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Neelar Drayge had been fond of the Dark Star.  It had been like his child; he had taken great care of it, spoiled it rotten (with upgrades and routine maintenance), and made sure it was safe in the shuttlebay before he went to bed each night.  Consequently, the young Bolian was more than a little upset when the vessel met its fiery end in the rugged Farhelian Mountains on Ka’Tula Prime.

For several nights, he had strange dreams about the tiny ship.  For several days, he found his mind would often wander in the midst of some boring staff meeting—and when he finally came to his senses, Neelar realized the Dark Star had again pervaded his thoughts.  At times, it seemed like a fixation of sorts, but then Neelar realized that those times were so few and far between that he had little to worry about—besides, it was only a shuttlecraft.

But then, she entered his life, and everything changed.  She was a beautiful sight to behold—bold and curvy, almost seductive in her appearance… And her power… oh… she had power… The very thought of her often sent a chill down Neelar’s spine.

She was christened the Aztec, and served as the Dark Star’s replacement aboard the Starlight.  According to the specs—which Neelar memorized—it was a Warrior-class vessel, registry NX-88592.  It was armed with phasers and over 600 micro-torpedoes, as well as twelve quantum torpedoes.  It had a transwarp drive, temporal sensors, and a prototype temporal shield grid that was so complex it made Neelar Drayge’s head spin.

Consequently, the Bolian did his best to ignore the shields—it wasn’t his area of expertise in the first place.  For Drayge, it was the helm that concerned him most, and the Aztec certainly kept his interest.  He sat next to Ensign Rivers at the cockpit in the front of the vessel and simply stared at the vast array of buttons to touch…

At its core, the Aztec provided the same, simple layout as any other Starfleet shuttle.  But underneath that streamlined interface was a vast array of new and improved functions that were just waiting to be accessed—and Neelar couldn’t wait to do it.

Suddenly, the stern voice of Lucas Tompkins brought the Bolian’s thoughts out of the clouds, and back to business.  “We have six days to take this bad boy on a shakedown cruise,” he said, his hands resting on the back of Drayge’s chair.

Neelar glanced over the astrometric data before him and quickly came up with their route.  “I’m plotting a course to the Delta Zeridar System,” he said evenly.  “That should give us plenty of time to test out all the new features… and then some.”

Tompkins tapped his hands on the chair for a moment.  “Cool,” he said.  “Do it.”

Neelar smiled, and stared at the sleek controls for a moment before placing his hands upon them and finishing off the deed.  Within moments, the starfield went from utterly still to magical blur of light before an intense flash of white light enveloped the view.  Moments later, the calm, verdant hues of a transwarp conduit streaked by at high speed.

But instead of experiencing overwhelming joy, Neelar frowned.  “The ship seems a little sluggish, Commander,” he said, staring at the controls.

Within moments, the chief engineer was at his side, reading over the data for himself.  He sighed and grumbled, then tapped a few controls on the helm before stepping back and grumbling some more.  “Just need to regulate the flow of plasma to the nacelles, that’s all.”

“Would you like some help, sir?”

It was Rivers that had spoken.  He was an Ensign that had recently transferred to the Starlight from Starbase 241, most likely to escape the stupidity of Admiral Alexis O’Connor.  He had short-cropped dark hair, a strong build, and from what Drayge could tell, a fairly good sense of humor.

Tompkins, who was already halfway to the Aztec’s aft compartment, stopped dead in his tracks and came about to face the Ensign.  “Sure,” he said in response to Rivers’ request.  “I’ll take all the help I can get.”

Brimming with newfound enthusiasm, Rivers quickly scrambled to his feet and started heading for Tompkins.  He got no further than a few meters before falling flat on his face.

Without warning, the ship had suddenly jolted.  Drayge’s eyes darted down to the sensors, expecting to see a report indicating they had passed through some turbulence or a similar phenomenon.  What he saw was practically beyond comprehension.  “Ensign,” he called out, “what is this?”

Slowly, Rivers picked himself up and wandered back to his seat beside Drayge at the helm.  He quietly tapped the computer controls for a moment before the sensor data popped up on his side of the workstation.  Within seconds, the look on his face went from confident to confused.  “I have no idea,” he said after an additional moment’s thought.

The statement summarily brought Lucas Tompkins between the two of them.  “Damn kids don’t know anything,” he quipped before accessing the computer for himself—but much like those “damn kids,” Tompkins was quickly befuddled by the mysterious sensor readings.

In retrospect, Neelar decided the sensors weren’t so much incomprehensible, as they were just plain odd.  Under normal circumstances, transwarp conduits were straight, or slightly curved tunnels that existed within a layer of subspace.  With that in mind, Neelar was able to deduce that these were not normal circumstances.

This transwarp conduit seemed to be bent and self-intersecting, winding through subspace like a pretzel.  Tompkins cringed upon seeing it.  “What the hell is that?”

“I have no idea,” said Drayge.

Tompkins shrugged. “Drop out of transwarp,” he decided after a moment.

It made sense—if the conduit was their problem, leaving it seemed to be a viable solution.  Drayge summarily tapped to appropriate controls on the console before him, calling forth a massive swirling nether before them, pivoting around a gaping void like a hurricane.  It was hardly the traditional exit from transwarp, but it appeared to be the only one they were getting.

Within moments, the gravitational forces generated by the swirling vortex began to pull at the Aztec, coercing it to make a journey into its ominous depths.  Neelar looked to Tompkins for guidance.  “Should we fight it?” he asked.

Tompkins shook his head.  “Let’s see where it takes us,” he said.  “We haven’t been in the conduit very long… so we couldn’t have traveled very far.  We’ll just jump back to warp and try to figure out what the hell happened to the conduit.”

“Then hold on,” said Neelar as the ship started to shudder…

The massive green hurricane loomed closer, steadily pulling them closer and closer to its gaping eye.  Beyond it, Drayge could see nothing but darkness.  No stars… no nebulae… nothing…

The lights began to flicker as thin tendrils of energy started to crawl along the control panels.  Neelar carefully backed away, not wanting to be taken out by a renegade blast… 

The rumbling grew more violent.  Bulkheads creaked and clamored, seats swayed, and Neelar’s stomach grew week as they drew nearer and nearer to the mysterious void.  For a moment, he suspected his lunch was about to make a return appearance, but the Bolian willed it down, and simply watched in pure, detached horror as they went inside.

There were explosions…  And a flash of light.  And the next thing Neelar knew, he was staring up at the twinkling starfield once more.

“Where are we?” asked Rivers, who was also laying uncomfortably on the floor, practically underneath the helm.

Neelar helped him back into his chair before turning to access the computer—but it was no use.  The interface was pitch back.

“We’ve lost main power,” Tompkins said.  He was standing at the threshold to the aft compartment, covered in dirt and grime.  “I’m having a hell of a time restoring it.”

“So,” said Neelar amidst a nervous sigh, “it looks like we’re dead in space…”

Chapter One

Erin Keller watched intently as Doctor Sarah Hartman positioned a faint purple circle of light over her abdomen; it was generated by a strange gizmo that looked something like a lamp, connected to the side of the bio-chamber that Erin resided in. 

As Hartman ran this purple light over Erin’s abdominal region, a faint smile began to crack the Doctor’s otherwise stoic face.  “Your hunch was right,” said Hartman.  “It looks like you’re about seven weeks pregnant.  Congratulations.”

Erin did not know what to think.  Happy, perhaps?  She considered it for a brief moment and decided that she was indeed happy about it, for it had long been a desire of hers to have children.  Still, a strong sense of confusion seemed to override all of her happy, bubbly feelings.  She looked to Alan.

He, too, looked stoic.  It was clear to Erin that he was not upset in the slightest, but like herself, he was simply confused.  “How… did this happen?” he asked softly.

Erin raised an eyebrow.  “Don’t they explain the birds and the bees on Ka’Tula Prime?” she asked.

He nodded.  “They certainly do,” he confirmed.  “And one thing we learn is that human birds and Ka’Tulan bees don’t generally mingle with one another.”

Erin’s confusion deepened.  “What?”

“Humans and Ka’Tulans are not genetically compatible,” Hartman interjected.  “There has never been a human/Ka’Tulan hybrid.”

“I see,” said Erin, her confusion growing.  “So if we’re not genetically compatible… why am I pregnant?”

Hartman deactivated the purple light and moved it aside, giving Erin room to sit up without banging her head on the sensor module.  When she complied, Hartman grabbed a padd from a nearby workstation and started browsing through the data.  After a moment, she sighed, and handed the padd to Erin.  “Alan’s disease has changed his genetic makeup to the point where it is now possible for the two of you to have children.  Obviously, the two of you have wasted no time.”

For her part, Erin simply stared at the padd.  Though the words were certainly there, she couldn’t seem to absorb them, for her mind was elsewhere at the time.  She set the padd on the biobed, and then turned to Alan, flashing him a faint smile.  “We’re going to be parents!” she exclaimed.

He nodded.  “That we are,” he confirmed.  His words were a bit devoid of emotion, as was his face.

Erin frowned.  “Is something wrong?” she asked.

He shook his head.  “Not at all,” he said quickly.  “I’m still in the process of absorbing all of this, that’s all.”  He produced a faint smile.

Once the moment passed, Hartman plucked her padd from the biobed, and then turned to Erin.  “So… how does it feel to be a mommy-to-be?”

After a moment of consideration, Erin stared down at her abdomen and smiled.  “A little weird,” she admitted.  “The cramps are terrible… and throwing up all the time isn’t too much fun, either… and my bre—”

Alan raised his hand.  “That’s quite enough, Erin,” he said softly.  “You need not be so graphic.  I have a weak stomach, you know.”

She produced an enigmatic smile.  “You poor baby!”

“Can I have a cookie?” he asked innocently.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so.”  With that rather pointless argument settled, Erin expelled a brief sigh, and summarily brought the focus of their conversation back to a more relevant subject.  “So… now what are we going to do?” she asked softly.

For her part, Erin didn’t even know.  Consequently, she was hardly surprised when Alan gave her a rather blank look.  “I don’t know,” he whispered.  “But we certainly have a lot to talk about…”

Darkness filled the Aztec’s cabin.  As far as Lucas Tompkins could tell, every system on the tiny craft was offline, including life support.  Consequently, restoring that vital element was their top priority, but unless they could see more than just shadowy outlines, very little was going to get done.  They would just suffocate.

However, Tompkins was fairly certain that such an instance was not going to happen.  With a little work—and light—he was confident that he could restore power and bring the life support systems back online…  He just needed a light.

“Do either one of you have a light?” he asked, groping around on the floor for the one he lost during their rough journey through the vortex.

“No,” said both Drayge and Rivers in tandem.  

Tompkins clenched his fist and pounded it on the floor.  “Damn,” he muttered under his breath.  “See if you can find one, then.”

As his two subordinates went to work scouring the Aztec for a light, Tompkins again groped the area in which he had been situated for the duration of their flight.  They had experienced a fair amount of turbulence, but nothing overly dramatic; the light that had been affixed to his belt couldn’t have wandered very for, for he found his tricorder only a few meters away from his feet when things settled down… but that damn light was nowhere to be found.

“I think I’ve got something,” Rivers called out a moment later.

Tompkins paused, and waited patiently for the Ensign.  A moment later, a beam of light suddenly sliced through the darkness, and Lucas smiled.  “It’s about time,” he quipped, walking over to Rivers to collect his prize.  “One of you help me with the repairs—the other stay at the helm and see if anything happens.”

Neelar and Rivers talked it over for a moment before deciding that Rivers would aide in the repairs—as they had originally intended.  Within moments, he was at Lucas’s side near the aft of the cockpit.  “What do you want me to do?”

Tompkins ripped off a piece of the wall covering and dropped it on the floor; then he focused the beam of light on the array of isolinear chips and bio-neural gel packs that were behind the discarded wall covering, and handed the light to Rivers.  “Keep it steady,” he grunted before delving into work on the systems.

According to his tricorder, they still had power—but the primary relays sustained heavy damage during their little journey, and were no longer functioning.  It would be a relatively simple task to shunt the power through the secondary relays—and after a quick rearranging of the isolinear chips, and a few taps on a barely functional computer terminal, the Aztec’s emergency lights slowly emerged from their slumber.

Neelar Drayge watched the helm like a hawk, waiting patiently for the first signs of life to reassert themselves into the ship’s systems, and eventually, his wait came to an end.  Though they were only half-lit and marginally functional, the majority of the helm’s controls popped back to life, including the ones that allowed Neelar to assess their current condition.

As he tapped the controls, Drayge noticed them to be utterly phlegmatic.  There was a considerable delay between the input and execution of commands, and the customary bleeps and chirps that normally accompanied such events were nothing more than elongated tones that seemed to indicate the computer was dying.

Slowly, a small window opened on the display, accompanied by several lines of orange text.  “We’re down to thirty-five percent power,” said Neelar as he scanned the first few lines of text.  “Every ship system is offline, including life support.”

“Then that’s our top priority,” said Tompkins, already pecking away at the controls. 

For his part, Neelar started to tinker with the limited functions at the helm—primarily, communication systems, for it was his intention to find a way to send out a distress signal with whatever power they had left once life support was restored.  Unfortunately, it seemed that the computer was in no mood to cooperate, for with each passing moment, its speed grew slower and slower, until Neelar decided to give up until they had more power to work with… if any.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.

“Sight tight,” was Commander Tompkins’ response.  It was not exactly the most enlightening or reassuring thing Drayge had ever heard, but then again, Tompkins was an engineer, not a Captain.  Such things were not in his job description.

Consequently, the Bolian sighed, folded his arms, and turned his attention to the starfield before him.  It was truly an incredible sight to behold, even after hundreds of thousands of prior viewings.  Space was vast beyond comprehension… and it was those infinite possibilities that kept Neelar inspired.

“Life support is online,” Tompkins suddenly interjected, “but it would be a bad idea to leave this room, because I didn’t restore it to the rest of the ship.”

Life support was a huge drain on power, and since they were already working with extremely limited power, it seemed logical to keep the areas with life support extremely limited as well.  And with those thoughts in mind, Neelar turned his back to the starfield and asked, “How much power to we have left for other systems?”

“Not much,” was Tompkins’ cryptic response.  “I’d say we could restore partial power to… one system.”

“Communications,” blurted out Neelar almost instantly.  He was slightly embarrassed, for he usually did not pursue such things with so much aggression—but the Captain had insisted he be more aggressive, so he complied. “With communications back online… we could send out a distress signal and get rescued.”

“But we have no idea where we are,” said Tompkins.  “We could be thousands of light-years from Federation space… we have no idea who is going to respond—if anyone.  We need to reinitialize the long-range sensors to find out where the hell we are and then find some resources.  Once we do that, we’ll shut down the sensors, bring the engines online, and head to those resources to refuel.”

Drayge shook his head in disagreement.  “Wouldn’t that be wasteful?” he inquired.  “I don’t think we could make it that far with the limited power we have.”

“You don’t know how far we’re going,” said Tompkins.

The Bolian nodded.  “And neither do you.  We can’t risk it.”

“We have to risk something, Lieutenant.”  With that said, Lucas turned his attention to Rivers.  “It’s your call.  Communications or sensors?”

Ensign Rivers looked absolutely horrified by the choice that had just been thrust upon him.  Undoubtedly, he was thinking that Tompkins was the commanding officer, and that he should be making the big decisions… but Lucas didn’t operate like that.  He wanted everyone’s opinion, and would base his final decision upon that.

For his part, Rivers brooded over the situation for several moments.  Just when Tompkins thought the Ensign was going to faint, or something similar he gulped, and blurted out, “Sensors.”

Neelar blinked, and tried to remain calm as he tried to think of a way to convince his peers that their thinking was wrong.  Unfortunately, quick thinking was not his forte.  “This is a waste of power!” he managed to say before deciding his words sounded more like whining than anything else.

Tompkins nodded.  “I’ll note your protest in my log,” he said as he commenced work on the sensors, though Drayge was hardly convinced by the chief engineer’s words, given the tone of his voice.

Consequently, he folded his arms and turned back to the helm.  He stared at it with a scrutinizing gaze for several minutes, until it finally came back to life at full illumination.  “We’ve got sensors,” said Drayge unenthusiastically.

“Where are we?” asked Tompkins.

Quickly, Drayge input the necessary commands and came back with an answer.  “We’re about 900 light-years from our previous position—near the Rehmanii System.”

Tompkins’ eyes widened.  “That was one hell of a ride,” he mused.  “What do we know about the Rehmanii System?”

Again, Neelar accessed sensors.  “It’s an F-type star with an absolute magnitude of 3.2.  It has six planets, all of which are gas giants—the fourth planet has a ring system that may be rich in minerals.  The fifth and sixth planets have several large moons that may also be rich in minerals.”

Tompkins nodded agreeably.  “Set a course,” he said confidently.

Drayge did not share his enthusiasm in the slightest.  He was almost tempted to protest.  Almost.  Instead, Neelar decided a more tactful approach.  “We’ll never get there,” he said softly.  “It’s more than three light-years away!”

“We’ll manage,” Tompkins assured him.

“And what if the minerals we find are worthless?”

For the first time, it seemed the chief engineer actually stopped to consider his actions.  “We’d be screwed,” he realized after that moment of thought.  

Hoping that his wiser course of action was beginning to sound more reasonable to Tompkins, Neelar tried to push the envelope a little further.  “It’s not too late to initiate the distress signal…”

Tompkins reply was a quick and passionate “No!”  He swiftly made his way to the helm and examined the sensors for himself.  “Heh… Rehmanii is a hell of a remote star system,” he said to nobody in particular.  “Even if we could send out a distress signal, we’re so far away from civilization that we’d be dead by the time anyone got here to rescue us.  Going there is our only shot at survival.”

Drayge rolled his eyes.  “Setting course,” he said through clenched teeth.

Tompkins nodded.  “Engage.”

Everything had changed.  For some reason, Alan Christopher found even something as simple as walking through the Starlight’s myriad corridors with Erin Keller to be awkward.  She was the mother of his child, and he didn’t know what to think of it—not in the slightest.  Alan had been content with their relationship the way it had been—best friends (or perhaps a little more than that). 

As they approached the doors to the mess hall, there was a considerable fury growing in the pit of Alan’s stomach.  He tried to ignore it, but his nerves would not allow it.  This was the first social confrontation they would be having since learning of the baby, and for some reason, Alan desired to keep it secret.  Conversely, there as little doubt in his mind that Erin did not share that particular desire.  

Less than a meter from the doors to the mess hall, Alan stopped, grabbing Erin’s shoulder to prevent her from entering.  “We need to talk,” he said as the slingshot effect pulled Erin closer to him.

Slowly, Erin came about and looked at Alan.  “About what?” she asked.  “It can wait until we’re sitting down and eating, can’t it?  I’m pregnant and hungry,” she said cheerfully.

Alan nodded.  “That’s what we need to discuss,” he said softly.  “I think we should keep this quiet for the time being.”

“Why?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I… just do, okay?”

Clearly, Erin was not satisfied with the response.  With a disappointed look on her face, she brought her hands to her hips and sighed.  “Very well then, little buddy. I guess we don’t really need to tell everyone else right now… But they’re going to find out sooner or later.”

Alan nodded his understanding.  “Just not now.”

The conversation had gone much better than Alan had anticipated; he had miscalculated Erin’s resistance factor immensely, and wound up pleasantly surprised by the end result.  Their little secret would stay just that—for now. 

He moved a few steps closer to the doors, prompting them to slide open with a soft whisper.  “Shall we?” he inquired, indicating with his arm for Erin to lead the way.

Immediately, she dropped he hands to her side and produced a sheepish grin. “I would love to,” she chirped, quickly ducking into the mess hall.

It was relatively busy in the ship’s eating facility.  Almost three-quarters of the tables were occupied, and most of them seemed to indicate they had been occupied at one time, given the crumbs and glasses still sitting on some of them.  As usual, there was also a fair amount of conversation, giving the place the atmosphere and personality that both Alan and Erin thrived in.

They quickly grabbed their lunches from the replicator, and proceeded to their customary table in the center of the mess hall.  Already seated around the table were Bator, Rachael Meyer and Matthew Harrison; they were engaged in a seemingly interesting conversation, however, the banter quickly came to a halt when Alan and Erin sat down.

The group exchanged their greetings and chatted discursively for several moments before Bator cleared his throat.  “Where was I?” asked the Phobian.

Alan shrugged.  “Waste extraction,” he said wryly.

“Not quite.”

“But you wish you were there.”

“Not quite,” repeated the Phobian.

Slowly, Erin turned to Bator.  “See what I have to put up with?” she quipped.  “Getting a serious conversation out of him is like pulling teeth out of a Nausicaan.”

Harrison chuckled faintly.  “Indeed,” he said.  “The Nausicaans rather enjoy their teeth.”

Alan raised an eyebrow.  “As do I,” he retorted.  “I just like to keep them looking pretty, that’s all.”

Completely ignoring Alan’s mindless banter, Erin summarily turned to Rachael.  “So… how is Kendall?  I’ve been so busy the past few days, I haven’t had a chance to check up on him.”

Amidst a considerable sigh, Meyer nodded her weary head.  “He has been keeping me busy,” she admitted.  “Unfortunately, I don’t know if I’m doing much to help his situation.  He just mopes around, nodding and grumbling at everything I say.  In all reality, I don’t know if I can help him.”

Erin smiled.  “Of course you can!” she said.  “Just keep trying and you’ll do fine.  I know it.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” said Meyer softly.  Since it was not customary to speak of work—or work that was so personal—Rachael shrugged off the topic and turned to Alan.  “So, what’s new?”

He sent Erin a brief gaze before turning his full attention to Rachael.  “Not a thing…”

Chapter Two

Lucas Tompkins did not like field rations. In fact, he abhorred them, for they looked very similar to cardboard—in fact, they tasted about the same.  Unfortunately, with the power reserves on the Aztec so low, luxuries such as replicators were far from a priority.  Tompkins would simply have endure the field rations in all their unsavory glory.

He sat on the floor in the Aztec’s cockpit with Drayge and Rivers, who were also munching on rubbery meals of their own.  While Rivers clearly did not enjoy his meal, the same could not be said for Neelar Drayge, who seemed almost too happy to tear apart his little package of blah.

“Tell me you’re not enjoying that…” said Lucas after forcing his last bite of food down his throat.

The Bolian innocently looked up from his field ration.  “What?”

“These things taste like crap,” Lucas told him.  “You look like you’re enjoying yours… tell me you’re not.”

Drayge shrugged.  “Okay.  I’m not.”

Tompkins did not buy that for a second.  “It must be your Bolian taste buds,” he surmised, “because no human can stand these things.”

Drayge looked back at the chair before the operations station.  There was a considerable stack of unopened field rations sitting there, just waiting to be consumed.  “I figure if we’re going to be stuck here for awhile, I’d might as well enjoy my cuisine,” he said evenly.

“I see,” said Tompkins softly, still unable to comprehend how Drayge could so easily consume the things.  He was about to further his argument, but before he had the chance, the deck plates beneath him started to vibrate.  At first, Lucas attributed it to normal ship functions, but when the vibrations summarily grew into a more sonorous rattling, he knew something was wrong.

Within seconds, he was on his feet and en route to the helm for a more thorough investigation.  “We’ve dropped down to impulse,” he noted—not by looking at sensors, but by glancing at the stars out the window; they crept by at a snail’s pace, happily scintillating in the void of space that surrounded them.

“It was an ion storm,” said Neelar Drayge as he sat down at the helm.  He tapped the controls for a moment, prompting the computer to display a more detailed analysis of their situation on the screen before them.  “It looks like it was a small one,” he reported.  “That was the brunt of it… but we’ll need to make some minor course corrections to avoid being struck by the remnants.”

Gazing over the data for himself, Tompkins was inclined to agree.  “Do it,” he said firmly before turning his back to the helm, and starting to make his way back to the field ration he had abandoned on the floor moments earlier.

The chief engineer got no further than a few steps before a muted humming noise filled the air behind him.  He turned around to see numerous branch-like tendrils of energy molesting the operations station.  Within moments, the energy had consumed the station, and flames started to erupt.  “Lieutenant!” called out Tompkins.  “Get away from there!”

Drayge’s head snapped up from his work to see ops seething with flames and energy.  Panicked by the sight, he hastily spun his chair around and dived for the floor, just as the operations station burst into a raging inferno, spewing chunks of deadly shrapnel and fiery sparks into the air.

“We need the manual extinguisher!” said Tompkins, his voice brimming with urgency—and with good reason. For each second that fire burned, it consumed the precious oxygen in the cockpit; if they weren’t able to contain the fire quickly, they would all die.

Thankfully, Rivers was quick to respond.  Without a second thought, he accessed the emergency locker near the aft section of the cockpit and yanked the manual extinguisher from its holster on the inside, creating quite a clamor as the rest of the locker’s contents crashed to the floor.

Quickly, Rivers rushed to the blazing inferno and directed the nozzle in its general direction before dousing the blaze with a thick, foamy coat of fire retardant.  But the blaze fought back, crawling into the chair before the station, climbing the bulkheads, and slowly reaching toward the ceiling of the cockpit, desperate to preserve its fiery self.

It failed.

Rivers’ continued dousing of the flames with the retardant successfully smothered them to death, allowing nothing but an occasional wisp of orange fire through the thick, foamy layer of white goop atop of it.  But after a few minutes, even those few renegade flames found themselves extinguished, leaving the Aztec inferno-free.

Rivers expelled a great sigh of relief.  “Mission accomplished,” he said, tossing the extinguisher to the floor.

Equally relieved was Lucas Tompkins.  The immediate threat was certainly gone—but there were numerous other ones that had cropped up because of the blaze, which certainly would not go away so easily.  “Our supply of oxygen has just been cut in half,” he grumbled, carefully scrutinizing the makeshift repairs he had made earlier.

“Should we transfer more power to life support?” asked Rivers.

Tompkins shook his head.  “That’s a negative,” he said.

“Why?” asked Neelar Drayge a moment later.

With a curt nod of his head, Tompkins motioned at his repairs.  “The relays are fused,” he said somberly.  “We can’t transfer any power to life support from here… which sucks for us, since life support is offline.”

“Are we going to suffocate?” Rivers inquired a moment later.

“No,” Drayge quickly replied.  He pointed in the general direction of the blackened and charred remains of the operations chair—but more specifically, what had been in it.  “We’re going to starve, because our field rations were in that chair…”

“Nothing wrong with a little barbecue,” Tompkins quipped.  “Hell, they might even taste better, now.”

Drayge shook his head.  “I’d say they’ve been incinerated…  We won’t be tasting them at all.”

“It was a joke, Lieutenant.”

Neelar blinked.  “Oh…  I knew that,” he lied.

Clearly, Tompkins did not believe it, for he produced a faint chuckle as he turned to face the Bolian.  “Lighten up a little bit,” he said.

Considering the fact that they were on what appeared to be the voyage of the damned, Drayge didn’t exactly see how such an action would improve anything.  As far as he was concerned, they needed to maintain a professional atmosphere, and stick the rules and regulations provided by Starfleet for such situations.  Still, Drayge had to admit there was probably room for a little humor to keep their sanity intact… so he decided to give it a shot.  “I will try,” he said evenly.

Satisfied that Drayge was at least partially truthful with the sentiment, Tompkins nodded, and then shifted his focus back to the more pressing matters at hand.  “Life support is our top priority,” he decided.  “Unfortunately, there’s no way in hell we can repair the damage from out here…”

“…which means we need to go to the aft compartment,” Rivers surmised.  “Great.”

Drayge cleared his throat.  “It’s a vacuum in there, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins.  “I didn’t restore life support to the aft section to save on energy…   We’re just going to have to equalize the atmospheres with whatever air we have remaining in the cockpit.”

“We’ll have about thirty minutes of air left once both sections of the ship are equalized,” said Drayge after conferring with the computer for a moment.  “How long will it take to repair life support?”

“I would say it would have to be less than thirty minutes,” Tompkins estimated as he approached the remains of the helm at the front of the cockpit.

Using the side of the workstation that had miraculously been left intact, Tompkins quickly brought up the necessary controls to equalize the pressure and oxygen levels throughout the entire infrastructure of the Aztec.   Almost immediately, there was a faint rushing sound as the oxygen stormed out of the cockpit and into the aft section, leaving the trio with a thin, stale atmosphere to breathe… but it would have to do, for they had nothing else to breathe…

Tompkins slowly pushed himself away from the workstation, and turned to face his two companions.  “Let’s go,” he said.  “It’s going to take all three of us the entire thirty minutes to get this job done.”

 The aft section was cold and dark, and much like the cockpit, the air was thin and stale.  To make matters worse, there was a faint metallic scent to the air in the aft section, the source of which was unbeknownst to Neelar Drayge.  But it didn’t really matter to him in the first place; for him, having fresh air… stale air… any air to breathe was top priority.

Drayge slowly panned his beam of light over the walls, giving Commander Tompkins plenty of time to find the wall panel they needed to remove to do the necessary repairs.  Within a few moments, Tompkins nodded, and peeled away a piece of the wall covering to reveal another set of complex controls—these were still illuminated, most likely running on whatever emergency power remained.

“Hypospanner,” said Tompkins as he started tapping at the controls.

Rivers nodded, went to the engineering kit, and promptly returned with the aforementioned tool.  Tompkins inspected it, nodded his approval, and proceeded to run the device over several of the controls behind the wall.  Drayge heard a series of bleeps and blips before Tompkins set the hypospanner down.

“Not as bad as I thought,” said the chief engineer a moment later.  He tapped at a few of the controls and nodded agreeably the entire time.  “I’d say we’ve just bought ourselves a few more days worth of oxygen.  If this ke—”

The Aztec jumped to warp.  Having spent more than a few hours on a starship, Drayge knew the intricate hums and rumblings on any given ship—including the faint, but sudden jolt of energy that had just hit the Aztec… and given Tompkins’ reaction, so could he.  “Is this ship sentient?” asked Drayge a moment later.

Tompkins shrugged.  “Not that I know of.”  He grabbed his phaser and headed for the door, motioning with the weapon for his subordinates to do the same.

Drayge grabbed the phaser from his belt and set it to stun.  He turned to Rivers.  “Do you want to take up the rear, or would you rather I do it?”

“Up to you,” said the Ensign while he tinkered with his phaser settings.

Typical indecisive ensign.  Drayge smiled wryly; though he was now a Lieutenant, he still knew that he was for the most part, indecisive himself.  “I’ll take up the rear, then,” he said after a moment, attempting to assert his minimal authority.

As Rivers took his place between Tompkins and Drayge, the doors parted, revealing the source of their newfound motion.  Sitting before the helm was a lizard-like alien, happily pecking away at the controls.

His rough, dry skin was olive-green in color, and spotted almost randomly with tiny black dots. He adorned an earthy-green tunic that seemed to glisten in the harsh lighting of the Aztec’s cockpit, and though he was sitting with his back to them, Neelar Drayge could tell that his face was not a pleasant one.

Sure enough, when the alien turned around, the Bolian was not disappointed.  There were several distinguishing features on his face.  He had a large brow ridge, dark, beady eyes, a considerable snout, and three large teeth protruding from his mouth and dripping with saliva.

Tompkins dared to step closer.  “Who the hell are you?” he asked, pointing the phaser at the ghastly beast.

The alien cocked his head.  “I am Vian,” he said in a deep, sonorous voice that filled the cockpit and then some.  But he cared not to enlighten them any further than that.  Instead, Vian turned back to the helm, and continued to peck away at the controls.

“Step away from the console,” Tompkins warned, again stepping closer to the alien.

Vian ignored the warning completely, and continued about his work.  From what Neelar could tell, the alien was in the process of locking in their course to the Rehmanii System with some sort of fractal encryption code.  The Bolian wasn’t overly familiar with such a code, but from what he knew, they weren’t very easy to crack.

“This is your last warning,” said Tompkins.  “Step away from the console.”

Vian did not move.

Slowly, Tompkins turned his gaze back to Drayge and Rivers.  The look on his face was an exasperated one—one that all three Starfleet officers shared.  Consequently, Tompkins turned back to Vian, took aim upon him, and fired.

A beam of vivid orange light streaked across the cockpit and struck the alien squarely in the back.  He grunted, and once more turned to face Tompkins.  “That was not polite,” he said, five seconds before he collapsed on the helm, utterly unconscious.

Slowly, Lucas walked over to the helm and accessed the controls.  “Commandeering our ship wasn’t polite, either, bastard.”

As Tompkins continued to assess the damage Vian had done to their cause, Drayge turned to Rivers.  “Get the med kit,” he said softly.

“He locked in our course to Rehmanii,” Tompkins said as Rivers complied with Drayge’s order.  “I wonder why he did that?”

“We can always ask him,” said Drayge, taking the med kit out of Rivers’ hands.  Pressing upward with his thumbs on the latch at the front, Drayge opened the kit and discovered that the healing process was going to be a bit more complicated than he thought.

Inside the kit was a medical tricorder, a hypospray, several tools whose functions were totally unbeknownst to him, and several tubes of cortical analeptics and other stimulants.  They were very pretty colors… blue, gray, green… Drayge even recognized a few, such as inaprovaline and tricordrazine… he simply needed to recall his limited medical training…

Tricordrazine stimulated neural activity.  Inaprovaline could treat radiation-induced injuries and stimulate cell and cardiovascular regeneration.  Neither one seemed to suit Mr. Vian’s needs, so Drayge turned to the grayish tube, labeled melinine. As it was a relatively new addition to the world of medicine, Drayge knew very little about melinine, though it appeared to be a stimulant of some sort.  It was worth a shot.

He grabbed the gray tube, stuffed it in the butt of the hypospray, and configured the device to deliver fifteen cc’s of medicine into Vian’s bloodstream.  A moment later, Drayge stood over the unsightly reptilian with the hypospray in hand.  “Should I?” he asked Tompkins.

“Why not?” said the chief engineer with a shrug.  “I’ve got my phaser if things turn bad.”

Drayge nodded, and carefully knelt down beside Vian.  He lifted the hypospray to the alien’s neck, and carefully injected the dose of melinine.

Within moments, Vian was awake, and Lucas was on top of him with the phaser.  “What the hell are you doing here?”

Seeing the agitation growing in Vian’s face, Drayge quickly pulled Tompkins away from the alien and grabbed the phaser in his hand.  “I don’t think you’re handling this the right way!”

Tompkins frowned.  “Maybe I am a little aggressive,” he admitted, “but he did commandeer our ship!”

“Maybe we could let him explain himself,” suggested Drayge quietly, before turning his attention to Vian.

The alien sighed, and slowly pulled himself back into the chair.  “I am being hunted by a species known as the Limurians,” he said in his deep voice.  “My vessel was heavily damaged in a transwarp conduit, and the hunters were drawing nearer.  I required refuge.

“When I spotted your vessel, I distorted the conduit to keep you relatively nearby, and then beamed aboard when I had the chance.”  He slowly wiped some saliva from one of his protruding teeth, gave it a sniff, and then wiped it on his tunic.

Drayge cringed, hardly impressed with his personal hygiene skills.  “What is in the Rehmanii Sector?”

Vian sighed.  “My people have a small base in that system,” he said softly.  “I will be safe when I am there.”

That last bit suddenly caught Tompkins’ attention. “Can we refuel at this base?” he asked with growing interest.

Vian nodded.  “Of course.”

Drayge cast a skeptical look to Tompkins.  “If we can get there,” he added.  “We’re still low on resources.”

Tompkins shook his head.  “Oh, we’ll get there, Lieutenant… One way or another…”

Chapter Three

The room was spinning.

Slowly but surely, the myriad walls enclosing Neelar Drayge and his companions in the Aztec were spinning around.  At first, the Bolian suspected the tiny craft had been thrust into some sort of anomaly, and was being tossed about like a toy—but as the dizzying of his mind started to slow, Drayge realized that he was the only one experiencing the adverse effects of the anomaly, which consequently led him to the conclusion that the ship was not spinning at all.  Indeed, it was all in his head…

Drayge had never been space sick before in his entire life.  He couldn’t figure out why such an instance was afflicting him now, of all times.  It had to be one of the most critical moments in his entire career—perhaps that was it…

Then it struck Drayge like a brick wall—the oxygen, or lack thereof.  With the addition of Vian, the supply of oxygen had been effectively cut by a quarter, meaning the air would run out that much faster.  In fact, Drayge wasn’t even certain how much further they could get before succumbing to their eventual fate.

He shook his head, hoping the action would get a little more blood circulating up there.  Unfortunately, it did little more than aggravate the Bolian’s headache.

“I’ve already looked into getting us more oxygen,” said Tompkins upon seeing Drayge’s disoriented condition.  His voice was not an optimistic one.  “We can only tinker with a ship so much before we need real tools to get the job done.  We’ve reached that point.  The equipment I need to further repair the Aztec and its systems aren’t here, and we can’t replicate them without screwing ourselves even more than we already are.”

Drayge sighed.  “There’s not enough oxygen here to last us the entire trip,” he said softly.

“Then it would seem we have a problem,” said Vian in his sonorous voice a moment later.  He scratched his large brow, and then turned to Tompkins for guidance.  “What will we do?”

The chief engineer brooded over their course of action for several moments, for the only that that was clear was the fact that their course of action was unclear.  Getting rid of Vian was the course of action most desirable for Tompkins, for it was that ugly little reptile who got them into their current situation in the first place—but since he was also their only way out of the situation, simply ridding of him was not a wise choice.  

Desperate for answers, Tompkins’ gaze slowly started to pan across the shuttle’s cockpit.  Tricorders, phasers, flashlights, the med kit, the remaining food rati—suddenly, inspiration struck Tompkins—the med kit…

As nonchalantly as possible, Tompkins walked across the cockpit to the med kit; he quickly plucked the sleek black case from the ground and popped it open.  Though there were still numerous fully functional medical instruments inside, Tompkins’ attention was immediately diverted to the medicines lined across the bottom.

Without even reading their designations, Tompkins grabbed three blue tubes of medication—one was bright blue, the second was more of a turquoise, and the third was a much darker shade of blue.  Then, he grabbed a gray tube, and set the med kit back on the ground.

“What are you doing?” asked Drayge as Tompkins returned to the group with the tubes of medication in hand.

Slowly, Tompkins sat down between Drayge and Rivers, and set the four tubes in the middle of the circle they had formed.  “The lottery,” said the chief engineer somberly.  “Only this isn’t one you want to win.”

“What?!” exclaimed Drayge.  “I don’t understand.”

Tompkins sighed, and turned his gaze to the seemingly competent Rivers before looking back to Drayge.  “As Mr. Vian has pointed out, we have a problem,” said Tompkins.  “I have the solution—we will each draw a tube of medicine.  In the end, the person holding the gray tube will have to go to the aft compartment… and die.  It will free up some oxygen… and it’ll free up some resources.”

The horror on Neelar Drayge’s face was unmistakable.  “You’re kidding, right?”

Somberly, Tompkins shook his head.  “No.”

“If one of us does not leave,” said Vian, “then we will all perish.  It is only fair that we each have an equal opportunity.”

“If I could, I would jettison you out the nearest airlock,” said Tompkins to Vian, sounding rather blunt.  “This situation is all your fault to begin with.”

Vian smiled faintly.  “Then why do you not jettison me?”

Tompkins shrugged.  “I’m told it’s not ethical.”

Vian looked at the tubes.  “Is this?”

“No.  But it’s not as biased.”

“I don’t like this idea,” interjected Drayge a moment later.  “There has to be another way!”

Slowly, Tompkins turned to Drayge and cast him a sympathetic gaze.  “If you can find us some more oxygen, I’d be more than happy to go along with any plan you suggest,” he said evenly.

The Bolian stopped to consider the alternatives for several moments, but despite his alleged brilliance, Drayge’s face remained utterly blank.  On several occasions, his mouth opened and started to form words, but nothing came out.  After a few additional moments, he relented.  “I don’t know…” he sighed.

Tompkins nodded, and slowly removed his jacket, placing it over the four tubes of fate.  Carefully, he reached under the jacket and mixed up the tubes to ensure that this lottery remained absolutely random.  But then Tompkins realized that if he pulled out a blue tube, the others might blame him for cheating—so he turned his gaze to Rivers.  “Mix them up,” he said to the Ensign.

Slowly, and not without hesitation, Ensign Rivers reached under Tompkins’ gray jacket and quickly gave the tubes of medication a stir.  After a few seconds, he quickly with drew his hand and stared at it as if it had just been poisoned.

Tompkins turned to Drayge.  “Go.”

The Bolian quickly complied, followed in short succession by the unsightly Vian, and once everyone was satisfied with the tubes were randomized sufficiently, Tompkins pulled in a lungful of air, slowly breathing it through his nostrils in an attempt to calm himself.  It wasn’t working, however.  “Who wants to go first?” he asked.

Not surprisingly, there were no volunteers.  Seeing that this lottery was his idea in the first place, Tompkins decided that he would draw first.  He said as much, and slowly slid his hand under his jacket.  Immediately, his hand fell upon one of the tubes of medication… he started to close his fingers around it, but at the last moment, decided against it, and moved on in search of another tube.  Sure enough, he found one a moment later—but like the first one, Tompkins wasn’t very fond of it… knowing that the feeling wasn’t going to fade over time, he decided to take this tube.  He quickly closed the tube in the palm of his hand and pulled it out from underneath the jacket without so much as glancing at it…

“I will go,” said Vian a moment later.

As Vian made his selection, Tompkins’ eyes slowly wandered down to his clenched fist.  Some sixth sense told the chief engineer that the tube contained therein was the gray one.  He could feel it… Should’ve grabbed the first one, he thought to himself as Vian finished up.

Tompkins turned to Drayge.  “Your turn, Lieutenant.”

The Bolian’s blue skin was suddenly flushed of all color.  He closed his eyes and started to move, when Rivers suddenly interrupted.  “I’ll go,” he said softly.

Without waiting for Drayge or Tompkins to say anything, Rivers’ hand flew under the jacket of death, and quickly came out with a tube of medication in its grasps.  

“Looks like the last one is yours, Lieutenant,” said Tompkins a moment later.

Drayge slowly reached under the jacket and grabbed the final tube.  Tompkins summarily grabbed his jacket from the floor, just to be certain everyone had taken a tube, and then threw the covering on the floor behind him.

Then, amidst a heavy sigh, Tompkins realized the next task at hand was the one he had been dreading ever since the idea of the lottery came to his mind.  They had to select a winner.

He looked down at his clenched fist.  Knowing that the tiny tube inside held the key to his continued existence, Tompkins had more than a little trepidation in regards to opening his fist.  But he had to know.  They all had to know.  And so, mustering all the courage he could find, Tompkins opened his hand and forced himself to look at the tube in his palm…

It was turquoise.

It took several moments for the realization to hit the chief engineer, for he had been certain that he had selected the gray tube.  But upon a second and a third… and even a fourth inspection, the fact could not be denied that the tube was certainly turquoise…  He would live.

Relieved, Tompkins raised to tube for the others to see.  Clearly, they were not thrilled, as it meant their chance for survival had just decreased—but they had little choice but to accept the reality of the situation and move on.

To Vian.  Lucas sincerely hoped that that piggish little reptile would die, and for a moment, it seemed that the wish would come true, for the look on Vian’s face when he looked at his tube was certainly not one of pure joy.  But then, he raised the tube to the light, revealing a bright blue substance residing inside.  Vian grinned deviously at Tompkins, and then set the tube aside, turning his attention to Rivers and Drayge.  Both younger officers looked petrified—and for good reason: one of them was about to die.

Without so much as a single word, both Drayge and Rivers collected their thoughts, mustered their courage, and peered down into their hands.  Neither face lit up with joy, however, most likely because the one holding the blue tube knew the other was soon to be dead.

But after a moment, Rivers expelled a very long sigh, and held out the dreaded gray tube.  “Tell my wife and son that I love them—and that I will miss them,” he said softly, a tear streaking down his cheek.

Wife and son.

The words emanated in Drayge’s mind for what seemed like an eternity, for this lottery was about to tear one family apart.  He couldn’t let that happen.  “I’ll go in your place,” said the Bolian softly.  “I don’t have a family to take care of.  Nobody will miss me.”

“Lieutenant,” came Tompkins’ stern voice a moment later.

Drayge’s head quickly came about.  “Sir?”

“We can’t go and change the rules simply because we don’t like the outcome,” explained the chief engineer.  “This is the way it has to be.  We agreed on that in the beginning.  If you didn’t like it, you should have said something.”

The Bolian cleared his throat.  “I did say something… sir.”

He watched the chief engineer squint his eyes as he attempted to recall the incident, and sure enough, he was nodding a few moments later.  “Heh… So you did.  But you couldn’t provide an alternative…”

“I’m providing you with one right now,” said Drayge evenly.

Tompkins shook his head and started to speak, but the few words he had managed to utter were summarily cut off by the chosen one.

“Lieutenant Drayge does not have to go,” said Rivers.  There was much trepidation in his words, and an equal amount in his face, but there was also enough sincerity present to balance it all out.  “I will abide by the rules we agreed upon.  I will go.”

“You don’t have to!” Drayge said.

“Yes,” said Rivers, placing a hand on the Bolian’s shoulder, “I do.”

Despite all his experiences, all his knowledge, Drayge could not seem to understand Rivers’ desire to die.  Perhaps there were problems in his home.  Perhaps he was simply a loyal officer.  He didn’t know the Ensign well enough to judge, but had Drayge been given a similar offer, the Bolian knew in his mind that he would have accepted it—without a doubt.

Or would he?

Rivers rose to his feet and dusted off his uniform one last time.  “Though my stay has been brief, I would just like to say that it has been a pleasure working with you on the Starlight.  Perhaps one day, we will meet again.”

He started for the aft section.

“Do you need a moment?” Tompkins interjected before Rivers got there.

The Ensign stopped to consider it before reaching a decision, “No, thank you.  I need to do this now, before it sinks in…”

Tompkins nodded respectfully.  “You are a good man, Mr. Rivers.  I will tell your family you died well.”

He nodded. “Thank you.”

With that said, Rivers turned on his heel and started walking towards destiny…

Chapter Four

It wasn’t often that Erin Keller had a nice, quiet dinner away from the mess hall, for she very much enjoyed the playful atmosphere in the aforementioned facility.  Today, however, was very different—and she had a lot on her mind.  Consequently, she found herself in Alan Christopher’s quarters in front of a large chicken salad with Catalina dressing and extra cheese.

“Alan,” she said softly, “what do you think about the baby?  I mean… what do you really think?”  The question was prompted by Alan’s strange behavior earlier, and it was something that Erin definitely wished to have some resolution to—and she was not about to relent so easily this time.

Alan was seated directly across from her, quietly nibbling at his ham sandwich when the question fell from Erin’s mouth.  His eyes widened, and his pulse quickened… “I’m excited,” he said evenly.

“Funny,” said Erin, setting down her fork, “you don’t sound it.  Now tell me the truth!”

Slowly, Alan set his sandwich aside and turned his full attention to Erin.  “Okay, so I’m not ecstatic beyond belief about the situation,” he admitted.

Erin was not surprised; he certainly didn’t look excited, and that made her more than a little disappointed.  Though Erin was more than a little scared, and certainly confused, she also knew that brooding beneath those surface emotions were a wealth of happiness and joy.  She only wished Alan would share it.  “What’s wrong?” she asked candidly.

“Would you enjoy it if I were blunt?”

“Go right ahead, little buddy.”

Alan pulled in a nervous lungful of air.  “I don’t like little kids,” he said, the words clearly tormenting him as they came out, for he knew that were cracking whatever emotional barriers Erin had set up to keep herself calm.

“Why not?” she asked.

He shrugged.  “I don’t know… they… annoy me.  I avoid them like the plague.” 

When she was younger, Erin often envisioned what her future would be like—and having children was certainly a part of those visions.  She envisioned it to be a happy time, filled with excitement… but now that she was faced with the reality of children, Erin quickly found herself with an odd feeling of doubt.  “Are you saying you want nothing to do with our baby?”

“No!” exclaimed Alan.  “Not at all!  Erin I… love you… and I will be here for the two of you as long as I’m able.  What I think or feel about children doesn’t really matter anymore.  You two come first!  I promise you.”

Erin smiled.  “I knew you’d do the right thing,” she told him happily.  “But I want to make it official…”

Confusion suddenly flooded Alan’s face.  “What?”

Erin clenched her fist and held out it over the table, slowly extending her little finger.  “Pinky swear,” she said sheepishly.

“Are we six-year-olds?” asked Alan with a wry grin upon his face.

“No.”  Erin blushed faintly, and retracted her fist.  “I’m just being silly,” she said, sounding even more crestfallen.

With a widening smile upon his face, Alan held out his fist, little finger extended.  Erin Keller was a very unique person.  Despite the fact life had thrown her tragedy after tragedy, Erin never embraced the darkness; she always kept a positive outlook on life, and worked her hardest to seek out happiness for herself and those around her—and despite those numerous tragedies, Erin still believed the universe was a happy place.  It was this unique perspective that made Erin who she was, and Alan wasn’t about to take that away from her.  “Pinky swear,” he said warmly.

CHIEF ENGINEER’S LOG, STARDATE 73704.1: After several days of travel, our journey to the Rehmanii System is nearing its completion.  Unfortunately, conditions on the Aztec continue to worsen, as we are now faced with yet another situation—food, or lack thereof.
Several days ago, Lucas Tompkins dreaded the very sight of a field ration.  Now, he would give just about anything to get his hands on another one.  Food had been limited to begin with, and since the majority of the rations met their demise in the fire, the dearth had grown even worse.  Now, as Lucas slowly chewed on the last crumbs of the last ration, he knew that their problem had grown that much worse. 

“How long can you go without food?” asked Tompkins to his companions, seated on the floor beside him.

Inspecting his crumbs, Neelar Drayge took a few moments to consider the question and calculate an answer.  “Five days,” he ultimately decided, though his voice was filled with uncertainty.  “But that’s on a full stomach,” he added quietly.  “Since I’ve eaten only a third of a field ration in the past two days, I doubt I’ll be able to last.”

That was what Tompkins had feared—not that it came as much of a surprise, as he had independently reached the very same conclusion for himself.  And judging the incredible hulk of the reptilian Vian, Tompkins knew their guest—and he used the term loosely—would not last, either.  “Then it would seem we have another problem… and unfortunately, I don’t have a solution this time.”

The trio sat in silence for several moments, contemplating their fate.  The Aztec was running on minimal power; there was absolutely no way to increase their speed without taking away from life support.  Unfortunately, by doing that, their oxygen supply would be depleted faster, and they would die, in spite of any gains in velocity

Vian suddenly grumbled, an act that caught Tompkins off guard, for he was not expecting anything from the ghastly reptile.  “I have a solution,” he boomed.

Again, Tompkins was surprised.  Up until now, Vian had had little in the way of input.  He merely wasted resources that could have easily been allocated to something more important.  Unfortunately, Vian was their ticket to refueling in the Rehmanii System, and showing up with him dead certainly would not help their cause… So Vian lived, and for the first time, it seemed that perhaps his continued endurance had not been a waste after all.  Tompkins nodded for him to continue.

With a four-fingered claw, the alien motioned for the doors to the aft section.  “There is food in the aft compartment,” he said.

Tompkins turned his gaze to Drayge, who seemed equally surprised by the revelation.  “I don’t think there are any more rations back there,” said Tompkins, skeptical.  “I would have noticed.”

Vian shook his head.  “I’m not talking about field rations.”  Slowly, his gaze wandered to the broken link in their circle, the spot between Drayge and Tompkins that had been occupied by Rivers.

It was at that moment that it all clicked in Tompkins’ mind.  “Rivers?” he asked, abhorred by the very thought.

Vian’s eyes narrowed, and carefully surveyed both Tompkins and Drayge.  “You wish to survive, do you not?”

Drayge nodded nervously.  “Yes,” he said softly, “but I will not resort to cannibalism to do it!”

The Bolian swiftly turned to Tompkins for support, but the chief engineer remained mysteriously silent—and Drayge’s jaw nearly hit the floor.  “Commander!” he exclaimed, “you’re not actually considering this, are you?”

Tompkins shook his head indecisively.  The action was meant to provide some comfort for the young Bolian, but Lucas could tell that it had no effect at all.  So he decided to be blunt.  “We will go without food for as long as possible.”

Drayge’s eyes widened.  “And?”

“And…” said Tompkins, drawing out the statement with a long sigh, “and then we’ll have some difficult decisions to make…”

The Bolian was immediately on his feet.  “No way!” he exclaimed.  “I absolutely will not let you eat him!”

“Do you wish to survive?” Vian prompted yet again.

“Not if it means that!”  Drayge retorted.  “Have a little respect for the dead!”

“Having respect for the dead does little good when you are dead yourself,” Vian said calmly.

“Then I’ll die!” Drayge exclaimed.  “I won’t eat him, and that’s final!”

For his part, Lucas Tompkins remained utterly quiet.  He certainly had no desire to resort to cannibalism, but then again, he also had no desire to die.  To make matters worse, there was no middle ground.  If he did not eat, he would certainly die—and if he died… the Aztec would fall into Vian’s hands, a situation that was totally unacceptable.

His stomach growled, and immediately, Tompkins’ head turned to the aft compartment.  That door was that gateway to survival; all he had to do was open it—but he couldn’t even move.

“Do you want me to do it?” asked Vian.

Tompkins shook his head.  “No.  Not yet.”

Not yet…

The words fell from his mouth like poison, for it was at that moment that Tompkins knew that he had made his decision.  He would survive… his body, at least.  His conscience, on the other hand, would certainly suffer…

But there was little time to contemplate such things, for the moment Tompkins mind started to scratch the surface, the barely functional helm lit up with a sensor alert.  Drayge was immediately in front of the helm, his hands flying over the controls.  “There are several alien vessels on a direct intercept course,” he reported.

Moments later, Vian was at Drayge’s side inspecting the data for himself.  “It is the Limurians,” he determined after a moment.  “They have found me.”

Screwed was the very first word that popped into Tompkins’ mind; it certainly applied to their situation.  A tiny shuttlecraft, with no shields and no weapons did not stand a chance against the Limurian ship, no matter how poor their armaments were.  Still, Tompkins felt inclined to ask what implements of war were about to obliterate them…

Vian glanced at the sensors once more.  “Limurian taiders,” he determined.  “Phasers, photon torpedoes, minimal shielding…  If our weapons were online, they would hardly pose a threat to this vessel.”

Inspiration suddenly struck Tompkins like a brick wall.  “Are we close enough to your base to send them a transmission?” asked Tompkins.

Vian nodded.  “I believe so, why?”

Feeling the flock of butterflies in his stomach begin to flutter their wings, Tompkins knew his idea was a stupid one from the start.  But it was their only hope.  “We’re going to take a few risks,” he said.  “We’re going to fight them—and then hope your friends can send a ship out here to rescue us.”

As he finished relating his idea, Tompkins believed his words were based upon sound reasoning—in fact, he wished that such a thought would have come to him sooner.  Unfortunately, given the look on Vian’s face, the their alien guest did not agree.

“They will not dispatch a vessel,” he said sternly.

Tompkins frowned.  “Why not?”

Answers were not forthcoming.  “They will not,” he reaffirmed. 

“Then what the hell are we supposed to do?” Tompkins inquired, pointing haphazardly at the sensors.  

Vian shrugged, folded his arms, and returned to his spot on the floor where he began to chant an incomprehensible hymn.  Tompkins tried to get his attention, but every last attempt ended in failure; Vian was either in some sort of trance, or simply ignoring the chief engineer. (Tompkins had dibs on the latter of the two)

Seeing that Vian’s usefulness had come to an end, he grabbed his phaser and aimed it at the reptile-like alien.  All he had to do was pull the trigger, and enough resources would be freed for them to fight the Limurians and reach the Rehmanii System… they could simply lie, and say Vian had been killed in battle.

But as Tompkins stood, he readily noted that he was not firing the weapon.  In fact, he was nearly hesitant about doing it…

Sitting quietly at the helm, Neelar Drayge watched Lucas Tompkins like a hawk.  He felt inclined to inform the Commander that killing Vian in cold blood would be frowned upon by Starfleet, even if it meant their survival.  But something deep inside the young Bolian told him that spouting protocol was not the thing to do at the moment.

So he decided to try a different tactic—distraction.  “One Limurian Raider is closing fast,” Drayge gleaned from the readout.  “Heading 0-6-7 mark 2.  Their shields are up, and weapons locked.”

Seemingly locked in a trance, Tompkins did nothing to indicate he heard Drayge’s report.  The chief engineer simply stood, staring at the phaser, perhaps wondering why in was not firing.  Again, Drayge refrained from pointing out the obvious—Tompkins was not pulling the trigger.

The ship jostled slightly.  “Shields down to ninety-four percent,” said Drayge.  “Shall I return fire?”

Tompkins looked up from the phaser.  “Yeah,” he said.  His voice seemed distant and disjointed, as if there had been no thought behind his decision.

Drayge did not waste time pondering it, however.  Instead, he turned to the helm, brought the Aztec out of warp, and brought power to the weapons, firing three quantum torpedoes at the Limurians—and it was at that moment that Drayge realized the reason he was not a tactical officer, for two of the three torpedoes missed their target completely; the third crashed into the Limurians’ shields and elicited a faint explosion.

Immediately, the triangle-shaped Limurian vessel came about, and retaliated with a slew of red-hot photon torpedoes—and unlike Drayge, the Limuran tactical officer was obviously skilled, for each and every blast crashed into the Aztec before Drayge even had a chance to evade them.

The ship was thrown hard to port, sending Drayge to the floor.  He managed to lessen the impact of the blow with his hands, and quickly crawled back into his chair to focus his attention on the battle, but the next wave of torpedoes had already hit.

Drayge managed to stay seated this time, and worked furiously at the controls to return fire, though amidst the rumbling hull, it was difficult to do much of anything—and then he heard it—phaser fire in the cockpit.

When he turned around, it was too late to take any action.  Drayge saw nothing but Lucas Tompkins picking himself up from the floor, his phaser skittered clear across to the other side of the cockpit near Vian, who was slumped over, and clearly dead.

Chapter Five

“What did you do?”

The accusatory words fell from Drayge’s mouth like a waterfall, powerfully flowing until they reached their end—and it was at that point that the Bolian realized he should have said something a bit more diplomatic, such as “what happened?”  Then again, hindsight was always twenty-twenty.

His gaze shifting between Vian and the phaser, Tompkins shook his head indecisively.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “The phaser must have gone off when I was thrown to the ground.”

Drayge nodded, not entirely believing the story, but not entirely ready to deny it, either.  Tompkins was a Starfleet officer, and a very good one, at that.  He took his duties seriously, and did what was necessary to get the job done.  So was killing Vian necessary to get the job done?

Yes… 

But did the chief engineer kill him?  Or was it a simple accident, as he suggested?

Drayge would have loved to sit and ponder the situation until he reached a conclusion, but unfortunately, the Limurians had other ideas…

The Aztec shuddered once more as the shields absorbed another harsh blow.  “Shields down to seventy-four percent,” said Drayge.  “We could probably disable them, but I’m having trouble piloting and firing weapons all at once!”

Without saying a word, Tompkins quickly jumped to one of the auxiliary stations and started pecking away at the controls.  “I’ve got weapons,” he said after a moment.  “We can toast these bastards whenever you’re ready.”

Drayge produced a faint smile.  “I’m ready,” he said softly, watching the triangle-shaped vessel lurking out the windows.  In all reality, these people were inferior, and should have been left alone, but with the Aztec in such bad shape, and the Limurians’ insistence that the vessel be destroyed, Drayge knew they had little choice but to retaliate.  “We’re in range.”

Tompkins licked his lips.  “Firing,” he said, and with the touch of a button, four quantum torpedoes surged out of the Aztec’s torpedo bay.  They danced about in the void of space, constantly hurtling toward their target until finally, they met.  The results were explosive, but hardly conclusive.

“They were able to get out a distress signal, calling for reinforcements,” said Drayge as the cloudy orange explosion began to die down.

“How long?” asked Tompkins.

Based upon to transmission, Drayge would have guessed a few hours—but based upon the plethora of triangle-shaped starships dropping out of warp before them, Drayge was inclined to guess otherwise.  “I would say… ten seconds.”

Gritting his teeth, Tompkins proceeded to utter numerous swear words before finally uttering a few coherent sentences.  “We’re not getting out of this one so easily,” he grumbled.

Judging from the sensors, there were at least fifteen of the Limurian ships—but the view out the cockpit window indicated many more than that.  And to make matters worse, there were more warp signatures coming from behind—they were surrounded, and most likely doomed to die a horrid death.  “Five more ships to the aft,” said Drayge as they finally came into view on the Aztec’s failing sensors.  “Armed and ready, I might add.”

“Damn,” said Tompkins under his breath.  “It was nice knowing you, Lieutenant.”

Drayge nodded.  “Likewise,” he said, just as the first few photon torpedoes started making their way toward the Aztec, and from that point on, everything seemed to move in slow motion.

Torpedo after torpedo, slowly swirling about in the void of space, hurtling toward their target with nothing but death on their minds.  As they traveled, the torpedoes looked practically harmonious, and when they were joined by phaser fire, it became a symphony of death.  Afraid to look death in the face, Drayge started to close his eyes—but he got no further than the start, for the moment he did so, a surge of green light blasted through the harmonious torpedoes from the opposite direction.

Numerous Limurian ships exploded, just as another few surges of this vibrant green energy blasted the fleet.  Within a few moments, there was nothing left.

Drayge gulped.  “Um…”

A tractor beam suddenly latched on to the Aztec.  Drayge could see the pulsating green beam through the cockpit, he could feel their tiny ship being yanked upward towards the source, he could hear his heart pounding in his chest, and once he could form a coherent thought, the first thing that popped into Neelar Drayge’s paranoid mind was simple: Borg.

A shadow from above suddenly eclipsed the starscape, replacing it with the dark and ominous underside of their captor’s vessel.  He could already hear the collective in his mind… calling him… resistance is futile…

The helm suddenly bleeped—they were being hailed.  Quickly, Drayge snapped out of his trance and put the transmission through, half-expecting the sonorous chorus of the Borg collective to read them their rights.

“This is the Federation Starship Aztec,” said Commander Tompkins after a moment.

There was a brief silence, but then, an almost friendly voice filled the air.  “This is the Caresian Destroyer Galiv.  Well done.”

Drayge blinked, and turned to Tompkins, who seemed equally befuddled.  “What did we do?” asked the chief engineer after an additional moment of confusion.

“You successfully lured the Limurians to the Rehmanii System so we could ambush them.  We are eternally grateful for the victory you have handed us, fair travelers.  As our agent promised, we shall repair your vessel and return you to your space.”

Tompkins blinked.  “You used us?” he said bitterly.

There was no response.  After a moment of static, the transmission ended, and the Aztec resumed its journey inside the Caresian Destroyer…

CHIEF ENGINEER’S LOG, SUPPLE-MENTAL: After spending several days on the Galiv, the Caresians successfully repaired all the damage to our ship. While the Aztec has been returned to the Kilka Sector fully restored to its pre-mission state, the same cannot be said for its crew. 
The mess hall was quiet, and the lights dim, and aside from the stark figure of Lucas Tompkins standing at the windows, it was also utterly empty.  One would think that after such a long mission, sleep would be something easy to come by… but it certainly was not, for there was so much on the chief engineer’s mind that sleep seemed hardly a priority.

He couldn’t help but wonder who that person was on the Aztec—the person inhabiting his body.  The person who created the lottery, considered cannibalism, and killed an alien guest just to ensure his own survival.  No wonder he couldn’t sleep.  “What was I thinking?” he whispered.

“I don’t know,” came Neelar Drayge’s voice a moment later.

Tompkins was startled by the Bolian’s words.  “I didn’t hear you come in,” he commented, attempting to shrug off his surprise.

“I was quiet,” said Drayge.  “I take it you couldn’t sleep, either.”

Tompkins nodded.  “Not in the slightest,” he said.  “There’s so much going through my mind… I’m just trying to sort it all out.  I mean… did the ends justify the means?  Or could I have come up with a better solution?”

“We survived,” said Drayge softly.

“We survived,” Tompkins agreed, “but the cost was too high.  Rivers was a good man… and now he’s dead because of me.”

Drayge sighed.  “But like you said, if he hadn’t died, we all would have perished.  Besides, the situation wasn’t our fault!  Our mission had been engineered by the Caresians all along!”

To that, Tompkins laughed.

“What?” asked Drayge.

He shook his head.  “Nothing… It’s just strange that all along, I was the one trying to convince you what we were doing was the right thing.  Now you’re the one trying to convince me…”

“I suppose I’ve grown as a person over the past few days,” Drayge commented.  “I’ve learned that you can’t always live a life dictated by protocol—that you have to take risks if you’re going to succeed.”

“Isn’t that a nice, sugar-coated ending?” Tompkins grunted.

“The coating might be sugar,” said Drayge, “but it’s what lies beneath that counts…”
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