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Prologue

Two pages.

In the entire Tome of Na’zar, the Phobians were allotted a meager two pages.  To make matters worse, they weren’t even full pages.  An in depth analysis of a neutron star in the Cursailan Sector spilled over onto one of the pages, and an encounter with an Iconian Raider was at the end of the other.  

Still, those two pages served as the only known documentation of the Phobian Republic, and Bator wasn’t about to complain about its existence.  It answered a lot of questions, cleared up a lot of mysteries, but in the end, it failed to address the real issues, much as his visions had several weeks prior…  Why were the aliens known as Species 8472 attacking the Phobians?  Why were the Phobians attempting to fight back from the Alpha Quadrant?  What did they intend to do with the bioships they had acquired?

No, Na’zar chose not to answer such questions.  Instead, his entries focused primarily on his direct observations of the Phobians.  What they looked like, how they interacted, religious customs he gleaned from his short stay on Aurillac VII…  Most of which Bator was already familiar with—hence his disappointment with the revered tome.

Still, there was a wealth of data in the sacred text, and though some four months had passed since it was passed on to him from Talyere, Bator had only begun to look at that supplemental data.  Up until now, his primary concern had been the Phobians.  But since it was clear that the Phobians were given no more than two lousy pages, Bator decided that on this night, he would look for some of the other answers held inside the book.  Perhaps he could find a weakness in the Elorg ships… something Talyere decided not to include in his report to Starfleet.

But as he turned through the thick, yellowed pages of the tome, Bator slowly realized how thorough Talyere had been in his efforts a year ago.  The Elorg had included almost everything in his report to Starfleet.  The chances of Bator finding something new in that particular front was remote—and even if he did find something, it would most likely be of little use.

And so, Bator simply decided to browse.  

Not that browsing through the archaic Elorg text was an easy task.  Not in the slightest.  Bator found himself looking more at the picture than the words, simply because they were easier to understand.  Not until he found something interesting did he bother to translate the text into something a bit more readable.  Perhaps next time, Talyere would provide a translated version…

Still, the pictures were tantalizing indeed.  Na’zar was quite the artist.  Throughout the text, Bator found himself enthralled by highly detailed diagrams on a plethora of items, ranging from alien landscapes and starships to spatial anomalies and other interstellar phenomenon.

But as he flipped through the pages, one particular diagram caught his attention.  At first, he wasn’t sure what it was.  A plant?  An insect?  Whatever it was, it was dark in color, looking something like a giant spider.  Unfortunately, the captions around the diagram were faded, and most of the article was written with words Bator could not easily translate.

Even so, it looked like an entry that could prove most interesting, but only drawback being, much like the Phobians, Na’zar was brief in his descriptions of the shady wraith.  In fact, Na’zar provided only a little more than a page of information, and from what Bator could glean, most of it was sketchy at best.  Apparently, Na’zar had a knack for leaving out the good stuff…

Not wanting to tackle such a translation task so late at night, Bator removed his bookmark from the back of the tome, where the Phobian encounters took place, and placed the marker in its new spot up in front by the strange diagram.  He would simply have to get the entire story after tomorrow’s duty shift.  For now, bed was his primary concern…

If Kendall Johnson had been allowed one word to describe his day, without a doubt, he would choose the word “long.”  And if he were allotted two words, they would be “dreadfully long,” for it seemed as if he were on the duty shift that would not die.  For each minute that passed, Kendall could have sworn that five or more minutes should have been logged.  To make matters worse, it seemed that for each sensor analysis he completed, two more would appear on his desk within the next five minutes, effectively lengthening his stay in the science lab until every last report was finished.

Indeed, dreadfully long would not even do this day justice.  Kendall just wanted it to end, so he could get away from the science lab and back to his quarters in his cozy, warm bed.  Even from the science lab, he could hear it calling his name… Dreamland was just minutes away…

The only thing standing before it was a report on the solar mass ejection in the Delta Adru System.  When he picked up the PADD with the report on it, Kendall was glad to see it was a very brief report, outlining the ejection with simple, yet eloquent detail.  Just enough for Starfleet, but not enough to put Kendall to sleep.  He read through the report with ease, put his seal of approval on it, and sent it on its way to Starfleet Command for them to look at.  

And then, Kendall expelled a long sigh of relief.  His desk was free of any new reports to look at…he was free to go.

And he did so without any hesitation, out of fear that some young ensign could pop into his office with another one at any moment.  Quickly, Kendall barged through his office doors and into the main science lab.  The illumination was low to indicate the night shift had begun, but there were still three or four people in there hard at work on one project or another.  Kendall was certain he would see the report soon enough.

But not tonight.  He turned on his heel and made his way for the doors—but he got no further than that.

A sensor alert.

“Now what!?” he demanded.

An ensign at the nearest station pointed to a small, anomalous blip on her screen.  Kendall approached and gazed at her data.  The flashing red triangle indicated something was out there, but as Kendall placed it under a bit of scrutiny, he wasn’t so sure.  “It’s just high concentrations of background radiation,” he assured the Ensign.  “I’ll make a report of it before I go to bed.”

With that said, Kendall cleared the alert from sensors, and did just that—retreated to his quarters, made a brief report on the blip, and went straight to bed.

Sleep…glorious sleep overcame him immediately…

Chapter One

When he had started his day, Lucas Tompkins had been hoping for a nice, quiet day to relax and catch up on the long list of things that needed to be done.  Maintenance checks needed to be performed, diagnostics needed to be run, and the pile of PADDs on his desk needed to be looked at.

But none of it was going to get done.

After the daily conference with Captain Christopher, Tompkins headed directly for Engineering, and the moment he entered, he was bombarded with troubles.  The anodyne relays needed readjustment, a bioneural gel pack on deck nine was failing…but one problem in particular caught his attention.

Slowly, Tompkins approached the master control station in the center of Main Engineering and peered over the sensor data just to be safe.  But sure enough, there appeared to some sort of fluctuation in their transwarp conduit.  It was the last thing Tompkins wanted to see, but the first thing he wanted to take care of.

Even so, he was more than a little confused as to the source of their troubles.  The transwarp systems seemed to check out and there had been no reported problems with transwarp conduits in the vicinity…but Tompkins wasn’t about to attribute it to a sensor ghost.  This was a clear and present danger to the ship and crew.

He touched his communicator.  “Tompkins to…”

But his voice trailed off as the doors to Engineering opened, admitting Commander Harrison.  The chief engineer hastily tapped his communicator again to deactivate it, and made his way to Harrison’s side.  “Commander,” he said evenly, “we might have a problem.”

Harrison sighed.  “Oh really?”  Clearly, the executive officer was as thrilled with the prospects as Tompkins, but he forced a smile to his face nonetheless.  “Of what kind?”

Not wanting to waste time on pleasantries, Tompkins summarily led Harrison to the master control station and brought up the sensor readings he had been looking at earlier.  “Sensors picked it up about ten minutes ago,” he explained.

“Does it pose a threat?” asked Harrison, folding his arms across his chest.

In all honesty, Tompkins didn’t know.  He said as much, and cleared the data from the computer screen before turning back to Harrison.  “We should drop down to warp until we’re sure.”

The Commander brooded over their options for several moments.  They could very easily keep moving, most likely without incident.  Then again, if this was more than a sensor ghost, the Starlight could very easily be spread out over half the sector.  Upon realizing this, Harrison nodded agreeably.  “Reduce our speed to Warp eight,” he said softly.  “I shall inform Captain Christopher.”

Glad to see his advice still carried some weight, Tompkins nodded his approval and started to make his way toward the warp core.  “I’m going to take a look at the transwarp manifold,” he said.

Harrison was about to give his blessings, but he paused just as the words were about to emanate from his mouth.  Tompkins paused as well; he was fairly certain that Harrison hadn’t changed his mind—regardless of the Starlight’s destination, the transwarp system needed a checkup.

Given the look on Harrison’s face, he was still intent on following Tompkins’ advice, but obviously, some other thoughts were crossing his mind as well.  So not to make a spectacle of himself, Harrison quickly shook off his trance and approached Tompkins.  “I shall accompany you,” he said.  “It has been far too long since I’ve gotten my hands dirty.”

Those were about the last words Tompkins had been expecting—but he wasn’t about to complain.  He could use all the help he could get.  “The Jefferies tubes are this way,” he said, pointing to the large hatch on the wall at the back of the warp core.  Quickly, he plucked a few tools and a tricorder from a nearby workstation, and they were on their way…

It was the day Sarah Hartman had been anticipating for weeks: sickbay was utterly devoid of activity.  For once, the fate of the universe did not hang in the balance, and the ship was going nowhere fast.  Hartman felt she could finally begin to get some work done, and at the top of her list was to conclude her study of efelcrium gas, a daunting task she had started many weeks ago, but failed to finish because of mutinies, Velora attacks, and a plethora of other activities.

Going into her study, Hartman knew efelcrium was a very toxic gas, but that was it.  Most other scientists tended to shy away from it for those reasons, but Hartman had managed to acquire a sample during their visit to Deep Space 9, and had been intrigued by it ever since.  Indeed, it was quite lethal, and had it not been for the isolab, Captain Christopher would have tossed the sample out the nearest airlock.  Hartman, of course, would have tossed Christopher right out with it.  Perhaps that was why he allowed it to stay on board?

Whatever the reasons, the gas was here, and Hartman’s studies were starting to indicate it was more than just a lethal gas.  In fact, she was fairly certain it could be used as a catalyst to start a chemical reaction with certain gases to form new medicines.  But those ideas got no further than speculation.

Rachael Meyer suddenly stood in the doorway to Hartman’s office, smiling faintly.  “Having fun?” she asked.

Hartman didn’t exactly consider her activities fun, but they did keep her occupied.  “It’s research,” she said impassively, hoping to quell Meyer’s interest.

It worked, and the Marian slowly stepped through the threshold, allowing the doors to slide shut behind her. When they did, she approached Hartman’s desk with a tentative smile on her face.  “About my shift tonight…”

Hartman quickly looked up from her data.  “What about it?” she asked.  In her experience, conversations that started out that way almost never finished very well.

Meyer smiled.  “I’m going to be a little late, that’s all.  Stephanie Kerrigan wanted to meet with me later on, and I thought I’d clear it with you first.”  Her smiled widened, taking on a more passionate curve with each nanometer, as if it was going to console Hartman for the loss of her nurse.

It didn’t.  Hartman didn’t really care either way.  “Sure…whatever,” she said emphatically.  “It’s been as dead as hell in here today.  I can live without you for part of your shift.”

Still, Meyer looked shocked.  “Are you sure?”

Hartman nodded.  “Positive.  Good-bye.”

Meyer hesitated.  For a moment, Hartman thought she was going to try and further the conversation with small talk, but to her relief, Meyer simply turned on her heel and left.  Consequently, Hartman returned to work.

Though in Erin Keller’s book, any time of day was a good time to be alive, morning was definitely among her favorites.  The idea of having an entire new day ahead of her, filled with an infinite number of exciting new possibilities made Erin smile.  Of course, finding every new and exciting opportunity that presented itself each day was virtually impossible; even so, she strived to learn at least one new and exciting piece of information.

Today was no different, and as she walked into the astrometrics lab, Erin Keller couldn’t help but wonder what she would learn.  “Computer, lights!” she chirped as she hastily strolled up the ramp to the circular observation deck in the apse at the back of the room.

Once she reached the workstation in the center of the observation deck, Erin tapped its sleek black surface to activate it, and then watched with her usual awe as the lab came to life.  On the large, panoramic viewscreen surrounding her, a large image of the spiral-shaped Milky Way galaxy appeared.  It rotated about on its axis for several moments before honing in on a flashing blip in the lower-right quadrant of the map, eventually displaying the Starlight and its current position. 

Satisfied that the ship was where it should be, Erin turned her attention back to the workstation before her.  After scrolling through a bit of superfluous data, Erin found the only sensor alert logged in recent hours—and according to Kendall, it was merely background radiation.  She smiled, cleared the screen, and headed for the Bridge to resume her work there.

As he peered out onto the vast, twinkling starfield on the main viewscreen, Alan Christopher could only imagine what mysteries were locked deep within the seemingly nondescript points of light.  He had done so before, and would undoubtedly do so for years to come.  He liked the notion that, despite all of their exploration and technology, that there was still a sense of mystery on the final frontier, and the further they drifted from the heart of the Federation, the more mystery there was.

The fate of a hundred alien worlds could be decided by one of those twinkling stars.  A great thinker could be planning some great new invention.  A catastrophic war could be reaching its climax.  The beauty of it was, one could never know until they arrived there…

Suddenly, the aft set of doors parted, effectively shattering Christopher’s daydream.  He slowly rose from his seat to see who had interrupted him, but was pleased to see yet another beautiful sight—Erin Keller.  He smiled.

She returned the favor, adding a playful wink as she relieved the young ensign at her station and took over its functions.  “It looks like we’ve got clear sailing ahead of us, Alan,” she said.

That was exactly what he wanted to hear, for it would bode well for what he was about to say next.  Slowly, he made his way around the command facility and joined Erin at her operations alcove.  He pretended to gaze over the sensors for a moment before Erin cleared the screen.  “Can I help you, sir?” she asked playfully.

Ignoring Erin’s blatant defiance of his wishes not to be called “sir,” Alan merely nodded.  “It seems we’re going to be bored to tears on the Bridge tonight, Commander.”

She grinned, and nodded her agreement.  “It sure looks that way.”

“Perhaps,” Alan continued, lowering his voice as he closed the already nominal space between the two of them, “we shouldn’t be on the Bridge at all.”

Erin’s eyes grew wide.  “Oh really?  What did you have in mind?”

Before he opened his mouth, Alan suddenly realized that despite his efforts to keep his conversation with Erin quiet, most of the Bridge crew had decided to listen in anyway.  He hesitated for a moment, before shrugging off the feeling, and turning back to Erin.  “How does dinner sound?”

“I would like that very much, little buddy,” said Erin softly.  “My quarters or yours?”

Slowly, Alan looked around at the rest of the Bridge.  They made no real attempt to hide their voyeurism; consequently, Alan made no real attempt to hide his response.  “Mine.  And I assure you, it will be just the two of us.”

Erin giggled sheepishly.  “Very well then.  It’s a date.”

Crouched in a most uncomfortable position in front of a series of open hatches in the Jefferies Tubes, Matthew Harrison was almost starting to regret his idea to get his hands dirty.  They had been crawling around for hours looking for some sort of sensor glitch, and had yet to find more than a few stray particles of dust.  “Perhaps it was merely a sensor glitch after all,” suggested Harrison.

Tompkins wiped a few beads of sweat from his brow, and threw his hypo-spanner to the ground amidst a heavy sigh.  “I think you’re right, Commander, because I can’t find a damn thing wrong with any of the transwarp systems.”

Harrison nodded, hoping it would lead to a cessation in their search for the mysterious transwarp glitch—and for a moment, it seemed like Tompkins was about to comply.  He picked up his tools and started to put the hatches back on the open conduits—but just before the chief engineer could lock the first hatch into place, he paused.

“What?” asked Harrison.

Tompkins sighed.  “If it’s not one problem, it’s another—we might have a problem with internal sensors.”

Indeed, the chief engineer had good reason to sigh—as did Harrison, for it seemed they would not be going anywhere after all.  “That would appear to be the logical source of our misery,” he conceded.  “I suppose we should endeavor to find it.”

Tompkins pulled the hatch back off, and set it back on the ground.  “I suppose so,” he echoed.

With each passing hour, efelcrium gas was becoming more and more interesting to Sarah Hartman.  Though it was certainly dangerous work, Hartman felt that the medical benefits from her research far outweighed the risks, as he research had proven.  But unfortunately for her, the more interesting her research got, the harder it was to do it.

For what seemed like the fifth time in as many minutes, the doors to sick bay opened, revealing yet another injured member of the Starlight’s crew.  She recognized the poor sap as Lieutenant Powers.  He was grasping at his shoulder, and appeared to be in a great deal of pain.

Not wanting him to endure it forever, Hartman set her work aside and made her way into the central core of sickbay before erecting a level-ten forcefield around the isolab.  She fished around in the pocket of her lab coat for a tricorder, and when she found one, approached Powers, who was seated on the biobed nearest the doors.  She quickly flipped open her scanning device and ran it over the lieutenant’s shoulder.  “You tore your rotator cuff,” she said flatly.  “You should be more careful.”

He nodded.  “I will be.”

“Good,” said Hartman.  She retreated to the island station in the center of sickbay and grabbed an osteo-regenerator from a storage drawer, just as another patient walked in…would she ever get back to work?

“The time is fifteen hundred hours and eleven minutes.”

Rachael Meyer expelled a weary sigh as she heard the computer’s monotone voice relay to her the time.  She had gone out of her way to clear her schedule to meet with Commander Kerrigan…and now it seemed that the good commander was going to be a no-show.

Eleven minutes was, perhaps, nothing to get worked up about, and normally she wouldn’t even care.  But considering she had other places to be, Meyer felt more than a little upset with Kerrigan.

Just to be polite, Meyer waited around for another few minutes, looking out at the starfield, going over some of her notes…and when the chronometer struck 1520 hours, she decided it was time to head for the science lab to check in on Stephanie Kerrigan.

The trip from deck four to deck eleven was relatively short, and Meyer felt confident that it had simply been a mishap with Kerrigan.  Perhaps she had forgotten the exact time?  Maybe she thought 1530 instead of 1500?  Maybe she thought it was tomorrow?  Whatever the problem, it would all be sorted in a few moments.

As Meyer crossed the threshold between the corridor and the science lab, she immediately saw Kendall Johnson standing before his workstation in the center of the room.  He looked up, obviously surprised to see here there.

“Can I help you?” he asked hesitantly, probably thinking that the counselor was there to see him.

Meyer nodded.  “I was just looking for Commander Kerrigan.  Is she still here?”

Kendall shook his head.  “No, she just left.”

Rachael sighed, and threw up her arms.  “I tell you, Kendall, I can’t win!”  She smiled, and started to leave, but Johnson quickly stopped her.

“I need to ask you something really quick,” he said.  “Just give me a minute to finish this diagnostic.”

Reluctantly, Meyer nodded.  Though she didn’t wish to delay her meeting with Kerrigan any more than it had already been, Kendall was without a doubt one of her most frequent visitors, and she made it a point to always make time for him.  And so she sighed, and waited for Kendall to speak…

The end of Bator’s shift was nearing its completion—and never had he been overjoyed than on this day, which by the fourth hour of his shift, he had dubbed “The Day From Hell,” for it seemed so utterly uneventful that it would never end.

Aside from the banter between Captain Christopher and Commander Keller, there was virtually nothing of consequence to pay attention to, and it seemed that even that source of entertainment was about to end, as both of the aforementioned officers looked to be getting ready to leave early.

“You don’t mind, do you, Bator?” asked Christopher as he stood with Keller at the turbolift doors.

He glanced down at the chronometer.  There were less than ten minutes left in his shift.  “Not at all,” he said evenly, knowing full well that he, too, would be strolling through those doors momentarily.

Or so he thought.

For the first time all day, the sensors lit up with activity—lots of it.  “Three vessels of unknown origin have just decloaked,” he read from the data.  “Bearing 1-9-6 mark 5.”

“Distance, 700 kilometers,” added Neelar Drayge a moment later.  “They’re closing fast.”

Christopher sighed, and turned back for his seat in the center of the Bridge.  “Shields up.  Red alert!”

Bator complied, and not a moment too soon.  Even before the red alert klaxon had begun to sound, the ship shuddered under the impact of weapons fire striking the shields.  “Shields down to eighty-nine percent,” he reported, breathing a sigh of relief at his quick reflexes.

“Evasive maneuvers!” called out Christopher.

Immediately, Bator felt the ship come about.  “Aye, Captain!” said Drayge a moment later.

Bator carefully watched the Starlight’s maneuvers on sensors.  Drayge was clearly a skilled pilot, executing some very intricate maneuvers to get around their aggressors, weaving around them like a fish running from a shark, but in spite of the Bolian’s skills, Bator could see they were failing.

“They are out-flanking us,” Drayge reported a moment later.

And sure enough, Bator saw a stream of ragged pink energy soar across the viewscreen.  He grabbed onto his station just as the ship started to rumble, watching as the shields got knocked down a few more notches.  He was about to report the damage, but suddenly, Bator caught a glimpse of their attacker on the viewscreen…

It was a dark, organic-looking vessel shaped vaguely like a spider, soaring against the starfield like a shadow in the night—virtually unnoticed.  A chill went down Bator’s spine as he realized that the image on the viewscreen was virtually the same as the one he had seen in the Tome of Na’zar the previous night…

“Captain!” he shouted urgently.

Christopher bolted from his chair.  “What?”

The ship suddenly jolted. Bator watched the Captain tumble to the ground amidst the rumblings, and a moment later, went down himself.  Quickly, Bator grabbed the sides of his station and pulled himself back to his feet just in time to see another slice of pink death take a shot at them.

This time they were lucky; Drayge’s quick reflexes got them out of the line of fire, but it was clear they wouldn’t be able to do that forever.

“Return fire!” Christopher called out as he got back in his command chair.  “Quantum torpedoes, full spread!”

Quickly, Bator’s hands flew over the controls, and moments later, a stream of raging blue torpedoes bolted out into the void of space, pummeling the nearest spidery demon.  The vessel contorted oddly, and seemed to shrivel up as it died, but the spectacle was suddenly eclipsed by the passage of one of its much larger companions.  Clearly, it would not fall as easily.

“We will need some inspired tactics if we want to defeat the remaining vessels!” Bator exclaimed, watching sensors display a considerable buildup of energy in both ships.  Probably a weapon of some sort—though he wasn’t eager to find out.  “I suggest we retreat!”

Christopher turned back to the Phobian.  “To where?”

“Alan!” Erin interjected, “According to sensors, there is a large accretion disk in the Sigma-Rho System.  It should give us some protection!”

Bator was familiar with the phenomenon.  Accretion disks formed in binary star systems where the gravitational forces between the two stars was not equal; hence, the star with more gravitational energy would begin pulling a matter stream from its companion, forming a disk-like structure around the star.  They tended to be very energetic, and would certainly protect the Starlight…for a while.

Apparently, the prospects were good enough for Christopher.  Left with the two alien vessels looming on the viewscreen, and few alternatives, any prospects were good.  “Get us out of here Neelar, maximum warp!”

In an instant, the Starlight was nothing more than a blur of light in the vast spatial continuum.  Trailing right behind were two large, shadowy wraiths determined to destroy it…

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73425.6:  The Starlight has taken refuge in orbit of the accretion disk in the Sigma-Rho System, and is currently out of harm’s way.  Meanwhile, our alien attackers continue to lurk just outside of the system.

 From his seat at the head of the table in the conference lounge, Alan Christopher could not see their nemesis—nor did he expect to see them.  He could imagine them, of course, but nothing more, as the vast, swirling accretion disk out the windows obscured nearly every other star.

It was an incredibly vast disk of reddish-orange interstellar matter, whipping around the star like clouds around the eye of a hurricane—with one exception: this storm was guaranteed to be far worse than any hurricane could ever hope to be.  Consequently, this was one storm Christopher cared not to weather, which meant they needed options.  But before they could even get to their options, it was necessary to get a firm understanding of the situation, and for that, Christopher turned his attention directly to Bator.

“What is our current status?” he asked.

The Phobian nodded, and glanced down at a PADD he had sitting in front of him.  “Shields are down to sixty-nine percent.  Aside from that, there is no damage to the ship…”

Christopher blinked.  “But?”  He could sense there was more.

Bator sighed.  “But, there has been some sort of disruption to the power grid.  As a result, communication systems are offline, and we are experiencing intermittent power failures on most decks.”

“Lovely,” said Christopher amidst a sarcastic sigh.  It wasn’t the most traumatic problem he had every dealt with, but given the current situation, power failures were bad enough.  “Exactly what systems are affected?”

The Phobian referred back to his PADD.  “The failures appear to be random.”

“So we could be strolling along deck seven and suddenly find ourselves suffocating in that wonderfully pleasant void of space I’ve heard so much about…” surmised Christopher.

“Indeed,” said Bator.  “Though unlikely.”

At least something was reassuring, Christopher grimaced to himself.  “Now I don’t want anyone using this as an excuse to knock off your neighbor.”

“Or knock them up,” Erin sheepishly interjected.

“Or that,” Christopher agreed, raising an eyebrow in Keller’s direction.

She merely smiled.

Deciding that it was definitely not the time to get into such a conversation, Christopher quickly brought his gaze back to Bator.  The Phobian had been studying the Tome of Na’zar, the most sacred Elorg text, for quite some time now.  It seemed that his studies had finally proven useful.  “So what do we know about our attackers?”

Slowly, Bator heaved the ancient book out from under the table and placed it squarely in front of him.  It had a brown canvas cover with some faded etchings on the front and some chipped painting along its spine.  The Phobian carefully turned through the thick, yellowed pages until he came upon a section nearly a quarter of the way into the text. 

“Our attackers,” said the Phobian, pointing to a sketch of the spidery attackers in the middle of the page.  “They are called the Mersah Tolidas—an Elorg term meaning ‘Galactic Wanderers.’

“According to the text, the aliens come through this part of the galaxy one every thousand years, randomly attacking alien cultures before heading off into unknown space.”

“This must be our lucky year,” Christopher moaned.

“Does it say where they come from?” Neelar Drayge inquired a moment later.

Bator shook his head.  “Not directly—Na’zar believed them to be an extradimensional species, but gave very little in the way of evidence.”

“We’ve never seen them before,” said Drayge.  “That may be evidence enough.”

Christopher nodded.  “True,” he agreed.  “But at this point in time, the aliens’ origins don’t really matter.  We need to know how to stop them.”

Suddenly, Bator’s face went blank.  “Unfortunately, the Elorg were defeated by the aliens during every encounter.  They are simply going to hunt us down as well.”

And if the Starlight’s destruction meant bringing an end to the alien attacks, Christopher would gladly sacrifice his ship.   But they weren’t out of options yet.  “Erin, Bator: I want the two of you to analyze every last shred of sensor data we’ve collected on these aliens.  See if you can find a weakness that the Elorg overlooked.  Neelar and I will assess the damage to the ship and see what we can do about getting the power grid stabilized.”

 Both Erin and Bator nodded happily at their assignments, and started to move to carry out their orders.  Meanwhile, Drayge sat quietly in his seat, clearly nervous.  Christopher smiled faintly; those nerves wouldn’t last forever.  “Let’s move,” he ordered.

“I believe I am detecting a trend,” Matthew Harrison called out to Lucas Tompkins as the two of them slowly made their way through the Starlight’s vast array of Jefferies tubes.

“Oh really?” replied Tompkins.  “What’s that?”

Harrison paused, and glanced back at the chief engineer, the thoughts of the Velora attack still fresh in his mind.  “It would seem that this is the second time in as many months that the two of us have been traversing the Jefferies tubes after an alien attack…”

“Heh.  Let’s just not make it three for three,” Tompkins muttered before coming to a stop before a small control station.

Indeed, it was admirable that the chief engineer was so devoted to his work, but Harrison duly noted that they now had problems other than a small sensor glitch.  He cleared his throat.  “Perhaps we should concentrate on returning to the Bridge,” he suggested.

Tompkins nodded as his tricorder expelled a series of strident bleeps.  “That would be a very good idea,” he said, his eyes growing wide watching the readings scroll across the screen.

“What is it?” asked Harrison.

Tompkins raised his hand and stuck the tricorder a few centimeters from Harrison’s face.  He flinched, and slowly grabbed the chief engineer’s hand, adjusting its distance from his face until the readings were crystal clear.  And what he saw shocked him.  “Are these accurate?”

Tompkins nodded.  “To the best of my knowledge,” he said.  “Some sort of gravimetric sheer is putting the hull under a hell of a lot of stress.”

For the life of him, Harrison could not imagine why.  He turned to Tompkins for advice, but the chief engineer looked equally perplexed.  Even so, much as Harrison had expected, Tompkins had a theory, “If we’re in orbit of a planet, my guess is that our orbit is decaying.”

Harrison quickly caught on.  “This means if we fail to adjust our trajectory, we are going to crash.” The communication systems seemed to be dysfunctional, and the Bridge was too far away to crawl to.  Only one course of action crossed Harrison’s mind.  “We must make haste to reach thruster control.”

Rachael Meyer had seen Kendall Johnson down on his luck before.  She had seen him struggle to deal with his fleeting emotions for Erin Keller; she helped him through the dark times after he surrendered the ship to the Velora.  But in all of those times, Meyer had never seen Kendall break down into tears—until now.

The lieutenant was discreet about it—quietly making his way into a secluded corner of the science lab where he proceeded to bury his head in his hands and let out his emotions.  Most of the others simply thought their leader to be asleep, but Rachael knew better.

The power failures that had been plaguing the ship had proven most severe on deck eleven.  With the outside corridor a veritable vacuum, everyone inside the lab was trapped until the power grid was stabilized.  And for some strange reason, Rachael could tell Johnson was blaming the entire situation on himself.

Slowly, she made her way to the dark corner in the back of the science lab and sat down on the floor beside Kendall.  “What’s wrong?”

Johnson quickly turned away and brushed away a few tears.  “Nothing,” he stammered, attempting to hide the uncertainty in his voice.

“Kendall,” said Rachael softly, “I know you better than you think.  When it comes to you, nothing is something.”

He looked up and nodded sullenly.  “This is all my fault!” he snapped.  “Last night, I dismissed our alien attackers as background radiation just because I wanted to go to bed!”

Almost immediately, a sense of déjà vu rushed over Meyer’s body—and with good reason.  “Kendall,” she said evenly, “Do you listen to anything I say?  We are having the same conversation over and over again, and to be honest, I’m not certain I can get through to you if you won’t listen!  So you wanted to go to bed… Who cares?  I don’t blame you.”

He sighed.  “But I knew that radiation was more than what it appeared to be.  I just didn’t want to deal with it.  So I ignored it, hoping it would go away and that everything would fix itself.  And as usual, everyone is paying the price.”

“Kendall, this is ridiculous!  You can’t blame yourself for every little thing that goes wrong on the ship!”

“Yes.  I can,” he insisted, glaring back at Meyer with such conviction in his eyes that she could tell changing his mind would be nearly impossible.  He sighed.  “I am a failure.  There is no other way to put it.”

Pinching the Bridge of her nose, Rachael matched Kendall’s sigh.  “Yes, there is,” she insisted.  “You don’t believe in yourself…in your ability to do things.  If you set out expecting to fail, then you’re bound to succeed in that regard.”

He nodded readily.  “It’s not going to happen again,” he assured her—but his tone was clearly not the optimistic one usually associated with such revelations.  Then, Kendall looked down at his communicator and removed it, closing the tiny Starfleet insignia in his hand.  “I’m thinking about resigning my commission.”

Rachael’s jaw dropped.  “Kendall…”

But the discussion was over.  Without so much as another word, Johnson put his communicator back on his breast and left to join his fellow officers in search of a way to solve the situation at hand.

The mess hall was dark.

And as he entered it, Neelar Drayge could hear his footsteps echoing throughout its walls, indicating to the young Bolian that the facility was also empty.  He pulled in a nervous lungful of air and then expelled it as Captain Christopher came to a halt at his side.

“Hungry?” asked the captain after a moment.

Drayge shook his head.  “Not really,” he said softly, slowly stepping away from Christopher in search of the exit on the other side of the room.

“Do you have to visit waste extraction?” Christopher inquired, following in the wake of the Bolian’s footsteps.

Again, he shook his head.  “No.”

For most of their journey through the Jefferies tubes and deck two, conversation of a similar caliber had been exchanged between the two, and now it was beginning to get a little tiresome.  Drayge liked Captain Christopher immensely; he considered the captain a capable leader who was smart, witty and almost ethereal—certainly not someone to crawl around with in Jefferies Tubes conducting small talk.

Finally, Drayge reached the set of doors opposite the entrance.  When they didn’t open, he quickly moved for the manual release, but found that Captain Christopher had beat him to it—only he was making no effort to release it.  Immediately, Drayge tensed up.

“Uncomfortable around your beloved captain?” asked Christopher, smiling faintly.

Drayge nodded.  The captain was bound to notice the one-sidedness of the conversation sooner or later.  Drayge had simply been hoping for the latter of the two choices.  He stared down at his boots for a moment before—for the first time since their journey began—looking Christopher squarely in the eye.  “A little,” he admitted.

Christopher’s smile widened.  “Don’t be,” he said evenly.  “I realize that we’re not the best of friends, but I don’t want you to think that I’m elevated on some majestic pedestal high above you.”

Certainly, Drayge didn’t think that; he sensed that was more of the captain’s ego at work than anything else.  But he nodded nonetheless.

“Treat me the same way you would treat anyone else—and call me Alan.  That is my name after all.”

Had the captain gone through Starfleet Academy?  At times, it certainly didn’t seem like it, as most of those requests went against everything Drayge had been taught.  “That could take some getting used to,” he murmured.

Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “We’ve served together for a year and a half!  You’re still not used to me?”

Drayge sighed.  “I am used to Captain Christopher,” he said.  “I am not used to…my buddy Alan.”  It even sounded wrong, even after a year and a half.

With a shrug, the Captain turned on his heel and released the manual override on the doors, prompting them to slide a few centimeters apart.  “Who knows what surprises deck three will hold,” said Christopher, wedging his fingers in the small gap before shoving the doors apart.

“Study the data?!  Alan has to be out of his mind!” exclaimed Erin Keller as she looked over the “data” on the alien attack.  She tucked stray lock of her auburn hair back into place behind her ear and then turned to Bator and the tactical station.  “There are only 837 kilobytes of data here!  I get more information when I scan my cat!”

“Perhaps we should go and get Cleo,” said Bator evenly.  “A fresh set of eyes could do us some good.”

Erin giggled.  “Cleo would probably take one look at the data and then take a five hour nap before deciding he was done for the day!”

Bator tapped a few controls.  “He must take after his owner…” The Phobian paused, and then turned his attention back to Erin.  “If your cat is a ‘he,’ then…isn’t Cleo a ‘she’ name?”

Erin turned back to Bator and glared.  “I was trapped in a lava tube during a torrential thunderstorm when I named him, okay?!  I didn’t exactly have time to check his sex!”

Bator smiled.  “You are one peculiar lady, Miss Keller.”

Again, she giggled.  “Thank you.  I think.”  In retrospect, she probably could have picked a name that wasn’t so gender specific, like Spot.  But the past was history; Erin’s primary concern was not the name of her cat, but the Mersah Tolidas.  “Are you sure that Na’zar didn’t include the solution?  Maybe it’s printed in mirror writing in the back?”

“Na’zar was not that creative,” grumbled Bator.  “It was clear that the Elorg were swiftly defeated at every encounter.”

“Damn, it’s too bad these guys aren’t on our side,” Erin mused as she looked over the meager amount of sensor data provided.  She noted a few things of interest, but none of them seemed particularly useful…until she stumbled upon gold.  “The ships are semi-organic…”

Bator nodded, following her line of reasoning thus far.

Erin smiled.  “What do you think about using a nadion burst?”  It was an idea so simple—yet so inspired that Erin could have kicked herself for not thinking of it earlier.  

Bator nodded, but remained uncertain.  “It may be worth a shot…but we had better act fast,” he said, looking down upon his sensors.  “The two ships are less than two hours away…”

Chapter Three

Thruster control was not a place Lucas Tompkins visited very often.  In fact, he could not recall the last time he had set foot in the facility; it ran so efficiently that the need rarely arose for such visits.  Even so, Tompkins knew the room well.

It was a narrow room—bordering on claustrophobic—with steely, computer-lined walls and high ceilings.  In the center was a stand-alone workstation that served as the master control.  And then, of course, resting behind the aforementioned walls were the massive thrusters the Starlight depended on for maneuvering during battles and other tense situations.  Because of their close proximity, the air in thruster control was always warm.

But as Tompkins shoved the Jeffries Tube hatch open and hopped into the dark control center, he immediately noticed that warm air he seemed to recall was anything but. “The power must have failed in this section,” he realized after a moment.

Not that it surprised him.  The entire trip to deck fourteen was filled with power fluctuations and failures; on more than one occasion, the artificial gravity systems failed.  At first Tompkins had suspected something along the lines of a total systems failure, but now that he stood in the darkened chambers of thruster control, he knew that was not the case.

Many of the workstations were still functional, and as he approached the master control in the center of the room, Tompkins easily determined the problem.  “Whoever attacked us used some sort of inversed tetryon beam to disrupt the power grid.  We’re practically running in gray mode.”

Commander Harrison sighed, peering at the data from over Tompkins’ shoulder.  “Suggestions?”

Tompkins shrugged and glared at the data.  Nothing immediately came to mind.  In fact, the longer he stared at it, the less information he seemed to absorb into his brain.  He blinked, and shook off his distraction.  It helped, if only a small amount, but it was enough to get his creative juices flowing again.  “We could reprogram the anodyne relays to route all available power to the thrusters.”

There was a brief pause, during which Tompkins turned to his superior.  Harrison carefully stroked his chin for a moment as he considered their options.  And considering they would all die if they didn’t get power to the thrusters, Tompkins wasn’t surprised when Harrison sanctioned the proposal with a curt nod.

Quickly, Tompkins came back to the master control station and started making the necessary changes to the anodyne relays.  It was a relatively simple task, and Tompkins was completed after a few minutes.  The hard part was enduring the silence that ensued while the computer recompiled the anodyne relay protocols.  Under normal conditions, it would have taken only a few seconds, but given the computer’s phlegmatic disposition, Tompkins didn’t know how long it would take.

He let out an uneasy sigh and turned to Commander Harrison.  “So…”

Harrison nodded indolently.  “So…” he repeated.  “Here we are…”

Obviously, the conversation was not going anywhere.  Despite his best efforts, Tompkins could not find any common ground between the two of them, aside from the fact they happened to have the bad habit of getting stuck with each other during alien attacks.  Otherwise, they were complete opposites.  So they stood in dead silence watching as the computer recompiled the data.

And as time went on, things seemed to grow increasingly dreadful.  The silence became deafening.  Tompkins sighed, and smiled faintly, realizing that not even his most boring conversation with Kendall came close to this…  Kendall was a veritable conversational genius in comparison to Harrison—not that the commander was bad, they merely had nothing to discuss.

But finally, the computer bleeped.  The anodyne relays had been reworked, and were now furiously pumping every bit of available energy to thruster control.  He expelled a long sigh of relief.  “I can begin programming the thrusters to fire.  With any luck, we’ll be safe in no time.”

When he had set out on his journey with Neelar Drayge, Alan Christopher had been hoping for a quick tour of his starship that indicated a vessel that was in good shape.  To his dismay, only half of his hopes came to light.  Indeed, from what he could see, the ship was not heavily damaged; but the journey was anything but quick.  The power fluctuations made using the turbolifts extremely unwise, so they were forced to use the Jefferies tubes.

Christopher had no problem with that; he rather enjoyed seeing the bowels of his ship—that was, until they reached deck five.  Christopher sat beside Drayge at the end of Jefferies tube 47-epsilon, staring blankly at his tricorder.

“The entire deck is flooded with efelcrium gas,” said Drayge, only confirming Christopher’s own readings.

“Sarah was studying it…or some other fun task,” explained the Captain.  “It seems that the power failures did not agree with her activities.”

Though he had only half-listened to the Doctor during her verbose explanation of her studies, he had picked up enough to know that efelcrium gas was highly toxic.  Thus, opening hatch 47-epsilon would certainly result in a horridly unpleasant death.  He sighed, snapping his tricorder shut and jamming it back in its holster before starting to crawl back the way they came.

But the moment he did so, Christopher could have sworn he saw Drayge’s lips start to move.  He paused, and looked back at the Bolian.  “Yes, Neelar?”

He shook his head.  “Nothing,” he chirped.

“Neelar, if you have something to say, tell me.  I’m your buddy Alan, remember?”

The Bolian sighed nervously.  “Of course,” he said, using the words to stall while he composed his nerves.  Christopher waited patiently for several moments, when Drayge finally spoke.  “I am almost certain that if carbon dinitride mixes with efelcrium gas, it will become inert.”

Christopher raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed.  “I didn’t know you had that knack for chemistry,” he said.

The Bolian smiled.  “There is a lot you don’t know about me.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Christopher, pleased to see that Drayge was loosening so quickly.  “There is an environmental control substation back on deck three.  We’ll be able to do the dirty work from there…”

Several hours had passed since the alien attack, and Kendall Johnson and his team had been working furiously to make repairs the entire time.  Rachael Meyer had observed, quietly and from a distance, the entire process; though she was certainly not an engineer, she knew enough to realize that in those several hours, very little had been accomplished.  And as Rachael slowly paced in front of the doors to Kendall’s office, she knew that time was of the essence…

Not less than an hour ago, she had begun to feel a slight tingling sensation in her mind.  At first she dismissed it as a result of the stress she was enduring, but when the tingling grew into some sort of silent rage in her mind, Rachael knew that something was wrong.  Subsequently, it took the counselor less than a second to realize that she had failed to inject herself with a dose of peridaxon that morning; as a result, her neural pathways were destabilizing, a result of her accident earlier in the year.

Normally she kept a dermal adhesive laced with the medication in her pocket for such an instance, but today, Rachael found the adhesive rather absent.  “Damn,” she muttered under her breath, realizing that it was most likely was still in her quarters on the table beside her bed.

She sighed, and pinched the bridge of her nose to alleviate some of the pain.  It worked to an extent, but Rachael knew that unless she could get out of the science lab, the pain was going to be the least of her concerns.  Slowly, she left the threshold to Kendall’s office and approached the apprehensive lieutenant at the master control station a few meters away.  “How are the repairs coming?” she inquired softly, making valiant efforts to hide her pain.

Kendall’s eyes scrolled over the data before him before turning to Rachael.  “Slow,” he muttered unenthusiastically.  “But what do you expect?  I’m making the repairs.”

Rachael shook her head.  “Kendall,” she said softly, “You’re never finish if you keep that attitude.”

He nodded.  “You’re right.  I should quit now and save myself the trouble.”

Expelling a deep sigh, Rachael threw her hands into the air and retreated from the master control station.  “You can’t keep running away from your problems, Kendall; no matter how fast or far you run, they’re going to catch up with you.  And don’t think resigning from Starfleet is the answer.”

Kendall looked at her, and shrugged indolently.  “It looks like a good idea to me.”

“Exactly,” said Meyer.  “You’re looking, but you’re not seeing.  If you resign from Starfleet some of your problems might vanish…but what will you do?  Have you considered that?”

Without even considering the question, Kendall turned back to his workstation and started scrolling through the data, tapping at the controls every now and then.  “Anderson, reroute the EPS manifold in section 32 through the secondary relays.  That might do the trick.”

Rachael sighed.  “There you go running again…  If you’re not going to listen to me, at the very least you cou…” Her voice trailed off as another, much stronger wave of pain surged through her mind like a like a tsunami.

Within a few moments, Rachael had fallen to her knees, grabbing the sides of her head with hopes of dulling the pain, but to no avail.  The pounding was unbearable, and growing worse with each passing moment.  As her vision started to fade into darkness, Rachael gave Kendall Johnson one last look.  “Hurry,” she whispered before falling into unconsciousness.

“I’m ready.”

Lucas Tompkins’ words sliced through the silence of the thruster control room like a knife through hot butter, arriving so abruptly that Commander Harrison was startled by the event.  Even so, he quickly shook it off and proceeded to face the chief engineer.  “Excellent,” he commended, glancing at the data from over Tompkins’ shoulder.

Harrison didn’t entirely understand the program Tompkins had devised.  In fact, he didn’t understand most of it; but he knew enough to see that the Starlight’s thrusters would fire on his command, and with any luck, throw the starship out of harms way.  “It looks plausible,” Harrison said softly before taking a step back.  “Fire thrusters.”

Not more than a second after Tompkins fingers touched the controls, the Starlight set out in a fit of rage, violently rumbling as it carried out its new orders. Harrison immediately crashed to the floor, jamming his elbow into the hard, metallic floor.  Moments later, he was joined by Tompkins…

And already, Harrison knew something had not gone according to plan…

“It appears to be a thruster malfunction!” shouted Bator over the constant rumbling.

Clinging to the operations station for dear life, Erin Keller had little choice but to agree; she couldn’t steady herself long enough to see the data for herself.  “What happened?” she demanded.

Hunched over his station like a question mark, Bator eventually was able to glean the information, “The starboard ventral thruster somehow fired off!”

Feeling the ship beginning to calm down, Erin slowly peeled body from her station, straightened her hair and uniform, and then quickly darted to Bator’s side at tactical.  As she approached, Keller noted the look on the Phobian’s face was grim—and with good reason.

He pointed at the sensor display in the middle of the tactical station, and Erin’s mood suddenly worsened exponentially.  “We are in deep shit,” she muttered.

Clearly, their orbit had been decaying prior to the thruster blast; the power failure must have prevented the computer from relaying that valuable piece of data.  Consequently, somebody on the lower decks took matters into their own hands, and now they were in even worse condition.

Bator ran his fingers over the controls for a moment before a curved blue line slowly grew out in front of the Starlight.  “Our orbit has grown eccentric,” he said as the blue line led the ship directly into the middle of the accretion disk.

“Do you think we can compensate?” asked Erin, tapping a few commands into Bator’s controls.  But after an additional moment of work, Erin answered her own question by prompting an INSUFFICIENT POWER error on the display.  She shrugged.  “I guess not.”

Frantically sifting through his launch program, Lucas Tompkins could find no flaws in his work.  Convinced that their problems were not associated with that, the chief engineer subsequently turned his attention to the sensor readings recorded during the incident—and sure enough, an anomalous reading readily presented itself.

He sighed, and pointed it out to Commander Harrison.  “The port ventral thruster emitted a small amount of energy in concert with the starboard,” he muttered.  “It screwed the hell out of my calculations.”

Harrison nodded.  “Indeed.  Now what?  Shall we try again?”

Tompkins was about to disagree with Harrison, but before he could, the deck plates beneath his feet started to vibrate.  The chief engineer’s curious eyes slowly wandered from his sensors, to Harrison’s eyes, and then back, before seeing the problem.  “We’ve got an energy buildup in the EPS grid,” he said.

Quickly, Harrison came to Tompkins’ side and glanced over the grim data.  “If we fail to stop it, we could lose most of deck twenty-one,” he realized.

As the once gentle vibration turned into something more rabid, Tompkins turned his gaze back to Harrison.  “Then I’ve got some bad news, Commander…”

Five seconds later, deck twenty-one was nothing but a memory…

Chapter Four

A mysterious quiet had befallen sickbay, one that Neelar Drayge was not accustomed to; the place was usually bustling with activity.  But as he stepped through the doors alongside Captain Christopher, the darkened facility was dead silent, and so still that not even the dust mites dared to move.

Not wanting to trip over something unpleasant, Drayge quickly snapped the flashlight on his wrist to the “on” position.  Within moments, a beam of light flooded the medical facility.  Drayge carefully searched the bio-beds to his right, the workstation and isolab dead ahead, and Doctor Hartman’s office to his left.  All were empty.

Carefully, the Bolian swept back over the same area, this time focusing his beam on the floor—and sure enough, he instantly discovered two limp bodies crumpled up in awkward positions near the biobeds.  Drayge easily recognized Doctor Hartman in her white lab coat; he had no idea who the other person was.  Not that it mattered.  Both of them needed help.

It seemed to Drayge that though he and the Captain had successfully neutralized the efelcrium gas via environmental control, its effects were still lingering, as neither one of the officers on the floor appeared conscious.

“Get me 100cc’s of hyronalin,” said Christopher, kneeling down beside Hartman with the Doctor’s medical tricorder in hand.

Drayge nodded, and quickly grabbed a hypospray from the nearby island workstation.  He sifted through the vast array of medications for a few seconds before stumbling upon the desired specimen.  After jamming 100cc’s into the butt of the hypospray, Drayge handed it to the Captain.

“Thanks,” said Christopher.  He gave the hypospray a quick inspection before nodding his approval and injecting both Hartman and her patient—each getting a 50cc dose.

Hartman’s return was immediate.  “What the hell happened?” she demanded, rubbing her forehead with the palms of her hands. 

“We were attacked,” Christopher explained, watching his other patient regain consciousness.  “The power grid is in a state of flux…when the forcefields around your gas failed, you were in a heap of trouble.”

Hartman nodded.  “It’s a damn good thing I was screwing around with those chemical properties.  Otherwise those toxins would have remained, and we would be dead right now.”

“Well, you’re not,” said Christopher softly.  “So let’s get going.”

Though her patient started to rise to his feet, Hartman remained firmly planted on the floor.  “Go where?” she demanded.

Christopher’s eyes darted back to the doors.  “We need to get to the Bridge,” he said.  “Given the turbulence we’ve been experiencing, I think something is wrong.  We need to be there.”

Hartman huffed.  “Why don’t you just—”

“The comm is offline,” Christopher finished.  “Let’s go.”

Drayge smiled.  While the young Bolian always felt a little apprehensive around the doctor, Captain Christopher seemed to have a firm handle on the situation; he didn’t take any of the doctor’s crap.  And it seemed to work, because Hartman summarily rose to her feet.

“Yes, sir,” she muttered, making a point to stress the latter half of her statement.  Drayge knew that the captain did not like being called “sir.” Hartman most likely did it to get under his skin, but the captain merely turned on his heel and headed for the door, relatively unfazed by the sentiment.  The dynamic between the doctor and the captain was certainly an interesting one, Drayge realized as he made his way for the doors.

The clock was ticking.

In the back of his mind, Kendall Johnson could hear it counting down the last moments of Rachael Meyer’s life.  Or so he thought.  Kendall was no doctor, but the counselor had been unconscious for quite some time, and it didn’t look like she was going to snap out of it any time soon.  He sighed, and shook his head in pity—not for Rachael, but for himself, for it was his poor judgment that caused all of this.

Regardless of what Rachael had said, Kendall was still considering leaving Starfleet, and as he watched the life drain out of his friend, the decision was rapidly becoming a no-brainer.  Mentally, he was already through with his job, ready to move on to something that he felt more comfortable doing…where he couldn’t make mistakes doing it.

Repairing the damage to the ship had essentially become a lost cause.  Whatever the problem was, it could not be solved from the confines of the science lab, and with a vacuum in the corridor outside, Kendall was in no position to roam the ship and hunt down the specific problem.

So he sat.

Tick.

Tock.

Tick.

Tock.

Suddenly, Kendall realized that he would be utterly lost if that clock somehow struck zero.  Even though he fully intended to leave Starfleet, he would still need Rachael…

Tick.

Tock.

Tick.

Tock.

“You can’t die!” he whispered, kneeling down at her side.  “You’re not allowed!”

She didn’t respond.

Kendall threw up his arms.  “Of course,” he muttered under his breath.  Given the tone of his voice, Kendall was certain that he had reached the end of the line.  He was simply going to sit and let Rachael die. Nothing could be done…

Until inspiration struck. 

At lightning speed, Johnson bolted to his feet and rushed back to the master control station, his fingers flying over the controls.  He was going to rig a distress call, and he was going to make it work, at any and all cost.

As the doors to the Bridge parted, revealing Alan, Drayge, Hartman and a cute lieutenant that Erin recognized as Mike Powers, the operations officer summarily realized that her time as commanding officer was over—not that she had commanded very much in the first place.  Even so, given the impending attack, Erin as glad to see her beloved Alan back on the Bridge.

“Did you enjoy your walk?” she asked, approaching Alan as he approached the mission ops station.

He tapped at the controls for a moment and pulled up the sensor readings.  “It was certainly a stroll I won’t forget any time soon… And if I do start to forget, I’m certain every muscle in my body will gladly remind me.”

Erin smiled.  “You should join me for a game of velocity every now and then.  That’ll get you back in shape, little buddy.”  And it would, of course.  Erin was the apex of the physically fit, and she attributed it all to velocity.

But Alan only smiled.  “Maybe later,” he mused before turning on his heel and heading for his command chair.  “Status report?”

“Forty-five minutes until the Mersah Tolidas arrive,” reported Bator from tactical. 

“And about five minutes until your mushy dialogue makes me sick,” Hartman moaned, sitting in Commander Harrison’s customary seat.

Christopher turned his gaze to her.  “And about five seconds until I jettison you out the nearest airlock,” he quipped before turning back to Bator.  “You may continue.”

The Phobian nodded politely.  “Thank you,” he said.  “Deck twenty-one has sustained a considerable hull breech, and the power grid continues to fail.  We are essentially sitting ducks.”

“And we’re about to be roasted ducks,” Erin finished, looking at their projected course directly into the accretion disk.  And with power down, the prospects for survival certainly were not good.  She said as much, and returned to her station to gaze over the sensors, just to make sure.

Not more than ten seconds later, Alan’s voice suddenly pervaded the silence that had begun to filter in.  “What if we used the Bussard collectors to gather energy?”

Erin smiled faintly.  “No offense, Alan,” she said softly, “but that is the stupidest idea I have ever heard!”

The Bussard collectors were designed for one reason—to collect hydrogen for the fusion reactor, not to harness the wild energies of an accretion disk.  Without a doubt, it would overload the flow regulators and destroy half the ship.  Erin was about to mention those facts, but given the stress of the situation, she opted against it.  Certainly everyone was aware of the grim facts without her reminding them.

“Why don’t you take a shuttle?” Hartman suggested a moment later.  “Who gives a damn if it blows up?”

Alan cleared his throat.  “Sarah, shuttles don’t grow on trees, you know…”

“I’m aware of that fact…but since we’re going to be incinerated in a few moments, I didn’t think preserving the shuttles was very high priority,” she grunted.  “Maybe it’s just me.  I don’t know.”

Erin sighed.  “Sarah has a point,” she said.  “We can’t evacuate the ship; our escape pods will get caught in the gravimetric distortions and pulled into the accretion disk…or our friends out there will blow them up.”

Erin watched as Alan considered the proposition.  He paced back and forth behind the helm for several moments, playing out every possible scenario in his mind before reaching a conclusion.  Eventually, his pacing came to a halt, and he looked up, directly at Erin.  “If Sarah’s plan is so good, you won’t mind coming with me then, will you?”

“I would love to,” said Erin confidently, because good or not, if they were all going to die, she wanted to be with Alan.  Quickly, Erin ushered Powers into her workstation and made her way to the turbolift doors, where she stood waiting for Alan.

“Sarah,” he called out while en route, “you’re in command until we get back…or until Matthew gets here…or until we’re all dead… You know, whichever comes first.”

“What happens if I leave without you?” Hartman asked as she seated herself in the command chair.

“Mutiny,” said Christopher, stepping into the lift.  “I guarantee it.”

Twelve more decks.

And with the turbolifts’ operation erratic at best, Tompkins and Harrison had little choice but to take the Jefferies tubes all the way to the Bridge.  And following the regrettable loss of deck twenty-one, Harrison knew that they would be required on the Bridge.  Something had to be happening up there…

But after what seemed like years crawling around in the Jefferies Tubes, it seemed to Harrison that they were never going to reach the Bridge.  “Perhaps we could try the turbolifts again?” he suggested.

Tompkins paused, and turned back to the executive officer.  “Heh… The power grid is too unstable in this section.  We would be in for a damn wild ride.”

Harrison sighed.  “Drat…” He was about to make another suggestion, when a strange, high-pitched noise suddenly pervaded the atmosphere.  “What is that?”

Tompkins shrugged before pulling out his tricorder and waving it around in the air, the strident tones apparently having no affect on him.  Harrison, on the other and, was ready to plug his ears.  But he did not, and simply waited for the chief engineer’s report.

Still, the look on his face was blank.  “It’s emanating from the ship,” he said.  “But it doesn’t look like an error of any kind.”

Perplexed, and more than a little annoyed by the relentless, high-pitched drone.  “Certainly there is some reason…”

Tompkins shook his head.  “My best guess is that someone deliberately started it…”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”  He looked back down at his tricorder…  “Then again…”

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “What?”

Tompkins pointed to the tricorder’s small screen.  “This noise has a frequency of 11.32 megahertz.”

Trying his best to follow Tompkins’ line of reasoning, Harrison simply nodded in tandem with a quaint, “Aha.”  Of course, 11.32 MHz meant absolutely nothing to him.

Tompkins hastily folded up his tricorder and stuck it in his holster.  “Then we should get to the science lab right away…  Kendall might be in trouble.”

Finally, the light in Harrison’s head clicked—the science lab was on deck 11, section 32.  “Yes, of course!” he exclaimed.  It wasn’t the Bridge, but it was certainly a lot closer, and most likely a place that required assistance.  Without a moment’s thought, Harrison started on his way yet again.

Seated comfortably beside Erin at the helm of the Shuttlecraft Van Der Waals, Alan Christopher breezed through the preflight sequences in preparation for their voyage into the unknown.  In spite of his relatively collected appearance, Christopher’s stomach was twisted into an intricate knot that seemed to be oscillating every few minutes.  Christopher sighed, and looked to Keller for some sign of confidence—and the pleasant smile she flashed him was more than enough to keep him running for days.

“Sorry about dinner,” he said, tapping in the last few commands before the shuttlebay doors started to open.

Erin shrugged indolently.  “I wasn’t too hungry, anyway,” she said softly.

“Neither was I,” admitted Alan.  “I just wanted to be with you.”

Erin smiled sheepishly.  “That’s so sweet!” she chirped.

Then, just as suddenly as the banter between Alan and Erin had started, it finished; the massive shuttlebay doors slowly receded into the walls, revealing the fiery orange accretion disk swirling about like a hurricane in space.

“Wow,” was about the only thing Erin could muster as the Van Der Waals made its way into space.  After an additional moment’s admiration of the disk, Erin shook off her awe and turned her attention back to the sensors in front of her.  “I’m bringing the Bussard collectors online,” she said.

Alan nodded and quickly set out to accomplish his half of the mission—establishing an energy transfer between the Van Der Waals and the Starlight before the shuttle blew up.  Had they been collecting pure hydrogen, the task would have been simple, but since the accretion disk was also loaded with helium, nitrogen, oxygen and a plethora of other elements, the transfer wasn’t going to be so simple.

“Bussard Collectors are at thirty-six percent capacity,” reported Erin after a moment.  “Forty…forty-seven…”

“I’ve almost got the link,” said Alan once the count hit fifty percent.  He furiously tapped away at the controls, knowing that one error could mean a horrible death for everyone, because if those Bussard collectors overloaded, there was no second chance; it was all over.

All that was left to do was interface with the Starlight’s EPS grid and…

The shuttle rumbled.

Alan didn’t even have to check his sensors to see what the problem was, because it was staring them directly in the face—one spidery alien warship, dead ahead…

Chapter Five

Sarah Hartman watched as the shadowy alien vessel danced against the fiery orange swirls of the accretion disk.  Looming not far behind, a second vessel ready to strike should the initial assault fail.  And Hartman was going to see that failure on the aliens’ behalf was more than a possibility.  She intended to make it reality.  

The Doctor rose from the command chair and turned to Bator at tactical.  “Red alert!” she called out before turning on her heel and approaching the helm.  “Ensign Drayge, put us between the shuttle and the aliens.”

While the Bridge summarily darkened with in tandem with the arrival of the red alert klaxon, the stars on the viewscreen remained immobile.  “Ensign Drayge!” Hartman repeated a bit more sternly.

The Bolian turned back to her and frowned.  “If you had been paying attention,” he said softly, but with a curious conviction in his voice, “you would know that maneuvering thrusters are not responding!”

Hartman was actually taken aback by the statement.  “Impressive,” she commended.  “Do whatever the hell you need to do, then.  I don’t care.  Just keep us alive.”

Drayge smiled.  “I will see what I can do.”

On the viewscreen, Hartman watched as the nearest of the two alien vessels opened fire, spewing a jagged beam of violet death that struck the Starlight dead on.  Quickly, the Doctor plopped back down in the command chair to weather the storm.  “Return fire!” she bellowed as the second shadowy vessel moved into range.

“Firing phasers and quantum torpedoes!” called out Bator a moment later.

Moments later, bright streams of yellow-orange light soared across the viewscreen in concert with a trail of swirling blue quantum torpedoes, hurtling over the accretion disk in search of the elusive Mersah Tolidas.  But as the onslaught barreled into the spider-like vessel’s hull, nothing happened.

From the confines of the Van Der Waals, Alan Christopher looked on in horror.  “No wonder the Elorg lost,” he whispered to Erin, as if his tone would keep danger away from them.

She didn’t respond.  Instead, Erin’s eyes were fixed on the sensor readings in front of her—as they very well should have been.  “The Bussard collectors are starting to overload!” she said sternly as the tiny shuttle started to rumble due the sheer amount of power being pumped through its systems.  “We need to start that power transfer now!”

With the jolts growing more and more powerful, Alan wasn’t about to argue.  Quickly, he tapped the appropriate controls and initiated the procedure.  With a series of whine-like drones, the stream of energy between the two ships was established, and the Starlight was well on its way to survival.  Conversely, the Van Der Waals was drawing nearer and nearer to its death.

An explosion overhead threw down some sparks in the aft section of the cockpit.  Alan looked back to see an EPS conduit rampantly spewing a white cloud into the air amidst a growing wall of flames.  “We need to hurry,” he shouted over the noise.

“No kidding!” agreed Erin.  “The Starlight is at twenty-four percent power!”

The shuttle jolted again.  But this time, it was something completely different.  Out of the corner of his eye, Alan could detect a stream of purple energy soar across the cockpit window.  They were under attack.

“Damn it!” Erin cursed.

“There isn’t anything we can do, is there?” Alan asked, watching the second of the two spider-like battleships looming just overhead; its hull glistened ominously in the reddish-orange light of the accretion disk as if it were alive.  Perhaps it was.

“You could pray to whatever gods you believe in,” suggested Erin, also distracted by the vessel.

Alan shrugged.  “Ka’Tulans don’t have gods,” he said flatly.  “They have science.”

“Well, your science doesn’t seem to be helping us very much at the moment…”

The ship jolted yet again.  “And neither do your gods,” said Alan softly.

“And that’s why I have science, too,” said Erin flatly.  “Fifty-one percent power on the Starlight!  You think that’s enough?” 

Glancing down at his sensors, Alan could tell that the shuttle wasn’t going to last much longer.  “It’s going to have to be enough!” he decided.  “I’m cutting the transfer!”

But when he touched the controls, Alan got nothing but static.  “Or not…  This is not good.”

“The hull breech on deck twenty-one has widened to include sections forty-seven through fifty-eight on deck twenty!” shouted Bator over the dull tone of the red alert klaxon.

“And the aliens?” asked Hartman, not particularly interested in the hull breech.

Bator shook his head sullenly.  “No damage.”

Hartman clenched her fists and pounded them on the arms of the command chair.  Where the hell is Commander Harrison? she grumbled to herself before turning back to the situation at hand.  “What about the power transfer?”

“Still going strong,” Bator reported.  “We are at 106 percent of capacity.”

Hartman was no engineer, but she knew that if the Starlight’s fusion reactor overloaded, they would be dead in an instant.  Something must have happened on the shuttle to prevent the captain from shutting down the stream, which meant she would have to do it herself.  “Mr. Bator,” she said sternly, rising to her feet with something of an idea in mind.  “Prepare to unleash hell…”

The Phobian’s dark eyes widened with curiosity.  “What are you planning?”

The Doctor smiled enigmatically as she approached the tactical station.  “What would happen if we channeled all of this excess energy through the deflector dish?”

“It would blow up,” Bator quickly replied.

“What would blow up?”

“Just about everything.”

“Damn,” Hartman muttered.  It had the effect she wanted…but too extreme.  She didn’t want to go down with the ship.  She anxiously pounded her fists together and strained to find another way to beat their nemesis before it as too late…

When Neelar Drayge suddenly spoke up.  “I have an idea,” he said.

Hartman looked over to the Bolian.  “What?”

He smiled faintly.  “We could use a tractor beam to reposition the shuttle so that the energy stream is flowing into the accretion disk.”

“We would need to reverse the polarity our hull to sever the beam,” said Bator, quickly warming up to the idea.

Hartman merely nodded, pretending to follow the flow of the conversation.  “Whatever,” she muttered tersely.  “Spare me the damn technobabble and just do it already!  Beam the captain and Commander Keller out of there the moment you have a chance!”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Bator as Hartman started making her way back to the command chair amidst a series of alien attacks on the shields.

The moment she sat down, the image on the viewscreen shifted from the looming alien vessels to the shuttlecraft, which was nothing more than a massive ball of orange energy ready to burst at its seams.  Within a few seconds, a faint blue tractor beam danced over the shuttle’s hull, giving it a graceful nudge into hell.

“I’ve got the captain and Commander Keller in transporter room three,” said Bator just moments before the shuttle was consumed by the radiant accretion disk.  

Hartman pulled in a lungful of air, watching a massive shockwave of energy build outward from the epicenter of the shuttle’s destruction.  But quite frankly, Hartman did not care enough to stick around and see what happened.  “Get us out of here, maximum warp!”

Within seconds, the Starlight was a blur in the void of space.  Meanwhile, a massive wall of fire danced on the edge of the accretion disk, consuming all of the movements of fire and shadow in its path.  The Mersah Tolidas were no more—for the next thousand years, at least…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73432.8:  Repairs are underway following our encounter with the Mersah Tolidas in the Sigma-Rho System.  Long-range sensors confirm that both alien vessels were destroyed, and there has been no sign of further alien activity within the region ever since.

Rachael Meyer slowly opened her eyes, letting the harsh bright light of sickbay seep in one ray at a time until her eyes could adjust to the illumination—that was, until a shadowy figure eclipsed the light, looming overhead.  She squinted, and summarily recognized Kendall Johnson.

“Are you okay?” he inquired softly.

“I don’t know,” she decided after a moment’s thought.  “Am I?”

“Barely,” chimed in Doctor Hartman, her voice just a few meters away.  “I told you not to forget about your peridaxon…  Maybe now you’ll listen!  You’re lucky to be alive.”

“And you wouldn’t be, had it not been for Lieutenant Johnson’s quick thinking,” added Commander Harrison, also out of sight, but within an earshot. 

Meyer smiled, and slowly rose to a sitting position on her biobed.  “Thanks,” she said softly.

Lucas Tompkins was also present, standing just behind Harrison.  He nodded politely, and in tandem with Harrison, made a discreet exit; Hartman followed a moment later, leaving Rachael and Kendall relatively alone.  Meyer decided to take advantage of the situation while it was still an advantage.  And so, without any pretext, she turned her attention to Johnson.  “You did good, today,” she told him. 

He shrugged.  “It was nothing.”

“You’re too modest,” Rachael replied.  “And you’re too good at your job to be that modest.”

Johnson sighed, and took a hesitant step away from Meyer.  “My decision hasn’t been made yet,” he said.  “But I haven’t dismissed the possibility of leaving Starfleet.  One good deed can’t make up for a dozen bad ones.”

Rachael simply nodded, knowing that ultimately, it wasn’t her decision to make.  She just hoped that her guidance would help Kendall to make the right decision…

On the Bridge, Captain Christopher smiled widely upon seeing Sarah Hartman emerge through the turbolift doors behind Matthew and Lucas.  “I heard that you were better at my job than me,” said the Captain lightly as he approached the trio.

Hartman shrugged.  “I probably was,” she admitted—and given her tone, she seemed to mean it.  But she turned to Bator, and then to Drayge, and smiled half-heartedly.  “But I can’t take all of the credit…”

Christopher smiled.  “Neelar, are you hoping to get that second pip on your collar?”

The Bolian quickly turned from the helm and faced Christopher, his eyes wide.  “I was just doing my job… Alan.”

Christopher’s grin grew even wider.  “Well, Neelar, I hear on good authority that your performance was exemplary during the alien attack…” He briefly glanced at Hartman.  “Not that I was surprised.  Of course, I expect that streak to continue.”

Slowly, Keller meandered from the operations station carrying a small box in her hand.  She stopped at the Captain’s side and placed it in the palm of his hand.  He held the sleek black box up to the light and subjected it to a brief inspection before handing it to Drayge.  “Congratulations, Lieutenant…”

As the new Lieutenant opened the box and added the second pip to his collar, the Bolian as besieged by his fellow crew, offering their congratulations.  For his part, Christopher stayed behind with Erin, smiling pleasantly.  “The people on this ship are our family…and right about now, it feels like our baby has just grown up…” he mused to her.

She nodded, watching Neelar chat pleasantly with Bator and Lucas.  “He’s come a long way over the past few years,” she agreed.  “Then again, I guess we’ve all changed.  I mean, look at us!”

Christopher smiled.  “Bitter enemies to…” He paused, uncertain of which term to use.  Several options floated into mind, some seemed too extreme, others were severely lacking.  He sighed, and finally decided upon best friends.  He said as much, coincidentally, at the exact same moment as Erin.

She smiled sheepishly, and then closed the gap between the two of them.  “For now,” she whispered almost seductively into his hear before turning on her heel and marching over to give Neelar some kind words, grinning the entire time in her most enigmatic manner.

For his part, Alan simply smiled, and watched everything going on around him.  Without a doubt, the past couple of days were lacking the peace and quite he had been looking forward to… But as he saw everything around him, Alan Christopher knew that those days were ones well spent.
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