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Prologue

The Tholians were coming…

That was the lone thought lingering in Neelar Drayge’s mind as he frantically piloted the USS Aztec through the depths of a dense and seemingly endless asteroid belt.  Drayge knew that his concentration should have been focused entirely upon keeping the tiny craft in one piece, but the constant threat looming in the distance was a force his mind could not deny.  

Six or seven ragged blue phaser blasts had already clipped the Aztec; countless others careened into the distance, pulverizing entire asteroids in a single shot.  Despite his allegedly incredible piloting skills, Drayge knew that it was only a matter of time before the Tholians got lucky—and when that happened… He shuddered at the thought…

Erin Keller suddenly tugged at the Bolian’s sleeve.  “Neelar,” she called over the hiss of a ruptured EPS conduit, “one of the cruisers is coming about!”

He glanced down at sensors, and sure enough, the lead ship had ended its vigilant watch at the edge of the asteroid belt.  “They’ve set a direct intercept course,” said Drayge, trying valiantly to sound half as calm as Commander Keller.  His attempt was a miserable failure, but Keller and the others were too busy to actually notice.

“There’s no way in hell we can outrun the bastards!”  Lucas Tompkins quickly seated himself at the engineering station along the starboard wall.  “Even with the transwarp network in shambles, their engines are still far superior to our own…”

“And that last phaser blast didn’t help,” added a frazzled Kendall Johnson.  He was at the freestanding station behind Drayge, anxiously pouring over the sensors in search of some sort of advantage. “One of the plasma coils in the port nacelle ruptured…”

Tompkins immediately confirmed the data on his own console.  “Damn!”  His deft fingers flew over the console.  “If we don’t get that fixed soon, we’ll start venting drive plasma…”

Keller shot Tompkins a curious glance.  “What about the secondary coil?” she asked.

“It’s online,” said the engineer, “but it’s having trouble keeping up with the plasma flow.  There might be something wrong with it!”

“Cut power to the port nacelle then,” said Keller.  “If we can’t run from the Tholians, there’s no use—”

A flash of azure light suddenly burst through the asteroid field, blowing through the side of a large asteroid before skirting the Aztec’s shield grid.  Drayge desperately tried to minimize the impact, but a second shot very quickly fouled up his efforts—and struck the Aztec head-on.

The tiny craft jolted wildly, violently throwing Drayge back in his chair; sparks and cinders rolled across the flickering helm and the EPS rupture overhead began to spray white clouds into the already murky air.

Keller turned to Johnson.  “Do we have any weapons?”

“Phasers and torpedoes,” he said.  “But, I… I don’t know how much good they’ll do!”

“Well we can’t just sit here and let them obliterate us!”  Keller turned back to her console.  “Target their weapons and propulsion systems—and fire at will!”

The Aztec lingered in the shadow of a large, craggy asteroid for only a moment before darting into the open battlefield in a blaze of phaser blasts and quantum torpedoes.  The manic Tholian vessel weaved around the oncoming torpedoes, but several of the phaser bursts smashed into its shield grid; blue flares shimmered across the Tholians’ hull, but they emerged from the assault unscathed.

Within seconds, the angular craft charged the Aztec amidst a continuous barrage of phaser fire.  The first dozen shots only skirted the fighter’s shields, and by the time the next barrage was unleashed, the Aztec was back on the offensive, casting its remaining quantum torpedoes into the fray.  The Tholian barrage intercepted three of the torpedoes—prompting their immediate detonation—but the remainder of the group plowed into, and ultimately through the Tholians’ shield grid, calling forth a massive green explosion that swept across its angular hull…

* * *

“They’ve got multiple hull breaches in the aft sections of their ship,” called Johnson from his workstation.  “Their engines are gone, but… looks like they still have weapons.”

Keller sighed as the magnitude of the situation began to sink in.  “They can’t run… we can’t run…”

“Things are gonna get ugly,” surmised Tompkins.

“They already have.”  Drayge sat in contemplation of the information flitting across is side of the main console.  Though he wasn’t exactly certain what the strange energy readings were, he had a very, very bad suspicion.

Much to the Bolian’s chagrin, it was a suspicion that Kendall Johnson was very quick to confirm.  “The two cruisers still outside the asteroid belt have begun weaving some sort of energy field around us…”

And suddenly, things went from very bad to very worse—the morbid look upon Keller’s formerly placid face was a dead giveaway.  Slowly, the Commander took in a deep lungful of the acrid air and said,  “It looks like we just got ourselves caught in a Tholian web…”

Chapter One

Eight Days Ago

Stardate 75621.8

The Tholian Homeworld was a barren wasteland, a smoldering, inhospitable rock located in the heart of their xenophobic empire.  There were few species who could tolerate the extreme conditions on Tholia, and even fewer who would want to…  But by some quirk of fate, the Tholians not only managed to conquer the demon world, they did so with incredible elegance.

Sitting in the bottom of a massive crater, the capital city of Tholidir was both intimidating and beautiful.  Immense crystalline spires of crimson and amethyst towered into the searing red skies—many of them reaching heights unfathomable by even the most advanced civilizations.  Some were sleek and spiraled, others were sharp and angular—but no two towers were the same.  

The largest of the incredible towers was a crimson spire clustered in the center of town, very near the smoldering banks of a roiling lava flow.  The cone-shaped entity looked vaguely like a Tholian vessel, only much, much larger; it loomed over the entire city like an ominous sentinel—and not surprisingly, it was from here that the Tholian Assembly was ruled.

Throughout his lengthy career, Admiral Dracene had seen much action.  He engaged the vile Komali in countless battles and razed their settlement on Atanivis VIII; he oversaw the ill-fated negotiations with the Talarian Republic; hunted and eliminated the traitorous Commander Xarothene; the list went on, but nowhere in Dracene’s colorful past was there mention of the War Council…

While the situation with the Komali was, at times, heated, there was never a risk for war.  The Komali’s resources were extremely limited, and with the Federation’s interest in their backward civilization dwindling, anything more than a skirmish placed considerable strain upon the Komali.  Thus, Admiral Dracene was puzzled by the mysterious summons.  What could the War Council possibly want?

Moving with unusual haste, Dracene vacated the opulent throne in his cavernous chambers and stormed through the glittering crimson corridors in search of the War Council.  The route was not an unfamiliar one—in fact, Dracene ventured past the council chamber almost every day.  It was located in the main corridor on the tenth level, directly across from a great opening in the amethyst crystal that provided a spectacular view of Tholidir.  Dracene spent many of his afternoons simply gazing upon the city’s beauty—but some seventh sense told him today would not be one of those days…

Once he reached the tenth level, Dracene immediately became aware of an eerie silence.  As he treaded the shimmering amber floors, only his muted foot falls and the wisp of his silvery cloak disturbed the calm.  Dracene knew it was not unusual for silence—the tenth level was not a heavily trafficked one—but when his golden eyes fell upon the empty main corridor, he knew something was amiss.  Silence or not, there was almost always some curious bystander peering out into the city… 

But not today.

The only sign of activity came in the form of the stoic sentries outside the War Council—and for the first time, Admiral Dracene approached them.

Clad in full crimson armor, the two guards stood vigilantly on either side of the immense crystalline doors, barely taking notice of the visitor.  It was not until Dracene cleared his throat did one of them flinch.

“What is your business with the War Council?” asked the one on the left.

“I was summoned by Advisor Asvelene,” he said simply.  “No explanation was given.”

Peering at Dracene through his shimmering crimson helmet, the guard grunted.  “You are tardy,” he said.  “Asvelene summoned you five zyras ago.”

“I came as quickly as possible,” Dracene replied—but apparently, his mind’s wandering had indeed delayed him.  The trip from his chambers almost always took three zyras… 

The delay, though considerable, was excusable.  After all, Dracene was not the young man he once was.  The guard seemed to take this into consideration, and within moments, the great crystalline doors irised open, revealing the pitch-black confines of the War Council.

“Admiral Dracene,” came Asvelene’s cool voice.  “You are tardy…”

“So I was told.”  Dracene stepped into the darkness, and the shimmering doors immediately irised shut—entombing him in shadows.  “I assure you, Advisor, it will not happen again…”

“See that it doesn’t,” came another placid voice, this one belonging to Adivsor Tasarene.  “We have much to discuss…”

As he approached the disembodied voices, Admiral Dracene could begin to see the faintest of outlines moving in the night.  Not wanting to step on anything or anyone, he kept his movements to a minimum, unless instructed to do otherwise.  “I assume something has happened…  Never before have I been summoned to the Council.”

“You are an observant one, Dracene.  That is why we selected you.”  Asvelene tapped a few commands into some unseen console, and moments later, a pillar of shimmering white light illuminated an empty azure throne very near Dracene’s position.  “Sit.”

The Admiral swiftly complied, and as the blazing circle of light faded into oblivion, he could begin to see his companions.  Dracene counted eight in the Council altogether—nine including himself.  Sitting in groups of three, they formed a triangle around a similarly shaped console that glowed in the ominous dark.

“Two alyts ago, one of our vessels intercepted a Romulan scout ship in violation of our territory in the Kerelos Sector.”  Advisor Asvelene did not sound particularly concerned about the incursion—and rightfully so.  One Romulan vessel posed little threat.  “The Romulans quickly retreated—but before doing so, they transmitted a message to our communication relay module in the Yedar Sector.”

“The message was heavily encrypted,” Tasarene continued, “but after considerable study, we were able to discern its contents.” 

“The Romulans have requested our assistance…”

Asvelene’s sentiment caught Dracene off guard.  While the Tholians and Romulans had established a diplomatic ties many years ago, never had that relationship extended beyond a simple non-aggression pact.  

“We have consulted with the Lattice,” Asvelene continued, referring to the great telepathic continuum in which all knowledge was contained, “and in its infinite wisdom, it has decided to render aid to the Romulans.”

Still bewildered by the revelation, Dracene could only manage to ask, “Why?”

“Do you question the wisdom of the Lattice?” demanded Tasarene, his voice growing cold.

“No,” clarified Dracene.  “I am merely curious.  The Romulans are not within our sphere of interest.  Their petty conflict with the Federation is of no concern to us.”

“The Lattice disagrees,” Asvelene replied.  “It is their opinion that the fall of the Romulan Empire would destabilize the Alpha Quadrant.  The Federation would seize the Romulan territories and the balance of power would shift to their favor.  Additionally, they would have access to the dilithium mines on Remus and Talon II, as well as any number of resources unspoiled by the Romulans.”

Dracene was beginning to see the dilemma—but he remained unconvinced by the case posed by the Lattice.  “I assume I am to render aid to the Romulans?”

“Not directly,” Tasarene replied.  “You and your group are to deliver supplies across the Neutral Zone—food, weapons, medical supplies… Everything the Romulans require to ensure their continued endurance.”

Despite his misgivings, Dracene had little choice but to comply.  He had not been one with the Lattice to experience its infinite wisdom—but it had never failed him in the past.  “I will do what needs to be done…”

“See that you do,” said Asvelene evenly.

And in the blink of an eye, the darkness gave way to light—and Dracene found himself sitting alone in a cavernous crystal chamber…

* * *

For light years in every conceivable direction, rays of chartreuse light cracked through some unseen barrier, seething with swirls of verdant energy until the forces of nature within the transwarp conduit could take no more.  Within moments, the entire transwarp conduit network exploded in a gigantic maelstrom of blazing green and electric yellow.  Billions of excited plasma particles danced around the immense tendrils of energy that arced through the stars like lightning.  For one singular moment, the heavens were aflame…

As the shockwave died down, Alan Christopher was relieved to see the Starlight still in one piece.  An EPS conduit or two ruptured, and one of the science stations had sparked and flickered, but that appeared to be the extent of the damage.  Still, Christopher’s mind would not be at ease until he knew for certain.  He quickly dusted himself off and climbed back into the command chair.  “Report.”

“The ship suffered minimal damage,” said Bator evenly.  “There is a hull micro-fracture on deck nineteen, but forcefields have got it under control.  Sickbay reports three casualties, none of them serious.”

“The transwarp conduit network did not fare quite as well,” said Keller, practically overwhelmed by the wealth of data flitting across her console.  “All transwarp conduits within a 13-light-year radius have been neutralized.”

“And the alien craft?” asked Harrison.  He appeared to be the fourth casualty, given the nasty gouge on his forehead.

Keller swiftly sorted through the data until she came upon the sensors.  “I’m detecting… one Tholian vessel heading zero-three-three, mark-eight.”

“Distance?” asked Christopher.

“Four hundred twenty-six thousand kilometers.” 

“That’s our ship,” said Christopher.  In his mind, there was no doubt about it.  Unfortunately, its presence in the Neutral Zone proved to be a bit of an enigma.  “The question is, what are they doing here?”

“The vessel is quite some distance from Tholian territory,” said Harrison.  “Perhaps it has been stolen?”

Keller shook her head.  “I’m reading seven Tholian life signs aboard the vessel,” she gleaned from her console.  “If the ship was stolen, it was stolen by a group of rogue Tholians.”

“Perhaps they’re tricking our sensors?” suggested Christopher.  He suspected mercenaries desperate to get their cargo to Romulan space would do just about anything to ensure success.

But again, Keller was quick to dismiss the theory.  “The temperature on that ship is 176 degrees.  That’s probably a little toasty for your average mercenary.  I do believe we can safely assume that these are Tholians.”

But Christopher still wasn’t convinced.  “So when was the last time you heard of a Tholian smuggler?”

“Come to think of it,” said Keller, “never.”

Equally perplexed, Harrison shook his head.  “What is their status?  Perhaps their navigational systems are offline—and they are lost?”

“The vessel sustained minimal damage during the transwarp conduit’s destruction,” said Bator.  “Aside from that, it appears to be in perfect working order.”

So there was only one thing left to do: “Hail them.”  Out of respect, Christopher rose from his seat to greet the Tholian commander; never before had he been in contact with a Tholian—in fact, this was the very first time he’d even seen one…

Within seconds, a large, ominous Tholian entombed in blood-red armor flitted onto the viewscreen.  “This is Commander Vorsene of the Tholian Assembly. Withdraw or be destroyed!” exclaimed the alien in a terse, tinny voice.

That was an empty threat if Christopher ever heard one.  Though he was familiar with the Tholian web, Christopher knew that he could stop any attempt to employ the weapon with one well-placed phaser blast.  “I don’t wish you any harm, Commander.  We’re just curious about your presence in this region of space.”

“None of your concern!”

“Of course.”  Christopher smiled diplomatically.  “Well, this region of space is currently in dispute… so if you could kindly adjust your course to avoid Romulan territory, it would be most appreciated.”

“Unacceptable!”

Christopher was hoping to avoid the use of force, but if push came to shove—and it certainly looked like it might—he wouldn’t hesitate to do so.  “For the sake of friendship, I will give you one last chance to alter course,” he said.

Of course, the Federation hadn’t had much of a friendship with the Tholians for more than twenty-five years.  All official relations were severed in 2372 when a Tholian observer was killed in the Dominion’s bombing of the ill-fated Antwerp Conference.  And today, that streak was apparently going to extend a bit further.

“Unacceptable!”

Christopher cringed.  “Then I’m afraid I’m going to have to forcefully escort you out of the region.  We will tow you to the edge of the Jan’tral Sector and—”

A sensor alert suddenly interrupted Christopher’s speech.  He quickly came about to see an incredibly dumbfounded look upon Bator’s face.  “Two Romulan warbirds have just uncloaked…”

And on that note, Commander Vorsene ended the transmission, leaving the tiny Tholian craft and two massive Valdore-class warbirds in its wake—but not for long. 

Moments later, a Romulan commander flitted onto the viewscreen.  “This vessel us under our protection,” said the Romulan, his voice incredibly stern—and then he, too flitted away.

“The Romulans have beamed the Tholian vessel aboard one of their ships,” said Kendall Johnson a moment later.  “But right before they engaged the transporter beam, I was able to get a reading of the Tholians’ cargo…”

“And?”

Johnson expelled a weary sigh.  “Food and medical supplies… and a fair amount of weapons—nothing more powerful than photon grenades, but… they could have very easily been shielding the more dangerous goods.” 

“Well, we’re not going to be going over there for an inspection,” said Keller.  “Both warbirds have retreated under cloak…”

Christopher didn’t care.  He wasn’t about to beat around the bush for answers—he was going straight to the source.  “Set a course for Talon IV.  I need to have another chat with Tomalak—and he has some serious explaining to do…”

Neelar Drayge’s deft fingers flew over the helm in compliance with Christopher’s order.  “Course set,” he announced a scant moment later.

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Engage!”

Ambassador Tuvok did not tolerate tardiness.  If there was one thing Taylus Drayge had learned over the past couple of weeks, it was that.  Once, several days ago, Taylus found himself running a few minutes behind schedule due to an unexpected confrontation with the incredibly discursive Saurian Ambassador.  A staunch ally of President Makar, the Saurian insisted that Taylus be more supportive; this went on for several minutes before some incredible act of divine intervention called the Saurian away.  When Taylus finally managed to meet with Tuvok in the privacy of the Vulcan Embassy, the Ambassador was obviously displeased.

Not wanting to sit through another one of Tuvok’s extensive lectures on punctuality, Taylus made absolutely certain that he was running ahead of schedule today—because today’s meeting with Tuvok could not be muddled with talk of punctuality.  At long last, there was news from the front, and action—not talk—was finally required.

“Ambassador.”  Taylus’ voice always seemed too loud within the ominously silent confines of the Vulcan Embassy.  Even when he kept his voice to a mere hush, it seemed to boom in the eternal silence.  None of the Vulcans made any mention of a noise disturbance, but on occasion, Drayge’s eyes would cross paths with one of the attendants, and the faintest hint of annoyance always seemed appear.  Today was no different, and as he approached Ambassador Tuvok in the main chamber of the Embassy, Drayge was met with more than few inquisitive glances.

Tuvok sat at a circular table in a quiet corner of the dimly lit chamber, his eyes drawn to the flame dancing on the lopsided candle in the center of the table.  “Please, be seated,” said the Vulcan quietly, barely making an effort to acknowledge the Bolian.  

Drayge, of course, took no offense.  Though Tuvok was one of the most approachable Vulcans he had encountered, he was still Vulcan, and that meant pleasant chatter was kept to an extreme minimum.  Anything more would be illogical. 

“I have news from my brother,” whispered Taylus.  He gracefully seated himself opposite Tuvok, and withdrew the padd from his pocket.  “Captain Christopher has expressed a desire to help us create peace with the Romulans.  He wishes to meet with us at some point in the very near future to further discuss this matter.”

Tuvok finally glanced up from his candlelight meditation.  “I am pleased by this development,” he stated, “however, there are indications of an alliance between the Romulans and the Tholians.”

Taylus had heard the reports coming in from the Jan’tral Sector.  The details were still sketchy, but he was well aware of some sort of incident.  “At the moment, those reports are just rumors,” he said.  “We don’t know if this is an isolated incident… or anything…”

“Nevertheless, the details are not encouraging.  If these reports are true, and the Romulans are working in collusion with the Tholians, then their desire for peaceful coexistence with the Federation loses a great deal of credibility.”

“Still,” said Taylus, “the ball is in motion.  If we can prove to the Romulans that the Federation still has a desire for peace, perhaps they will reconsider any alliance with the Tholians.  You have to admit, it’s worth a shot…”

“As of yet, the Romulans have seen very little of the Federation’s desire for peace,” said Tuvok.  “Logically, they would begin to seek out allies to fend off any sort of invasion.  If we are able to meet with the Praetor to convey our peaceful aspirations then, yes, it is ‘worth a shot.’”

Taylus smiled thinly.  “I’ll try to get in contact with my brother to arrange a meeting,” he said, attempting to keep his neutral façade.  “Given all of the activity along the Neutral Zone, that may take some doing, but I’m confident something can be arranged.”

Tuvok nodded his approval.  “Keep me apprised of the situation,” he said, gracefully extinguishing his candle with an elegant bronze snuffer.  “If you will excuse me, I have a meeting with the Andorian Ambassador.”

“Not a problem,” said Taylus, also rising from the table to depart.  “I suspect we both have a lot of work to do…”

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75632.7: After four days at high warp, the Starlight is slowly encroaching upon the edge of the transwarp void in the Jan’tral Sector.  Unfortunately, the presence of numerous warp shallows in the region have slowed our pace considerably—but have afforded us some much needed downtime.

When he entered cargo bay nine in search of his chief engineer, Captain Alan Christopher fully expected to find Lucas Tompkins hard at work, perhaps making modifications to the ODN relays or something similar.   After all, aside from a few crates of medical supplies, bay nine was virtually empty.  There was little else that Tompkins could do in the cavernous expanse…

But the moment he set foot inside cargo bay nine, Christopher realized that, for once, he was actually in error.  Such things happened on rare occasions—perhaps once or twice each decade—but were so infrequent that he couldn’t actually remember the last time he had faltered.   It’s hard being perfect, he mused, smiling at the sentiment.

Thought Tompkins had a few engineering tools scattered about the deck, it was quite obvious the engineer was not repairing the ship.  Instead, he sat with Justin Reinbold on one of the larger cargo containers, diligently working on… something.

Curious, Christopher slowly approached the duo.  “Having fun?”

Tompkins glanced up from his work.  “Hell yeah,” he said.  He reached down behind the cargo container and—with lightning speed—tossed an orange ball in Christopher’s general direction.

Christopher pulled the ball out of the air with ease and then placed it under a bit of scrutiny.  He had seen one of these balls before, during his time at Starfleet Academy… but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember which inane little sport was associated with it.  “Basketball?” he suggested, desperately hoping he wasn’t in error for the second time in as many minutes.

“The one and only,” said Justin happily—and much to Christopher’s relief.  “You up for a game?  We’re just about through programming the scoreboard.”

Christopher’s eyes flitted between the ball in his hands and the cargo bay’s newest additions—two nets hanging on either side of the room.  If memory served, the goal was to throw the ball into the net; not exactly high excitement, but humans were easily amused.  “I don’t know,” he said indolently.  “I’m not much of an athlete.  I played a few rounds of velocity with Erin a few weeks ago—and she gave me a thorough whooping…”

Lucas Tompkins chuckled as he tapped a few commands into his tricorder.  “What was the score, again?  Thirty-seven to…”

“Thirty-four,” Christopher interjected, hoping his little lie would suddenly manifest itself as truth in Tompkins’ mouth.

But the engineer shook his head.  “Nah… I think it was thirty-seven to twelve…”

“Damn…” said Justin Reinbold, trying unsuccessfully to stifle his laughter.  “Maybe we should get Erin down here?”

“Unfortunately, she’s very busy at the moment,” Christopher interjected before Tompkins had a chance to even think about tapping his communicator.  “She’s helping Neelar plot the warp shallows throughout the Jan’tral Sector.”

“About that,” said Tompkins, just as a few random digits started to flit across his scoreboard, “these warp shallows are putting a hell of a lot of strain on the engines.  At times, we’re barely operating at fifty percent efficiency.  I suggest we drop down to warp six until we clear the transwarp void.”

The last thing Christopher wanted to do was drive the engines too hard inside of Romulan space.  With the Treaty of Talon suddenly in doubt, he was content to err on the side of caution until his faith in the treaty was reaffirmed—and that wouldn’t happen until after his conversation with Praetor Tomalak.  “How much time will this tack onto our little voyage?”

“A week,” guessed Tompkins.  “Maybe more.  It all depends on the warp shallows.”

That was not what Christopher wanted to hear.  “Amazing, isn’t it?” he mused, carelessly dribbling the basketball on the deck.  “Warp six is 392 times the speed of light… yet it feels like we’re moving at the speed of sloth.”

“Heh… The old transwarp drive has spoiled us rotten,” Tompkins agreed.  “At transwarp speeds, we could have been to Talon IV and back already.”

A quizzical look suddenly fell upon Justin’s face.  “Why don’t we just make a new conduit?” he asked, running his fingers through his short green hair.  “Isn’t that what we do most of the time, anyway?”

Christopher immediately referred to Tompkins for an explanation.  Though he had a vague notion of the transwarp drive’s functionality, Lucas Tompkins was the chief engineer, and could therefore explain it better than anyone else on the ship.

And thankfully, he was more than willing to share his expertise.  “Whenever the Starlight jumps into a transwarp conduit, we are almost always creating a new and unique tunnel in the transwarp network—however, the second we leave that bad boy behind, the tunnel collapses.”

“Why?”

“Because our transwarp coils aren’t as efficient as the ones used by the Borg,” explained Tompkins.  “When the Borg create conduits, they tend to stick around for awhile.  Now, we can make permanent conduits at transwarp hubs, but…”

Christopher’s communicator suddenly chirped, effectively ending Tompkins’ spiel. “Harrison to Christopher!”

The Captain shrugged apologetically, and then passed the basketball to Justin Reinbold.  Justin easily caught the ball, and after lingering for a moment, made a slow retreat to the Starlight’s new basketball court.  It was then that Christopher tapped his communicator.  “Yes, Matthew?”

“We have a priority one incoming transmission from Starfleet Command,” said Harrison.  “It is Admiral Grayson.”

Normally, Christopher would have retreated to his ready room to take a priority one transmission—but there was just enough urgency in Harrison’s voice for Christopher to declare the situation abnormal enough to break tradition.  “I’m in cargo bay nine,” he said.  “Patch it through down here.”

“Understood.  Harrison out.”

Christopher quickly retreated to the small workstation near the doors—where the incoming transmission was already waiting for his attention.  “Authorization Christopher-7-8-lambda.”

It took the computer only a moment to confirm Christopher’s authorization code, and less than that for Admiral William Grayson’s concerned face to blink onto the computer screen.  “Alan…”

“…We have a situation developing.”  So frequently had Christopher seen this concerned look upon Grayson’s face, he could immediately tell when something was amiss.  “What is it this time?”

The Admiral pulled in a lungful of air, only to expel it moments later with one weary word:  “Romulans.” 

Somehow, Christopher wasn’t surprised by the revelation.  In fact, he practically anticipated it—and was even willing to guess what fine situation the Romulans had caused this time.  “Let me guess,” said the Captain softly, “they’re somehow in league with the Tholians…”

Grayson nodded grimly.  “That little web spinner you intercepted four days ago was just the beginning,” he said.  “Long range sensors have indicated an entire fleet of Tholian ships headed across the Neutral Zone.”

Christopher’s pulse quickened.  “How many ships?”

“There are at least fifty vessels headed for the Onias Sector,” Grayson sighed.  “We’ve detected another wave of starships approaching the Glintara Sector, and a third is presently headed through the Taugan Sector.”

Both Glintara and Onias were on the fringes of Federation space, making it easy for the Tholians to circumvent Starfleet patrols—but Christopher couldn’t even begin to fathom how the Tholians managed their third incursion.  “The Taugan Sector is in the heart of Federation space,” he grimaced.  So close was Taugan to the heart of the Federation that it bordered Sector 006—home to both Andoria and Vulcan.

Grayson’s frown only deepened.  “They disabled our outposts on Grazer and Kappa Persei,” he explained.  “By the time we realized what hit us, the Tholian fleet was already approaching the Mazarite Homeworld.  Moving at warp 17, it takes them less than an hour to traverse an entire sector—by our estimates, they’ll be approaching the Caleb Sector in just under two hours… and an hour after that, they’ll have crossed into Romulan territory.”

“The Starlight is currently in the Jan’tral Sector,” said Christopher.  “But because of the transwarp void, we’re more than a week away from the Caleb Sector, even at maximum warp…”

“The third fleet can handle the Tholians without you, Captain, but there are bound to be some stragglers that attempt to cross the border elsewhere.  I want you to rendezvous with the Ajax and ensure that none of them are able to cross through the Jan’tral Sector.”

“Yes, sir.”  The third fleet was certainly capable of handling the Tholians, but Christopher would have felt much better about their chances if the Starlight had been amongst their ranks.  Then the third fleet wouldn’t just handle the Tholians…  But the Ajax needed help patrolling the great transwarp void—and that was that.

Grayson, however, was not blind to Christopher’s disappointment.  “I’m keeping you away from the third fleet for a good reason, Alan—and it doesn’t have anything to do with your ship or crew.  I can’t explain on this channel, but we now have a… portly annoyance on our tails… if you catch my drift.”

Christopher caught the drift—only it was more like a tidal wave of dread washing over his body.  Admiral Alexis O’Connor was the last person he wanted to be dealing with—and if the hated Admiral had anything to do with the third fleet, Christopher wanted no part in it.  Besides, the Ajax was in need of assistance.  “Understood,” he said evenly.

“Starfleet out.”  Grayson nodded his approval and blinked away.

The great mysteries of space had always interested Neelar Drayge.  From the Crystalline Entity to the enigmatic Tholians, if it was out of the ordinary, it always managed to catch the young Bolian’s attention.  Thus, the strange phenomenon that destroyed two starships in Sector 59481 several days ago certainly had his interest.  

Initial reports from the investigating USS Roanoke were troubling—indicating both the Sydney and the Honshu were destroyed by some sort of subspace sinkhole, the same technology used by the Drusari to teleport vessels (including the Starlight) to the Zukara Segment.  And though the threat of Drusari invasion from the Zukara Segment was definitely over, the malevolent aliens still existed, continuing their search for the edge of the universe from some distant galaxy hundreds of millions of light years away.

And while the sentiment was indeed troubling—it was also a veritable long shot.  Neelar knew it was just as likely to be some sort of naturally occurring phenomenon that had yet to be discovered.  It was simply too early to begin jumping to conclusions—not that he had a chance.

Before Neelar’s musings could wander back to the Drusari, the computer screen on his desk elevated with news of an encrypted incoming transmission.  Drayge quickly provided his authorization codes, and within moments, Taylus appeared.

“Good news, Brother,” said Taylus almost immediately.  “Ambassador Tuvok has agreed to meet with your Captain.  Our reunion is finally at hand.”

Neelar immediately smiled, and any wicked thoughts pertaining to the malevolent Drusari vanished.  “Good news, indeed,” he said happily—but having just recently been informed the Starlight’s new orders, the news was bittersweet.  “Unfortunately, we’ve been assigned to patrol the Jan’tral Sector with the Ajax.  We won’t be able to rendezvous with you and Tuvok for several weeks.”

“President Makar gave us a two-week deadline to prove the Romulans are sincere about peace,” sighed Taylus.  “That was about five days ago…  And if you’re still in the Jan’tral Sector, there’s no way you could reach Bolarus in less than ten days.”

“And the warp shallows would probably add another three days to any journey,” Neelar solemnly added.  The chances of a peaceful resolution were beginning to look bleak.  “Even at maximum warp, we’re a good two weeks away.”

As the gravity of the situation began to sink in, hope slowly began to fizzle on Taylus’ side of the conversation, as well.  “And you’re certain there’s no way to contact Talon IV?”

Though he didn’t frequently pay much attention to the communication situation, in this instance, Neelar had gleaned just enough to know the situation was indeed dire.  “The Romulan communication grid is still in shambles,” he confirmed.  “And the few channels that we can use to contact Talon IV are undoubtedly being monitored by the Garidians.”

“The last thing we need is Garidians eavesdropping on us,” sighed Taylus.  He brooded over his workstation for a moment, apparently hoping some sort of new plan would pop into mind.  “Tuvok did have some contact with Tomalak earlier this year… I think…  He and I could make the trip to Talon IV alone.”

“Bad idea,” Neelar immediately replied.  “The Starlight can enter Romulan space because it is well armed—it can defend itself in case something happens.  Unless you can find yourself a warship, I doubt you’ll get halfway through the Neutral Zone.”

“But the Treaty of Talon…”

“It’s not the Romulans you have to worry about,” Neelar interjected.  “If a warbird intercepts you, they’ll probably take you to Tomalak.  But… chances are good that the Nausicaans or the Tholians—or someone else—will find you first.  And since they didn’t sign the Treaty of Talon, they won’t take you to Talon IV.”

His annoyance beginning to bubble over into all-out frustration, Taylus threw his hands into the air.  “Then what would you suggest we do?  Allow the galaxy’s descent into chaos to spiral into open war?”

Neelar shook his head.  Though Taylus’ plan to venture to Talon IV alone was terminally unintelligent, it was nevertheless the beginning of a far better plan.  “You have access to a ship?”

Taylus nodded.   “But I thought—”

“That was part of the problem,” joked Neelar.  “You thought too much!”

“I got the good looks, you got the brains,” mused Taylus lightly.  “Not that those gifts have got either one of us very far…”

That was a statement Neelar knew he could debate for the rest of the evening—but with Makar’s deadline constantly drawing closer, debate was not something they had time for.  “Get your ship, Taylus.”

He arched a quizzical brow.  “I take back what I said about your brains…”

Neelar shook his head. “You’re not going to Talon IV,” he assured Taylus.  “We’ll rendezvous in the Jan’tral Sector.  You’re nowhere near the void; you can use your transwarp engines to get here in days—and from here, we can head out to Talon IV.”

A wide smile suddenly fell upon Taylus face.  “The Brothers Drayge, reunited at last,” he said.  “I shall see you in a few days, Neelar.”

And he blinked away.

Chapter Three

Today

Stardate 75645.1

A feeling of considerable dread fell upon Erin Keller as she watched the Tholians weave their blazing yellow web around the Aztec.  Though the web was nowhere near complete, the two Tholian vessels were quite efficient; it would only be a matter of time before they finished their work, contracted the web, and destroyed the Aztec.  Not exactly the most pleasant way to die, that much was certain—but Keller hadn’t yet committed herself to that death.  Even so, her optimism was fleeting.  “I hate to tell you this, Neelar, but I very much doubt we’re going to make the rendezvous with your brother’s ship.”

Drayge ran his fingers over the flickering helm.  “I gathered as much,” he quietly mumbled.  “I’m guessing this probably wasn’t such a good idea after all…”

Erin placed a comforting hand on the Bolian’s shoulder.  “Don’t feel down about it, Neelar.  You had no way of knowing this many Tholian ships would be hiding in the Oscelliet System.”

He shrugged her hand aside.  “Still, I should have been more cautious.  The bulk of the Tholian fleet was only one sector away.  I should have expected more resistance…”

“You can’t do everything, Neelar.”  Erin brushed some of the ash away from her station and started to peck away at the controls.  She didn’t have much of a plan just yet—but once she had an idea of what systems were still functioning, she could at least begin to plot their escape.  “Besides, Alan agreed completely with your plan to meet with Taylus.  I mean, if he didn’t see the Tholians coming…”

“The Captain is all-knowing,” said Drayge, his voice hinting at sarcasm. 

Suddenly, the computer provided a series of pleasant bleeps.  Keller’s eyes immediately flitted down to see they were being hailed.  “It’s the Tholians,” she said, the wonderment in her voice apparent.

Drayge frowned.  “I wonder what they want?  To gloat, perhaps?”

Keller shrugged.  Honestly, she had absolutely no idea.  “There’s only one way to find out,” she mused, transferring the call to the viewscreen in the center of the workstation.

Within moments, a bulky Tholian clad in blood red armor flitted onto the little screen.  “This is Admiral Dracene of the Tholian Assembly,” came his terse voice.  “By the authority of the Romulan Star Empire, your vessel is to be destroyed…”

“Really?” asked Keller.  It was almost like the web they were spinning around the Aztec wasn’t already a good indicator of the Tholians’ intentions.  Or perhaps Dracene had simply underestimated his nemesis?

“The Federation blockade of the Romulan Neutral Zone will no longer be tolerated,” Dracene continued.  “Any Federation starship attempting to enter the zone will be destroyed.”

Good of them to warn us ahead of time, mused Keller—though she kept an utterly neutral façade upon her face.  “I hope you realize that by destroying the Aztec, you are committing an act of war against the United Federation of Planets…”

Dracene emitted a shrill noise that had to be the Tholian equivalent of laughter.  “And as long as the Federation cannot access the dilithium within Romulan space, that war shall be short lived.”

Keller shook her head.  “I wouldn’t discount the Federation—or the Aztec just yet…”

But if Dracene was moved by the sentiment, he made no mention of it.  Instead, he ended their oh-so-pleasant conversation…

“Pleasant fellow,” mused Drayge once the Tholian was gone.

Moments later, Kendall and Lucas emerged from the aft section of Aztec.  Kendall immediately went to work at the freestanding console in the center of the command area, while Lucas pulled up a seat beside Erin.

“Bad news,” grumbled the engineer.

“More?” asked Erin, frowning not only at her foreboding conversation with Dracene, but at the lack of progress with the computer.  Only a handful of controls had bothered to come back online.

Lucas nodded.  “One of the magnetic constrictors on the warp core failed during the attack,” he explained.  “That caused a fracture in the core—we’re probably an hour or two away from a full-fledged warp core breach.”

That was bad news.  At least the Tholians wouldn’t have the pleasure of taking out the Aztec.  “Well, according to my extremely limited console, most ship functions are still online.  We might be able to cobble together some sort of plan…”

“Kirk’s Enterprise was caught in a Tholian web about a hundred years ago,” Neelar recalled.  “Obviously, they got out of it, because the Enterprise went on to complete countless other missions…”

Keller recalled hearing of the Tholian incident at Starfleet Academy, but admittedly, that was quite some time ago.  “If my memory serves, they pretty much rammed the web and threw themselves out of harm’s way.”

“That is not a viable option for us,” said Lucas almost immediately.  “The Enterprise was a hell of a lot bigger than the Aztec.  If we try something like that, we’ll probably wind up getting vaporized.”

And that was a death far more unpleasant than both other avenues to destruction.  “So we’re not going to throw ourselves to safety,” Keller quickly affirmed.  “We still have weapons.”

“And two Tholian ships to deal with,” added Kendall Johnson.  “Even if we manage to destroy one of them… well, the other one will probably take care of us…”

“Unless we can somehow take both of them out at the same time,” said Drayge.

“Any suggestions?” asked Keller.  If they could take out both Tholian ships at once, she wall all for it.

Much to her chagrin, Drayge’s plan did not go much beyond the initial suggestion.  He sat in contemplation of the idea for several moments, but inspiration never struck.  “I don’t have anything…”

“Well,” Johnson continued, “I’ve programmed a message into the distress buoy.  We could always launch it and hope somebody hears the message… but there’s always the possibility that… that the Tholians or Romulans will intercept the message before the Starlight.”

“Do it,” said Keller almost immediately.  It wasn’t like they had much to lose.  If the Tholians didn’t kill them, the warp core breach definitely would.

The silvery distress beacon emerged from a small rectangular hatch on the bottom of the Aztec.  It lingered below the doomed craft for only a moment before charging its minimal thrusters.  With a few quick maneuvers, it squeezed through a small gap in the blazing Tholian web, and sailed into the unknown.

“The Tholian ships are in pursuit,” said Matthew Harrison.  His hands flew over the flickering helm controls in a desperate attempt to somehow lose the squadron of web spinners hot on the Starlight’s tail. “They’re closing fast!”

Christopher’s grasp on the command chair tightened in unison with the knot in his stomach.  “This is not good,” he muttered, intently watching the wedge-shaped vessels streak across the viewscreen.  Instinct told him to fight; better judgment told him to run, and in this case, Christopher was inclined to side with the latter over the former.  “Evasive maneuvers, Matthew!”

Apparently, Harrison had been anticipating the order, as the ship veered out of harm’s way at almost the same moment Christopher gave the order.  The stars on the viewscreen quickly veered to port—then to starboard as countless beams of glittering azure energy charged across the viewscreen.

Suddenly, retreat was, in Christopher’s opinion, a very favorable course of action; the Starlight didn’t stand much of a chance against so many Tholian vessels, but with the Ajax’s condition a complete and total mystery, it was hardly a viable option.  He couldn’t just leave a potentially damaged starship on the battlefield.  “Megan,” he shouted over the hiss of an EPS rupture, “what’s the status of the Ajax?”

“Still fighting,” she called a moment later.  “But they’re taking heavy damage!  Shields are down to thirty-seven percent, and it looks like their tactical systems are starting to falter.”

Lucky for them, the Starlight had tactical systems to spare—and they were about to get some serious use.  “Disable as many of those ships as possible, Bator!” said Christopher.  “We can’t afford to lose the Ajax just yet!”

As the stars on the view screen began to come about, Christopher saw only a brief flash of blue light before the deck plates started to vibrate beneath his feet. The Tholians were all to eager to fight back.

“Shields down to ninety-seven percent!” reported Bator.

The Tholians fired again, this time rattling more than the deck plates.  Christopher was jostled around quite a bit in the chaos that followed, but the death grip he had on his chair kept him from rolling to the ground.  “Maintain course,” he called out, his voice exuding a calm, collected aura that was certainly nothing more than a façade.

Drayge complied, and within moments, the comforting curves of the Saber-class Ajax appeared on the faltering viewscreen.  It was under siege by four Tholian vessels—though it appeared two of them were attempt to entomb the vessel in the dreaded Tholian web.

But they wouldn’t get past the attempt.  “Bator!” called Christopher, “take out those web spinners now!”

Spewing vivid orange phaser fire from every possible emitter, the Starlight stormed through the Tholian fleet amidst a plethora of verdant explosions.  The sleek, angular vessels were quick to fight back, laying down plenty of fire of their own—but most of it was absorbed by the Starlight’s shield grid.

In the distance, the beginnings of a Tholian web began to entangle the Ajax.  The smaller craft launched numerous quantum torpedoes into the fray, managing to destroy one of its attackers, but the web spinners moved with such grace and agility, there was little the Ajax could do to save itself—until a transphasic torpedo thundered across the raging battlefield and plowed into the lead Tholian ship. Green flames spewed into the battlefield as the vessel exploded into thousands of glittering shards.  But this was hardly a setback for the Tholians—instead, it inspired them to step up their attack.

The entire ship jolted with a force Christopher had never experienced in his entire life.  Despite the death grip on he had on his chair, he was almost literally ejected from his seat and thrown to the floor.  His jaw was the first thing to hit the hard deck plating, followed closely by the palms of his hands and the rest of his body.  His hands burned as they dragged on the carpet, bringing him to a painful halt just behind Matthew Harrison at the helm.

“Shields down to seventy-nine percent!” said Bator evenly.

“Transphasic torpedoes!” barked Christopher from the floor.  At this point, he didn’t really care if their nemesis was a superior force; he just wanted to show some teeth.  “Full spread.  Fire!”

Slowly, he picked himself up from the ground and turned his attention to the viewscreen, where a string of blazing yellow torpedoes hurtled toward a small cluster of Tholian ships.  They crashed into the little fleet with incredible force, stopping the ugly little ships dead in their tracks.

As he started back for his chair, Christopher suddenly felt a trickle running down the front of his neck.  Instinctively, his hand reached for it, revealing blood when he pulled it away; his jaw had apparently sprung a leak when it crashed into the deck.  But there was little time to grumble over the incident.  

“Direct hit!” said Bator as the last of the torpedoes smashed into the fleet.  “Four vessels destroyed, five heavily damaged.  They are already beginning to regroup!”

“How many vessels are left?” asked Harrison, still working to evade the constant barrage of disruptor beams.

“Ten,” said Reinbold after only a moment.  “If we coordinate our attack with the Ajax, we should be able to defeat them!”

Christopher wiped the blood from his battle wounds, and wearily returned to his chair, contemplating their course of action.  They could attack, and perhaps destroy the remainder of the fleet—or themselves if the Tholians survived the onslaught… or now that the Ajax was relatively safe, they could finally make a run for it.  To Christopher, the choice was a simple one; still, he looked to Commander Harrison for confirmation.  “We didn’t come out here for a culling,” he said evenly, “but that’s certainly what we got.  Now that the Tholians are exposed, I highly doubt they’ll seek refuge in the Jan’tral Sector again.  I say we retreat!”

Harrison nodded, and made haste to program the command into the helm.  “You shall find no objections from the likes of me!”  But before the Commander had a chance to execute the escape orders, the tactical station started to bleep.

“I’m picking up a distress signal,” said Bator a moment later.  “The Aztec is apparently under heavy attack in the Oscelliet System.  A warp core breach is imminent.”

“Apparently the rendezvous with Neelar’s brother did not go ahead as scheduled,” said Christopher grimly.  But then again, nothing about this mission seemed to have gone as scheduled.

The Tholian fleet slowly began to creep across the viewscreen.  Many of the vessels were smoldering black and spewing green flames—but there were still more than enough healthy ships remaining to do some serious damage to the Starlight and its companion.  Unfortunately, they no longer had the luxury of sitting around fighting Tholians.  With the Aztec in danger, the entire peace process was at stake.  “We need to get to the Oscelliet System,” said Christopher quietly.  His jaw throbbed with pain, and in retrospect, his back was also giving rise to some chaos…

Harrison carefully inspected the readings flitting across the helm.  “We can probably get there,” he said, “but I suspect the Tholians will make our journey an interesting one…”

“They’re going to follow us all the way,” Reinbold continued.  “There’s no doubt about it—they’re pissed.” 

So retreat wasn’t an option after all…  Christopher wearily sank down into the command chair.  “We’ve taken plenty of long and boring journeys over the years.  This one, by far, is going to be one of the more interesting ones…  Set a course for the Oscelliet System—and then get me Admiral Grayson.  With any luck, I’ll be able to get us some serious reinforcements from the Caleb Sector…”

It didn’t take long to reach Admiral Grayson, and when his concerned image flitted onto the computer station in Christopher’s ready room, the Captain didn’t waste any time getting down to business.  “How are things in the third fleet?”

Grayson shook his head.  “We’ve had a few minor skirmishes, but the vast majority of the fleet—”

“—is in the Jan’tral Sector,” said Christopher evenly.  “We just fought off a dozen or so web spinners—and there are ten more on our tail.  We’re presently en route to the Oscelliet System to fend off yet another attack.”

Given the surprised look on his face, this was clearly news to Grayson.  “The Tholians must be using something to confuse our long range sensors,” he said.  “The Tholian fleet in the Glintara Sector never materialized—yet we had a considerable fleet cross into the Neutral Zone near the Bolian Sector—and there are indications of another insurrection in the Aurillac Sector.”

Christopher shook his head in disbelief.  “It would help if we knew a little more about the Tholians,” he grumbled.  Admittedly, the Federation’s file on the Tholians was extremely limited; in the past, that hadn’t really mattered.  The Tholians tended to keep to themselves.  But now that such things really did matter, the Federation was at a considerable disadvantage.

“I will send you all of the information we have on the Tholians—even the classified materials,” said Grayson.  “I doubt it will be of much use—it’s little more than long-range intelligence surveys.  But if you can somehow use it against the Tholians…”

“What about the fleet in the Caleb Sector?” asked Christopher.  “Do you think it might be possible to spare a few ships?  I don’t know what kind of resistance we’re going to meet in the Oscelliet System, but I want to be ready for anything the Tholians have to offer.”

Grayson very quickly looked over his sensor data.  With the threat of an insurrection growing in many other sectors, the fleet was already stretched thin—but with an attack imminent in the Jan’tral Sector, the Admiral knew he had to take some action.  “I’m dispatching six starships to Oscelliet,” he said after a moment.

It wasn’t as many as Christopher would have liked—but considering their performance against the Tholians, he was confident that would suffice.  “Thank you, Admiral.  I owe you one…”

He smiled thinly.  “Just get those Tholians out of the Neutral Zone, and we’ll call it even…  Good luck, Captain.  Grayson out.”

Chapter Four

“How much longer?”

Lucas Tompkins seemed to ask that very question every five minutes.  He seemed rather fixated with knowing exactly when they would meet their demise.  Perhaps it helped him to prepare for the end—or perhaps he was working up to that last-minute inspiration.  But without fail, he always seemed to ask.

Erin Keller, on the other hand, was far more concerned about getting out of this thing alive.  Still, she obliged the engineer each and every time he demanded an update.  “Twenty-two minutes,” she gleaned from the chronometer.

Outside, the two Tholian vessels were rapidly putting the finishing touches on their intricate little web.  It was an incredible sphere of shimmering yellow energy that encompassed not only the Aztec, but several nearby asteroids, as well.  But in twenty-two minutes, everything within the glowing sphere would begin to die.

Unless inspiration struck someone aboard the ship.

But that seemed less and less likely with each moment that passed.  For Erin’s part, her mind, though concentrated and focused on finding a way out, was gradually turning to clay.  It was getting late, after all, and her well of ideas was running dry.

Erin had no idea what thoughts were running through Lucas’ mind.  He might have been thinking of a way to stay alive… or he might have been staring into the abyss just waiting for the end. 

Though he didn’t look it, Erin knew that Kendall was so very panicked that his mind was undoubtedly a mess of scattered and utterly random thoughts.  Even if he had some sort of brilliant idea, it was lost in the depths of his chaotic mind.

And that left Neelar.  “Anything?”

The Bolian shook his head.  “No,” he said quietly.  “I can’t seem to stop thinking about Taylus.  I wonder if he’s okay…  If we ran into Tholians, there’s a chance that he did, too.”

Erin very much wished she had some comforting words of wisdom to share with Neelar, just to help him feel better, but she didn’t.  In fact, her mind was frequently drifting back to thoughts of Angela and Alan.  She was tempted to say everything would be okay—but that would have been a considerable lie.  So she was left with a lingering silence.

One of the Tholian ships suddenly swung across the front portion of the web; in its wake, a long strand of the golden lattice fell into place.  Just a few more revolutions and the web would be complete—and escape would be impossible. 

And that was when inspiration finally struck.  “What if the Tholians can’t complete their web?” asked Erin.

“They we get out of here,” Lucas replied.  “How do you plan on stopping them?”

As the plan blossomed in her newly racing mind, Erin suddenly felt a glimmer of hope flash in her heart.  “We can probably destroy one of the vessels with our weapons.  We’ve got about 550 micro-torpedoes left, don’t we?”

“Five hundred forty-three,” gleaned Johnson from his console.

“That amount of firepower could probably toast one of the Tholian ships,” conceded Lucas.  “But there’s no way in hell we can stop the other one, unless…”

“The Aztec is already doomed,” said Keller, glancing at the most recent data on the warp core breach.  “We might as well take her down in a blaze of glory.”

“But what about us?” asked Neelar.  “I thought the whole idea was to save ourselves?”

Keller deviously tapped a single command into her workstation—and the closet in the aft section of the cockpit suddenly opened, revealing five pristine environmental suits.  “We’re going to go for a little walk, and hope someone picks up our distress signal before it’s too late…”

More than nine hours had passed since Matthew Harrison’s duty shift began.  The day started out innocently enough, with little more than continued patrols through the Jan’tral Sector on the agenda.  But then came the Tholian attack, and everything seemed to spiral into chaos with extreme haste.  And now, nine hours later, Harrison was beginning to feel the effects of all that chaos.

As he peered at the helm, the myriad controls were starting to become little more than a blur of pretty colors—and every time he closed his eyes to focus, the task of opening them grew more and more difficult.  Whether he wanted to or not, Harrison knew he would have to take a break soon—otherwise he might fall asleep at the helm during the next attack.

But while Harrison knew he could stave off sleep for a few more hours, he was uncertain how much longer the Captain could last.  Almost twenty hours had passed since the Captain entered the bridge, and aside from a few trips to his ready room, he hadn’t left.  He had to be itching for some sort of respite from the monotony.

Glancing at the sensor data flitting across the helm, Harrison guessed another attack was not imminent.  If they were going to rest, now was as good a time as ever.  Slowly, he rose from the helm and turned to Christopher.  “Alan,” he whispered.

Christopher glanced up from the console beside his chair.  “Yes, Matthew?”

“I don’t know about you, but I could certainly use a break.  The fog in my mind is gathering, and if the Tholians dare assault us again, I do not wish to be napping at the helm whilst performing evasive maneuvers…”

Christopher nodded.  “Have fun… I’ll have Lieutenant Marizex take your place for a few,” he said before delving back into his work.

Harrison started for the turbolift, but when he realized the Captain had no intention of leaving, he quickly delayed his own exit.  “Actually, I was thinking you should also rest.  Or at least divert your attention to something else for a while…”

For a moment, it seemed that Christopher hadn’t heard anything Harrison had just said, but once he finished tapping on his console, he wearily nodded his agreement.  “I should probably check on Angela,” he said.  “After all, school ended a good… ten hours ago.”

Harrison chuckled.  “I am certain Mrs. Kensington has taken good care of the girl,” he said, referring to the Starlight’s infinitely helpful schoolteacher.

“As am I,” said Christopher.  He slowly rose from the command chair and made a beeline to the turbolift.  “Megan, you have the bridge… I’ll be back in fifteen or twenty minutes.”

Sickbay was beginning to look more like a zoo than a medical facility.  Despite having called in every last member of the medical team, Sarah Hartman found she was still having difficulty stemming the tide of injuries flowing into sickbay.  As a result, the injured were slowly starting to amass near the doorway.

Thus far, none of the injuries had been life threatening.  In fact, the vast majority of her patients had little more than a few bumps and bruises; there was the occasional burn or broken bone, but other than that, nothing major.  Still, with additional Tholian attacks undoubtedly on the horizon, Hartman knew that things were only going to go from bad to worse…

As she finished running an osteoregenerator over Lieutenant Maryniak’s fractured humorous, Hartman withdrew the tricorder from her pocket to give her handiwork a quick inspection.  “Looks good,” she gleaned from the display.

Maryniak breathed a sigh of relief.  “Can I go back to the bridge, now?”

Hartman shook her head.  “Despite the fact that you’ve been healed, that bone is still a little fragile—and it may be sore for a couple of days.  I want you to rest until this damn Tholian crisis is over.  No offense, but I don’t want to see you in here again.”

Maryniak started to protest, but before a single world could fall from his lips, the doors opened to admit yet another wave of injured.  Hartman immediately glimpsed a few plasma burns amidst the chaos, but her attention was swiftly diverted to Ensign Palmetti, who had to be carried into the medical bay by a few of her crewmates.  She was covered in scrapes and bruises, and as far as Hartman could tell, her left leg looked broken.

“She fell from the catwalk in main engineering,” Jayla Trinn explained, carefully helping the Ensign to the nearest biobed.

Hartman nodded.  “I’ll be right there!”  She very quickly sent Maryniak to his quarters and then started to make her way toward Palmetti… when she realized that things were getting out of hand—there were a good fifteen to twenty people waiting to be treated, and only a handful of medical staff to treat them.  This definitely qualified as an emergency, and for a fleeting moment, Hartman was tempted to summon the EHM… but her disdain for the holographic doctor quickly quelled the notion.  She wanted another medic made of flesh and blood—not photons and forcefields… and on that note, she very quickly retreated to her office.  “Hartman to Justin Reinbold.”

It took only a few moments for the green-haired boy to flit onto the computer monitor sitting on Hartman’s desk.  “What’s up?  If you’re wondering about that biology report, it’s almost done—I’ve just…”

Hartman shook her head.  While she was curious as to the whereabouts of the aforementioned report, the patients piling up in sickbay were presently of more concern.  “I’ve got a lot of wounded up here,” she explained.  “I was hoping you could get give me a hand…  Hell, I might even forget about that biology report if you do.”

Justin had helped out in sickbay before, but never under these extreme circumstances.  As such, he seemed a little overwhelmed by the offer—but very quickly made up his mind.  “Sure,” he said.  “I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

Hartman nodded her thanks, and then retreated to the chaos in the medical bay…

Located in the heart of deck six, the Starlight’s school was one of the safest locations on the ship.  As such, Alan Christopher knew there was no better location for his daughter during this time of incredible tumult—and the moment he set foot inside the bright, colorful facility, Christopher had to admit, even he felt a bit safer.

There were only a handful of children aboard the Starlight, and as far as Christopher could tell, all of them were present and accounted for—and blissfully unaware of the danger that lurked just outside the doors to their happy school.

Angela sat with her friend Erika (and of course, Molly, her favorite doll) at the small table in the center of the room, happily sipping at a cup of imaginary tea.  Once finished, the little girl took a moment to feed Molly an imaginary cookie, and then sprang from her chair.  “Daddy!”

Christopher happily knelt down to greet his daughter.  “Hey, Angela!” she said, wrapping his arms around her petite little body.  “Are you having fun, today?”

She nodded.  “Me and Erika are having a tea party!  You wanna play?”

As much as he wanted to imbibe imaginary tea and cookies, Christopher had to demur.  “Daddy just came down here to visit for a little while—to see that you were having a good time.  I’m going to have to go back to work in a few minutes…”

“…Okay.”  Angela frowned, but the unpleasant façade lingered for only a moment.  The tantalizing allure of more fun with Erika was certainly enough to keep her occupied for some time to come.  “Are you gonna tell me a story tonight?”

“Sure,” said Christopher, smiling.  A bedtime story was becoming something of a tradition for them, and despite the chaos, Christopher was determined to keep his appointment.  “How about… Green Eggs and Ham?”

  “Yay!” Her eyes widened excitedly at the very mention of her most favorite story—but the celebration lasted for only a moment.

The dreaded red alert klaxon promptly returned…
“The Tholians have closed to less than one hundred thousand kilometers,” said Matthew Harrison, just as Alan Christopher stepped onto the bridge.  “They’re closing fast.”

Christopher sighed, and braced himself for yet another rough ride as he seated himself in the command chair.  “Shields up,” he called.  

Bator complied, and not a moment too soon.  A scant second later, the ship shuddered under the impact of weapons fire striking the shields.  “Shields down to forty-four percent,” he reported, allowing himself a brief moment to thank is incredibly fast reflexes; a moment later, and the ship would have been toast.

“The Ajax didn’t fare quite as well,” added Reinbold.  “A few more blasts, and their shields will fail.”

“Evasive maneuvers!” called out Christopher.  Though Matthew was certainly a competent pilot, he would have felt a lot better if Neelar had been present.  Not only was the young Bolian competent, he was absolutely brilliant at the helm controls.

Still, Harrison made the best of his abilities, and the stars on the viewscreen, took a nosedive as the angry Tholians attempted to make another pass at the Starlight.

Bator carefully watched the Starlight’s maneuvers on sensors.  Harrison’s deft maneuvers were certainly sufficient—after all, they had managed to evade a few decent shots—but with each moment that passed, it became more and more obvious that the Commander’s maneuvers would ultimately fail.

“They are out-flanking us,” said Harrison, a moment later, also realizing the futility of his efforts.  And sure enough, a stream of ragged blue energy arced across the viewscreen, lancing the Starlight’s shields.  Harrison grabbed onto his station just as the ship started to rumble, watching as the shields got knocked down a few more notches. 

“Shields down to thirty-seven percent!”

Christopher grumbled at the report.  Only a few hours into their journey, and the Tholians were already on the offensive.  “How much longer until we reach Oscelliet?”

“Two hours, thirty-one minutes,” said Harrison.

Uncertain if the Aztec could last that long in a heated exchange with the Tholians, Christopher felt an ominous chill crawl down his spine.  “Is there any way we can increase our speed?”

Harrison shook his head.  “We are moving at maximum warp,” he stated.  “If we transfer any additional power to the engines, we risk overloading them.”

Christopher suddenly glimpsed another barrage of azure light soar across the viewscreen—and before he knew it, the deck jolted beneath his feet with such magnitude, that his death-grip on the arms of his chair began to falter once more.  But this time, he was ready for it; he quickly tapped the button on the arm of his chair, calling forth a series of restraints to hold him in place.  “Report!” demanded Christopher as the lights began to flicker.

“Shields are down to twelve percent,” Bator grumbled as a secondary wave of attacks pummeled the ship.

Sparks suddenly rained down from the ceiling, and Christopher could hear the bulkheads nearby beginning to creak with a wickedly ominous groan.

Harrison grimly pointed to the sensor display on the sputtering helm controls.  “We have a hull breach on deck eight,” he said.  “Forcefields are not in place!”

The ceiling directly overhead groaned yet again, this time dropping a few large chunks of bulkhead to the deck.  Not wanting to get crushed, Christopher vacated his command chair and approached Harrison’s position at the helm.  “See if you can put some distance between us and the Tholians.  At this point, we just might have to overload the engines.”

“I suppose Commander Tompkins doesn’t mind the workload,” mused Harrison as he input the necessary commands into the helm.

 “Captain,” called Bator a moment later, “I suggest we fire back!  I believe I have a clear shot on three of the vessels—according to the data provided by Admiral Grayson the starboard ventral on this class of Tholian ship might be a weak point.”

Christopher peered at the Phobian through the murky crimson haze.  “If you can disable three of those vessels, then by all means, Bator, do it!  Fire at will!”

Bator nodded, and quickly went to work at the tactical controls.  Within seconds, Christopher watched as a large string of transphasic torpedoes hurtled across the viewscreen and crashed into the trio of vulnerable ships.  All three of them promptly exploded in a sea of verdant flame—but the remaining seven vessels were quick to respond.

Showering the Starlight in a furious storm of phaser fire, the remainder of the Tholian fleet was clearly desperate for revenge.  Christopher closed his eyes and held his breath in anticipation of the onslaught, but to his relief, Harrison performed minor piloting miracle, and brought the Starlight out of harm’s way.  The numerous beams of azure death streaked into the unknown, leaving the Starlight temporarily unscathed… Even so, Christopher could feel the hull lurching beneath his feet.  He looked back to Megan Reinbold at ops.  “What’s going on?”

She looked down at sensors.  “The hull breach on deck eight is expanding to include deck nine!”

Christopher gently pounded a fist into the helm.  “Get some damage control teams down to deck eight now!”

Reinbold was quick to comply with the order, but the operations console refused to cooperate.  “Communications is offline!”

The Tholians fired again, catching Christopher off guard.  His body devoid of its equilibrium, Christopher swerved wildly for a moment before collapsing onto the smoldering helm.  As the burgeoning flames singed his already blackened uniform, the Captain crashed to the deck amidst a shower of sparks and embers.  He rolled uncontrollably across the rampantly vibrating deck before finally feeling his body thud to a stop near the viewscreen.  He peered upward just in time to see the Ajax explode in a shimmering sea of crimson and orange.  “This is not good!”

The bridge was in shambles.  Power had failed, and the raging fires scattered throughout the command center provided the only source of light.  Above, several EPS ruptures spewed plumes of a white haze into the air, reducing the already poor visibility.

“Shields have failed!” Bator shouted over the cacophony.  “And the hull breach is continuing to expand!”

“Lovely,” Christopher muttered as the ship jolted yet again—undoubtedly due to the expanding hull breach.  The Captain quickly scrambled to his feet and made his way back to the helm.  Its controls were slowly starting to come back online—but Matthew was nowhere in sight.  Christopher quickly surveyed the deck, and found the Commander slowly climbing into the command chair.

“Get us the heck out of here,” he announced a moment later.  “I’m going down to deck eight to see if I can do anything about those forcefields!”

* * *

Neelar Drayge absolutely hated environmental suits.  They were cold, uncomfortable, and not to mention claustrophobic.  Once, several years ago, the very thought of being trapped in such an enclosed space made the Bolian’s stomach turn—but after countless space walks throughout his career in Starfleet Academy, the fear had waned… but not the hatred…  Still, if the environmental suit was going to save his life, Drayge was not going to complain about it.

As he snapped his bulky white helmet into place, Drayge slowly ambled back to the cockpit, where Commander Keller was making the final adjustments to their plan.  “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said the Bolian only half-jokingly.

Keller glanced up from the controls.  “So do I,” she said nervously.  “I guess we’re about to find out…”  Clad in her clunky environmental suit, she input the Aztec’s final course and heading into the helm.  “That’s it,” she said a scant moment later.  “We are ready to roll!”

Kendall Johnson stood at the transporter controls.  “Once the first Tholian ship is destroyed, the computer will automatically beam us onto the surface of one of the asteroids,” he nervously stated.  “At that point… the computer will take command of the Aztec, and ram it into the hull of the remaining Tholian ship.  The unfinished Tholian web will dissolve, and… and we’ll be stuck here.”

Keller smiled.  “Sound good to me, little buddy—well, everything except the part about being stranded here, but I’m fairly certain we’ll be rescued.”

“I wish I shared your optimism,” said Johnson.

“I have enough for the both of us.”

“Good.”

“Torpedoes are armed and ready to go,” said Tompkins a moment later.  “Heh… Even if this doesn’t work, it’s going to be a hell of a light show.  I’ve never seen 550 torpedoes fired all at once.”

“Neither have I,” mused Keller.  “So watch carefully.”  And with one small tap on her console, Erin Keller unleashed hell…

Looming over the massive asteroid caught within the Tholian web, the Aztec gracefully aligned itself with the sleek Tholian ship zooming across the surface of the web on what was likely the final pass—but before the Tholian ship had a chance to connect its pieces of the lattice to the greater whole, a sparkle of crimson light glimmered in the Aztec’s torpedo bay.  It very quickly shot across the cosmos and struck the Tholian ship’s hull—doing absolutely no damage.  Moments later, a second torpedo fired, with similar results… 

By the time the tenth torpedo crashed into the Tholians’ shields, it definitely had their complete and total attention.  The sleek little vessel suddenly broke off its attempt to complete the glowing lattice and aligned itself with the Aztec—but before it could get off a single shot, dozens of rose-stained torpedoes burst from the smaller vessel’s torpedo bay with incredible force; many of the torpedoes were absorbed by the shimmering web, but so numerous were the swarms of death that hundreds still managed to penetrate the energy field.

Green flame suddenly erupted from the Tholian ship’s burning hull, and the web trailing the aft portion of the wedge-shaped vessel ignited, shattering a large segment of the web—and the torpedoes kept coming, pummeling the Tholian vessel until a huge plume of verdant flame consumed the entire ship.

The Aztec’s engines flared, and immediately started for the gaping hole in the lattice.  For a moment, Keller thought the computer had changed its mind—and was making some sort of escape run… but as the shimming blue hues of the transporter beam engulfed her body, Erin could see the second Tholian ship looming in the hazy debris field left by its companion… Moments later, Keller found herself standing with her friends upon the rugged gray terrain of a very large asteroid—but the rock managed to hold her attention for only a moment.  In the distance, Erin could see the Aztec was in the process of completing its final mission…

Chapter Five

“The Federation shuttlecraft is on a direct intercept course.”

Sitting on the edge of his glittering crimson throne, Admiral Dracene couldn’t help but wonder what the Federation vessel was attempting to do.  “Clearly they do not stand a chance,” he muttered to his second in command, Cevene.  “They should accept their destinies and die with honor…”

Prolé Cevene chuckled at the sentiment.  “Humans have no honor,” he stated.  “The entire Federation is without honor.”

That may have been true—but still, did these pitiful humans not recognize defeat, even when it was handed to them by the might of the Tholian Assembly?  Dracene shook his head curiously.  “They are a curious people,” he concluded.  “The Lattice should devote more of its attention to their curious ways…”

Cevene shook his head.  “They are not worthy of our time or attention,” he stated tersely.  “Once their pathetic empire falls, I will be the first to…”  A series of sensor alerts echoed throughout the cavernous bridge, cutting short Cevene’s soliloquy.  “The vessel has not altered its course or heading,” he gleaned from his workstation.  “Fools.  We should fill the void in the lattice and allow them to die.”

Dracene paused—and for a very, very long moment, he truly wished his understanding of humanity was better.  Because it was not until the tiny Federation vessel was nearly upon them did he realize what its devious crew was up to.  He shook his helmeted head.  “No, Prolé…”

“No?  It will take only a moment to repair the—”

“You do not understand.  None of us understand.  And because of that, it is we who are the fools…”

The Aztec seemed to shatter as it plowed into the Tholian vessel’s shimmering hull, leaving in its fiery wake a gaping hole that would spell the Tholians’ doom.  Within moments, wisps of verdant fired danced along the cataclysmic hull breach; the wisps rapidly consumed the entire ship, eating away at is crystalline hull until nothing remained—and at that point, the ship exploded in an immense ball of flame.

All around the lingering explosion, the blazing yellow lattice that was once the Tholian web began to shatter into millions of tiny crystal shards.  Once freed of the web, they dissolved, leaving in their wake little more than a glittering starfield.

Deck eight was black in every way one could imagine.  It was dark, and when Christopher shined his light on the walls, they were dark—scorched a rough shade of obsidian by the raging inferno that must have plagued the deck in the moments prior to the hull breach.  The decking was covered in ash, and the ceiling, virtually nonexistent.  Christopher could see all the way up to deck seven, which looked very much the same as eight.

His boots crunched under the debris as he walked the short distance to the engineering substation that controlled the inoperative forcefields.  If not for the few blast doors that had conveniently been installed earlier in the year, the entire deck would have decompressed, leaving quite a mess.

The doors to the engineering substation had been either stuck inside the wall, or completely burnt away when the flames torched them.  Either way, they were gone now, and Christopher cautiously stepped inside.  The room itself seemed to have faired the situation far better than the majority of deck eight, for it was still relatively intact.  Chunks of debris still littered the floor, and the smoky, metallic smell that had filled the air in the corridor was still present, but for the most part, the engineering consoles were intact.  The same could not be said for its inhabitants.

Ensign Darson was the first person Christopher happened upon.  Her left leg was missing and her golden uniform was stained red in many places.  Much to Christopher’s surprise, Justin Reinbold was next to Darson—though given the bloody gash on his forehead the boy was not dead.

“Justin!” he whispered, crouching beside him.  “What the heck are you doing down here?”

He wearily shook his head, and immediately moved to wipe the blood oozing from his wound.  “I was trying to help out,” he said quietly.  “You know, we’re in danger a hell of a lot… and most of the time I’m just sitting there in my quarters watching as people die and stuff…  So this time I decided to help out.”

“Does Sarah know you’re doing this?”  Christopher pulled the tricorder from his belt and scanned Justin’s wound.  It was mostly superficial, and wouldn’t require treatment just yet.  “She’ll be crushed if she ever finds out you’re trying to replace her.”

Justin smiled faintly.  “She suggested I help out in sickbay,” he mumbled.  “I didn’t get that far, though, so when I heard about the trouble on deck eight, I came here as fast as I could.  Ensign Darson was already dead, but I was able to get Lieutenant Orinter to safety.  Then… I don’t remember what happened.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “you did good.  Though next time… if you don’t make it to sickbay, just stay put.  Your mother will hurt me if something happens to you.”

“I don’t know if I’m cut out for this heroic shit, anyway.” Justin shrugged, and slowly climbed back to his feet.

“Heroic or not,” said Christopher, “you’ve just been recruited by Starfleet.”

“What?”

He motioned toward the workstation along the back wall.  “I’m going to need some help bringing the forcefields back online, Ensign.”

Justin scoffed at the sentiment.  “I’ll help you—but hell will freeze over before you call me ‘ensign’ again… sir.”

“Deal,” said Christopher, still cringing at the last horrid word to fall from Justin’s lips.  If there was one thing absolutely he hated, it was being called ‘sir.’

With that settled, Justin quickly led the way to the workstation glowing in the distance.  Without so much as a word of instruction from Christopher, his deft fingers fell upon the controls and brought up the forcefield control subroutines.  “Now what?” he asked, gazing at the wealth of information flitting across the screen.

Christopher pointed at the considerable void on decks eight and nine.  “When the Tholians attacked, one of our gel packs must have failed,” he said.  “As a result, power distribution in that part of the ship is horrid and putrid.”

“So we need to reroute power,” Justin surmised.

“Yeah.”  Christopher paused for a brief moment, just to make absolutely sure he wasn’t dealing with one of his crew.  “Have you been getting into Lucas’ tech manuals?”

Justin shrugged.  “We do more that shoot hoops,” he admitted.  “I can’t help it if I’ve pick up a few things along the way.”

“A few things…” repeated Christopher under his breath.  That was an understatement if he ever heard one.  “Care to realign the magnetic constrictors once this is all over with?”

“No.”

“Just checking…” Christopher carefully eased into the position beside Justin, and made a few brief observations of his own.  Thankfully, the damage to the power grid appeared minimal, so a few minor tweaks to the anodyne relay system might do the trick.  He hoped.  Then again, if he was wrong, Christopher suspected Justin Reinbold would kindly correct any errors.  “So, let’s get started…”

* * *

After brushing several thick layer of ash and debris from the helm, Matthew Harrison was finally able to glimpse the controls, just barely illuminated under the black soot.  After the Tholian attack, most helm controls went offline, and were subsequently relegated to other stations throughout the bridge.  But now that he had finally uncovered some of the much needed control interface, Harrison was ready to begin putting things back together.  He carefully tapped a short sequence of commands into the barely operational interface.

And nothing happened.

“Power is still flowing to the helm,” confirmed Reinbold.  “I don’t know why it isn’t responding to your commands…”

Harrison shook his head.  “Perhaps there is still too much soot on the controls,” he speculated.  “Where does all this debris come from?”

Much as Harrison had anticipated, the question went unanswered.  Most everyone else on the bridge was far busier making their own repairs to worry about the origin of debris—and Harrison ultimately decided that he, too, should focus on making repairs.  After all, there were still seven Tholian vessels out there…

With his uniform’s sleeve, he slowly started to scrub away some of the thick black grime from the helm.  The method was rather inefficient, but got the job done.  However, only a few swipes into his cleaning, Harrison heard a rumbling near the engineering workstation.  For a moment, he allowed himself to believe the debris was just settling—but there wasn’t nearly enough debris on the bridge to account for such a ruckus…

An instant later, the hatch on the nearby Jefferies tube suddenly popped open, and Talyere Rosat crawled onto the bridge.  “Some of the turbolifts are down,” he explained, carefully dusting off the front of his tunic.

That was a mixed blessing, in Harrison’s opinion.  While Talyere’s report was indicative of damage to the turbolift grid somewhere aboard the ship, that also meant the Elorg had to crawl through countless Jefferies tubes to get to the bridge—which meant he had a fair idea of the ship’s condition.  “Did you notice anything else offline?” asked Harrison, extending his hand to help the Overseer to his feet.

Talyere shook his head as he grabbed the Commander’s hand.  “As far as I can tell, most of the damage is superficial.  Aside from a few scattered power failures, the ship is intact.  I assume our shields held for the majority of the battle?”

“They did,” said Bator proudly.  “I always knew we could hold our own against the Tholians.”

The helm suddenly bleeped, drawing Harrison’s attention away from Talyere’s status report.

“I’ve routed some additional power to helm control,” Reinbold explained.  “See if you can get anything form the controls now.”

With Talyere in tow, Harrison retraced his steps to the helm and inspected the smudgy interface.  With a few taps on the interface, he made a few very minor course corrections.  “It looks like that was a successful tactic, Commander.  Well done.”

Reinbold grinned.  “It’s all in a day’s work,” she quipped.

And while Harrison was content to clean off the rest of the helm, Talyere looked far more concerned.  Perhaps he found the debris unsatisfactory?

The Overseer pointed to a small patch of sensors still partially covered in the thick grime.  “I believe we may have need of some more useful tactics,” he stated, smudging away the debris with his hand.

And sure enough, seven little blips suddenly entered sensor range, seriously throwing a wrench into all of Harrison’s plans.  “We are still ten minutes from Oscelliet,” he stated.  “If we can hold off the Tholians for that amount of time, our reinforcements from the Caleb Sector should be able to…”

The deck rumbled, and a streak of blue light soared across the viewscreen.  The Tholians missed—but narrowly.

Talyere politely pushed Harrison aside.  “I can handle the helm controls,” he stated evenly.  “Unless Lieutenant Drayge’s replacement is available…”

Harrison shook his head.  “Lieutenant Maryniak was injured during the initial attack.  The helm is yours…  Though I do believe the Captain would appreciate it if you kept the ship in one piece.”

“I will do my best,” said Talyere as he sat.  “Now… which button fires the thrusters?”

It took only a few minutes to bring the forcefields back online.  Had Christopher know his task would have been this easy, he would have done it from the bridge.  But then again, it was always good to get a little field experience—he would hate for his skills to get rusty.  But as he and Justin wandered back toward the relative safety of deck seven, the ship started to rumble yet again…

“Tholians?” asked Justin.  He didn’t seem particularly nervous—but he was definitely concerned.

Of course, locked in the bowels of the ship, Christopher had no way of knowing what exactly was going on, but Tholians were certainly a good guess.  “That’s a good assumption,” he confirmed, just as the ship rumbled a second time.  Christopher briefly lost his balance and skittered into the wall, but made a quick and graceful recovery.  “We’d better hurry back.”

 Justin nodded his agreement, and in tandem, they raced down the dimly lit corridor in search of a turbolift—but a few dozen meters into their journey, the duo came upon a considerable roadblock.  As the turbolift doors hissed open, it very quickly became apparent that the turbolift itself wasn’t there!

“That sucks,” said Justin.

“To put it mildly,” Christopher agreed.  He stuck his head into the turbolift shaft, only to find himself staring into the abyss.

“So now what are we going to do?”  Justin stuck his head into the turbolift shaft to see the nothingness for himself—and then quickly retreated into the corridor.

The lights flickered, and for a moment, Christopher thought main power was about to be restored—but the subsequent blast that nearly threw him headfirst into the turbolift shaft told him otherwise.  Sparks subsequently rained down from the flickering lights, and loud, ominous groans sounded in the distance.

“That hull breach is not happy,” said Christopher.

“And we’re only two sections away from it,” said Justin.  Now he was beginning to sound a little nervous, and rightly so.  If power failed again, both of them would find themselves very quickly enjoying the vacuum of space.

Christopher paused for a devious moment.  “Are you a good runner?”

Considering Justin’s fairly muscular build, Christopher assumed it was so, but the question was nevertheless a valid one.  Justin considered it for a curious moment, and then said, “Yeah… Why?”

“There’s a Jefferies tube that leads directly to the bridge in section thirteen,” said Christopher.  “But the only way to get there… is to go past that hull breach.  If we want to get there, I suggest we start running…”  The ship jolted yet again.  “…Now!”

Justin’s eyes widened.  “You’re crazy,” he said wearily.  “But… that’s cool, I guess.”  And on that invigorating note, he burst into an all-out sprint.

Christopher swiftly followed, but to his chagrin, no matter how fast he moved, the constant rumblings of the growing hull breach seemed to hasten…  It was only a matter of time before some wayward phaser blast would provide the Starlight with a new wall-sized window.

Adrenaline flowing rampantly through his veins, Christopher broke into a sprint, though despite his best efforts, he failed to keep up with Justin Reinbold—who moved with such incredible speed that it almost seemed inhuman.  And since he was inhuman, Christopher willed himself to follow. He ran like the wind… he created wind… and ultimately it seemed as if he had become the wind.  He negotiated the corridors as if in flight, sailing over dirt, debris, conduits, and even bulkheads as if none of it existed.  His heart once more pounded in his head, but instead of succumbing to its seductive song, Christopher focused on the constant beating, using it as a metronome to keep his pace…

And then he stopped.

The hull breach.

By all regards, it wasn’t huge.  Barely three meters wide, it didn’t pose much of a threat to the ship, even if it did expand a bit further—but as he watched the countless Tholian ships swarm around the seemingly helpless Starlight, Christopher felt incredibly vulnerable.

In the distance, one of the ships fired—making what appeared to be a glancing blow to the Starlight.  The ship rumbled only a bit, and that seemed to be the extent of it… until Justin kindly pointed out the large crack slowly creeping across the wall.

Christopher’s mind screamed for him to run, but his feet seemed to be bolted for the floor.  For the life of him, they would not move.  Christopher’s pulse quickened, beating so rampantly that he could hear it echoing in his mind, ushering in a surreal sense of panic.  Sounds were blocked out by the constant thumping of his heart, and everything around him became movements of color and shadow…

Justin charged past Christopher like an angry bull rushing its target in slow motion, practically shoving the Captain out of the way.  His lips moved and formed words, to which Christopher nodded, though none of the sound was able to pervade the thunderous booms of Christopher’s heart.  

Through his window into the cosmos, Christopher could see a Tholian vessel approaching, the tip of it’s bow aglow with blue light, obviously ready to fire—but it instead exploded in a shimmering blast of verdant light.  Great shards of debris pelted the Starlight, many of them smashing into the forcefield with incredible force.

And suddenly, Christopher his neck snapped forward, his feet were freed from their bolts, and Justin was shouting “Go!” at the top of his lungs as he haphazardly raced to the safety of the Jefferies tube.
Five seconds later, both of them were safe—and deck eight was a vacuum once more…

A series of tiny explosions rocked the hull of a massive Sovereign-class starship as a quick, maneuverable Tholian vessel slashed at its hull with a wicked blue blast.  But before the tiny Tholian craft could move in for the kill, a Defiant-class vessel crossed its path, and with a swift thrashing from its disruptor banks, sent the Tholian starship to a fiery end.

Suddenly, the battle raging on the Starlight’s viewscreen flicked away, and a seemingly familiar Bolian appeared in its place…

“This is Ambassador Taylus Drayge of the United Federation of Planets to the Tholian fleet.  You are in direct violation of the Treaty of Talon, and have committed several acts of aggression against the Federation and its member worlds.  You are hereby ordered to stand down your weapons, and withdraw from the Romulan Neutral Zone—or face the consequences…” 

Soaring wildly out of control through the battlefield, the Tholian smashed into several of its companion vessels before finally reaching its final destination.  Spewing flames from almost every conceivable point, the smoldering hulk of the Tholian vessel burst into a cacophony of flames as it collided with a the Athena-class Victory.

The few remaining Tholian vessels wisely chose to heed Ambassador Drayge’s warnings—and vacated the raging battlefield in a flash of white light…

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75650.2: After retrieving the Aztec’s crew from the Oscelliet System, the Starlight has resumed its course toward Talon IV.  With Ambassadors Tuvok and Drayge in tow, it is my hope that Praetor Tomalak will be a bit more interested in the Federation’s desire for peace.

Meanwhile, two days have passed since the last Tholian ship was seen in the Neutral Zone—and though long-range intelligence scans still indicate an unusual amount of activity along the Tholian border, for the time being, all is quiet along the Romulan front.

“You should have told me you were bringing a fleet of warships to the rendezvous point,” lamented Neelar Drayge as he seated himself across from Taylus at the table in his quarters.  “The whole time we were stranded inside that Tholian web, the only thing I could think about was you.  I thought you had procured some sort of space barge and were being lambasted by Tholians…  But no…”

Taylus chuckled as he sipped at his simmering raktajino.  “You worry too much, Brother.”

“And you don’t worry enough,” said Neelar, only half-jokingly.  Still, all was well, and for the time being, he would put all of those worries out of his mind.  “It is good to see you, though.”

“It has been too long,” agreed Taylus.  “I don’t know why we didn’t get together earlier.”

The Elorg War was the most obvious reason.  Travel to the Kilka Sector was just too dangerous.  But the war ended more than a year ago, indicating to Neelar that there were other reasons for their lack of communication.  “I guess we take each other for granted,” he suggested.  “The thought that we’ll see each other again someday was enough to keep us going.  But conversely, the very same thought was probably keeping us apart.”

“That could be the case,” said Taylus agreeably—though he probably didn’t give it much consideration in the first place.  Neelar’s idea sounded good, so he ran with it.  “But there isn’t much use in overanalyzing the past.  What matters is that we’re together now.”

Being the history buff that he was, Neelar was tempted to dispute Taylus’ sentiment.  The past was very important to the present—but this being their first night together in so many years, he decided to save that heated debate for another time.  Tonight, they would be brothers…

“You, Erin Keller, are very bad luck.”  On most days, that particular sentiment was an incredible fallacy, but having just reviewed the logs from the Aztec’s final mission, Alan Christopher had no choice but to make that astute conclusion.  “First, you destroyed the Hawking, resulting in our nine-day stay on Alarin III… Then you came along on the shuttlecraft Van Der Waals’ ill-fated mission into the Sigma-Rho accretion disk.  A few weeks after that, the Dark Star fell out of the sky in the mountains of Ka’Tula Prime—and of course, we need not mention what happened to the Majestic when you went aboard that fine vessel.  And now…the Aztec…” Christopher playfully shook his head.  “We’re going to have to get you a desk job.”

Seated across from Alan at the table in their quarters, Erin only rolled her eyes—but Megan Reinbold, who sat with Justin on the opposite side of the table, was quick to come to Erin’s defense.  “And just how many of those incidents were Erin’s fault?”

Alan shook his head.  “That’s not the point,” he insisted, sipping at his glass of orange juice.  “The fact of the matter is, Erin is a starship destroyer.  Every vessel she comes in contact with is immediately doomed…”

“Well,” said Erin, trying (and not very successfully) to sound serious, “next time you can fight three Tholian ships with a measly fighter, and I’ll stay behind with the heavily armed Starlight.”

“…Which took out three Tholian ships in a single blast,” said Justin wryly.  

Despite the fact that Erin had thus far dominated the conversation, it was in fact, Justin Reinbold who was the honored guest at this little party—and with that in mind, Alan decided to finally put the conversation back on track.  “Before Erin causes the Starlight to fall apart at the seams, I would like to take a moment to thank Mr. Reinbold for his contributions over the past few days.”

He shook his head.  “It was no big deal,” he said, again shrugging off the compliment.  “Besides, I didn’t really do anything.”

“Lieutenant Orinter would probably disagree,” said Megan proudly.  “You did save her life…”

Justin considered his actions for a long moment—and though he was still uncomfortable with the idea of being a minor hero, he nevertheless managed to crack a faint smile—but left the celebration at that.  “What’s for dinner?” he asked, watching as little Angela crawled into Alan’s lap.

Erin grinned.  “Oh, you’re going to love this,” she mused, heading for the replicator.  “We’ve got a special order of green eggs and ham for Angela… but you can have whatever you’d like.”

Justin considered his options for a moment—and just when it seemed like he was about to ask for pizza and a soda, he grinned.  “Bring on the eggs and ham.”
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