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Prologue

Day 01

High above the delicate coral glades of Zirat, hell was being unleashed.  Dark clouds roiled in the ominous sky, and sonorous cracks of thunder echoed deep within the treacherous depths of the distant storm. The angry seas washed ashore with incredible might, reclaiming the shores into its murky depths; driving rains flooded the glades, and powerful winds uprooted the broad-leafed palms with ease.  Giant tendrils of vivid lightning arced between the billowing clouds…

Powerful typhoons were not rare occasions on Zirat.  At any one time during the summer months, two or three—perhaps more—raging storms wreaked havoc on the wide-open seas.  Many of the storms would drift to the south and interact with the lush archipelagos, but it was rare for such a powerful tempest to unleash its fury here.  The unfavorable trade winds typically sheared the billowing clouds to pieces; a passing frontal system would sweep the storm away…

But not today.

The brutal, howling winds screamed death.  Tree limbs were now lethal projectiles, impaling the floundering palms and killing anything in their path.  The winds churned the seas, rattled the coral formations, and ripped flowering plants from the flooded sands.

A wicked, angry wind suddenly surged from a dark wall of ominous clouds in the distance.  The intense rains whipped around the mighty gusts, gradually ushering a churning funnel to the seas.  Plowing ahead without rhyme or rhythm, the waterspout spewed foam and fish and seaweed into the raging maelstrom.  Increasingly powerful winds whipped around the immense vortex; thunder raged as lightning crackled, and a deafening roar fell upon the earth.

Sand and sea flew high into the dark, thunderous atmosphere.  Shadow fell upon the coral glades, and nature’s wrath soon followed, tearing the delicate features from the earth and casting them aside like toys.  

* * *

The twin suns of Zirat climbed slowly above the crimson horizon, the warm golden rays shedding first light on the night’s destruction.  The white sandy beaches were covered with broken palms and branches, and dead fish littered the shore.  The coral glades were weathered and beaten, many of them covered with seaweed and other debris.  An immense gray whale lay beached on the distant shore; it was not dead, but the day was long, and the beating sun, combined with the whale’s incredible weight, would ultimately take its toll.  By nightfall, death would become it—and the predators would rejoice.

Erosion had also proven a mighty nemesis.  The typhoon’s ceaseless rains and tidal waves had not only reclaimed more than a meter of beachfront, it also destabilized the sand and rock formations further from the shore.  As the ashen sands shifted in the waning hours of the night, so too, did the cliffs near the shore.  Some had collapsed, others merely shifted, but they were all of them weak—and as the day progressed, gravity did its job effectively…

Many of the mighty stones settled into place, but one particularly storm-ravaged area suffered a far more destructive fate.  Over the years, floodwaters had angrily rushed through the caverns below, eroding the walls until finally, this mighty storm brought about their demise.  There, beneath the pale violet skies of Zirat, the entire cave had collapsed, creating what would one day become a sunken forest.  But this was no ordinary forest, for at its heart was a treasure beyond compare.

Already, the rains had revealed the tips of three spires—great ivory monstrosities that arced inward like the tusks of a mammoth…  And from deep within this buried monument called the voice:  “Seek me out…”

Megan Reinbold bolted upright in her bed.  Her skin and clothes were damp with cold sweat, and her beating heart thundered in her chest.  One would think a flurry of confusion clouded the woman’s mind, but as she concluded the experience was little more than a dream, the thoughts running through Megan’s mind were crystal clear:  “I intend to…”

Chapter One

Day 04

Its weapon systems ablaze with turquoise light, an agile Garidian raider streaked across the glittering starfield, the sleek little USS Mariner directly in its path.  Shields flared as the Garidians’ numerous disruptor blasts collided with the smaller vessel’s defenses, but a series of intricate maneuvers very quickly brought the Mariner out of harm’s way.  It briefly eclipsed the pink and blue hues of the nearby Ul-kimari Expanse before coming about to put the Garidians in their place.

A triad of ragged phaser beams surged from the Mariner’s tactical array, blasting the Garidians’ shields and calling forth a series of small explosions along the hull—but it did little to hinder the Garidians, and they returned fire almost immediately.

Lucas Tompkins worked frantically to program a new attack pattern into the computer.  The work was going well enough—in fact, he suspected he would likely finish well before the deadline he provided to Commander Keller—but with the constant Garidian bombardment, Lucas found he was suddenly having trouble concentrating on his work.  “Heh…” He shook his head as the latest round of disruptor blasts skirted the Mariner’s shields.  “You’d think they’d be a little more appreciative of us…”

Of his three cockpit companions, only Erin Keller took note of the sentiment.  “And why is that?” she asked, her placid brown eyes vigilantly tracking the enemy’s movements on sensors.

Tompkins chuckled.  “Well, the Federation is doing them a hell of favor,” he said.  “Within a few weeks, the Romulan Empire will be long gone and these bastards”—the ship jolted again—“will have the freedom they’ve wanted all these years!”

Keller flashed a faint smile across the hazy cockpit.  “Well, it would seem that the Garidians aren’t thinking on the same wavelength as you, Lucas!”

A blazing flash of turquoise light skittered across the shields directly in front of the cockpit.  The ship jolted, and Tompkins was jostled about in his seat, but Megan Reinbold’s quick reflexes at the helm kept them from sustaining anything more than a few scrapes and bruises.

“I’ve got a weapons lock,” called out Keller a scant second later.

Tompkins glanced at his console.  “And I’ve got weapons!” he happily replied.  Even he was impressed with his incredible efficiency.

Reinbold, however, was not as easily impressed.  “Good!” she said, her fingers flying over the helm controls.  “Now why don’t you use those weapons before we’re toast?”

Tompkins wasn’t about to argue.  It was only a matter of time before the Garidians managed to overpower the Mariner—but that firepower was their only advantage.  The Mariner was a much more maneuverable ship, and combined with Tompkins’ new attack pattern, it would probably make the Garidians think twice before making their next move.

Tapping his nimble fingers on the control interface, the engineer very quickly initiated his new tactical program—and then smiled as the computer flawlessly executed his plan.

The Mariner charged the Garidian raider.  It was a bold maneuver that could have very easily gone awry, but the Garidians held their ground, and ceaselessly took aim upon the smaller craft.  Six or seven disruptor blasts arced across the Mariner’s crackling shield grid, the last few managing to penetrate the glowing bubble.  A few explosions rippled across the hull, but were quickly muted by the void of space.

The Garidians very quickly maneuvered into position for another assault, but before they could get off a single shot, the Mariner darted beneath the raider and laid waste to their dorsal shields.  The Garidians quickly came about, turning their dorsal axis away from the battle, but the Mariner persisted, its phasers eventually blowing through the shields amidst a glittering crimson storm.

“We’ve disabled one of their shield generators,” gleaned Erin from her workstation.  A computer generated image of the Garidian raider rotated about the screen, its dorsal section flashing red.

“How long until they can get it back online?” asked Reinbold, quickly maneuvering them away from the battle.

Tompkins knew that question automatically fell to him for analysis, but he was hardly an expert on Garidian technology.  He glanced briefly at the damage report flitting across Keller’s screen before making any sort of speculation.  “Damage looks pretty bad,” he surmised.  “I’d say they won’t have their secondary systems back online for at least twenty minutes.”

Keller sighed.  “That doesn’t seem to be deterring them,” she stated.  “They’re not retreating.”

Reinbold gently pounded her fist into the helm.  “Damn!  Why don’t these people realize they’re defeated?”

“Perhaps because they’re not defeated?” suggested Keller a moment later.  “They can still inflict a fair amount of damage.”

“We could make another run at their dorsal shield grid,” said Tompkins.  Such a move would definitely hurt the Garidians—but getting them to show their dorsal side would be difficult. 

“There’s… there’s another option,” said Kendall Johnson, finally making his presence known to the world.  He sat just beside Megan near the helm, quietly pouring over some astrometric scans of the region.  “The Ul-kimari Expanse is less than 900 thousand kilometers away…”

“Yeah?”  Tompkins furrowed a curious brow.

Johnson sifted through his data for a moment, making absolutely certain everything was right—and it was only once he was content with his findings did he continue.  “I’m… I’m detecting several large gravimetric distortions at the perimeter of the Expanse… and high levels of berthold radiation on the inside.  Without their shields, the Garidians… they… um, won’t be able to follow us in.”

Gravimetric distortions and berthold radiation spoke volumes of trouble to Tompkins—and while he had no qualms about going through all of it, he could imagine the hell it might raise in the days to come.  “This should make things interesting…”

“As if they’re not already,” mused Reinbold.  “I’m setting a course.”  The starfield visible through the cockpit veered suddenly to port, and as the stars settled back into place, so too, did an immense cloud stained by the ages with pinks and blues—but it wasn’t drawing any closer.

Tompkins waited for the jump to warp, assuming it was just seconds away—but it never came, and the massive expanse just sat there.  He instinctively glanced down at his console; on the surface, nothing appeared to be wrong, but it didn’t take much digging for him to find the source of their misery.  “One of the plasma injectors in the warp core is fried,” he said.

“How did that happen?” asked Reinbold.  “Aside from that last skirmish, the Garidians barely scratched us.”

Tompkins shrugged.  “They must’ve scratched all the right stuff,” he quickly surmised. 

“Can you fix it?”

He nodded.  “Shouldn’t take much longer than an hour, but with the Garidians still out there…”

“We might be in for a rough ride.”

“To say the least.”

Reinbold made some last-minute course adjustments, and the computer summarily provided her with some new data to absorb.  “We’re 11.2 minutes away from the edge of the expanse,” she said.

Keller quickly turned to Reinbold and said, “We can probably trim a few minutes from that estimate if we divert some extra power to the impulse engines.”

Suddenly, the doors in the aft section of the cockpit slid apart, and Justin Reinbold wearily stumbled inside.  “What the hell is going on?” he demanded, rubbing clenched fists into his bleary eyes.

“Garidians!” called Johnson—and while that certainly explained a lot to the younger Reinbold, it was more of a warning to everyone else than an explanation.

“I see them!” said Keller, her eyes meticulously tracking the raider across her console.  “They’re on a direct intercept course!  Entering weapons range in thirteen seconds!”

“We’re 844 thousand kilometers from the threshold,” said Johnson.

Tompkins bit his lip.  They were still chugging along at an insanely slow pace, and well on their way to oblivion.  As far as he was concerned, they had no choice but to take Keller’s advice, and transfer more power to the engines.  “I’m diverting all available energy to the impulse engines!” he said without even bothering to consult with his comrades.

Within seconds, the ship surged forward a bit, and Kendall’s next announcement came with a more reasonable number: “Seven hundred thousand kilometers!”

“The Garidians easily matched our pace,” Reinbold grumbled.  “They’re closing fast!”

A surge of turquoise light suddenly sputtered across the shield grid, briefly illuminating the cockpit in a cold, foreboding light.  As the light faded, Tompkins watched the disruptor blast dissolve into the Ul-kimari Expanse.  If only all the Garidians’ shots were that bad…

As the ship began to settle down, Justin quickly came to Tompkins side, leaning his weight on the back of the engineer’s chair.  “I knew this trip was a bad idea,” he whispered, making absolutely certain those words didn’t reach his mom.

Tompkins shrugged.  He knew the odds were stacked against them, but nothing beat a good old-fashioned adventure.  “A little danger is good for you, Justin.  Gets the heart beating… lets you know you’re alive.”

Kendall’s console bleeped.  “Six hundred thousand kilometers!  We’re approaching the outer-most gravimetric distortions.”

“Things could get a little bumpy,” said Erin, her eyes purposely falling back to Justin.  “You might want to sit down.”

He glared at the last remaining chair for a moment, as if the very notion of seating himself in the cockpit was an insult—but when the gravimetric distortions began to rattle the deck plates a scant second later, Justin dispensed with any of his stubborn pretexts and plopped down at the auxiliary tactical station.  His bright blue eyes quickly absorbed the data flitting across the myriad displays, but he made no effort share that information—not that it mattered.  Given the incessant rumbling, everyone aboard the ship knew exactly what was going on.

“Gravimetric shear has increased by twenty percent,” said Johnson, his strained voice barely audible amidst the growing clamor.

The vibrations were constant now, and growing more potent with each second that passed.  From her workstation, Erin Keller tried to re-modulate the shields to compensate for the unnerving tremors, but she found it difficult to keep track of the command interface.  One moment, the necessary controls were right in front of her… the next they were ten centimeters away…  

Finally, there was a brief lull in the action, and Keller immediately set out to complete her work, but a sensor alert diverted her attention elsewhere.  She set aside her work just in time to see the Garidians were making another pass.  “Lucas,” she shouted, “weapons!”

Working like a well-oiled machine, Tompkins immediately loaded a few torpedoes and fired.  Only one of the three torpedoes struck the Garidian raider, but thankfully it was enough to derail their entire offensive.  In order to avoid destruction, the Garidians were forced to veer hard to port—and their resulting onslaught careened past the Mariner and into a giant swirl of glittering sapphire dust in the distance.

“Five hundred thousand kilometers!” called Johnson.

The ship suddenly seemed to hit a bump, and in that instant, the gravimetric distortions returned, stronger than ever.  If this kept up, Keller was certain the ship would eventually tear itself apart; thus, she redoubled her efforts to re-modulate the shields—but again, Keller was interrupted.

“Hey guys, we need to get out of here now,” Justin Reinbold suddenly shouted, his eyes wide with concern.  He tapped a few commands into his console and within moments, Keller found herself looking at the same unpleasant sensor readings as he—but she quickly abandoned the sensors in favor of seeing it with her own eyes.

The glittering sapphire cloud that absorbed the Garidians’ last attack was now aglow and crackling with great tendrils of ashen energy.  It was a hauntingly beautiful sight, with wisps of pink dust gracefully twirling amidst the chaos… but at the same time Keller knew it meant chaos.  “It looks like the Garidians’ weapons are enhanced inside the expanse!”

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  “It would only take one or two direct hits to finish us off.  Prob—”

Blazing tendrils of electricity suddenly arced from Tompkins’ workstation.  Instinctively, the engineer shoved himself away from the controls; the crackling bolt surged overhead, slinking its way into some overhead compartments before blasting through the helm in a flurry of twinkling sparks.

Megan’s arms shielded her face from the gleaming shards and she hastily sought refuge away from the flaming helm controls—but with ominous tendrils of electricity swarming the cockpit, there was no safe haven.  Crawling on her hands and knees, she slinked away from the helm, toward the aft section of the cockpit.

The deck jolted rampantly; Megan could barely keep herself upright as she crawled toward salvation, but she forged ahead.  There was something embedded in her left hand; each and every time her palm touched the grimy deck, sharp pains surged through her arm.  It was probably shard of debris from the helm… but at the moment, it was the least of her concerns.

An immense bolt of energy stormed through the cockpit, searing a blackened path into the ceiling as it made its way through the ship.  A hard rain of sparks pelted Megan’s back, only adding insult to injury; desperate to get away from the electric deathtrap behind her, she scrambled to her feet and sprinted to the aft section of the cockpit, her bloodied palm smashing into the wall to bring her to a stop—but instead of stopping, Megan cartwheelled onto the shaking wall and tumbled into the ceiling alongside Justin and Lucas.

“Holy shit!” shouted Justin.  He skittered across the ceiling as if in a freefall, and collided with Erin Keller about halfway back into the cockpit—and there the two hung in midair, utterly motionless.

Erin quickly grabbed Justin’s muscular shoulders, and using the wall for support, guided him back to the deck.  “We seem to be having some technical difficulties with the artificial gravity systems,” she explained to the boy, though he barely seemed traumatized by the experience.

“That was awesome!” he exclaimed.  “We should try something like that on the Starlight.”

Megan, standing alongside Lucas on the ceiling, promptly shook her head.  “Just think of the chaos it would cause…”

Justin shrugged.  “Who cares?  It was freaking awesome!”

Lucas smiled, and effortlessly launched himself into a freefall.  He performed a few mid-air summersaults before latching onto Erin’s shoulder and bringing himself back to a more familiar orientation on the deck.  “I’ll have to show you my favorite holodeck program when we get back…”

Finding that a more reasonable solution, Megan nodded her approval and joined the others back on the deck—but by her count, they were still one man short.  “Where is Kendall?”

All eyes immediately turned to the ceiling, but Kendall was nowhere to be seen.  A hint of concern panged in Megan’s heart, and she swiftly maneuvered herself through the cockpit until she found his body floating near the helm. There were a few faint burns on his skin, and most of his uniform was singed black—but even after a quick visual analysis, it was quite obvious he was still alive.  Megan quickly plucked his body from the air and set him on the deck.  “Are you okay?”

It took Kendall a few moments to come around to his senses.  His groaned wearily as his pale green eyes fluttered open; he looked like hell, but he was defiantly intact—a conclusion he came to just moments later.  “An… an explosion clipped me when I tried to escape,” he recalled, his voice weak.  “I… I think I’m okay, though.”

Relieved, Megan wrapped a caring arm around his shoulder.  “I’m glad,” she said, guiding him toward the relative safety of the aft compartment.

“What about those Garidians?” asked Justin a moment later.  He quickly freed himself from Erin’s grasp and started for the nearest functional workstation, but found himself adrift after traveling less than two meters.  Erin started to grab his leg, but Justin gently kicked her away and lowered himself back to the ground.  “Maybe this isn’t so cool after all…”

Erin smiled, and deftly maneuvered herself into the engineering station previously occupied by Lucas.  “I’m not seeing the Garidians on sensors,” she said.  “They could have retreated or… wait a minute.”  She focused the sensors on a small debris field nearby.  “Or they could have been destroyed.  Either way, I don’t think they’ll be coming back…”  

Day 07

Kendall winced at the pain throbbing mercilessly inside his head.  While Megan and Erin did a decent enough job healing his numerous burns and bruises, there were still a few lingering medical problems they had yet to solve—and the headaches were one of them.

The first headache occurred just a few hours after the Garidian attack.  It was little more than a dull ache in his temple, and seemed to resolve itself after an about hour or so.  Kendall was content to dismiss it as a simple headache and go on with his life… But three days later, the headaches were getting worse, and Kendall was left with the distinct impression that these headaches were anything but simple.

“I wish Sarah had come along,” mused Erin as she ran a tricorder in front of Kendall’s throbbing head.  

“So do I,” Kendall whispered.  “And… stop yelling.”

Erin grinned sheepishly.  “Sorry,” she said, her voice a bit quieter.

Kendall tried to flash Erin a smile, but all the muscles in his face seemed to scream in agony when he moved.   And it was in that moment he realized something was definitely not right with him.  “Maybe I have a brain tumor?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” whispered Erin.  She showed him the scan of his hippocampus just so he could see for himself.  “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, little buddy, bit it’s definitely not a brain tumor.”

Kendall shrugged.  “Maybe it’s brain mites, then?”  He felt a knot in his stomach at the very thought of the dreaded disease.  “I… I hear there was an outbreak on Denethar VI last month.”

“And we were nowhere near Denethar VI,” reminded Erin.

She was right, of course.  Kendall hadn’t realized.  Was his memory going?  If so, was it a result of his accident?  Or was it something more?  A new death plague that had yet to be discovered?  That was a definite possibility, especially since Erin couldn’t figure out what was wrong.  “Scan me for… um… foreign microbial bacteria.”

Erin paused mid-scan.  “Why?”

“No reason,” he lied.  “I’m just… um, curious.”

Without asking another question, Erin initiated a new scan, but much as Kendall had feared, nothing showed up on her initial scan.  “You’re fine,” she concluded, perhaps a bit too swiftly.

And Kendall suddenly found himself wishing that Doctor Hartman had indeed come along.  She had been ordered to come, after all…  Kendall couldn’t fathom why she never bothered to show up.  He nervously pinched the bridge of his nose, desperately trying to take some solace from Erin’s myriad diagnoses.  “I’m fine,” he told himself.

Erin pulled a hypospray from the med kit and loaded a stiff dose of medication into its butt.  “Forty cc’s of hydrocortaline should have you back up on your feet in no time!” she chirped, carefully bringing the hypo to Kendall’s neck.

With a hiss, the medication flowed into his system, and almost immediately, the pain began to dull.  Within a few moments, the headache would be a distant memory…  For now.

Content that Kendall’s latest episode had reached its conclusion, Erin started to pack up the medical kit, carefully placing the tricorder and hypospray into their respective places.  Still, she had a feeling this was not the last time they would need the kit, so she placed it neatly near the foot of Kendall’s cot.  She gently patted him on the back and started for the exit, when the doors to the cramped little cabin slid apart, admitting Lucas Tompkins.

“Hey,” said Erin with a smile.  “How’s the plasma injector?”

The engineer provided an inconclusive nod.  “It’s repaired,” he admitted—and then withdrew the damaged injector from behind his back.  It was little more than a blackened and charred hunk of metal, barely recognizable even to Erin’s trained eye.

“What happened to it?” she asked, gently taking the sooty injector from Lucas’ hand.  “This definitely isn’t ordinary damage…”

Lucas expelled an uneasy sigh.  “As far as I can tell, that bad boy was defective.”

“Defective?” Erin had difficulty wrapping her mind around the concept, especially considering she was the one who inspected the ship prior to their departure.  “Everything was in perfect working order before we left the Starlight!”

Lucas nodded grimly.  “Which means… someone must have sabotaged the ship.”  He stared ominously at the little plasma injector for a long moment before motioning for Erin to join him in the cockpit.

Erin flashed Kendall a faint smile.  “I’ll see you in a little while,” she said, and then strolled with Lucas through the incredibly cramped crew lounge, and into the cockpit.

Megan’s hands hovered over the exposed circuitry beneath the helm, carefully making repairs to the damaged systems with an EPS coupler.  She continued her work without any indication she heard Lucas and Erin approach, but the moment the duo came within a meter of her position, Megan proffered the both of them a padd.

“I’ve been going over the security logs,” she said, apparently already aware of this treachery.  “They don’t show anything out of the ordinary.  We are the only people who had access to the ship after Erin’s inspection.”

“So we’re the prime suspects,” Erin quickly surmised.  “That’s going to make this trip quite long…”

Lucas shook his head.  “Why would any of us sabotage the mission?” he asked.  “We all volunteered to be here…”

“Sarah was the only one who didn’t want to come,” reminded Erin.  “If she had tagged along, that would make her the prime suspect…  but as far as I know, she never left sickbay in the days prior to our departure.”

“Alan was opposed to this mission,” said Megan, her voice barely a whisper.  She undoubtedly knew the sentiment wouldn’t sit well with Erin—and rightly so.

“Alan might be stupid, but he wouldn’t sabotage his own crew,” Erin fiercely replied.  “Besides, I very much doubt he has the technical knowledge to do something like this,” she said, holding up the hunk of charred metal for Megan to see.

Megan flashed Erin an apologetic smile.  “I didn’t like that idea much, anyway.”  She tucked a lock of stray hair behind her ear and proceeded to run her EPS coupler over the helm.  “Is it possible there was just some sort of minute defect in the injector?”

“Heh…” Lucas considered the question for only a moment.  “Anything’s possible,” he said, “but this wreaks of treachery…” 

Chapter Two

Day 13

The Mariner’s helm controls were both intelligently designed and aesthetically pleasing.  It lacked the clutter of so many other consoles, keeping everything but the absolute essentials hidden behind sensor readouts and tactical displays.  At the touch of a button, everything could be activated—or if necessary, the interface could be reprogrammed by simply dragging the dropping the desired controls into position.  As he ran his fingers over the sleek LCARS interface, Justin Reinbold found himself marginally impressed.  Starfleet certainly went all-out for this one.

It was unfortunate that he didn’t really give a damn about the helm controls—though he supposed it might be fun to surreptitiously switch the port and starboard thruster controls.  That would undoubtedly bring some excitement to what promised to be an otherwise boring journey to Zirat…

Suddenly, Justin’s view of the control interface blinked away, promptly replaced by a large map of the Beta Quadrant.   His eyes only grazed the wealth of information as they turned to Erin Keller for an explanation.

“We’re approaching one of the arrays used by the Hirogen,” she said, alluding to the vast cluster of outposts that stretched all the way from the Mariner’s current position, to the edge of the map—and well into the unseen Delta Quadrant.  “The Hirogen used these arrays to communicate with each other for thousands of years—and only ceased using them about twenty years ago, when Voyager…”

“I know about the Hirogen,” Justin interjected… though he tried not to sound too condescending around Erin.  She was one of the kindest, coolest people Justin knew (she was also hot), and he would truly hate to upset her.

“Very well then…” She smiled politely, and cleared the Beta Quadrant from the display.  “I guess you know all about Voyager, too?”

He nodded.  “I’m not in first grade anymore.”

Erin gracefully leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms out and expelling a big sigh.  “You want to hear about temporal mechanics?”

“Not really.”  While that was definitely an area where Justin’s knowledge was lacking, he didn’t really see much use for temporal mechanics in his daily life.  “Why don’t we talk about…” He quickly sifted through his memory for some sort of common interest—anything to keep Erin at his side—but ultimately came up blank, and making things worse…

“Lunch!”

Justin winced as his mom strolled into the cockpit with a small tray of sandwiches in her hands.  The woman really knew how to crash a decent conversation  (or lack thereof).

Erin happily plucked a sandwich from the proffered tray and immediately started to munch on the crust.  “Ham and turkey,” she said with a smile.  “One of my favorites!” 

“I thought so,” said Megan.  “I had this vague recollection of that lunch we ate together a few weeks ago… I guess I was channeling the menu…”

Justin slowly sank down into his chair, desperately hoping he might dissolve—anything to get him away from his mom’s inanity.

“Justin,” she called a few seconds later—practically shoving her little platter into his face, “I replicated a peanut butter and jelly just for you!”

He cringed, and shoved the platter away.  “I’m not hungry,” he said dismissively.  “And I haven’t eaten peanut butter and jelly for about ten years.”

Still, Megan insisted.  “Then have something else,” she said, sorting through the myriad sandwiches until she found one that might have been to Justin’s liking.

He shook his head even before seeing the stupid sandwich.  “I said I’m not hungry,” he reiterated.  And feeling his conversation with Erin was dead as hell, he bolted from his seat and retreated to the aft.  “I don’t know why I had to come on this damn trip, anyway…”

“What was that?” demanded Megan.

Justin paused just outside the doors.  “Nothing.”  And he left.

Once the doors slid shut behind Justin, Megan blew an angered breath through her lips, and wearily assumed the seat at Erin’s side.  “I love him,” she said, “but sometimes it’s hard to figure out why…”

“He’s your son,” said Erin, still munching on her sandwich.  “Love is unconditional.”

“That may be so,” Megan conceded.  She plucked Justin’s peanut butter and jelly from the plate and took a bite—but very quickly tossed it aside.  “But nothing takes the taste out of peanut butter quite like unrequited love.”

“Aww…” Erin flashed an empathetic frown, and carefully set aside her sandwich.  “I’m sure he loves you, Megan.  He might not show it all the time, but…”

“Justin might love me on some level,” Megan agreed, “but there’s no respect in our relationship.  In his eyes, I am an evil demon—but that comes with the territory, I guess.”

Erin arched a curious brow.  “I very much doubt that.”

“Angela is… three?”  Megan smiled.  “Let’s try having this conversation again in ten years…”

Lazily sprawled out on the padded slab that allegedly constituted his bed, Justin Reinbold stared into the gunmetal gray abyss that was the Mariner’s ceiling—much as he had done the past two weeks.  He suspected that trend would continue for at least a few more days, or until some unforeseen adversary blew the ship to pieces—whichever came first.

“These have been the longest two weeks of my life,” he muttered to nobody in particular, though his fellow bunkmates—Lucas and Kendall—couldn’t help but overhear the lament.

They were seated in the bottom bunk on the opposite wall, engaged in some sort of dull conversation about dinosaurs, as far as Justin could tell.  In fact, Kendall seemed to go on about the merits of Lambeosaurus for quite some time before Lucas finally had had enough.  “I don’t even know what a Lambeosaurus is!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms into the air.

Kendall shook his head.  “I’ve been explaining it for the past hour!”

“Were you?”  Tompkins paused for a thoughtful moment.  “I was asleep.”

Justin grinned. Lucas was the closest thing he had to a friend aboard the Starlight—and his presence on this mission was perhaps its only saving grace.  “Don’t worry, Lucas,” Justin called from his upper bunk.  “You didn’t miss much.”

He shook his head.  “Didn’t think so.”

Kendall sighed.  “Well… uh… it’s your loss.  That was some invaluable information on Earth’s prehistory!”

And while Justin considered Lucas a close friend, Kendall was the exact opposite.  He was a bumbling encyclopedia, in desperate need of scorn.  How he became friends with Lucas was beyond Justin’s ability to comprehend.  

“So, Justin,” said Lucas, finally leaving behind his conversation with Kendall, “you stormed in here looking pissed…”

He nodded whole-heartedly.  “My mom still thinks I’m in kindergarten.   Hell, aside from you, Lucas, most everyone treats me like some sort of inferior!  But I’m going to be seventeen in just a few days.  I think that age demands a little more respect!”

But instead of the overwhelming support he expected from Lucas, Justin heard something that sounded suspiciously like his mother.  “Respect isn’t something that is granted to you when you hit a certain age,” he said.  “You have to earn that respect…”

Justin shrugged.  “Whatever…”

Day 17

As she gazed upon the helm controls, Megan Reinbold could not deny the excitement suddenly pounding in her heart.  “We’re approaching Zirat,” she said, a wide grin spreading across her face.  After two long weeks of travel, they had finally arrived.  She immediately bolted from her seat and started for the transporter alcove in the back part of the cockpit—but much to her chagrin, nobody else even flinched a muscle.

“I’m not detecting any Velora activity on long-range sensors,” gleaned Erin Keller from the operations console.  “…There is a communications buoy about two light years away.  The readings are consistent with Velora technology; it doesn’t appear to be transmitting much of anything, though.”

“We should probably keep an eye on it nonetheless,” said Megan, suddenly realizing that, in her haste to get to the surface, she forgot they first needed to park the ship in orbit.  Thankfully, she was able to cover her blind rush to the transporter with a casual stretch.  “If there’s a significant increase in their transmissions, that might be our signal to leave.”

Erin nodded her agreement.

“There are three major archipelagos on the surface,” said Kendall a moment later, alluding to wealth of information flitting across his console.

Megan immediately fell into place at Kendall’s side, eager to peruse the latest surface scans—and she had to admit, Zirat was not the striking purple sphere she had envisioned in her dreams.  Instead, it was a deathly pale violet, stained with shades of blue and mottled with disparate strings of weathered, cloud-shrouded islands.  Her heart sank in disappointment.

Kendall continued his analysis of the surface for several minutes, pointing out no less than four tropical storms, an active volcano, and a huge coral reef that encompassed thousands of square kilometers.  But there were no energy signatures, no ancient ruins—nothing to indicate the planet was anything more than a standard O-class world.

“This is probably our best starting place,” said Kendall, pointing to a large string of islands in the southern hemisphere.  It was relatively free of clouds, but… Megan just wasn’t drawn to it.  In fact, now that she stood in observation of the world, she wasn’t drawn to any of it—in fact… it was beginning to feel like a mistake.

But that couldn’t be.  The voice had reached through the stars and into Megan’s mind, beckoning her to this tropical lair—and there was nary a shadow of doubt to be found.  “That’s not the place,” Megan suddenly proclaimed.

Kendall furrowed his brow.  “This… this is the right planet, isn’t it?”

“I think so,” Megan replied.  “But that southern archipelago is just not the right island.”

“How… how do you know?”

Megan shrugged.  “It’s just a feeling.”

His curious green eyes darted back to the cloud-shrouded islands to the north.  “How do you feel about them?”

“Not so good.”  Megan delved deep into her thoughts, and slowly brought the memory of her visions to her lips.  “We’re looking for a small chain of islands… near some immense coral glades… ”

Kendall bit his lip.  “There are… there are hundreds of small islands on Zirat,” he said.  “You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”

In her heart, Megan knew that Kendall was right.  They didn’t have time to go explore every single island on Zirat; but unfortunately, she had no way to accurately narrow the field…  So she simply watched the planet rotate on its axis until a small string of islands in the north caught her eye.

There couldn’t have been more than six small islands, all of them clustered on the northern edge of the great coral reef.  Feeling this region had more potential than most of the others, Megan delved deeper into the scans.  “There’s a sunken forest in the center of the third island,” she said, pointing to the appropriate blip on the map.

“It’s ancient,” Kendall continued.  “…It’s probably more than ten thousand years old.”

“There was a sunken forest in my visions…” Megan wasn’t certain if these forests were one in the same, but it was a definite starting point.  “Let’s check it out.”

Kendall nodded his agreement, and immediately set the transport coordinates—but instead of a pleasant confirmation chirp, the computer shot back a terminal error.  Kendall knitted his brow and tried again, receiving similar results.

“What’s wrong?” asked Erin a moment later.

Kendall shook his head in confusion.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “The computer won’t recognize the surface as a valid transport site.”

Erin frowned, and pecked away at her own workstation in hopes of finding some sort of solution—but given the continuous bleeps and buzzes from the computer, it was obvious her success was limited, at best.  “Something must be interfering with the targeting sensors,” she surmised.  “I guess we’ll just have to land the ship and walk there.”

“It’s… it’s a sunken forest!” Kendall immediately protested.  “That means it’s… like, inside a mountain…”

Erin nodded.  “I know,” she happily chirped.  “A little exercise is good for you every now and then!”

Five minutes later, the Mariner set down on the shores of a glittering coral glade.  The blistering twin suns hung high in the violet sky, mercilessly beating down upon the searing white sands.  The faint, humid breeze did little to alleviate the oppression, simply carrying the warm air from one side of the beach to the other.  Barely five meters from the ship, Megan Reinbold could feel the sweat seeping from her pores.  “It has got to be at least forty degrees out here!”

Trudging through the blazing sands a few meters ahead of Megan, Lucas shook his head.  “More like forty-five,” he said, wiping beads of sweat from his brow.  “Heh… and it’s only midday.  It’s bound to get hotter.”

At hearing the forecast, Kendall couldn’t help but chuckle.  “I… I don’t think this is mountain-climbing weather, Erin,” he said, stumbling through a small drift of sand.

“Don’t be such a pessimist!” she chirped.  “It’s bound to be a few degrees cooler atop that ridge.”

The ridge in question gracefully paralleled the beach, and at its height, was no more than eighty feet above sea level.  If a temperature gradient even existed, the two or three degree difference probably wouldn’t even be noticeable.  But Megan wasn’t about to spoil Erin’s fun; a little optimism never hurt… and this group definitely needed some.

Trudging angrily through the blazing sands, Justin finally made his way from the shuttle.  “This sucks,” he hissed as he came up alongside Megan.  “I’m never going on another one of your damn quests as long as I live—that’s assuming I live through the next couple days.”

Growing tired of his constant pessimism, Megan placed a stern hand on Justin’s shoulder and pulled him close.  “Listen, Mister… you are in serious need of an attitude adjustment.”  Justin shrugged, and tried to shoo her away, but Megan’s grip on the boy’s shoulder only tightened.  “I mean it.”

An angry glare suddenly fell upon Justin’s face.  He grabbed Megan’s arm and pried it from his shoulder; she tried valiantly to fight back, but found herself severely overpowered.  “Go to hell.”  And he walked away.

Furious, Megan immediately started after the boy, but quickly found a hand on her shoulder, holding her back.  She quickly turned on her heel to see Erin looming only inches away.  “I realize I may be a little naive when it comes to parenting,” she said, “but I think I can handle this one.”

Megan had her doubts, but there was nothing that Erin could say to make the situation any worse.  She nodded her approval.  “Good luck—you’re going to need it.”

Erin nodded politely, and hastily followed Justin’s footprints until they led her to his position a little further down the shore.

He stood at the shore, his arm wrapped around a massive, curved bone jutting from the sand.  There were a few similar bones poking through the water, and combined, they seemed to form the remains of a massive whale.  In life, it must have been amazing creature, but in death, it was little more than a blemish on the otherwise pristine shore.  Erin paced around the remains for a long moment before finally plopping down in the scorching sand.

“My mom is insane,” muttered Justin, hesitantly seating himself next to Erin.  He grunted softly, and added, “Hell, she’s not even my mom.”

Erin immediately traced the roots of this conversation back to the Yelss.  The eerie quadrupeds replaced several of the Starlight’s crew earlier in the year, Megan Reinbold included.  And while the Yelss were kind enough to return most of the original crew, Megan, unfortunately, was killed—and her doppelganger remained on the Starlight in her place.  Justin had every right to be angry with the Yelss… but he was certainly choosing an odd time to manifest that anger.  

“I’m not so certain this is about the Yelss,” Erin thoughtfully replied.  She wrapped her arms around her legs and gently rested her chin between her knees.

“But I didn’t say this was about the Yelss.”

“You hinted at it.”

“Well…” Justin obviously wanted to deny the claim, but as he sifted through his thoughts, he knew there was no going back.  “I guess I did.”

Erin nodded, and very slowly scooted herself closer to Justin.  “We both know this has nothing to do with the Yelss, though.  It’s almost been a year since all that stuff happened.  This is about you and your mom—it’s as simple as that.”

Justin clenched his jaw.  “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said with a sigh.

Erin did not doubt Justin’s sentiment, but the fact that he still sat at her side indicated that he was willing to talk about something.  Unfortunately, and much to her chagrin, the extreme heat kept Erin from her usual mental proficiency, and she knew not what to say.  Shifting uncomfortably in the searing sand, Erin very quickly shed her uniform and the ugly yellow shirt beneath—revealing a bright purple tank top that could better deal with the heat…  And as the relatively cool ocean spray fell upon Erin’s skin, inspiration struck.

“We can learn a lot from the ocean,” she said, watching the foamy waves crash ashore.

Justin wearily nodded his head.  “I know,” he muttered.  “Zirat has a vast cetacean population.  I just don’t really give a damn about it.  Someone else can study it…”

Erin shook her head.  “I wasn’t talking about Zirat,” she clarified.  “I was speaking in a more general sense…”

“Oh,” said Justin.  His interest was barely hanging by a thread, and with each moment that passed, he seemed to grow more distant.

“What do you see?” asked Erin, hoping to draw him into the conversation.

He shrugged.  “Water.  And waves.”

There were times when Justin was a very perceptive young man, intimately aware of everything going on around him.  This was not one of those times.  For a brief moment, Erin suspected the heat might be getting to him—but in her heart, she knew otherwise.  “You shouldn’t take the ocean so lightly,” she said.  “It’s been rolling in and out like this since before we were born.  It’s been here for an eternity, it seems… It’s probably seen many things, heard many things, and will keep rolling in and out long after our lives have passed.

“So when I look out at the ocean,” she softly continued, “I see a reflection… It’s kinda like the ocean is the great sea of life, and we are merely little boats, riding the currents.  If we navigate wisely, the currents can bring us clear sailing; we can discover a wondrous world filled with strength and energy—sure, we might encounter some rocks and shoals along the way, but life is good.

“Of course, if the ocean becomes angry, it can turn into the most frightening monster you have ever seen.  If you listen carefully, you can hear the cries of the countless souls swallowed by the ocean… And if we don’t navigate our little boat wisely, we are doomed to join the unfortunate souls on the bottom…”

Staring into the ocean, Justin considered the parable for a long while—and it wasn’t until a faint smile crossed his face did he speak.  “Interesting,” he said.  “But I don’t see how it’s relevant.”

Erin arched a curious brow.  “You think you can navigate the ocean all by your lonesome?”

“It can’t be that hard.”

“Think again.”

Chapter Three

Day 18

Though she was ready to seek out the sunken forest the moment the Mariner landed on Zirat, Megan Reinbold very quickly discovered that her friends were not.  Tired from the long journey, they were apparently in need of a break.  A break from what, Megan knew not, but since her body was apparently in agreement with the others, she decided that a night’s rest would do them all some good.

But when the first rays of golden sunshine crept over the rose-stained horizon, Megan was ready to go.  Dressed in white shorts and a standard blue tank top that came with most Starfleet uniforms, she gathered her gear from the tiny cabin she shared with Erin, and set out for the beach.

It was a cooler morning.  The gentle breeze floated ashore with the waves, and carried the sweet scent of nectar from the coral glades in the distance.  Megan smiled, hefted her backpack, and headed for the shore—where Erin already stood, silently observing the ocean.  “You’re up early.”

“In a manner of speaking,” said Erin, happily basking in the morning sun.  “It’s the middle of the afternoon right now on the Starlight.”  She gracefully knelt down by the shore and ran her fingers through the silky waters.

“Warm?”

“Very.”  Erin smiled.  “It’s like bath water.”

Megan couldn’t help but match Erin’s candid grin.  “After all my wild imaginings the past few weeks, I was certain I knew exactly what we would be up against once we arrived,” she said.  “But now that we’re here… it’s nothing like I had imagined.”

“I guess it’s a little warmer than you imagined?”

“I was expecting heat,” said Megan.  “But not fifty degrees!”

“Well, at least there aren’t many bugs.”  Erin rose to her feet and patted her hands dry on her shorts.  “On Ka’Tula Prime, it’s sweltering, humid, and very buggy.  When Alan and I visited a few months ago I thought some of those bugs were going to carry Angela away!”

Megan paused.  “Not a fan of bugs, I take it?”

“Not at all.”

There were few insects that could make Megan squirm; being a scientist, she was relatively unaffected by even the most revolting creatures.  Given their similar lines of work, she would have expected Erin to be the same way, but… apparently that wasn’t the case.  No matter—they weren’t here to study bugs.  “I’ve been checking out Kendall’s surface scans,” she said, feeling the urge to get down the business.  “It looks like there are a series of caverns running beneath the ridge.  We should be able to take them all the way to the forest.”

Erin glanced up at the ridge.  The morning sunlight seemed to blanch the rugged mahogany terrain, but that did little to decrease its imposing stature.  “I was kinda hoping to go over the mountains,” she said.  “I’m not much of a mountain climber… but the terrain around here is so pretty!  I’d hate to spend all my time in some dank little cave.”

Megan considered the proposal for a moment, but quickly determined that going under the ridge would be much faster than going over it.  But this mission was hardly mandatory, and if Erin wanted to take the scenic route, that was her prerogative.  “I’ll meet you in the sunken forest, then.”

Erin grinned.  “Assuming the boys ever wake up…”

An hour later, the entire group stood—mostly awake—in the shade of a very large palm tree.  Barely midmorning, the blazing sun was already baking the earth, and all indications pointed toward yet another scorcher.  For his part, Lucas Tompkins simply wanted to get on with it before the heat made it impossible for him to move—but as usual, the women found ways to procrastinate.  Apparently, they didn’t think to use the bathroom prior to setting out on this epic journey—and before he knew it, Lucas glanced at the chronometer on his tricorder to see that some fifteen minutes had passed.

Growing hungry in the morning sunlight, he reached into his backpack and pulled out a standard-issue Starfleet field ration.  Shrouded behind that stiff gray wrapper was the worst rendition of a cereal bar he had ever tasted.  “This bad boy tastes like shit,” he moaned, barely chewing the rubbery entity in his mouth.

Erin readily nodded her agreement.  “The water I had earlier tasted a little funny to me,” she said.  “It almost had a metallic flavor.”

Lucas was already reaching for a water packet when Erin’s words registered in his mind.  He desperately needed to wash away the horrid taste lingering in his mouth, but the promise of metallic aftertaste gave him a moment’s pause.  “The first thing I’m going to do when we get back to the Starlight is redesign these field rations.  If a man can travel 840 light years in two weeks, he should be able to rip open a field ration and enjoy some decent steak and potatoes!  Not this…” Disgusted, he threw the half-eaten ration back into his bag.

“You… you could always go back to the ship and replicate something,” suggested Kendall.

“Or we could just bring along the hibachi next time,” mused Erin.

Lucas didn’t laugh.  “I’m serious, guys.  Next time we won’t need the replicator—though that hibachi sounds nice.”

The wind suddenly picked up, and a sweltering breeze rustled through the giant palm tree’s broad leaves.  Taking this as his signal to move, Lucas rose to his feet and turned to Megan for instructions.  “Where to?” he asked.

“There’s an entrance to the caves about a kilometer from here,” she said, alluding to some unseen cleft in the earth along the distant shore.  “If we get started right now, we should be there before it gets too hot.”

Since it was already approaching too hot for Lucas, he immediately set out for the caves.  Megan and Justin set out in his footsteps, but Kendall managed only a few steps before Erin grabbed his arm.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

The look on his face was genuinely blank.  “The caves?” he guessed.

Erin shook her head.  “I don’t think so, little buddy,” she said, peering up at the nearby ridge.  “It might not have been mountain climbing weather yesterday, but today seems like perfect weather!”

Kendall’s shoulders sank, and a weary look of dread crossed his pallid face.  “We’ll… we’ll never make it!”

“Are you saying I’m out of shape?” Erin gleefully prompted.  “That I’m not fit enough to make it to the top?”

“No!  Not at all!”  Kendall gasped.  He started to say something else, but the words came out in such a jumble that none of it made any sense.  He paused, collected his thoughts, and tried again.  “I… I definitely won’t make it,” he stammered.  “If anyone isn’t fit, it’s… it’s me!  I… I…”

Feeling she had tormented him enough, Erin placed her hands upon Kendall’s shoulders.  “I’m sure Lucas will come with me,” she said warmly.  “Besides, I know you’d rather be with Megan.”

The terror in Kendall’s face only deepened; it seemed like he was staring down death.  “Maybe… um, well, maybe I could come with… um… with…”

“Me?” suggested Erin.

Suddenly realizing that all of his thoughts were descending into chaos, Kendall stopped, withdrew himself from the moment, and cleared his mind of everything… but the curious pain lingering in his forehead.  It throbbed for a moment and quickly passed, leaving him with a reasonably coherent mind.  “I think… I think I could learn to like mountain-climbing.”

Erin smiled warmly.  “It’s very good exercise!”  She happily set out in the direction opposite Megan and the others to begin the ascent.  Kendall, only somewhat reluctant, followed.

The cleft in the earth was not quite what Megan had imagined.  It was nothing like the tiny hole in the sand she had seen in her visions—the one she had been forced to dig up with her bare hands.  Instead, she stood before a massive, rocky maw that jutted out of a gently flowing riverbed.  The water didn’t look very deep, but she wasn’t too keen about following it into a cavern.

“Are there other ways in?” asked Justin, already starting to turn back.

“There are other ways to the forest,” said Megan.  “We could always climb over the cliff like Erin—or we could seek out the next cleft… but that’s a good sixteen kilometers away.  We’d never make it on foot.”

Lucas aimed his tricorder into the cave.  “Readings aren’t that great on the inside,” he said, “but it looks like the river turns east while the majority of the caves go due north.  Once we get past the river, we should be fine.”

Since she wasn’t about to hike sixteen kilometers to the next entrance, the choice was a simple one for Megan.  “Can you swim, Lucas?”

“Does the dogpaddle count?”

“It’ll have to do.”

While Justin and Lucas took a moment to roll up their pants, Megan carefully started to wade into the warm, silky water.  The riverbed was mostly sand and silt, but she could feel more than a couple slippery rocks lodged into the bottom.  One misstep there would mean an instant fall, so Megan proceeded with extreme caution, slowly treading the terrain until she stood in the center of the river.  The warm water was barely knee-deep, but the current seemed a bit stronger, quietly pulling Megan toward the cavern’s dark and gloomy maw.

Near the shore, Justin and Lucas were following in Megan’s path, though they made the journey with much less haste.  While Megan knew that Justin was an excellent swimmer, she had her doubts about Lucas and his dogpaddle; it was good that they were both taking their time—and once satisfied they would make it to the entrance without incident, Megan went on her way.

Step by step, she treaded the sandy terrain, ceaselessly following it into the depths of the murky cavern until it gradually started turning to the east.  Megan kept to her northward journey, and five minutes later, waded out of the riverbed and onto the cold damp rock on the northern bank.  

Far away from the searing twin suns, the temperature inside the cave was much more tolerable.  It was still very humid and the illumination was terrible, but in the absence of the extreme heat, Megan felt that much better about their chances for success.  She curled up for a moment with her backpack and withdrew one of the water packets—but before she had a chance to put it to the test… the voice returned.

“Seek me out…” The eerie whisper not only pervaded the cavern’s craggy walls, but the very walls within Megan’s mind.  For the first time, the voice echoed loudly, consuming her every last thought.  Megan immediately put the water packet away and headed deeper into the cave—but a sudden series of splashes in the distance shattered her focus, and Megan suddenly realized she was alone.

She hurried back to the riverbank, where Lucas and Justin were finally making their way ashore.  Lucas seemed fine as he plodded through the shallow waters, but Justin apparently lost his footing at some point—because he was drenched.

“This really sucks,” proclaimed the boy the moment his foot hit dry land.  Water dripped profusely from his hair and face, and his clothes were airtight to his skin.

“What happened?” asked Megan, reaching into her backpack and pulling a small gray towel from within.  She offered it to Justin, but he declined, instead using the damp towel from his own pack to dry off his head and face.

“There are fish in this river,” said Justin.  He pinched the front of his sopping black shirt, and pulled it away from his chest.

Lucas chuckled.  “I wouldn’t exactly call that bad boy a fish,” he mused.  “It was more like… I don’t know… a furious squid?”

Justin shuddered.  “I don’t know what it was,” he restated.  “But it scared the hell out of me.  I tripped on a rock trying to avoid the thing…”

“And down he went,” concluded Lucas with a laugh.

After about an hour, Erin started to regret her decision to climb over the ridge to reach the valley.  While the terrain was relatively steep in the beginning, it was certainly passable; there even seemed to be a small pathway etched into the rocky cliff.  But after an hour of travel, the rocky path all but vanished, leaving Erin and her companion with little more than a craggy rock face to scale.

Thankfully, the footholds were large and plentiful, but in the searing afternoon heat, moving between the nooks and crannies was a significant chore.  Sweat beaded on Erin’s forehead, and her bright purple tank top was stained dark with sweat in several places.  Still, she found much about the situation to laugh about.  “Maybe this wasn’t mountain climbing weather after all” she called down to Kendall.

He was about two meters below, desperately clinging to the side of the ridge as he searched for another tiny crag to grab onto.  “I… I guess I could said, ‘I told you so,’ but I’m not…” The rock he grabbed onto suddenly pulled away from the ridge and clattered to the bottom.  Kendall’s face immediately turned several shades whiter.  “I’m not in the mood to brag about it…”

Erin chuckled.  “Then I’m glad you’re with me, and not Alan.”  She carefully pulled herself onto a good-sized ledge nearby, but despite her precautions, she managed to scrape her leg on the edge as she scrambled to the top.  “Shit!” she hissed upon seeing droplets of blood pooling in the scrape.

“Are… are you okay?” called Kendall, his voice concerned—but not panicked.

“Yeah.”  Erin quickly dropped her backpack to the ground and then seated herself at its side.  She fished through its many pockets until a dermal regenerator appeared in her hand.  “Just a little scrape, that’s all.”

She fiddled with the controls for a short moment before activating the regenerator, and then started to run it over the bleeding wound.

Nothing happened.

This wasn’t the first time Erin had used a dermal regenerator; she knew it was online—but as she peered at the shiny little device, she couldn’t begin to fathom why it wasn’t working.  Hoping that she might have pressed the incorrect button, she tried again—only to receive similar results.

“Damn…” Something was definitely wrong, but she had a lingering suspicion that it wasn’t the regenerator.

“Now what?” asked Kendall, his torso struggling on the rim of the little ledge.

Erin grabbed his arms and helped him to safety, and then demonstrated the usefulness of the dermal regenerator.  “We appear to be having a technical difficulty.”

Kendall quickly pulled the tricorder from his belt to perform an analysis, but much as Erin feared, nothing happened when he moved to conduct the scan.  “There must be some sort of… dampening field around here,” he surmised.

Erin’s eyes widened.  “Really?  I never would have figured that one out!”  She reached back into her bag and pulled a small cloth from within, using it to gently wipe the blood trickling down her leg.  

Kendall smiled faintly at the ribbing, and wearily propped himself up against the rocky wall.  “What do you think is causing it?” he inquired.

Erin shrugged, now dabbing at the wound itself.  It was fairly minor, and the bleeding had already slowed to a trickle.  She would be fine in a couple of hours.  “It could be a natural phenomenon in the rocks,” she suggested.  “Or a bioelectric field.”

Kendall absorbed the first suggestion with little emotion, but the bioelectric field caught him off guard.  “Why do you suggest that?”

Erin casually motioned to the trio of large raptors patrolling the distant shore.  “I’m sure they could emit something like that.”

Kendall’s eyes widened—both with fear and awe—at the sight of the exotic reptiles.  “That’s… that’s amazing,” he exclaimed.  “They look a little like Deinonychus, but the claws look… at least five times larger.  In that regard they’re probably more like a streamlined version of Nothrynichus!”

Erin nodded.  While she was familiar with Earth’s ancient history, her fascination with dinosaurs ended at the more common species—so while she knew that Deinonychus was a very lethal killer, she knew nothing of Nothrynichus.  Not that it mattered; the ‘lethal killer’ bit was more than enough reason for Erin to keep her distance.

The three reptiles journeyed across the beach a few moments longer before the largest of the group stopped by the shore.  It peered into the crystal-clear waters for a long moment before lunging head-on into the ocean.  It splashed in the rising tide for a few seconds before a plume of dark orange liquid bubbled into the sea.  The reptile danced around the waves a few moments longer before striking again, this time pulling a large green fish from the water.  It downed the flailing creature in one gulp, and then darted away with its comrades.

“If there are more of those,” said Kendall quietly, “we could be in trouble.”

Erin nodded her grim agreement.  “Three hardly sustains a population,” she said.  “We didn’t see very many of them along the beach, so they must live elsewhere…”

The two sat for a moment before Kendall finally voiced Erin’s lingering suspicion:  “The sunken forest…”

Chapter Four

“I’ve been thinking,” said Lucas Tompkins as he treaded the rocky terrain beneath Zirat.

“That’s never a good thing,” said Megan with a chuckle.  “Or is this about those field rations, again?”

Lucas paused.  “Well, I’ve been thinking about that, too,” he admitted, gently running his hand along the cool, craggy wall.  “But I was actually thinking about that plasma injector.”

“The sabotaged one?” asked Justin.  “What about it?”

“How many people aboard the Starlight have access to the Mariner’s warp core?”

Megan shrugged.  “Fifty?” she guessed.

That wasn’t the exact number Lucas had been going for, but it was close enough for him to continue theorizing.  “Now, of those fifty, how many have the authorization to completely wipe their presence from the computer database?”

“I’d say… less than twenty.”

Again, Lucas found Megan’s estimate a little low, but for his theory’s sake, he overlooked the miscalculation a second time.  “And how many of those people have the technical skill to do all that still go unnoticed?”

“Probably less than ten,” said Megan.  “That really narrows the field…  Did you have anybody in mind?”

“That’s the problem,” said Lucas, shaking his head.  “I don’t know who the hell would pull something like this—unless someone aboard the ship is more than he seems to be, and if that’s the case, we’ve got a bigger problem than any of us originally thought.”

“We’ll have to check into it when we get back,” said Megan quietly—as if someone might overhear them.  “And I would suggest we do with discretion.”

Lucas nodded.  “Agreed.”

Kendall Johnson’s head was pounding.  He tried his best not to let the pain show through his content façade, but scaling a rocky cliff in forty-degree weather was not helping his cause.  Erin had recently claimed they were very near the top, and given the increase in bird droppings on the rock face, Kendall was inclined to agree.  But getting there in one piece was bound to be a challenge.

“How much further?” he asked, carefully sideling the rugged, narrow ledge that wrapped around the top of the ridge.

Erin was about five meters ahead, walking a bit more briskly on a wider portion of the pass.  “I’d say we’re just about there,” she chirped.  “My guess is it’s no more than ten or fifteen more meters to the top—and then it’s smooth sailing!”

Kendall exhaled a sigh of relief.  Prior to setting foot on the ridge, he suspected mountain climbing was not his forte—and now that they were almost on top, he was absolutely certain of it.  “Give me a science lab any day,” he mused.  “I’m just not made for this sort of stuff.”

Her path beginning to narrow, Erin’s eyes scaled the mountainside.  There was definitely not a trail for them to follow, but the vast majority of the rocks jutting out of the side were large.  She easily climbed over them and, moments later, planted her feet on the top of the ridge.  “I don’t know,” she chirped, “I’d gladly trade a science lab for a view like this!”

His interest slightly piqued, Kendall quickened his pace and gradually made his way to the trail’s rugged end.  With a little effort, he climbed the remaining few meters of rock and joined Erin atop the ridge—and the view was incredible…

Far, far below, white sandy beaches were dotted with palm trees and bright, flowering plants.  A few small reptiles—though nothing like the ones witnessed earlier—meandered along the coast.  Some of the reptiles basked in the cooler waters near the coral glades, while the others continued their trek across the shore.  Sunshine twinkled on the sprawling ocean, which seemed to stretch all the way to the puffy white clouds on the distant horizon.

Kendall couldn’t help but smile.  “I’ve… never seen anything quite like it,” he admitted.  “It’s beautif…”

Erin frowned.  “Are you okay?”

“…I don’t think so…” Pain throbbed inside Kendall’s head, the pressure so severe that it felt like his eyes might pop out.  He flinched, hoping the moment would pass, but as the blackness began to creep into his vision, he knew otherwise. 

Erin gently wrapped her arm around his body, and carefully guided him to the ground.  She instinctively reached for her tricorder, but very quickly realized the action would ultimately prove useless.  “You picked a bad time for one of these little episodes,” she mused, only half-jokingly.

“Sorry,” Kendall weakly replied.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Erin.  “I’ll take care of you, little buddy.”

Kendall almost laughed; it was the irony of ironies.  Here he was, probably moments away from death, and the woman he would always truly love finally decides to take care of him.  “I guess I should have died a little sooner…”

“What?” Erin exclaimed.

Kendall shook his head.  “Nothing.”

“It’s okay,” said Erin, gently squeezing her arm around his shoulders.  “You can tell me anything you want—just as long as it’s not about you dying—because you’re not.”

“We’re all dying,” said Kendall flatly.  The intense pain was beginning to subside, but his vision was still little more than a blur of dim light.  “With each moment that passes, we’re all of us one step closer to the grave.  We can try to hide from it with doctors and medicine, but in the end, death will emerge triumphant.”

“That’s quite an unpleasant outlook on life,” said Erin.

Kendall shrugged.  “I’ve led an unpleasant life.”

Though she could never know the true extent of Kendall’s torment, Erin could at least begin to understand his troubles.  Erin knew that she was definitely a part of those troubles—and she was beginning to suspect that Megan was a part of them as well—just at the opposite end of the spectrum.  “I guess things aren’t going too well with Megan?”

He shook his head.  “I… I like her, and everything.  But… we just don’t have a lot in common.  Sometimes when we’re together, the silence between us… it’s well, deafening.  I just don’t know what to say to her.”

“I’m reminded of our little date a few years ago,” said Erin.  “You could barely finish a sentence, let alone a conversation.”

“That was different, though.  I had so many things I wanted to say to you, Erin…  I just didn’t know how to say them.”  He squinted his eyes, hoping it might inspire his eyesight to return, but the effect was nominal.  “We… we have a lot in common, you and I…”

“I suppose, on some levels, we do,” agreed Erin.  “But if you’re just going to die on me right now, I guess there’s no reason to discuss it.”

Kendall blinked again, and the faintest glimmers of color returned to his conscience.  It was hardly a full recovery, but a definite improvement over the dark.  “Maybe I’m not going to die right now,” he finally conceded.  “But…”

Erin stopped him before he could start.  “Let’s not talk about death,” she kindly suggested.  

He nodded, and together, they sat and watched the ocean tides roll in and out…

By Megan’s estimate, they were more than halfway through the dank, murky caverns beneath Zirat, and if they kept up their current pace, they would reach the other side by late evening.  For many, that would be a more than acceptable outcome, but the closer they drew to the sunken forest, the more eager Megan became.  She wasn’t content to reach the forest by late evening; she wanted to see it this afternoon.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” she suggested, probably for the fifth time today.

Lucas said nothing, and simply increased his speed to match Megan’s, but, probably for the fifth time today, Justin moaned in protest.  “Aren’t we going fast enough already?” he asked, obviously annoyed.  “Can we at least take a break?”

“A break?” scoffed Megan.  “Don’t you want to see the forest?”

Justin came to a halt beside a massive stalactite hanging from the dark void up above.  “Not really,” he grumbled.  “I wouldn’t mind seeing my bed again…  Or a decent video game.  Or…”

“We keep moving,” said Megan without much consideration.  “The sooner we get to the forest, the sooner we can leave Zirat.”  And fully expecting that to be the end of the conversation, she turned on her heel and headed into the dark.

But no one followed.

“Hey Megan,” said Lucas evenly, “maybe we should take a break.  We’ve been traveling all day, and if we want to keep a brisk pace for the rest of the evening, we’re going to need a break at some point.  Might as well be right now.”

Megan shook her head.  “No,” she tersely insisted.  “We need to keep moving.  We have to reach that forest!”

“That forest has been sitting there for thousands of years,” Lucas reminded.  “It’s not going anywhere!”

Megan sighed.  “You’ll never understand,” she hissed.  “You’ll never know the burden I must live with!  The forest is calling to me!  We must answer that call now!”

“You’re insane!” Justin shouted across the cavern.  “You’re going to get us all killed!”

Megan shrugged off the harsh words, shined her light into the darkness ahead, and… saw footprints—big, clawed footprints.  “We’re not alone,” she whispered, immediately deactivating her light and crouching down by the cavern’s ragged wall.

“And whoever made those prints probably isn’t very friendly,” said Tompkins quietly.  He briefly reactivated his light on the lowest setting, and quickly searched the sandy ground for the nearest set of the colossal imprints.

Megan nodded agreeably.  “If I had to guess, I’d say the creature that made those tracks was bipedal, perhaps eleven or twelve meters tall, and carnivorous.”

“Something like that could kill all three of us in an instant,” muttered Justin.

Lucas flashed his light a bit deeper into the cavern, hoping to follow the tracks—but they led directly into the small pond that was apparently the only passage leading deeper into the caves.  “Damn…”

Justin quickly grabbed a decent-sized stone from the ground and tossed it into the pond.  It hit the water with a splash, and made a sonorous PLUNK as it descended into the water’s deep and murky depths.  “He could be hiding in there…”

“Or he could be on the other side,” Megan reminded.

“Too bad we can’t see the other side,” Justin hissed.

“Well, we’re going to have to cross it,” said Megan quietly.  She grabbed her light and shined it into the darkness—but as the long beam of illumination skirted the cavern floor, something suddenly skittered across the cavern floor.  Megan froze.

“That wasn’t our friend,” said Lucas almost immediately.  “Too quiet.”

Megan nodded her agreement, but she was hesitant to move her light and discover just what lurked on the edge of the light…  She felt Justin place a hand on her shoulder, and was somewhat comforted by his presence—until he spoke…

“On second thought,” he said, his voice echoing from the other side of the cavern, “I don’t need a break.”

Megan paused.  If Justin stood on the other side of the cavern with Lucas, then…  She raised her light and nervously flashed it overhead—and a long, hairy limb rested gently on Megan’s shoulder, with another few dangling just centimeters away.  She shrieked, dropped her flashlight, and darted away from the wall at lightning speed.

In the blink of an eye, both Lucas and Justin shined their lights on Megan’s former position—but instead of Megan, they saw a massive spider dangling from its thick crystalline web.  It had to be more than a meter across, and as it gracefully descended to the cavern floor, it became quite obvious that it had friends.

Two more of the hairy abominations skittered up the wall behind the dangler, and yet another could be heard in the shadows to the group’s rear.  Eager to get the hell out of there, Megan nervously ventured back to her flashlight and grabbed it before the spiders could get too near—but as she raised it from the ground, the wayward beam of light just happened to graze the ceiling… which was covered with throngs of newly awakened bats.  “No wonder the spiders are here!” said Megan.  Now that she had the situation figured out, it wasn’t so bad.

For her, anyway.

Lucas and Justin were already sprinting for the pond.  Apparently the threat of being eaten alive by the much larger reptile wasn’t nearly as frightening as massive spiders and thousands—if not, tens of thousands—of bats.  But as the first few of the flying mammals began to swoop down from the craggy ceiling, Megan suddenly felt inclined to agree.  She dusted off her flashlight, maneuvered around three more dangling spiders, and raced toward the edge of the pond.

“The water is freezing,” said Lucas, his left hand swishing across the top of the murky pond.

“Any idea how deep it is?” asked Megan.

Lucas reached in a bit further.  “I can’t feel the bottom,” he said.  “But I can feel a lot of other stuff floating around in here.”

“Like what?”

“All sorts of weeds and slime and silt,” he said, pulling his arm back to the surface.  It was covered in a thick brownish ooze that smelled of death rotted eggs.

Justin cringed.  “This is going to be like swimming through shit!” he sighed.

Megan chuckled faintly.  “Do you want to stay here and rest?”

“No,” said Justin, not even giving the question a second of consideration.  Even if the giant reptile didn’t get to him, the spiders just might be tempted to try—but he wasn’t going to stick around long enough to find out.  Besides, as he sat at the shore of the putrid little lake, Justin couldn’t help but be reminded somewhat of Erin’s little speech.  Sure, it smelled a lot worse, and waves of sludge gently rippled ashore… but the sentiment was definitely still there.  “We can’t successfully navigate the ocean by ourselves and hope to survive,” he said.  “We’d might as well work together.”

And for the first time in a very long while, a genuine smile cracked Megan’s face.  “Justin,” she said warmly, “is that a hint of optimism I detect in your voice?”

He shrugged.  “Commander Keller has a unique way of looking at the world,” he replied, and left it at that.

Megan arched a curious brow.  “I don’t know what she said to you, Justin… but I’m going to have her recite it every day.”

“Assuming you don’t get us killed,” Justin reminded, his tone falling back to something a bit more pessimistic.  He lingered on the edge of the pond for but a moment longer before gathering his strength and courage—and jumping in.

The cold, slimy water hit Justin like a slap in the face.  It was a refreshing reprieve from the heat for a mere nanosecond before the wicked stench wandered into his nostrils.  He tried to hold his breath as he swam through the thick, murky sludge, but each and every time he had to go back for air, a tiny bit of the horrid goop crept into his mouth, sending his taste buds into a disgusted rage.  

He very quickly spat the horridly rancid liquid back into the thick, brown water and just concentrated on getting to the other side, but as slime and algae began to coil around his arms and legs, Justin found his concentration faltering.  The more he struggled with the unforgiving weeds, the more apparent became the potent stench bubbling up from the murky depths.

A tingling sensation slowly crept across Justin’s skin; it felt like it was slowly burning away, replaced by the thick gooey sludge surrounding his body.  He fought desperately to ignore the feeling, but with the opposite shore still shrouded in darkness—and no apparent bottom to this lake—it was rapidly becoming difficult to ignore the dire extent of the situation…  And suddenly, a particularly virile chain of algae ensnared Justin’s leg—and pulled him underwater.

  In that instant, all his accumulated swimming experience evaporated, and Justin found himself helplessly flailing amidst the dark sludge, completely clueless as to a way to save himself.  His body suddenly demanded air, and forced Justin to inhale a lungful of the nasty slime; as the burning sludge crept down his esophagus, Justin was fairly certain he was going to die—but in a last-ditch effort to save himself, he threw his arms upwards—and grabbed someone’s arm.

Within seconds, he saw his mom—completely covered in the putrid sludge—pull him out of the water and onto the shore.  He hacked up a few gobs of the thick, muddy goop before wearily falling over onto his side.

“Let me guess,” said Megan softly. “This sucks.”

Wiping the sludge from his face, Justin allowed himself a faint smile.  “You could say that…”

Chapter Five

Day 19

The sunken forest was an impenetrable mess of thick, towering deciduous trees, wiry green vines, and overgrown flowers and bushes.  Narrow beams of sunlight penetrated the dense canopy in places, but for the most part, the light was dim, the air was warm, and the wildlife, mostly birds, was noisy.

A small stream—the same one that led them into the caves, in fact—snaked through the edge of the forest before darting back under the caverns.  The water here was clean and cool, and after the mess that was the river crossing, provided a refreshing change of pace.

Almost entirely submerged in the crystal clear waters, Megan smiled as the thick black sludge peeled away from her silky-smooth skin.  In fact, as she ran her fingers over her arms and shoulders, Megan couldn’t help but notice just how soft her skin had become.  “It may have smelled pretty bad,” she called to Lucas, who sat at the distant shore washing off his soiled shirt, “but that sludge did wonders for my skin!”

“Heh… maybe that’s why you came here,” he jested.  “To find the galaxy’s newest body lotion.  Though I’m sure they could have replicated something just as effective in the lab.”

Megan laughed.  Though he was sometimes a bit of an idiot, she couldn’t deny Lucas’ strength and decent sense of humor.  She definitely seemed to get along with him fairly well… and Justin really liked him.  And he was good looking.  …But those were truly crazy thoughts, something far worse than Justin’s petty accusations.   She quickly shrugged off the notion, smiled at Lucas—who probably wasn’t even interested—and then plunged underwater to rinse off.

Never in her wildest dreams did Erin Keller imagine she would awaken from a good night’s sleep on a slab of sheer rock—but as the morning sunlight crept over the horizon, Erin found herself doing just that.  “Climbing a mountain will do that to you, I guess.”  She smiled as the golden warmth danced on her skin, and in her heart, she knew this was going to be a good day.

Propped up on his backpack a few meters away, Kendall stared blankly at the few stars still twinkling in the morning sky.  “You can see Iconia from here,” he said, pointing to a small twinkling blip almost directly overhead.  

Erin treaded the terrain between herself and Kendall, and crouched down beside him.  “I guess you’ve made yet another miraculous recovery?”

He shook his head.  “I don’t know if I’d call it a recovery,” he said.  “Whenever I try to focus my eyes on something in front of me, my head feels like it’s going to implode—but… aside from that… I guess I’m okay.”

That wasn’t exactly what Erin had been hoping to hear, and the fact that these headaches seemed to be lingering gave her reason for concern—but Erin didn’t dare let that show in her face.  The last thing she needed was Kendall having some sort of panic attack; thus, she flashed him a warm smile and extended her hand.  “Come on,” she said, pulling him to his feet.  “The sunken forest isn’t far away—and I want to get there before the heat kicks in.”

He glanced back up toward the sky.  “There are more clouds than yesterday,” he said.  “I’d say there’s a low pressure system approaching.  We might get some rain.”

“And with rain comes cooler temperatures,” said Erin.  The cooler air was definitely welcome, but the rain would be an even greater hindrance while on the mountain.  Wet, slippery rocks were much more difficult to climb than warm, sun-baked ones. 

With Kendall on his feet, Erin quickly gathered up her gear, slipped her backpack over her shoulder, and headed toward the sunken forest.

Though he wouldn’t exactly call his clothes crisp and clean, Lucas had to admit, they smelled a lot better than the shitty sludge that had covered them just hours ago—and amazingly, they survived the event fairly well.  “Heh… They might not make very good field rations,” he said, smoothing out some of the wrinkles on his faded yellow shirt, “but Starfleet knows how to make a decent uniform.”

Justin sighed, wearily glancing at the large rip that had shredded most of his once-pristine black shirt.  “Maybe I should invest in one of those,” he sarcastically muttered.

“The Academy would do you good, Justin.”  Lucas pushed aside a thick veil of vines hanging from the gnarled branch of a massive, moss-covered tree.  He peered into the dense forest in search of some sort of passage, but found nothing but impenetrable groves of underbrush.  “Then I could order you into this hellhole to find a passage.”

Justin shook his head, and peered into the forest a few meters away from Lucas.  “Don’t count on it,” he said.  “I’m going to get myself a ship one day, and just go explore the galaxy.”

“By yourself?” asked Lucas.

“No.”  Justin took a few hesitant steps into the mess of leaves and branches, but quickly retreated.  “Might bring a few girls with me.  Maybe an Orion…”

Lucas chuckled.  “Don’t get your hopes up,” he said, wandering a bit further down the forest’s edge.  “An Orion woman would break you in half.  I should know…  The old back still aches from that night.”

Justin looked at Lucas for a long moment, simply trying to discern if the engineer spoke the truth or not.  It was hard to tell, but Justin ultimately decided it was little more than a tall tale.  “You’re full of shit,” he said.

“Maybe I am,” said Lucas.  “But then again…” He poked his head into yet another grove of bushes; it looked like a path existed here, but much to the engineer’s chagrin, a large tree trunk blocked his path.  He started to turn away, when the tree suddenly uprooted itself and took a step forward…  Lucas immediately craned his neck upward to see the ‘tree trunk’ was attached to a rather large, two-headed reptile grazing on the treetops.

Surprised, he took a step backward—and stumbled over an indentation in the ground.  His eyes darted downward to see a fresh footprint in the mud—a large three-clawed indentation similar to the tracks they had witnessed in the caves earlier.  The nearby underbrush suddenly began to rustle, and some primal instinct told Lucas he needed run.  Without so much as a second’s thought, he grabbed Justin’s shoulder and darted into the verdant forest.

“What is it?” asked Justin as they weaved around the massive legs of the oblivious herbivore at the forest’s edge.

Lucas followed the overgrown trail to a small outcropping of moss-covered rock.  “We’re being stalked,” he whispered.

“What about my mom?”

“Is she nearby?” asked Lucas.

“Relatively.”

“That will have to do.”  The rustling of leaves and branches suddenly caught Lucas’s attention.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something dart through the nearby underbrush.  It could have been a lethal killer… or it could have just as easily been a combination of his imagination and the wind.  He turned to Justin.  “Stay here.”

The boy shook his head.  “I’m coming with you.”

Since Lucas didn’t exactly know what he was up against, having an extra pair of eyes was probably a decent idea.  Besides, Justin wanted the respect that came with his age; he was going to have to accept the responsibility, too.  “Let’s go.”

The two very quickly worked their way back to the forest’s edge.  Lucas immediately noticed another set of tracks in the mud; there was no sign of their creator, but he knew the beast was very nearby.  As was Megan.  “You mom was still at the river, right?”

Justin nodded.  “Getting dressed.”

“I hope she’s done.”

Justin nodded again, this time with a bit more enthusiasm.  “So do I, Lucas.  So do I.”

Pulling a slightly soiled blue tank top over her head, Megan Reinbold couldn’t help but smile.  She had been right about the caverns—they managed to reach the sunken forest hours before Erin and Kendall—but was her extreme haste worth it?  She was beginning to wonder.  “So while you two had a nice leisurely stroll, we were running from hordes of angry bats, and meter-long spiders…” 

Kendall shook his head.  “I… I wouldn’t call it leisurely,” he stated.  “I think every muscle in my body aches.”

“Well,” said Erin playfully, “if you were in better shape, you wouldn’t have that problem!”

“I… I am in good shape,” Kendall protested.  “I’m just not a mountain-climber.”

“Then you’d better hope we find another way back to the ship,” mused Erin.  “Maybe there’s a transporter kiosk buried in the forest.”

Megan shook her head.  “No transporters, but…” She suddenly recalled the veritable fountain of youth in the caves.  “But feel my skin!”

Erin gently ran her fingers over Megan’s arm, the action immediately bringing a surprised smile to her face.  “What kind of lotion did you use to—”

But the words trailed off as Lucas and Justin came storming into the base camp, the both of them looking utterly panicked.

“What is it?” asked Megan.  Sensing the need to leave, she quickly grabbed her bag from the ground.

“We’ve got company,” said Lucas quietly.

“Raptors!” Kendall immediately realized.  “We saw some of them wandering along the shore yesterday.”

“And they looked none too friendly,” added Erin.

Several meters behind them, Megan could see the bushes along the edge of the overgrown forest moving awkwardly.  For a moment, she suspected the wind, but every instinct in her body demanded she run, and as the bushes began to part, she took heed of her better judgment.  Without a second thought, she hefted her backpack over her shoulder and shouted for the others to “RUN!”

Moments later, Megan glanced back just in time to see a duo of massive beasts burst through the verdant underbrush.  They were built somewhat like the raptors Kendall had mentioned just moments ago—but five or six times larger, with scythe-like claws that could easily cut a woman Megan’s size in half.  Both of the reptiles expelled a sonorous shriek, and charged the group.  Horrified by the sight, Megan turned away and darted toward the forest with the others.

The beasts shrieked again, and suddenly, Megan found herself inspired to run faster; by some act of divine intervention, she forced her legs to propel her over the rough terrain at an incredible pace; the thorny underbrush scraped mercilessly at her skin, but in the face of death, she was hardly hindered by the pain.  Erin was just barely able to keep up, and moments later, they found themselves treaded an overgrown bricked pathway, gently illuminated by glittering beams of golden sunlight.

“These are ruins of some sort,” Megan realized, just moments before the boys scrambled into the hazy courtyard.

Erin’s eyes quickly followed the bricks to a dilapidated structure about ten meters away.  It had been made of pristine white bricks at one point in time, but time had done well its job.  Vines and leaves and dirt and plants covered almost all of the decaying structure, which climbed high into the verdant canopy.  “It might not be pretty,” said Erin, “but unless we want to become dinner, I suggest we go inside!”

Kendall and Lucas were the first to approach the overgrown entrance.  They brushed aside the leaves and vines covering the arched stone door, and carefully peered inside.  “It’s dark!” proclaimed Lucas.  

Another shriek suddenly pervaded the forest, and the tramping of leaves and underbrush echoed in the air.

“Get inside!” said Megan.  She didn’t exactly care how dark it was.  Peering into the forest, she could already see the two terrors pacing near a grove of moss-covered trees.  It probably wouldn’t take them very long to figure out where their prey had gone.  

Nobody argued, and ten seconds later, the five of them stood assembled just inside the structure.  Outside, the two angry reptiles finally burst into the little veranda, ceaselessly searching for their prey.  Megan felt inclined to go a bit deeper into the structure, but as she reached for her flashlight, she very quickly discovered it was useless…

But before she could utter a single word, Megan heard a considerable CRASH!  And before she knew it, their entrance was sliding shut.  There was a momentary flash of intense light—and then the group was entombed in darkness.

Outside, great tendrils of electric energy scaled the vine-covered spires atop the structure, gradually coalescing into a beam of intense blue light that surged through the forest canopy in a blaze of fire.  And as the crimson flames consumed the verdant forest, the beam burst through the atmosphere and into the final frontier…

* * * 
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