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Prologue

“Enemy shields are failing!”  Lieutenant Bator’s deep voice boomed over the roaring engines as the Starlight maneuvered around its adversary.

“Their warp drive is offline!” added Erin Keller a scant moment later, her deft fingers dancing over the surface of the operations console.  “I’m detecting a minor hull breach forming along their secondary hull!”

On the surface, the sudden wealth of information seemed like good news.  It seemed like the battle’s tide was turning, starting to favor the Starlight.  But Alan Christopher knew better—looks could certainly be deceiving, and in this instance, he wasn’t going to take any chances.  “What about their weapons?”

Bator checked the sensors.  “They appear to be coming back online—phasers and torpedoes!”

“Take them out!” shouted Lucas Tompkins.

“And make it quick,” said Christopher, right on the heels of Tompkins’ proclamation.  “We can’t allow them to reinitialize their weapon systems again!”  The first instance had proven disastrous enough; Christopher didn’t even want to think about a second coming of this adversary’s arsenal.

But the news from tactical was not good.  “They are constantly remodulating their shielding,” called Bator, just as the deck started to rumble.  “I am having difficulty establishing a weapons lock!”

Christopher grabbed hold of the command chair—even though he suspected the Starlight was not in much danger.  This battle had long ago left behind the raging classification… now it was becoming little more than a drawn-out game of cat-and-mouse.  Unfortunately, when the mouse bared its teeth, the Starlight’s shields usually paid a hefty price.  The enemy might have had extremely limited armaments, but they certainly packed a punch.

The Starlight was still in a far superior position.  All they had to do was track down this vile adversary.  Obviously, a task easier said than done.  Wearily, Christopher shook his head.  “People should know when they’re beaten…”

“Their tactics aren’t without merit,” said Bator between failed attempts to lock onto the enemy vessel.  “The longer they elude our sensors, the more they can repair their ship…”

“Heh… that’s a luxury they can’t be allowed to have,” said Tompkins.  His gaze briefly crossed paths with Christopher’s, and in that instant, both men knew what had to be done.

Christopher quickly took the initiative.  “Neelar,” he called, hastily abandoning the command chair in favor of watching the Bolian in action, “how far away is our sneaky little foe?”

Drayge glanced at the helm display.  “They’re currently running evasive maneuvers about three thousand kilometers off our port bow.”

“Any discernable pattern?” asked Tompkins.

“No,” said Drayge, shaking his head.  “Their movements are completely random.”

Utterly random evasive maneuvers…  Constantly remodulating shielding… And if this continued, the enemy would soon have weapons back.  Of course, Christopher wasn’t about to let that happen.  “Bring us closer, Neelar!”

The Bolian started to set a course, but he paused after only a few keystrokes.  “How close?”

A devious grin fell upon Christopher’s face.  “Metaphorically speaking… I want them to feel us breathing down their necks—technically speaking, that means really, really close.”

“Aye, Captain…” And Drayge hastily concluded his work.  “Course set.”

“Engage!” said Christopher, nodding his approval—and quickly turning his gaze back to the tactical station.  “Bator,” he called, “arm all phaser banks, and prepare to fire on my mark—use the manual targeting scanners if necessary”

Bator must have been anticipating the order, because his response was almost instantaneous, “Phasers ready!”

The battle was over.  The decisive shots had yet to fire, but in his beating heart, Christopher knew that the end was definitely near—and a victorious smile subsequently fell upon his face.  “Fire!”

Blazing streaks of vivid orange light sliced through the heavens as the Starlight hurtled toward its nemesis.  At first, none of the countless phaser beams hit the little starship in the distance, but as the Starlight drew nearer, its hit percentage made a dramatic increase.  Three… five… ten direct hits, all of them coming in rapid succession.  For a moment, it was difficult to see the enemy ship amidst all of the explosions—but as the fiery haze began to clear, the Starlight’s target became all too clear:  USS Columbia, NX-97502…

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76398.5: After two days of tactical combat simulations in Sector 003, the Starlight and the Columbia have rendezvoused in the Rasidian Cluster to conclude our training.  As we go into this third and final phase of the simulations, I am confident the Starlight and its crew will prevail…
Megan Reinbold quietly at the edge of the place she had called home for year-and-a-half.  Her bags were packed, her affairs were in order, and as far as she could tell, she was more than ready to assume her post as chief of operations aboard the Columbia.  There was but a single problem: she wasn’t at all ready.  She thusly sighed, shaking her head.  “This has bad idea written all over it.”

Standing nearby, Justin Reinbold was also shaking his head—though for a completely different reason.  “Mom,” he said, stepping over her myriad bags, “this is the best freaking idea you’ve ever had.”

Megan wasn’t about to confirm that particular sentiment.  “This wasn’t my idea to begin with,” she strongly reminded.  “This was entirely your idea, Mister… and in one of my most incredible lapses in judgment, I somehow agreed to it.”

Megan, of course, was not referring to her pending transfer to the Columbia.  While that had not been her idea either, it was a definitely something she could deal with.  After all, she had seen plenty of transfers over the years; this one wasn’t that much different than any of the others.  There was but a single, minor detail that made this transfer somewhat more difficult: Justin wasn’t coming with her.

 “You don’t need to worry, Mom.  Everything is going to be fine,” said Justin.  It was a fact he had been adamant about since the very beginning, and now that his freedom was just moments away, he apparently felt the need to reinforce his opinion.  Constantly.

And that gave rise to some serious concerns.  While Justin wasn’t technically a bad kid, he was far from an angel—so far, in fact, that Megan had never before used the words Justin and angel in the same thought.  As such, she instinctively knew that leaving Justin aboard the Starlight was undoubtedly a very bad idea—and contrary to Justin’s claims, she had every right to worry.  “At the very first sign of trouble, you will be joining me aboard the Columbia.  And I’m not kidding.”

Justin huffed.  “You’re overreacting!”

“I don’t think so,” insisted Megan, but before she had a chance to elaborate (and there was no shortage of examples she might elaborate upon), the door chimed, effectively stealing away all of her thunder.  “Come in!”

The gray doors quickly swooshed apart, revealing Lucas Tompkins on the other side.  “Hey,” he said, nodding to both Megan and Justin.  “Just thought I’d stop in to say good-bye…”

“That’s very thoughtful of you.”  It was a thoughtful sentiment, and it might have been true to some extent—but Megan suspected Lucas had really come by to help Justin get settled into his new quarters.  Even so, Megan did consider Lucas a friend, and she wasn’t about to turn him away.  “I’m glad you stopped by.”

“Heh… I’m a thoughtful guy.”

“Right.”  Megan tried her hardest not to laugh, but a few little giggles managed to squeak through nonetheless.  “And since you’re such a thoughtful guy, do you think you can help me carry some of this junk up to the transporter room?”

Lucas immediately shifted his attention to the assortment of bags on the floor.  There were about ten of them in total, none of them very large, but all of them filled with clothes and books and other assorted junk.  With both Lucas and Justin helping, they could easily make it to the transporter room in one trip—and thankfully, Lucas was willing to help.

Without any hesitation, he grabbed the two bags nearest his position and hefted them over his shoulders.  And then he frowned.  “What the hell do you have in here?” he asked, definitely feeling the weight of the bags.

Megan didn’t reply.  Instead, she wrapped her fingers around Lucas’ biceps in search of some muscles (and they were definitely easy to find).  “Come on, use those big muscles, Lucas!  You can do it!”

He grunted, grabbed another bag, and then stepped back into the corridor.  Apparently, Megan was supposed to be impressed by this incredible show of strength, but…  No.  She summarily dismissed Lucas with a pleasant wave, and indicated to him that she and Justin would meet up with him in the transporter room.

It was really time go.  “So this is it,” she sighed, peering back into her home one last time.

Justin wasn’t nearly as sentimental.  In fact, the smile on his face was nearly a light year across, and his bright blue eyes were filled with excitement.  “I’m finally free!” he exclaimed.  It sounded like he was being freed from prison.

Megan could only shake her head.  Justin might have been difficult at times (well, most of the time), but he was her son—and she loved him.  “I remember when you were little—four, maybe five years old—and you always liked to tell me that you were never going to leave me…” She chuckled.  “How times have changed.”

“But I’m not leaving,” said Justin, shaking his head.  “You are.”

“…I guess you’re right.”

“As always.”  He flashed a charming, boyish grin—and then gathered the remaining bags before making his way toward the exit.  “Come on… I’ll walk you to the transporter room.”

Alan Christopher never liked saying good-bye.  A long good-bye usually meant that changes were on the horizon… and Christopher was never too fond of changes, either.  Drastic, changes, anyway.  He didn’t mind changing his pants or anything… but if something happened to alter the prevailing status quo—such as the departure of a valued member of the crew—that was definitely unfavorable.  Much to Christopher’s chagrin, this year was definitely shaping up to be very unfavorable.

First it was Talyere, going off to join the crew of the Aldaris.

Then it was Matthew.

Now, Megan was leaving.

And Christopher didn’t even want to think about the offer Admiral Janeway had made several weeks ago—the one that would lure him away from the Starlight.  Yes, the dreaded promotion.  He had delayed making a decision ever since the words fell from Janeway’s lips… and until the Admiral demanded an answer, Christopher suspected he would remain utterly undecided.

But if there was any consolation, it was this simple fact: the Aldaris and the Columbia were almost always nearby, and with a renewed conflict with the Elorg on the distant horizon, Christopher was certain to encounter his old friends time and again…

And with that thought lingering in the back of his mind, Christopher knew he didn’t exactly have to consider this congregation in the transporter room a good-bye—because he knew he would see Megan Reinbold again.

Every member of the senior staff (aside from Sarah Hartman) had come to bid Megan a fond farewell.  There were plenty of laughs—especially when Megan decided to recount her journey with Christopher and Tompkins to Caltaar Prime.  “In retrospect,” she said, “it was probably a bad idea to try and pass off the Captain as an interspatial particle physicist.”

There was not a soul on the ship unaware of Christopher’s hatred of advanced physics.  Thus, one could easily imagine his dismay when he learned he had been designated an interspatial particle physicist.  “I think they’re still repairing that communications relay I destroyed.”

There was laughter abound, but Erin Keller was quick to provide more fuel to the fire:  “Alan doesn’t know it, but after that incident, we restricted his access to the Starlight’s science labs.  We didn’t want him to inadvertently blow up the ship while losing at Metrix, or something!”

“Hey, I’m good at Metrix,” said Christopher in his own defense.  He wouldn’t touch that science stuff, but… he wasn’t about to let Keller insult his incredible gaming skills.  “And I’ll challenge any willing opponent.  Right now.”

“Unfortunately, we don’t have time,” reminded Keller.  “We have a challenge of a different kind for you to lord over, O Great One.”  Her voice was just a tad sarcastic.

Sarcasm aside, Erin Keller still had a point.  The Starlight had ventured all the way to the Rasidian Cluster to conclude these tactical simulations with a decisive victory over the Columbia (even though they weren’t technically keeping score, Christopher couldn’t help but take note of each and every victory).  “I almost feel sorry for Megan, though… She has been traded to the losing side at the most inopportune moment.”

“What makes you think we’re going to lose?” she asked, creeping closer to the transporter pad.

Christopher smiled.  “Just a hunch.”

“I’m sure Captain Harrison might be inclined to disagree with your hunch.”

“Well, that’s his opinion,” mused Christopher.  “Everyone’s entitled to one, even if it is wrong…”

And now it was Reinbold’s turn to smile.  “We’ll just have to see about that…”

When the shimmering blue transporter beam finally released her from its tingly grasps, Megan Reinbold at long last stood aboard the Columbia.  Aside from the transporter chief, only Matthew Harrison was there to greet her… but since Reinbold had already been aboard the ship several times, there really wasn’t much need for formal introductions.  She was already familiar with both the ship and its crew.

Besides, Harrison was a bit more formal than Christopher.  Even if this had been Reinbold’s first visit to the Columbia, Harrison wouldn’t have staged some sort of elaborate celebration.  In fact, Reinbold suspected her reception would have been exactly the same.  “Lieutenant Commander Megan Reinbold reporting for duty, sir.  Request permission to come aboard.”

Harrison readily nodded his approval.  “Permission granted, Commander.”  A faint smile managed to cross his face.  He might have been formal, but he was still quite human.  “Welcome aboard.  It is… good to see a familiar face.”

Reinbold easily matched Harrison’s smile as she stepped down from the transporter platform.  “It’s good to see you, too,” she stated… though admittedly, she and Harrison had never been very close—as was clearly evidenced by the ensuing conversation.

Or lack thereof.

The two of them stood, silent, for what seemed like an eternity before Harrison expelled the lungful of air he had been holding.  “Well,” he said, drawing out the sentiment as he searched for something to say, “we have much to accomplish today.  I assume you are aware of our current situation?”

“I am,” said Reinbold.  In fact, since she just came from the opposite side of that situation, Reinbold suspected she was a bit more informed than Harrison himself.  “I have been observing enemy movements for the past forty-eight hours…”

“Most excellent,” said Harrison, already starting for the exit.  “I want a full report on my desk by seventeen hundred hours.”

A written report…  Such things were so uncommon aboard the Starlight that Reinbold couldn’t remember the last time she actually fleshed out a full-fledged status report.  It was much easier to simply talk things through with Alan.  Reinbold suspected it might take a few drafts before her ability to write such a detailed report could be resurrected—and that was going to make things very interesting, because seventeen hundred hours was not that far away.

It was a challenge.  But that was why Reinbold accepted the transfer to the Columbia—she wanted a good challenge… and between the evil status reports and the pending battle with the Starlight, Reinbold was not about to be disappointed.

“Matthew’s not stupid,” said Erin Keller as stood in observation of the Starlight’s most recent scan of the Rasidian Cluster.

Since the Columbia had the misfortune of losing every prior engagement with the Starlight, the good Captain Harrison was thusly given an opportunity to level the playing field—he was allowed to choose the location of the final simulation.  And if the initial scans of the Rasidian Cluster were any indication, Harrison made a very good choice.

“The Rasidian Cluster is composed of seven A-type stars,” said Neelar Drayge, also looking at the schematic displayed on the viewscreen in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  “The stars are spread out over an area of about sixteen light years… though the trinary grouping in the center are less than one AU apart.”

“There are only six planets in the entire cluster,” continued Keller.  “There’s a single class-Y Demon world, a single rogue planet on the outskirts of the cluster, and four class-T ultra-giants.”

“There’s also a fairly large nebula and a very dense asteroid belt in the vicinity,” added Drayge, his hand alluding to a large pink area on the schematic.  “If Captain Harrison wants to hide from us this time, it’s going to be a lot easier for him to do it.”

For most of the meeting, Alan Christopher had been perched on the edge of the sleek obsidian table in the center of the room, attentively listening to the wonders within the Rasidian Cluster.  But now that most of the details were on the table… Christopher was also on the table.  “Lovely,” he mused, staring blankly at the ceiling.  “That Matthew can be quite crafty when necessary.”

“And it gets worse,” said Tompkins, gleaning some additional data from the padd in his hands.  “A pair of ships from the Vulcan Academy of Science is currently surveying the asteroid belt…”

“Electromagnetic radiation from the stars and interference from the nebula will make long-range sensors useless,” said Keller.

“The same can be said for targeting scanners,” Bator promptly added.  “Communication will also be difficult.”

From the outset, Christopher expected Harrison to put up more of a fight in this final battle.  But this was borderline excessive.  Thankfully, the Starlight still had plenty of advantages.  “Our weapons are still much more powerful than anything the Columbia has to offer,” noted Christopher.  “We’re also fast and maneuverable… so if we’re going to take them out, we’re going to have to do it quickly, before Matthew can go into hiding.”

“He’s going to anticipate that,” Keller interjected.  “Matthew knows this ship and its crew like the back of his hand—and now that he’s had a chance to face us in battle, he’s probably going to be able to anticipate our every maneuver.”

“Okay,” grumbled Christopher.  “So we won’t be able to surprise him with our tactics… We’ll just have to surprise him with our brute force.  The opening moments of this battle will be critical, and the more damage we do to the Columbia in that opening volley, the better… because if Matthew manages to escape the encounter, his options will be limited by the damage to his ship.”

“And once we’ve outgunned him, perhaps then we can attempt to outthink him,” said Keller.

“Exactly.”  And as Captain Christopher nodded his agreement, he was still quite confident about their chances of winning—but the seeds of doubt had been planted… and he had to acknowledge the possibility of failure.

Chapter Two

Main engineering was the heart and soul of every starship.  It was a simple fact that was frequently lauded by engineers… and accepted by most others—because without engineering, a starship was little more than a fortress in space.  And so, there was a bit of awe striking Matthew Harrison each and every time he entered the establishment.

This time was no different.

And main engineering was indeed a sight to behold.  Since the Columbia used a highly advanced quantum slipstream reactor to power its engines, there was no need for a massive warp core.  In its place was a smaller, semi-spherical polyhedron that was constantly aglow in an ominous blue light.  An extensive array of computer workstations encircled the reactor, and while not all of them were manned, there were enough engineers present to satisfy Harrison—and one of them just happened to catch a glimpse of the Captain as he approached.

“Captain on deck!” called the Ensign, a young Bolian woman whose name presently eluded Harrison.  No matter, he hadn’t come to speak with the Ensign in the first place.  Still, her presence was duly noted, because her announcement inspired Commander Taurik to emerge from his adjacent office.

Taurik was a Vulcan, perhaps fifty-years old.  Harrison did not know the man’s exact age, but his service record indicated that he had served aboard the Enterprise-D as an Ensign.  Fifty was certainly a reasonable estimate… not that his age really mattered.  Taurik was a competent engineer, and that was Harrison’s primary concern.

As he approached, Taurik politely nodded his acknowledgement.  “How may I be of assistance, Captain?”

Harrison always appreciated Taurik’s directness.  No pretext, no attempts to make conversation… Nothing but business. As far as Harrison was concerned, Starfleet needed more Vulcans.  “As you are undoubtedly aware, we are entering a difficult situation.”

The Vulcan nodded.  “The tactical simulation.”

“Yes,” confirmed Harrison.  “And the Columbia is at a considerable disadvantage.  In our current state, we have no way of defeating the Starlight.”

“I have seen the data,” said Taurik.  “The probability of a favorable outcome is extremely low.”

“We must increase those odds,” said Harrison.

Taurik arched a curious brow.  “What do you propose?” he inquired, discreetly withdrawing a padd from his pocket to take notes.

“We are going to require stronger shields.  In our previous engagements, Captain Christopher has always made it a point to cripple our defenses before taking any other action.  If you can somehow reinforce the shielding around our tactical array, we may be able to escape the first phase of the battle without taking extreme amounts of damage.”

Taurik dutifully noted all of this on his padd, but there was a curious glint in his eye that indicated to Harrison that the Vulcan had other ideas.

“Have you any suggestions?”

“Not precisely,” said Taurik.  “I simply find it curious that you believe Captain Christopher will repeat a tactic he has already employed twice before…  Considering the circumstances, logic dictates he will use an alternative method to cripple us—perhaps he will attempt to disable our engines in order to prevent our escape into the nebula.”

But Harrison shook his head.  He knew Christopher.  And after the past two battles, he knew Christopher’s tactics.  “He will go after our weapons.  Captain Christopher is not a logical man…”

Taurik still didn’t follow Harrison’s line of reasoning, but he wasn’t about to argue.  He had his orders, and he would carry them out to the best of his ability.  “I believe it will be possible to reinforce the shielding.”

“Good.”  Harrison started for the exit, but paused after taking only a few steps.  “How much time will you require to make the necessary modifications?”

The Vulcan glanced at his padd.  “Three hours.”

“You have two—Captain Christopher isn’t going to let us sit idle for very long.”

“Very well.”  And on that note, Taurik went to work.

Harrison knew not if these shield upgrades were going to make much of a difference… In fact, there was still a very distinct possibility that the Columbia would see defeat—but it wasn’t going to come easily.  Captain Christopher was going to have to work for this victory…

“He’s confident,” said Megan Reinbold as she stepped into Harrison’s ready room a few hours later to discuss her recently submitted report.  “In fact, I’d be willing to say Captain Christopher is over-confident.”

Much as Harrison had expected.  “That is perhaps our biggest advantage: Captain Christopher’s ego knows no bounds.”

“He is certain the Starlight will prevail,” said Reinbold.  “But the rest of the Starlight’s crew isn’t so egocentric—and by now, they’ve probably seen what we’ve got in store for them here in the Rasidian Cluster.”

“They are going to come at us with everything they’ve got,” said Harrison.  “Captain Christopher is not going to make things easy for us.  Hopefully we shall return the favor.”

Reinbold chuckled.  “Hopefully.”

And while he was content to talk strategy with Commander Reinbold all day, Harrison knew that was not a viable option.  Besides, he still had many other duties to attend to—duties that had nothing to do with strategy, and everything to do with decent grammar.

Harrison thusly held up the padd Reinbold submitted less than an hour ago.  “I would like to take a few moments to introduce you to the spell check function, Commander….”

Sarah Hartman was looking forward to a quiet evening.  In the past, that meant pulling an all-nighter in her office, hunched over the computer terminal reading the latest medical reports and analyses…  but as of late, Hartman found that particular pastime beginning to lose its luster.  Not only was a lack of sleep one of the driving forces behind her unpleasant demeanor, Hartman had recently come to find that sleeping in a bed in her quarters at night was actually quite invigorating.

There were times when she would occasionally find herself working long, late hours… but with the Starlight’s crew diligently preparing for those inane little tactical simulations, there was really no reason for Hartman to remain in sickbay.

Since the attacks were entirely simulated (using holographic phasers and explosions and such), the prospects for serious injuries were practically non-existent.  Somebody might get scraped up in a particularly heated moment, but those minor injuries could very easily be treated by one of the nurses.

After a fair amount of wandering in the corridors of deck five, Hartman finally decided that her quiet evening would begin with dinner.  Nothing too fancy, perhaps a sandwich or something… a bowl of soup—but the mess hall was out of the question.  Despite the pending action against the Columbia, the mess hall was probably filled with loud, boisterous crewmembers—the antidote to Hartman’s quiet evening.  So as she waited for the turbolift to arrive, Hartman’s intent was to return home…

But when the doors parted to reveal a somewhat disgruntled Justin Reinbold, the Doctor immediately had second thoughts.  “What’s wrong with you?”

The boy shrugged aside the question.  “Nothing.”

Hartman didn’t buy that for a second.  And as she stepped into the turbolift, she was determined to find some answers.  After stating her destination (deck seven), Hartman decided to start at the top of the list, and work her way down.  “I’m guessing it’s probably not about your mom…”

He shook his head.  “There isn’t anything wrong,” he sternly insisted.  “I’m just a little bored, that’s all.  So I thought I’d take a tour of the ship.”

“Well I hate to tell you this,” said Hartman, “but you’re not going to see very much from the turbolift.”

The sentiment actually brought a faint, but fleeting smile to Justin’s face.  “I was actually going to spend some time in the holodeck.  I got a new… ah… shuttlecraft simulation that I wanted to try out.”

“A shuttlecraft simulation?”  Hartman didn’t believe that, either.  “Since when have you been interested in piloting shuttles?”

He wasn’t, of course—and while Justin’s lips parted to deliver some sort of little white lie, he ultimately realized that lying to Hartman wouldn’t do him much good.  “…Okay, so it’s not a shuttlecraft simulation,” he admitted, his voice barely a whisper.  “Just don’t tell my mom about it.  She’ll have me aboard the Columbia faster than the computer will erase the program.”

So it was one of… those programs.  And it was either a dysfunctional program or not a very good program to begin with, because Hartman would have expected Justin to be in a slightly better mood afterward.  “Your secret is safe with me.”

Justin expelled a sigh of relief.  “Thanks.”

“So why the long face?”

“Holodecks are offline.”

“Offline?” prompted Hartman.  “All of them?”

Justin nodded.  “Every last one of them.”

Hartman knitted her brow.  “That’s strange.”

“I know,” said Justin.  “I thought it might have had something to do with the tactical simulations, but I don’t really know.”

Now that she thought about it, Hartman couldn’t really find any fault in Justin’s sentiment.  The simulations were using holographic systems to project phaser beams and torpedoes and all that crap into space.  That was probably putting a considerable burden on the holographic systems—and a few holodeck programs would probably make things a lot worse.  “It probably is the tactical simulation…”

The turbolift came to a gradual halt, and the doors promptly opened to reveal the myriad corridors of deck seven—but neither Hartman nor Justin made any effort to leave—and the doors thusly closed with a pleasant-sounding hiss.

“Why are we even running tactical simulations?” asked Justin once the doors were shut.  “I thought the Federation was supposed to be this noble, peaceful organization…”

Hartman nodded.  “You’re right… According to the Federation Charter, the organization is devoted to free trade, exploration, and mutual defense.”

Justin practically scoffed at the sentiment.  “If you ask me, we haven’t done a lot of trading or exploration.”

That much was certainly true.  Over the course of the past five years, Hartman could easily recount dozens of tactical situations faced by the Starlight… but those missions of trade and exploration?  Those memories were much harder to come by.  “I suppose it’s easier to make a war than it is to maintain peace.”

Justin shook his head in disgust.  “Politics…”

Hartman had to agree.  “It’s the art of looking for trouble, finding it whether it exists or not, diagnosing it incorrectly, and then applying the wrong remedy.”  She sighed.  “That’s why I became a Doctor.”

And finally, Justin smiled.  It wasn’t a faint little grin, either… This was a full-fledged smile, and for some reason unbeknownst to Hartman, it gave her already decent mood a considerable boost—so much so, that she didn’t really feel like dining alone anymore.

Unfortunately, Hartman didn’t have a very long list of friends to call upon when she wanted to engage in some sort of social activity.  In fact, aside from Alan Christopher, she didn’t have any friends on the ship.

That had to change.

And she thusly turned her gaze upon Justin.  “I was about to grab some dinner…  Now, I realize I might not be the greatest company, but since you don’t have anything better to do, if you would like to join me, you’re more than welcome.”

Justin thought about it for only a moment.  “I never say no to food.”

It seemed like an odd time for such thoughts, but Alan Christopher was actually thinking about taking a vacation.  Not right now, of course… but soon, preferably before things with the Elorg deteriorated into a full-blown conflict.

His ultimate destination, however, was still a complete and total mystery.  There were plenty of places in the galaxy that Christopher considered interesting, but the chances of Erin holding a similar opinion were quite negligible.  When she thought of a vacation, that typically meant warm, tropical locations filled with sun and shopping.  Not exactly what Christopher had in mind… but he would make it a point to discuss it with Erin later tonight.  In the meantime, there was a sensor alert that required his attention.

“Is it the Columbia?”

Bator had yet to decide.  “There is a sensor anomaly bearing zero-zero-seven, mark twelve,” he gleaned from the bleeping console.  “The size is consistent with what one might expect of the Columbia, but…”

“It could be a stray asteroid,” continued Drayge, also following the anomaly from his position at the helm.  “The asteroid belt is less than three billion kilometers away…”

“Can we get a visual?” asked Christopher.

“I believe so,” said Erin Keller.

She tapped a few commands into her workstation, and moments later, the starfield on the viewscreen blinked away—replaced by a wispy mix of green and blue clouds.

“That certainly cleared things up,” mused Christopher as he squinted into the nebula.  He could see all sorts of interesting shapes in the myriad clouds, and one of them might have looked similar to the Columbia—but so dense was this nebula, he had no way to be certain.  “I’m guessing we can’t find someway to boost sensor resolution?”

Keller shook her head.  “They’re already at maximum,” she stated.  “I could try to boost that a little bit more, but… by the time I’m finished, it might be too late.”

Unfortunately, Christopher couldn’t afford to spare Keller for the few hours she might need to boost the sensor resolution.  “I need you here on the bridge,” he said.  “If the Columbia shows up unexpectedly, I can’t have you tinkering with the computer down in astrometrics.”

Keller nodded her agreement.  “I very much doubt I could increase the resolution by very much, anyway.”

It was good to know that they weren’t missing out on anything… but Christopher still needed to know what, if anything, was inside that nebula.  “This is a very Matthew-esque tactic,” he said to Tompkins.

“But it could just as easily be one of the Vulcan ships,” he reminded.  “They are still in the area.”

Holographic weapons or not, Christopher didn’t want to open fire on a Vulcan science ship—but he was fairly confident that the blip inside the nebula was not a Vulcan ship.  “The anomaly is just a little bit too big to be a Vulcan ship,” he gleaned from his own personal console.  “It’s either an asteroid or the Columbia…”

“Then I say we go for it,” said Tompkins.

“Agreed.”  

Bator, however, was not as exuberant about the course of action.  “If we open fire on the anomaly, the phaser discharge will create an energy spike that will reveal our location to the Columbia.”

Christopher glanced back at his sensors one last time.  If they were going to reveal themselves to the enemy, he wanted to make sure it was worth the risk.  The sensor anomaly was a constant little blip on the sensors.  The estimated energy output was far lower than a typical starship, but… the Columbia could have been running in gray-mode.  Or it could have simply been an asteroid.  There was simply no way to find out… unless they opened fire—and once they knew what the anomaly was, they could use that data to avoid similar situations down the road.  “It’s definitely worth the risk…”

“Ready the phasers,” said Tompkins.

“Full spread,” added Christopher.  If it was the Columbia, he still wanted to disable the ship in the opening volley.

Bator diligently pecked away at the tactical station, and just moments later, reported his status: “Phasers ready.”

“Fire!”  Christopher immediately turned his eyes to the viewscreen.  Asteroid or not, something was going to blow up inside that nebula, and he wanted to see everything as it happened.

Chapter Three

The Starlight charged through the hazy turquoise nebula amidst a storm of blazing orange phaser beams.  It ducked and weaved around massive pillars of swirling green gas, plowed through puffy clouds of glittering blue dust, and hammered the blip in the nebula with incredible force.  The phaser beams arced across the battlefield, casting parts of the giant nebula in a faint, but fiery glow.  

But that was all that that phaser beams managed to do.  Despite their incredible numbers, not a single one of the ragged orange beams managed to strike the intended target… There was simply nothing there to strike.

“The anomaly has dissipated,” said Bator as the last of the phaser beams descended into the nebula.

“It was just a sensor anomaly,” added Keller, sounding a bit crestfallen.  “Probably a pocket of ionized gas or something.  We’re bound to encounter more of them the longer we’re in the vicinity.”

Christopher didn’t plan on staying in the vicinity.  “Now that our position has been exposed, I don’t think it would be wise to stick around here.  The Columbia could come at us from any direction, and we’d be little more than sitting ducks.”

“Should we seek refuge in the nebula?” asked Tompkins.

Christopher shook his head.  “That would protect us from the Columbia’s sensors… but considering our unfortunate sensor situation, we probably wouldn’t be able scan more than ten meters in any given direction.  We need to stay away from those nebulas if at all possible.”

“One of the planets is nearby,” said Drayge.  “If assumed a geosynchronous orbit around one of the magnetic poles, that would effectively hide us from the Columbia’s sensors.”

“Our sensors would also be limited,” added Keller.  “But we’d be able to detect any approaching ships long before they noticed us.”

“However,” Bator interjected, “it should be noted that the planet in question is one of the gaseous ultra-giants.  The intense gravimetric fields around the planet could cause actual damage to ship systems.”

While the Starlight would sustain absolutely no damage from any of the Columbia’s attacks, the planet wasn’t aware of the tactical simulation—and when it doled out the damage, it would undoubtedly mean business.  “How much damage?”

“Nothing too severe,” said Keller.  “But the planet is more than five times the size of Jupiter—so its gravimetric field is very, very big… it might not deal out a lot of damage—but the sheer size of it could mean we’d sustain a lot of accumulative damage.”

Christopher knew that if the Starlight started taking actual damage, any tactical advantage they had would go down the tubes really quick.  But they couldn’t just sit around and wait for the Columbia to attack…  “Set a course for the planet, Neelar.  We’ll wait there for one hour, and then look for a more tactically advantageous place to resume our search…”

Harrison was surprised to see Captain Christopher falter so quickly.  The battle hadn’t even started, and already, the Starlight was chasing sensor ghosts.  This certainly boded well for the Columbia—but Harrison wasn’t about to take this stroke of good fortune for granted.  Sooner or later, they would have to face the Starlight in battle, and when that time came, there wasn’t a sensor ghost in the galaxy that could stop Christopher.

Still, for the time being, all was quite aboard the Columbia—and Harrison seized the moment to at long last reveal his plan for victory.

The senior staff sat assembled around the sleek, egg-shaped table in the conference room.  Harrison sat at the head of the table; Reinbold and Robinson occupied the two positions nearest Harrison; Meade and Karalis were next down the line, and sitting at the opposite end of the table was Commander Taurik.  There were a few empty chairs here-and-there, but… as far as Harrison was concerned, this was a full house.

“Commander Robinson and I have reviewed the tactical situation time and again the past few hours,” said Harrison as he started the meeting.

“And it is consistently dreadful,” Robinson quickly added.  “If we are forced into a direct confrontation with the Starlight, there’s a fairly good chance that the Columbia will be eliminated.”

Harrison knew that it was never a very wise idea to start a briefing with such depressing news, but… since that foul sentiment would be the driving force behind the meeting, it was best to get it out of the way as soon as possible.  Now they could instead focus upon the Columbia’s painfully few advantages in this conflict.

“Captain Christopher has an incredible ego,” said Reinbold, quickly joining into the conversation before anyone had a chance to dwell upon the bad news.  “This is, by far, our biggest advantage…”

Harrison nodded his agreement.  “As we have already witnessed, so eager is Captain Christopher to gain the upper hand, he is more than willing to attack sensor ghosts.”

“We should be able to use that to our advantage as well,” said Turathan Karalis.  “We could use the deflector dish to generate dozens of those sensor ghosts.  The Starlight could be chasing them for weeks.”

“And that should be our ultimate goal,” chimed in Robinson.  “We need to keep the Starlight occupied while we maneuver ourselves into a more favorable position.  The sensor ghosts are an excellent start.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  But he knew the sensor ghosts wouldn’t be enough.  It might occupy the Starlight for a few hours, but at some point, they were bound to realize they were on some sort of wild goose chase—and at that point, the diversion would lose its effectiveness.

“I’ve been attempting to track the Starlight across the Rasidian Cluster,” said Ian Meade after a few moments of silence.  “When they fired their phasers a few hours ago, they were at the edge of the nebula, a little less than three light years from our current position.

“Shortly after the incident, there was a faint warp signature heading 1-2-4 mark 9.  Assuming they maintained at least warp six, that would place them in the vicinity of Delta Rasidian II—one of the gaseous planets in the region.”

Reinbold was quick to fall into agreement with Meade.  “Unfortunately, the gravimetric forces around the planet will restrict our sensors.  We’d have to approach it if we wanted to get a better look—but the Starlight would not have the same sensor restrictions.  They could see us coming well in advance.”

“It’s certainly a defensible location,” mused Robinson.  “But I don’t know about those gravimetric forces…”

Thankfully, Harrison knew well his adversary  “Captain Christopher is not fond of unusual phenomenon,” said Harrison, drawing from his countless years of experience at the man’s side.  “He might approach Delta Rasidian, but he will not linger for very long.”

“So we might be able to catch them on their way out of the area,” said Meade.  “We’re just as fast as the Starlight… and since it’s doubtful they’ll depart at maximum warp, we could probably lurk inside the nebula and hunt them down once we see them leaving.”

“The modifications to the shield grid are nearing completion,” added Commander Taurik.  “The tactical array will be able to sustain greater amounts of damage.”

“Most excellent.”  The Columbia’s disadvantage was certainly beginning to shrink, but Harrison was not yet convinced they could prevail.  In order to succeed, they would need to plot every meticulous detail of this operation.  “If the Starlight sees us coming, they will stand and fight,” said Harrison.  “Since their tactical capabilities are vastly superior to our own, we will need to act with haste.”

Obviously, Karalis had been doing some research.  He quickly vacated his chair and approached the computer screen on the wall nearby.  With a few short commands, the Andorian brought up a schematic of the Starlight—and he immediately alluded to the sensor pod on the aft section of the ship.  “This sensor pod also doubles as a torpedo launcher,” said Karalis.  “If we were to take it out, the Starlight would lose nearly a quarter of its firepower.  The Columbia would still be at a considerable disadvantage, but disabling the sensor pod is clearly our best shot…”

“It would have to be a quick, surgical strike,” said Reinbold.  “And that sensor pod is heavily shielded.”

“If we can lure them closer to the nebula, their shields will fail,” Meade summarily reminded.

Karalis nodded his agreement.  “At that point, a full spread of transphasic torpedoes could very easily take out the sensor pod.  It might even cause a disruption in their power grid that we can use to our advantage.”

This was all well and good, but Harrison had one small problem.  “How do we lure the Starlight back into the nebula?  Captain Christopher might have a considerable ego, but he is not stupid…”

“We could take a few hits,” Meade suggested,  “and then make it look like we’ve sustained damage…”

“We could vent some drive plasma from the warp nacelles,” added Reinbold.  “Simulate power failures…  Being so close to the nebula, the Starlight’s sensors won’t be able to discern our self-inflicted damage from the holographically-generated kind.”

“Very well,” said Harrison.  “But what if they err on the side of caution?  And avoid the nebula nonetheless?”

“We could use a tractor beam and force them to come with us,” Commander Taurik stated.  “However, even with our stronger shielding, I do not recommend venturing so close to the Starlight.”

“We’d only need to drag them a few thousand kilometers,” said Meade.  “We might take some damage, but…”

“If we can still immobilize that sensor pod, it might be worth the risk,” said Robinson.

Harrison finally felt like they were getting somewhere.  He knew not if all this meticulous theorizing would do much good, but it was certain that when the time came to face the Starlight, every member of the crew would know exactly what to do no matter the situation.  And so the plotting continued…

“Horst III?”  Erin Keller didn’t know where this planet was located or what made it so very interesting to her husband… but even the name made Erin cringe.

But as Alan picked at his dish of raxath—some sort of colorful Ka’Tulan pasta—he seemed quite pleased with the suggested vacation destination.  “There are all sorts of interesting Chodak ruins on the surface,” he said.  “I don’t really want to go there and catalog any of them, but I think it would be really great to just take a look.  Don’t you?”

That was an easy question.  “No!”  And as she took a sip of her blissfully cold water, Erin could think of a thousand places she’d rather go and visit.  “I have always wanted to see Betazed—I’ve never been there, you know—I hear that the Janaran Falls are beautiful at this time of year!”
But much as Erin expected, Alan was hardly enthused.  In fact, he seemed more interested in his dinner than Betazed.

Erin thusly raised a curious brow.  “And what, exactly, is wrong with Betazed?” 

Alan glanced up from his bowl.  “Nothing,” he insisted, eyes wide.  “Betazed is a great place to visit.  The people are friendly, the weather is always nice, and the museum at Lake Cataria has an incredible exhibit on dung beetles!”

Erin giggled.  “So you’re saying that Betazed is boring?”

“More or less.”

“And what if I like dung beetles?”

Alan started to take another bite of his dinner—but he seemed to freeze the moment Erin’s sentiment reached his ears.  “What?  Nobody likes dung beetles!”

“I like dung beetles,” Bator proudly interjected as he approached.  The bulky Phobian quickly set his steaming mug of grulog on the table, and then pulled an unoccupied chair from the table next door.  “They are very tasty, especially when they are dry roasted.”

Erin’s appetite began to dissipate as her curious gaze fell upon the Phobian.  She couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not, and his neutral façade wasn’t giving any clues.  “You’re joking.”

He took a sip of his grulog.  “Am I?”

“I certainly hope so…” Erin thusly decided to leave the conversation at that.  After all, there were other, more important matters at hand.  “So where would you go on vacation, Bator?  Alan and I are a bit undecided at the moment…”

Bator’s gaze darted toward the ceiling as he considered the question.  “I have always longed to visit Qo’noS,” he said after a moment.  “The Klingons have a very unique culture, and I’ve always imagined Phobian culture to be very similar to theirs.”

For Bator, that was undoubtedly a very exciting vacation.  But Erin couldn’t really see herself having a good time on the streets of the First City.  After all, this vacation was intended to be a break from warfare; it was unlikely the Klingons would be willing to accommodate that particular desire.  “Maybe our next vacation will be on Qo’noS,” she mused.

Bator chuckled, undoubtedly aware of Erin’s little white lie.  “Why don’t you visit Earth again?”

“Too much shopping,” said Alan, even before Erin had a chance to think about her response.  “When we were there last year, I think we spent about two weeks shopping… and what do we have to show for it?  A hideous tapestry!”

“I got rid of it,” said Erin.  She gave it to Jayla not long after Alan’s constant ranting started to get on her nerves.  “And don’t forget, we also got that nifty little Iconian artifact.”

Alan rolled his eyes.  “Oh, how could I forget that?”

“We could always vacation on the holodeck.”  It was Erin’s last-ditch effort—and it was also a joke.  But if they really did wind up in a paradise made photons and forcefields, she would be very, very disappointed.

And so would Alan.

But he only shrugged at the suggestion.  “We’re simulating a war right now… why not simulate a vacation?”

Erin wasn’t amused.  But they still had plenty of time to think about their ultimate destination… And it wasn’t going to be a holodeck.

On the bridge, Neelar Drayge was starting to watch the clock.  His shift ended in ten minutes, and after eight hours of guiding the Starlight through nebulas and gravimetric disturbances, he was ready for a break.  He hadn’t yet started to consider what he might have for dinner, but he was definitely in the mood for something spicy.  After all, nebulas were so very bland; he needed the change of pace.

Seated in the command chair a few meters away, Lucas Tompkins was also itching to leave—and while he would probably grab a quick bite to eat once his shift came to an end, most of his thoughts were presently centered on the cute, blonde Lieutenant he spotted in the corridor earlier in the day. She must have recently transferred from another ship, because Lucas hadn’t recalled seeing her before—and with a body like that, he definitely would have remembered…

But then came the sensor alerts.

Drayge watched as three sensor ghosts flitted across the helm.  All three of them were very similar to the anomalous sensor blip encountered a few hours ago, and the Bolian thusly discounted them as ghosts… But there was a fourth echo in the distance that he couldn’t discount so easily.  “Commander,” he said, pointing, “take a look at this.”

Tompkins was at Drayge’s side a scant moment later, diligently inspecting the sensor ghost.  He might have been the first officer, but in his heart, Tompkins was still an engineer.  Thus, he was able to analyze the blip without so much as an ounce of trouble.  “That is no sensor ghost,” he said after only a moment.

“Is it the Columbia?” asked Drayge.  He was still on the fence…  Much like last time, it could have very easily been an asteroid.

Tompkins only shrugged.  “We’re about to find out…”

Chapter Four

“It’s about the right size,” said Erin Keller as she examined the alleged starship that had just moments ago shown up on sensors.  “It could very well be the Columbia.”

“Have they seen us yet?” asked Tompkins.

Keller shook her head.  “The planet’s magnetic pole is still shielding us from their sensors.  They won’t be able to see us until we want to be seen.”

“Well, they have to know we’re in the area,” sighed Alan Christopher.  He stood beside Keller at ops.

“They could have somehow tracked us when we jumped to warp,” suggested Drayge.  “But I doubt they know our exact position.”

Keller nodded her agreement.  “They probably just saw us headed in this direction… and decided to follow suit.”

Christopher expelled a faint sigh.  “And now we’re both enjoying the gravimetric wonders of Delta Rasidian II.  At least we managed to spot them…”

Tompkins glanced up from the sensors.  “Should we go ahead with the attack?”

“They’re still in the nebula,” said Drayge.

“Probably waiting to see what we do,” Tompkins guessed.  “If we look too threatening, they can duck inside the nebula and hide.”

It was the exact situation Christopher had been hoping to avoid—another game of cat and mouse.  “Somebody has to make the first move,” he grumbled.  “If they’re going to go and hide in the nebula, there’s very little we can do to stop them—but with any luck, we can do some damage before they escape.”

Bator was already tapping at the tactical console.  “Phasers and torpedoes are standing by,” he said after just a few moments.  “For the moment, targeting sensors are operational, but I have already switched the manual…”

“…because they’re bound to fail at some point,” Keller quickly finished.

Satisfied that they were as ready as they could possibly get, Alan Christopher returned to the warmth of his command chair to oversee the entire operation.  “Neelar,” he said, “ease us out of orbit—on the far side of the planet.  I want us to be obscured from the Columbia’s sensors for as long as possible.”

“Aye, Captain.”  And the Bolian’s deft fingers immediately danced across the helm, gracefully bringing the Starlight onto the battlefield.

“How are those gravimetric fields looking?” Tompkins inquired a moment later.  The deck had already rumbled a few times, and since damage was a very distinct possibility, these were critical moments.

Thankfully, the news from ops was encouraging.  “We should be able to squeak by without too much trouble,” said Keller, just as another wave of energy gently rocked the ship.

Christopher wasn’t too concerned about the gravimetric forces—and apparently, neither was Tompkins, since he remained standing very near the mission operations console.  The Columbia was still the biggest threat to this mission…

…But as the Starlight crept around the massive, milky planet, the enemy vessel was nowhere to be seen.  Not even a tiny blip was visible on the viewscreen.

“The energy signature hasn’t moved,” said Drayge.  “It’s just being obscured by the nebula.  It’s particularly dense in that area.”

“How long until we’re in weapons range?” asked Christopher.  He hated fighting invisible foes…

Drayge glanced back at the helm.  “About thirty seconds.”

“Assuming they don’t move,” added Keller.

“They haven’t yet,” said Drayge.

In his mind, Christopher started a silent countdown, and watched as the cloudy formations on the viewscreen gradually gave way to something metallic.  It was definitely a ship… 

“Fifteen seconds,” called Drayge.

Christopher’s pulse quickened.  Instinctively, he grabbed hold of the chair and braced himself for the coming tumult.

“Ten seconds.”

Gentle rays of light glinted off the vessel’s metallic structure… but as the Starlight started to push through a thicker layer of nebula, even that disappeared.

“Five seconds.”

Christopher glanced back at the tactical station.  “Mister Bator,” he called, “get ready to—”

“Wait!”

And at the sound of Erin Keller’s voice, Christopher bolted from the command chair.  “What is it?” he demanded, turning to face ops.

“That’s not the Columbia!” she exclaimed, frantically tapping at her console.  A moment later, the image on the viewscreen shifted, and the mysterious metallic craft was at long last visible in the gloom.  “It’s one of the Vulcan ships!”

As he peered into the viewscreen, Christopher could see something, but… that was about it.  The murky green clouds constantly danced around the vessel, making it nearly impossible for him to make a visual identification.  “Are you sure?”

Keller nodded.  “The energy signature is consistent with a Seleya-class science ship.”

And as the Starlight pushed through the murky gloom and came up alongside the craft, Keller’s sentiment was very quickly confirmed…  It was definitely in its design Vulcan.  

“Heh…” Tompkins was already shaking his head.  “Someone should have asked the Vulcans to leave the area for a few days.”

That would have been nice, but Christopher knew that the Vulcans were just another one of Captain Harrison’s deftly calculated pitfalls.  “Matthew was undoubtedly aware of our friends, the Vulcans.  And he wanted them in the vicinity so that we could waste a little bit more time.”

“And it worked,” said Tompkins.  “But at least we didn’t—”

A flash of light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen, the shields briefly flared blue, and the ship jolted violently in response to the sudden attack.  Christopher was thrown back into his chair, and about to demand a status report, but when his eyes briefly grazed the viewscreen, the source of their mire was immediately evident.  Even through the gloomy nebula, Alan Christopher could recognize the their attacker as the Columbia…

“Our shields have failed,” said Bator—though admittedly, the fact that they were able to take one hit inside the nebula was impressive.

“Shit…” Tompkins was back on his feet in an instant, and already approaching Bator’s side.  “Can you get a lock on the Columbia?”

The Phobian shook his head.  “Targeting scanners are unable to penetrate the nebula,” he stated.  “I will have to acquire the target manually.”

Tompkins nodded.  “Make it quick.”

On the viewscreen, Christopher watched as the Columbia weaved around a swirling pillar of green gas.  It fired a few wayward shots at the Starlight and then came about for another pass.

Christopher wasn’t going to give them the chase.  “Evasive maneuvers, Neelar!”

With the Columbia rapidly approaching, the Starlight maneuvered around the Vulcan ship, and summarily took a nosedive to avoid the incoming torpedoes—and while a few of them managed to graze the hull, the vast majority of the glowing yellow projectiles missed by a wide margin—and thusly smashed into the Vulcan ship.

A huge sea of crimson flames rippled across the Vulcan ship’s hull—and while it certainly looked like a fatal blow, the holographic torpedoes had no affect whatsoever on the Vulcans.  Once the flames cleared, the ship moved away…

“Curses…” Matthew Harrison had certainly factored the Vulcans into his plan, but he didn’t expect them to stick around for so long once the battle began—and had this been an actual conflict, thirty-three innocent bystanders would have been eliminated…

Making matters worse, Lieutenant Drayge was apparently having a very good day at the helm, because he managed to effortlessly pilot the Starlight out of harm’s way.  Even so, the vast majority of Harrison’s plan was still viable—assuming their torpedoes could hit the Starlight.

At tactical, Turathan Karalis was diligently working to reacquire their target—but with the Starlight intentionally staying close to the Vulcan ship, the Andorian’s task was undoubtedly a difficult one… and not something Harrison had anticipated.  Even so, the extensive preparations prior to the battle meant that there was indeed a contingency plan in place.

“The tractor beam,” suggested Robinson.  “We can simply use it to nudge the Vulcan ship aside…”

Exactly what Harrison was thinking.  And he thusly turned to Commander Reinbold at ops.  “Make it so, Commander.”

“Mister Karalis,” called Robinson a scant moment later, “the moment we’ve moved aside the Vulcan craft, it is certain the Starlight will take action against us.  We will only have a few seconds to take out their sensor pod!”

Karalis was up to the challenge.  “We will be close enough to establish a weapons lock.  I should be able to take out the pod without much difficulty.”

Robinson nodded her approval.  “See that you do.”

No longer bothering to avoid the massive pillars of swirling gas that littered the expansive nebula, Ian Meade set a course directly for the Vulcan ship.  Going through the pillars made the journey a bit more turbulent… but it certainly got he Columbia back into the fray.  In just a matter of moments, they were nearly upon the Vulcan cruiser.

Knowing the coming moments would be turbulent, Harrison grabbed hold of his chair and gave the fateful order:  “Now!”

The Columbia descended through the dusty cobalt clouds and fell upon the Vulcan ship like a manic bird of prey swooping from the sky to catch a mouse.  A glittering blue tractor beam briefly streaked away from the Columbia; it latched onto the Vulcan’s hull and together, both the science ship and the Columbia came about…

To weapons fire.

Dozens of blazing orange phaser beams arced across the battlefield in tandem with countless transphasic torpedoes.  The Columbia hastily released the Vulcan ship—and it summarily sped away, but not before a few stray phaser beams smashed into its hull.

The Columbia was not so lucky… almost every single torpedo blasted the ship—and while its enhanced shields were able to absorb most of the impacts, an impressive explosion of red and orange nevertheless rippled across the hull.

“Their shields are holding.”

Bator’s announcement was certainly news to Christopher.  Given the incredible explosion on the viewscreen, he was under the impression the battle was nearly over.  “Their shields should be useless in this nebula!”

“Ours certainly are,” said Keller.

But as the Columbia came about, it was immediately obvious that they were still in the game—because a string of transphasic torpedoes suddenly streaked away from the resilient little ship…

“This is not good,” grumbled Christopher.

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  “Get us the hell out of here, Neelar!”

Drayge frantically pecked away at the helm, hoping he might somehow find a way to avoid the approaching torpedoes… but as his eyes fell upon the sensors, he knew that evasion was simply not an option.  Thus, he keyed in an almost random course away from the torpedoes and hoped for the best.  “This might be a little bumpy,” he warned, just as the first of the torpedoes crashed into the hull.

Just as the Starlight began its escape, two of the transphasic torpedoes crashed into the starboard catamaran.  A third hit the starboard warp nacelle, blowing a massive plume of glittering azure drive plasma into space… Two or three more torpedoes missed completely, but the remaining few all managed to score direct hits on the sensor pod.

• • •

“Starboard warp nacelle is offline,” called Bator as the first of the damage reports started flooding his workstation.  “There are hull breaches on the starboard catamaran… and torpedo systems are offline!”

Christopher drilled his fists into the command chair.  “Matthew…” his hissed, the word rolling from his tongue like poison. 

“They’re coming about,” said Keller.  “Torpedoes are armed!”

“How the hell are they maintaining their shields?” Tompkins demanded, oblivious to Keller’s warning.

Keller shrugged, all the while keeping an eye on the encroaching Columbia.  “They must have made some sort of modifications,” she guessed.  “The Columbia’s shields are far more advanced than our own…”

“Then we need to take this battle out of the nebula,” shouted Christopher over the rumbling deck.  Another torpedo must have hit, but… at that point, he didn’t really care.  

“Our shields will come back online once we leave,” said Keller, “but I very much doubt the Columbia will follow us out.”

“They’ll probably go into hiding,” said Tompkins.

And they were both of them right.  This was a hit-and-run attack, and when the Starlight started to retreat, so, too, would the Columbia.  “Did we manage to do any damage to their tactical array?” asked Christopher.  The answer would be the driving force behind his coming actions…

Bator immediately shook his head.  “Their shield strength is down to eleven percent, but we did not damage any of their tactical systems.”

Christopher forced a smile to his face.  “Lovely.”

“Our plan just went down the toilet,” said Tompkins.

“I know.”  And Christopher was desperately searching his mind for a new course of action… but with the Columbia’s torpedoes constantly crashing into the hull, deep thought was very difficult.

One thing, however, was very clear: surrender was not an option…

Chapter Five

“The sensor pod has been destroyed,” said Turathan Karalis as he sifted through the myriad status reports crawling across his workstation.  But that was only the start of the good news.  As he watched the Starlight’s damage reports pour in, the Andorian was almost optimistic about their chances for success.  “They have sustained numerous hull breaches along their starboard catamaran, as well as their starboard warp nacelle.”

Glittering blue plasma still oozed from the warp nacelle; retreat was certainly a viable option for the Starlight.  Assuming it could leave the nebula.

However, Matthew Harrison didn’t want to find out.  The Columbia at long last had the upper hand, and as long as it was advantageous to attack the Starlight, he would do just that.  “Continue firing,” ordered Harrison.

Another string of transphasic torpedoes hurtled across the viewscreen, this time striking the Starlight’s port warp nacelle.  They definitely weren’t going anywhere now…

“The ego has been wounded,” mused Robinson as she watched the wispy blue flames erupt from the newly damaged nacelle.

Unfortunately, that was not a good thing.  “As long as Captain Christopher’s ego was intact, he thought himself invulnerable.  But now that the Starlight has sustained heavy damage, he will take a different approach to this battle…”

“How can he?” asked Robinson.  “His ship is barely functional…”

Harrison knew better.  “Captain Christopher is very resourceful when he needs to be…  he will find a way to turn the situation back into his favor.”

“If he were in his right mind, he would surrender!”

Harrison only shook his head.  “Finish them.”

As he paced before the command chair, Alan Christopher had to wonder, just what advantages did the Starlight have left?  Admittedly, there very few—and as another torpedo crashed into the hull, he could feel those few meager advantages slipping away.

“We could ram them,” suggested Tompkins.

Christopher nodded.  “If this was a real battle, and the Starlight was really in dire condition, ramming them would certainly be an option…  We wouldn’t have much to lose… but unfortunately, there’s no way for us to simulate a ramming.  Unless we hail the Columbia and tell them to pretend like we’re ramming them.  I’m sure that will go over well.”

Another torpedo.

Christopher’s pacing was briefly interrupted, but he recovered his balance quickly enough to prevent a fall.  “That’s starting to get a little annoying…”

“So why don’t we end this?” asked Keller.  There was the faintest glint of a smile upon her face, which indicated to Christopher that she had a plan.

“Do tell, Erin…”

“At the moment, Matthew’s biggest advantage is the nebula,” she said.  Her fingers danced over the control interface, apparently making preparations to put her plan into action.  “We’re just going to have to get rid of the nebula.

Christopher was starting to warm to the plan.  “Go on…”

Had this been an actual battle, Harrison suspected the Starlight would have already been destroyed.  The engineers at Starfleet were apparently being quite lenient—which was odd, since the Columbia always seemed to fall with ease. Even so, the constant torpedo bombardment was having the desired effects.  The Starlight would soon fall.

“One more hit should finish them,” Karalis announced after a few moments of relative silence.

Harrison was about to give the order to open fire, but the words died in his throat.  For reasons unbeknownst to Harrison, the Starlight was slowly starting to come about.  If they intended to escape, it was certain they wouldn’t get very far on thrusters alone.  “Their warp nacelles are still damaged, correct?”

Reinbold checked her data.  “Both of them are still heavily damaged,” she confirmed.

“Then what are they doing?”

A flash of white light suddenly filled the viewscreen—and when it finally faded a few seconds later, there was a large beam of ragged blue energy streaking from the Starlight’s deflector dish…

“They’re firing a tetryon beam into the nebula,” said Reinbold after a few seconds of study.  “It’s—”

Too late.

Harrison could already feel the deck plates starting to rumble.  The lights flickered, and after a moment, he could see the nebula starting to boil on the viewscreen.   In the distance, a particularly agitated bubble of greenish-blue gas exploded, sending out a giant shockwave that rippled across the murky nebula…

Harrison grabbed hold of the command chair.  “Commander Meade,” he called, “get us out of here!”

The Columbia swiftly came about as the giant wall of roiling green gas rushed through the nebula… but as the Explorer-class starship made its illustrious escape, it suddenly found itself under attack, for the Starlight—and all of its shuttlecraft—was following close behind, weapons ablaze.

Ian Meade’s fingers pounded on the Columbia’s helm.  Not only did he have to evade the oncoming wall of nebula, there were about a dozen tiny shuttles pounding into the Columbia’s shielding.  Thus far he had managed to evade their puny attacks fairly well—but it didn’t take very much for things to go downhill.

“Shields are down to eight percent,” shouted Karalis over the roaring attack.

“And our aft torpedo launchers just went offline,” added Commander Robinson.

Harrison shook his head as his every last tactical advantage went out the window.  “Drat…”

And then came the shockwave that put the final nail in the Columbia’s coffin…

Working so very hard to evade the plethora of perils conspiring to destroy the Columbia from behind, Ian Meade didn’t quite see the gravimetric distortions in front of the ship until it was too late.  It was a small little bugger, but it was more than enough to stop the ship dead in its tracks…

“They’re caught in the gravimetric distortions around the planet,” said Neelar Drayge, intently watching the Columbia flail about on the viewscreen.  It almost looked like a fish out of water. 

A highly vulnerable fish.

Captain Christopher didn’t waste any time with pleasantries.  He simply smiled, and started to give the fateful order that would bring this battle to its end… but the moment his lips parted, Christopher could hear the tactical station beginning to bleep.

“We are being hailed,” said Bator after a moment.  “Audio only.”

It took a moment for Bator’s words to register; a communiqué from the enemy was about the last thing Christopher had been expecting—and he briefly turned his quizzical gaze upon Tompkins for his analysis.

But Tompkins was equally baffled.

Curiosity mounting, Christopher decided there was but a single way to find out what was going on.  He thusly rose from the command chair and turned to Bator.  “Let’s hear it…”

There was a brief crackle as Bator established a link to the Columbia; all of the gravimetric distortions in the vicinity undoubtedly made communication difficult—but after a few seconds, Harrison’s static-filled voice filled the Starlight’s bridge:  “This is Captain Matthew Harrison of… Federati… … rship Columbia…”

Garbled as it was, Christopher was able to catch Harrison’s drift.  “What is it, Matthew?”

Harrison’s response was immediate, but so badly garbled that none of it was comprehensible.

Tompkins frowned.  “Hey, Erin, is there any way to clear that up?”

She blinked, and quickly started to peck away at her console.  “I’ll see what I can do!”

Meanwhile, Harrison continued to babble.  Christopher could discern a few words every now and then, but for the most part, the reason for Harrison’s transmission remained a mystery.  

“Matthew…” Alan Christopher’s garbled voice filled the Columbia’s bridge.  “We’re having technical difficu… …the communication system.  We can’t unders… …ord you’re saying…”

And that was exactly the point.  Harrison didn’t want his words to be coherent, because, quite frankly, he wasn’t saying anything of interest.  He spoke a few benign status reports, mentioned the Columbia’s dire predicament… It was literally nothing that would interest Captain Christopher.

But it was enough to distract him—and that would be the downfall of Captain Alan Christopher…

Feeling he had wasted enough time with the distraction, Harrison pulled in a lungful of air, clasped his hands together, and gave one simple order: “Fire!”

• • •

A single burst of yellow light streaked away from the Columbia’s torpedo launcher and headed straight for the Starlight.  The holographic warhead took only a few moments to charge across the battlefield, and before the Starlight could even begin to move out of the way, great plumes of fire began to ripple along its blackened hull.  Within moments, the entire ship exploded in a fantastic ball of crimson light.

But there was no debris in the explosion’s wake—only the Starlight.  Nearby, the battle damage that scarred the Columbia’s hull began to vanish, and within a few moments, both starships were returned to their former, pristine states.

The battle was over, and against all odds, the Columbia prevailed.

• • •

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76401.5: The tactical simulations in the Risidian Cluster have at long last reached an end.  The battle was long and arduous, and while the Starlight’s crew performed as well as I knew they would, our efforts were, unfortunately, not enough to fend off the Columbia.  

Whenever possible, Alan Christopher always liked to look on the bright side.  That, of course, had a lot to do with Erin’s eternally optimistic outlook on life… but it was a good philosophy, and it certainly applied today.  “Two out of three isn’t bad.”

Seated across from Alan Christopher in the Starlight’s mess hall, Matthew Harrison considered the sentiment for a long moment.  “You were able to achieve victory sixty-six percent of the time…”

“Sixty-seven,” Christopher quickly corrected.  “I always like to round up.”

Harrison nodded his agreement.  “Especially when it is in your favor.”

“Exactly.”

“And that sixty-seven percent is certainly commendable,” said Harrison, carefully sipping at his cup of steaming hot tea.

And it was commendable.  “But it should have been a clean sweep,” Christopher adamantly—and jokingly—insisted.  “Your incredibly cheap tactics robbed the Starlight of its rightful victory.”

As expected, Harrison found some humor in the situation—but not for the reasons Christopher had anticipated.  “My tactics were certainly sufficient,” conceded Harrison, “but if anyone robbed the Starlight of its victory, it was you.”

“Me?”  Skeptical, Christopher took a brief sip of his orange juice, and simply waited for Harrison’s explanation.

“Yes, you,” Harrison politely affirmed.  He set aside his tea and slowly started to pick at his meal… a vile-looking concoction called sushi.  “After your initial victories, your tactics began to stagnate—and your ego clearly began to grow.  Thus, we were able to orchestrate an elaborate plan that could anticipate your every move.”

The skepticism grew.  Christopher knew he might have relied on the same tactics, but he couldn’t have been that predictable.  “There is no way you could have seen that thing with the nebula coming…”

Harrison shook his head.  “That was truly unexpected… however at that point in the battle, both the Starlight and your ego were heavily damaged.  You were bound to fabricate some sort of exotic plan—and you did not disappoint.  However, the events leading up to the incident with the nebula unfolded much as I had anticipated.”

“But the Starlight was poised to win,” Christopher reminded.  “My tactics worked.”

Harrison didn’t argue.  “Your tactics were indeed sufficient.”

“And then you got cheap!”  In some dark corner of his heart, Christopher was still a little bitter about the incident, but he was willing to forgive and forget. 

But Harrison was apparently not so eager to forget the incident.  “I did not get cheap,” he calmly stated.  “I was merely borrowing a page from your book.”

“My book?!” Christopher nearly spit his juice all over the table.  “I haven’t done anything like that!”

Harrison promptly raised a dismissive hand to silence Christopher’s rather loud rants.  “In the past, you have frequently demonstrated that desperate times often require desperate measures… and in many cases, your subsequent actions were also quite devious.  Having been your first officer for the past four years, I… might have picked up a devious trait or two…  It is certainly within the realm of possibility.”

And suddenly, Christopher was torn.  In a sense, Harrison had been his protégé—and it was good to see that the man was putting his acquired skills to use.  As such, Christopher couldn’t really be upset, because he was clearly an excellent mentor.  But then again, the Starlight just got a thorough beating because of it.

“Think of it this way,” said Harrison, obviously angling to get back on Christopher’s good side, “you should be pleased to see the Columbia was victorious.  Had we lost three times in a row, that would have indicated my training was insufficient, and that my mentor was equally unskillful…”

The sentiment certainly rang true, but it didn’t make Christopher feel any better.  “Just wait until Commander Robinson comes along in one of these training exercises and kicks your ass…  I’ll be more than happy to hear you gloat over your incredible loss.”

“And a noble loss it will be,” said Harrison, still picking at his sushi.  “I’m surprised that doesn’t appeal to your ego…  After all, nobility is highly respected.”

“Give it a few days…” Christopher chuckled a bit, but he couldn’t help but cringe at Harrison’s meal.  “That looks wretched.”

He shook his head.  “It is actually quite decent.  You should try it.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Your loss.”  Harrison took a moment to imbibe his meal, and after washing it down with a sip of tea, the conversation continued.  “I brought the holodeck program…”

Christopher immediately knew which program Harrison spoke of—and his heart fluttered with excitement.  Gone was the rivalry between them, and the friendship that was born all those years ago returned in full force.  “I believe we were approaching Death Mountain during our last journey.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison, his voice already filled with excitement.  “And I am told Gleeok the Necromancer has summoned his finest army to meet us in the summit… Reaching Hera’s Tower shall not be an easy task—but with you at mine side, anything is possible…”

Alan Christopher liked facing Harrison in battle.  He learned quite a lot about his friend.  He enjoyed the rivalry (and the nobility).  But he had to admit… he liked fighting alongside Matthew a whole lot more.  “Tell me the Wizzrobes of Doom aren’t a part of this army…”

“Oh, there are legions of them,” said Harrison, extending his arms in a grandiose fashion for added emphasis.  “And we canst not forget the vile ball-and-chain troopers… yes, they are there as well—along with the Death Knights from the Fortress Auchinduin and the…”
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