isari clenched his jaw and expelled a considerable sigh.  “I believe that it is Hurel Turan on that vessel; apparently, the war with the Reklari never ended in his mind.”

“We have been at peace for years!” said the Magistrate.

“That peace as been nothing but a pretext for us to turn a blind eye to their continued military campaigns,” said Isari.  “Something needed to be done… but I am afraid that this is crossing the line.”

Tanaris grunted softly.  “This is more than crossing the lines, Isari.  The Reklari could activate their ballistic attack system at any moment unless these attacks are stopped now!”  He turned an icy gaze upon Christopher.  “You have the ability to destroy that ship, do you not?”

“We do,” said Christopher, “but I would prefer to salvage it.”

“At the cost of hundreds of thousands of lives!” sputtered Tanaris.  “I think not, Captain!”

Isari quickly stepped between Tanaris and Christopher.  “Then allow me to go over there and talk some sense into Hurel.  We have been comrades for quite some time.  I think I can get through to him.”

Christopher considered Isari’s request for a brief moment, his gaze dancing from Isari to Tanaris.  Both seemed to think the idea sound of mind, as did the Captain.  He nodded his head.  “Do it.  Bator, beam Mr. Isari to the Atlantis at once.”

Five seconds later, Canis Isari was gone.

A few days ago, if asked what he thought of the political situation on his planet, Canis Isari would have said that all was well.  The planet was at peace, and headed in a new direction—for the stars.  He had believed that his people—both Dentari and Reklari—had put their differences aside to live as one.  Obviously, he thought wrong.

An ominous haze of smoke, breeding off the numerous fires littering the command facility, darkened the bridge of the Atlantis.  The command chair was gone, and the majority of the workstations were dysfunctional.  Hurel Turan was huddled over one of the few working stations in the aft, readily pecking away at the controls.

Turan embodied all of the old hatreds that Isari had believed long vanquished in society.  He had seen Turan as a peace-loving comrade, with little love of war.  But that was apparently nothing more than a pretext—if Turan, Isari’s best friend, still harbored such feelings, what of the rest of society?  Was the war really over?

Isari quickly made his way through the haze, making certain to avoid the debris littering the floor.  “Turan!” he called out—but to no avail.  “Turan!” he repeated, grasping his comrade’s shoulder when he was within range.

At that point, Turan finally turned to acknowledge his friend.  “Canis,” he said softly.  “Have you come to help me?”

“No,” said Isari.  “I’ve come to stop you.  Why are you doing this?”

Turan sneered.  “Because it needs to be done!”  He haphazardly pushed Isari away.  “Now, you can either help me, or get out of my way.”

For the moment, Isari stepped away.  Convincing Turan to cease the attack wasn’t going to be as simple a task as he believed.  But when he heard the familiar sound of the phaser banks loading, Isari knew that he had little time to ponder his course of action.  “You are ruining everything we have accomplished!” he said in a frantic attempt to dissuade Turan.  “In fact, you might just be making things worse!  Another war could break out because of this!”

Turan fired the phasers.  In his mind, Isari could hear the screams of the thousands that had just died—and he cringed.  Something had to be done… and he was about to do it.  As Turan started picking out his next target, Isari’s eyes scoured the ground for some sort of weapon.  After a moment, his eyes fell upon long piece of metallic conduit that had fallen from the ceiling.  It would suffice.

Isari plucked it from the ground and approached Turan as quietly as possible, and then, when he was within range, he poised the weapon over his head, closed his eyes, and brought a substantial reign of terror upon Turan.

The force of the impact threw Turan into the station, eliciting numerous shrill bleeps from the controls; moments later, the Atlantis violently rumbled beneath Isari’s feet.  He quickly turned his eyes to the viewscreen to see the ship spiraling out of control.  Carelessly tossing Turan to the floor, Isari frantically pecked away at the controls hoping the bring the ship out of its descent—but nothing seemed to respond… save the weapon controls Turan’s bloodied hands were reaching at from the floor.

Isari quickly came about and forcibly placed his hands on Turan’s shoulders, shoving him back to the ground.  In his bloodlust, Turan quickly struggled away and groped the ground for anything that was sharp.  His hand immediately fell upon a weighty piece of shrapnel, so sharp that it lacerated his hand as he grabbed it.

Oblivious to the pain, Turan clutched the dagger in his hand and with all his might, jammed it into Isari’s abdomen.  Immediately, Isari’s eyes bulged, his nostrils flared, and a river of blood flowed out of his mouth.  Moments later, Isari’s lifeless body collapsed on Turan—also dead…

“I can get a tractor beam on the Atlantis,” said Erin Keller from ops.

Christopher watched intently as the Constitution-class starship slowly spiraled to its doom.  The attacks had clearly stopped, but at a cost.  From what he gleaned from sensors, there were no life signs on the ship.  Both Isari and his comrade had been killed.  Clearly, the Dentari were not ready for such advanced technology…

“Lock onto the ship before it crashes,” said Christopher.  “Then bring us back into orbit, Neelar.”  He turned his gaze to Tanaris.  “I’ll escort you to the transporter room.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL: The Starlight is en route to the Kilka Sector with the Atlantis in tow.  Though we managed to prevent the Dentari from acquiring Federation technology, I can’t help but wonder if we made things on their planet worse for doing it…  The outbreak of another war seems certain.  Furthermore, when the time comes for them to finally make the transition to the interstellar community, I have a feeling the wounds with the Federation will be far from healed… 

Alan Christopher expelled a long sigh as he finished his log, and then turned his weary gaze to Talyere, sitting in the seat across from Christopher’s desk.  “For all we know, we just opened Pandora’s box.  In a few hundred years, the Dentari could be conquering the universe…”

Talyere nodded his head, allowing for the postulation, but then, his eyes narrowed slightly, and a faint smile cracked his face.  “Or perhaps they will be a phoenix rising from the ashes, leading the galaxy in a peaceful coalition so that it would not have to endure the atrocities they were witness to.  They would not be the first race to do so.”

Christopher’s eyes lit up with recognition.  “Humanity was much the same way,” he realized.  “But humanity wasn’t tainted with blood from an outside source.  We influenced the course of their civilization whether we wanted to or not.”

“The moment they found that starship,” said Talyere, “they were influenced.  It is a certainty that they, as a civilization, are not ready for the responsibilities of such technologies; consequently, your decision was just, despite the loss of life.”

Christopher summarily nodded his agreement.  “Hopefully we didn’t screw them up that badly.”

The Dentari were certainly a savage race by Elorg standards.  But when Talyere looked beyond the savage, he saw a culture brimming with curiosity.  He was relatively certain they would, at the very least, be a step higher than the scourge of the universe.  Then he smiled.  “Only time will tell,” he mused.
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