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PROLOGUE

Captain Alan Christopher sat quietly at the head of the conference table watching his crew’s reaction to the disturbing sight being played out on the monitor.  It wasn’t gory or extreme, but it was terribly unsettling.

Commander Harrison expelled a hopeless sigh, while Commander Keller simply nodded her head.  Most everyone else had a similar reaction to the small Elorg ship emerging from the swirling nether that was inside the Alteran Expanse.  

Christopher recognized the ship as one of similar design to the one Talyere had arrived in several months prior.  An elongated trapezoid with a plethora of sensor devices mounted to the hull, barely resembling a starship.  Though he was only saw a playback of the events then, it sent chills down his spine.  Now, witnessing it first hand, Christopher was experiencing a similar sensation.

“It is only a scout ship,” Talyere said stoically.  “It will not provide much force to the Elorg fleet,” he added to reassure the others.

Christopher smiled, but hardly felt reassured.  “It might not provide the Elorg with firepower, but it will definitely provide them with supplies,” he said. 

Talyere slowly nodded to affirm the statement.  “That it will.”  He stared briefly at the small vessel before returning his attention back to the meeting.  “If the vessel is equipped with standard supplies, it will have more than enough resources to have both Warships fully operational within a few weeks.  Perhaps sooner.”

Harrison wearily rubbed his forehead.  “And there’s nothing we can do to stop them,” he grimaced.  “That is, without losing half of our fleet to the verteron radiation.”

Christopher nodded sullenly and slowly started to drum his fingers upon the shiny black tabletop.  “No kidding,” he said before Erin Keller suddenly cut in.

“Talyere,” she called out, “how far was this ship from the rift when you left Elorg space?”

The Elorg sighed for a moment as he delved into his memory in search of the data in question.  After waiting patiently for several moments, Christopher slid the padd containing Talyere’s report across the table to him for faster access.  “Thank you,” he called out as he intercepted the padd before it could skitter over the edge.  Quickly, he picked it up and accessed the proper data.  “The vessel was 216 spatial grids away from the terminus of the rift,” he announced after a moment of additional cogitation.  “Assuming they set a course directly for the rift at the time it’s nature was discovered, the vessel should have arrived two days ago.”

Two days.  That wasn’t much of a time differential given the circumstances.  “In other words,” said Christopher, “practically right on time.”

Talyere punched a few additional computations into the padd.  “Assuming the rest of the Elorg fleet did the same, Elorg Warships similar to the ones already present should arrive in about two months.  Unlike their counterpoints here, these warships will be completely functional.”

Christopher nodded negatively.  “This is not good,” he sighed.  “We need to redouble our efforts in finding a way around the verteron problem,” he decided.  “We have the firepower to strike, and strike hard, but as long as the verteron radiation is out there, that firepower is as good as useless.

“Now, we have two months before the Elorg arrive—maybe less, and I want to be ready for them when that day comes.   See if it’s possible to somehow convert the older ships’ engines to something similar to our design so they can penetrate the radiation with us.  Maybe shields can be modified to prevent the radiation from killing the warp core.  Who knows, maybe we can summon the good verteron fairy will to come and save the day.”

Harrison cast a curious gaze at the Captain.  “In other words, do whatever it takes,” he paraphrased.

Christopher pointed an accusing finger at the commander.  “Well done, Matthew.  You get a golden star!”

As Christopher turned away from Harrison’s sarcastic moans, he took yet another look at the emerging Elorg vessel.  Even knowing its nominal capabilities didn’t put him at ease.  They needed to end this crisis, and end it soon.  “Are there any other matters we need to discuss?” he asked upon returning his attention to the conference.

Christopher’s eyes shot about the conference table, locking briefly with each of the senior staff present before he was content their meeting was over.  “Okay.  Dismissed,” he said with a casual wave of the hand.  

As the others slowly funneled back to their respective stations, Kendall Johnson slowly approached Lucas Tompkins and Erin Keller, who were chatting quietly near the exit closest to the bridge.  “I don’t know about this,” he grimaced.

“I hear you,” agreed Keller.  “This task does weigh heavily upon our shoulders,” she added, referring to the group she was standing with.  

Kendall nodded slowly.  She was right, but he was almost certain they could make at least some sort of headway in two months.  How much progress remained to be seen, but something was better than nothing.  “Has Starfleet come up with anything we might be able to use as a template?” he inquired.

Tompkins quickly nodded.  “They’re as stumped as we are,” he said.  “Several prototype engine modifications either prompted a warp core breech, or didn’t work at all.”

“Not to mention the one that actually accelerated the shut-down process,” added Keller lightly.  “If anything, Starfleet’s clueless.”

Kendall smiled hesitantly.  “Isn’t that a comforting thought?”

“That it is,” said Keller.  “But don’t worry.  There is a way around this problem.  We just have to open our eyes and see it.”

Kendall forced yet another smile.  “I hope your right.  If not, in a few months time, we could all be members of the Bloc…”

CHAPTER ONE

The science lab was bustling with its usual and extremely routine commotion.  Erin Keller couldn’t help but smile upon seeing each and every crew member in the exact position she had seen them upon her last visit several weeks earlier.   Apparently Kendall’s attempts at injecting the science team with spontaneity had failed.

Despite that fact, Keller had found at the very least, a minimal improvement in the spontaneity of Kendall himself.  Instead of performing sensor analyses with the rest of the bunch, Johnson was congregated with she and Lucas at the island station in the center of the lab, ready to save the universe, no doubt.

“We could always try remodulating the shield harmonics to block out verteron particles,” suggested Tompkins as the brainstorming session commenced.

Erin nodded.  “Won’t work,” she said bluntly.  “What if their shields get damaged in battle?”

Tompkins slowly nodded his understanding.  “The verterons will rush in and we’ll be out a perfectly good starship.”

“Bingo,” said Keller.  She sighed.  It had only been a few minutes, and already she was growing tired of the brainstorming.  It didn’t help matters that Keller felt as if her mind was enjoying a bright, sunny day.  As she glanced at Commander Tompkins, she saw he seemed to be suffering from a similar affliction.  “You didn’t sleep well, either?” she inquired as the chief engineer wearily rubbed at his eyes.

To her surprise, Tompkins sent her a negative nod.  “Actually, I slept quite well,” he admitted.

Keller frowned.  “Are you sure?”

“Quite,” he affirmed, acquiring an increasingly suspicious tone.

“Well you don’t look to well,” said Keller, now becoming even more aware of Tompkins’ frail nature.  He looked pale, as if he had just seen a ghost, and his eyelids looked as if they had weights hanging from them.  

“That’s ridiculous.  It’s just the lighting in here,” said Tompkins defiantly.  He sighed, turned back to the console, and pretended to go over some sensor schematics.

It didn’t fool Keller.  She peered over his shoulder and saw a three-day-old replicator repair request scrolling across the screen.  She sighed and briefly glanced up at Kendall Johnson. 

He was paying little attention to their banter, and instead concentrating on his own sensor data.  Upon closer analysis, Keller noticed Johnson wasn’t looking very well, either.  But that was old news to her…

“I bet you’re wondering what I wanted to talk to you about,” Erin asked as she fiddled with the chicken salad situated in front of her.

Kendall briefly looked up at her, but avoided any direct eye contact. “A little,” he admitted.

Erin drew herself closer to Kendall.  His pulse was racing, his skin was flushed, and he had the slightest hint of perspiration on his brow.  “Are you feeling okay?”

“I’ll live,” he groaned.  

Though their symptoms were different, Keller couldn’t help but notice at least a few parallels in their two respective cases, the most obvious being denial.  But with them both engrossed in sensor readings, or at least pretending to be, Keller took the opportunity to take a closer look.

Having already seen Johnson’s symptoms up close, Keller discretely surveyed Tompkins for the telltale signs that could link their cases.  Although Tompkins’ skin was flushed, and he had a thin layer of perspiration across his brow, Keller couldn’t tell if his pulse was racing or not.  And those two symptoms alone weren’t enough for Keller to suspect anything more than a bad case of indigestion.

But these were her friends, and the last thing Keller wanted to see was them suffering.  And so, she decided to take matters into her own hands.  

“If you’ll excuse me?” she asked as she took several steps away from the island console.

Tompkins looked away from his phony sensor display.  “I don’t see us making any progress at the moment,” he said wearily.  “I think we can get by without you.”

Keller smiled.  “Very well, then.”  With that, she slipped past Tompkins and stormed out into the corridor, passing several fellow officers on her way to the turbolift.  Had she not seen them emerge from the lift, Keller knew she would have undoubtedly plowed them over.

“Deck five,” she barked upon entering the lift.

The computer hastily complied, and moments later, deposited her on deck five, several meters away from sick bay.  Trying to stay composed, Keller took on a slower pace as she made the final leg of her trip.  She didn’t want to alarm the crew if this turned out to be a simple case of indigestion.

Sick bay was bustling with its usual air molecules—and Sarah Hartman, who was hard at work in the back corner of the medical bay performing some kind of task imperative to the survival of the Federation.  Erin was sure.

“Sarah,” called out Erin as she came to a halt at the bio-bed nearest the door.

The Doctor looked up from her work and quickly tossed her haphazard hair into a state of relative order.  “What can I do for you, Commander?” she asked formally.

Keller sighed.  “Put my weary mind at ease,” she said.

Hartman reached into the pocket of her white lab coat and pulled out a medial tricorder.  “What’s wrong?”

“With me?” Keller inquired, pointing at herself.  “Nothing,” she said.  

The statement barely roused Hartman’s excitement, but at least got the Doctor out of her chair.  She slowly approached the Commander with a curious look on her face.  “Then how can I be of service?”

Keller carefully slipped up onto the bio-bed.  “I’m worried about Kendall and Lucas,” she said quietly. Even though there was nobody else in the room, going behind her friends’ backs in such a fashion gave Erin the distinct feeling of betrayal.  For some reason, keeping her voice down made her felt a little better about doing this.  “Both of them have been looking a little under the weather.  I’m no Doctor, but I’ve taken enough medical courses to know when someone’s not well.  Now they both adamantly deny any illness, but I know better…”

“Well, given that, I can officially diagnose them as men,” Hartman muttered.

Keller grinned sheepishly.  “Oh really?  I would have never guessed,” she mused.  

Hartman raised an eyebrow.  “Why?  Have you… encountered a reason to disprove my analysis?”

Keller’s jaw dropped.  “Hardly,” she said.  “But I would greatly appreciate it if you could somehow check up on them…”

Hartman shrugged.  “Send them in.”

Keller nodded negatively.  “You see, as long as they think there’s nothing wrong with them, they won’t come willingly.  You’re going to have to fabricate a reason to get them down here.”

Hartman hastily clapped her tricorder open and shut as she composed an insidious plot.  “I could start the yearly medical examinations,” she suggested.  “Or I could tell them that there’s been an outbreak of the Telurian plague on the ship, and that they’ll be dead in five days unless they report to sick bay.”

Keller smiled.  “I’ll leave that one up to you,” she mused before starting to slide down the bio-bed.  Hartman quickly held her back.  “What?” Keller demanded.

“Nothing,” said Hartman as she concluded a quick scan of Keller.  “You spend a lot of time around both of them.  I was just making sure you were hadn’t been exposed to their alleged ailment.”

“And?”

“You’re fine.”

Keller let out a brief sigh of relief.  Though she had failed to consider that very real possibility, it was good to know that she was, at least for the time being, fully functional.

As Lucas Tompkins strode into main engineering, he couldn’t help but recall Erin Keller’s earlier accusations regarding his health—especially now that he was beginning to feel his health degrading. 

He suddenly found himself drained of all energy, and fighting a minor case of the chills.  His head was pounding and his legs felt as if they could give out at any moment.  Quickly, though sure not to draw any attention to himself, Tompkins settled down in the nearest vacant chair and started running an analysis of the ship’s systems.

Almost immediately, it popped up a message indicating the atmospheric controls had been radically altered.  Tompkins turned to the Ensign at the station beside him.  “The temperature in here is six degrees below standard.  Why?” he snapped.

The Ensign froze like an icicle.  “I don’t know, sir,” he quivered.  “May I direct you to Lieutenant Trinn?”

Tompkins barely found the energy in himself to nod to the Ensign’s response.  But he did, and slowly rose from his chair in search of his second in command, a Trill named Jayla Trinn.  Under normal circumstances, she was easy to spot…given her spotted nature.  

But now, Tompkins could barely keep his eyelids open long enough to focus across the engine room.  But luck had smiled upon him, and Trinn suddenly approached him from behind.  “Here are the results of the transator diagnostic,” she chirped, producing a padd for Tompkins to inspect.

He waved it aside.  “Why the hell is it so cold in here?” he snapped.

Trinn took a step back, clearly stunned at Tompkins’ behavior.  “It was getting a little warm in here,” she said.  “Apparently, several crew members had boosted the temperature.”

“So you lowered it to six degrees below standard?”

“Standard for humans,” she said quietly.

“Computer,” said Tompkins.  “Reset temperature to normal,” he barked. 

Within seconds, the air gradually warmed to what the computer considered standard.  But Tompkins was still freezing.  Glanced back at his station and saw that the temperature was correct—twenty-two degrees centigrade.  But it hardly felt correct.

But that was rapidly becoming the least of his concerns.  A chill suddenly traveled down his spine.  He could barely keep his eyes open, and he knew he was sweating like a pig.  And if he wasn’t mistaken, the room was spinning.  As he felt a sudden churn in his stomach, Tompkins finally realized that Commander Keller might have been right.  

Trinn placed a hand on Tompkins’ shoulder to keep him from falling over.  “Are you all right?” she asked.

“It’s nothing a good night’s sleep won’t cure,” he lied.  “I think… I think I’ll go get started on that…  right… right now.”

After what seemed like an eternity of wandering through the corridors, and quite possibly what seemed like the longest turbolift ride in the history of the known universe, Tompkins finally entered the confines of his quarters. 

“Computer, increase temperature to… to thirty degrees,” he groaned as he stumbled toward the cozy chair nearest the doors.  As he plopped down into the chair, Tompkins immediately felt his energy drain even more.  He didn’t even know if he could get up—but given the hell that his stomach was raising, he truly hoped that he could.

Once he had rested for a bit, he would order a nice cup of tea from the replicator, and hopefully be back up on his feet by tomorrow morning.  But the mere mention of feet brought Tompkins’ attention to the throbbing pain in his shin that he had been ignoring all day.  

But now that he was stationary, and able to concentrate on what felt like the war being played out in his body, Tompkins couldn’t help but notice the annoying ache.  He didn’t even remember what he had run into to cause such a wound.

Slowly, he lifted his pant leg up over his knee to inspect the bruise at a closer analysis—but was instantly mortified upon seeing a massive, crusty red welt bulging out from his shin.  It’s hundreds of tendrils crawling outward, expanding the wound.

That was no bruise.  In fact, Tompkins didn’t know what it was, but given the looks of it, it was definitely not something that could be healed by a cup of tea…

CHAPTER TWO

Sarah Hartman had to admit she had her doubts about the mystery illness that Commander Keller had described to her.  The crew hadn’t been exposed to anything of interest recently, and unless some strange mutant virus had suddenly developed, Hartman wasn’t overly concerned about plague.  

But until she had proof to put both her mind, and Keller’s mind at ease, Hartman would take the threat seriously.  And despite the fact that both afflicted crew members were men, she truly hoped that their absence in sick bay meant they were fine—not stupid.  Then again, they were men…

Suddenly, the doors burst open.  Hartman looked up from her tricorder data to see Lucas Tompkins stumble inside.  He looked like he had been to hell and back.   She quickly stuffed the tricorder in her pocket and rushed to Tompkins’ side.  “Are you okay?” she inquired.  “Commander Keller told me you weren’t well.”

“She was right,” rasped Tompkins.  He fell into Hartman’s grasps, and with her assistance, stumbled to the nearest bio-bed.  

His uniform was thoroughly saturated with perspiration, and his skin was terribly clammy.  Hartman didn’t even need to look at her tricorder to guess how high his fever was.  Even so, she pulled it from her pocket and ran it in front of Lucas.  Undoubtedly, her morbid look immediately startled him.

“What is it?” Tompkins asked.

“Lay down,” Hartman instructed.  “You’re body temperature is almost forty degrees,” she whispered, and then watched as Tompkins stared back in disbelief.

Hartman reached for a hypospray.  “I’m giving you 70cc’s of vertazine,” she said before injecting the hypospray into his neck.

“There’s something else,” Tompkins rasped as she drew her arm away from his neck.  His eyes were filled with fear, a terribly infectious one.

“What?”

“My leg,” he said, gently wobbling the limb in question.

Up until now, Hartman hadn’t noticed the swelling in Tompkins leg.  But now that her attention had been brought to it, she couldn’t see how she had missed it.  “My God,” she whispered as she lifted his pant leg up, revealing the massive red welt.

She fished her tricorder out of her pocket and slowly scanned the welt.  The device whined rampantly as it fed data to the screen, but Hartman glanced down to see nothing but inconclusive results.  “How long have you had this?” she asked.

“Not long,” said Tompkins.  “Less than six hours—it wasn’t there this morning.”

“Great,” she muttered.  “Do you have any idea what you might have been in contact with to get this?”

He nodded negatively.  “Not a clue.  I haven’t left the ship in weeks.”

The tricorder chirped again, only this time, it was a more conclusive bleep—one that actually produced data on the screen.  And as Hartman glanced down at it, her last question was instantly answered.  “I’m detected trace amounts of Elorg DNA in the wound,” she said morbidly.

Tompkins moaned.  “That is the exact spot where the Incubus attacked me,” he said.

“Then this could be some sort of residual infection.  Apparently, it has an incubation period of about five weeks,” said Hartman.  “Was anyone else attacked by the Incubus?”

Tompkins closed his weary eyes and thought.  “Commander Smith,” he rasped after a moment.  “But she was killed.”

Hartman’s pulse suddenly skipped a beat.  Her stomach fluttered.  “Then we have a problem,” she said quietly.  “This infection might be contagious.  Lieutenant Johnson apparently has similar symptoms.”

Tompkins moaned wearily and closed his eyes.  “I guess it’s a good thing Commander Keller is so worrisome.”

“I suppose so,” said Hartman.  “I’m going to have Nurse Collins run some additional bio-metric analyses.  Don’t go anywhere.”

“Don’t worry.  I’m not going anywhere.”

From the nanosecond Sarah Hartman had strolled into his Ready Room, Christopher knew the news he was about to hear would not please him.  The fact that the good Doctor was personally delivering it worried him even more.  And so he braced himself for the worst.

“Commander Tompkins has acquired some sort of Elorg infection,” she said slowly.  “Apparently, he contracted it when the Incubus invaded the ship near stardate 72009.”

It was about the last thing Christopher had expected to hear.  His line of thought was more focused on a terminal illness or the dreaded yearly physicals… but not an Elorg infection.  Quite frankly, this scared him more than any of the two choices he had isolated.  “If they can’t kill us directly, they’ll do it indirectly,” he grimaced.  “How is he?”

“Not good,” she said simply.  “He had a fever near forty degrees.  His pulse was racing and his blood pressure was off the charts.  But the giant welt on his leg concerned me most.  What’s more, I think it’s contagious.”

Christopher sighed wearily.  “We could have an epidemic on our hands,” he suddenly realized.  “Just how threatening is this infection to life?”

Hartman briefly conferred with her medical tricorder.  “Most of the symptoms I’ve observed in Commander Tompkins are treatable,” she said. “But I haven’t been able to examine the tissue samples from the abrasion as of yet, but somehow, I have a very bad feeling that a simple injection of vertazine will cure it.”

“So do I,” said Christopher.  “I want the entire crew scanned for the infection.  Have Rachael help you out if necessary.”

Hartman nodded.  “I’m on it.”

“Dismissed.”

Without any further discussion, Hartman rose from her chair and stormed back toward sick bay.  Christopher did not envy the task she had ahead of her.  Nor did he envy the task he had—keeping the crew’s morale up in this time of pending crisis.  It was hard enough to keep them happy guarding the Kilka Sector from invasion.  Now, with the added burden of possible annihilation, Christopher realized the situation could turn quite grim.  

But hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.  And he would keep hoping that.

Sarah Hartman stormed back to sick bay in a trance.  The entire way back seemed like a surreal tour of the ship.  By now, the crew was beginning to hear rumors of what was going on, and actually seeing Hartman go to the Captain with a problem would only fuel the fire.  But only Hartman knew the actual magnitude of the situation.  And it was bad.

When she entered sick bay, Hartman noticed Meyer had already complied with the Captain’s orders, and was currently standing beside Kendall Johnson a few bio-beds away from Tompkins.  After a brief inspection of Tompkins condition, Hartman joined Johnson and Meyer. 

“Have you scanned him for the infection?” Hartman inquired.

“Not yet,” said Meyer.

Hartman removed the tricorder from her pocket and placed it firmly in the palm of Meyer’s hand.  “Do it,” she ordered.

Meyer carefully lifted the tricorder’s lid and pulled the sensing unit from the top.  She slowly waved the sensor in front of Johnson’s chest before deactivating the unit and placing it back inside the tricorder’s cubbyhole.  “I’m not detecting any trace of the infection in his system,” she said with a sigh of relief.

Hartman was equally relieved.  “I’m glad to see Commander Keller’s concerns were wrong here,” she said.  “She was worried about you, Lieutenant.”

Johnson suddenly perked up.  “She was?”

Hartman nodded.  “She said you were looking ill the other day.”

Johnson nodded negatively.  “I was never sick.”

Meyer suddenly placed a hand on Johnson’s shoulder.  “Actually, I believe I diagnosed the problem…” she said, hinting at their conversation in the cargo bay several weeks earlier.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Hartman demanded.

“It wasn’t exactly a medical problem,” said Meyer. 

Johnson suddenly went from flattered to extreme disbelief.  “You mean, when I was… the other week, she thought I was sick?”

“Sorry,” said Meyer sympathetically.  

At that point, Hartman decided she really did need to get out a bit more often.  The conversation seemed totally lacking to her.  Then again, Lieutenant Johnson’s personal life was the least of her concerns at the moment, as the sick bay doors slid open yet again, revealing Lieutenant Jayla Trinn.

The Trill slowly approached the Doctor with her arm extended.  Even from a distance, Hartman could see the telltale welt on her hand, confirming her fears about the contagious nature of the disease.  Hartman grabbed her tricorder from Meyer’s grasps and pointed it at Trinn.

“I’m guessing that thing just appeared,” said Hartman as she guided the Trill toward the bio-bed between Johnson and Tompkins.

“It did,” Trinn confirmed.

“You’ve got a fever, too.  Your body temperature is almost thrity-five degrees,” Hartman said.  For a Trill, whose body temperature was usually situated at 32.5 degrees, thirty-five degrees wasn’t life threatening, but it was a formidable force.  “Did the incubus touch you?”

“No,” said Trinn with the utmost confidence.

Hartman threw up her arms.  “You’re right.  I’m not reading any Elorg DNA.  Then how the hell did you get this welt?”

Meyer slowly came to Hartman’s side.  “Did you touch Lucas?” she asked slowly.

Trinn thought carefully.  “You know what, I think I did… This morning…”

Hartman quickly stepped away from Meyer.  “Keep away from me,” she told Meyer.  “I was in contact with him, too.”  She sighed wearily.  “It would seem our theories about the long-term incubation were wrong.  If she touched Lucas this morning, then the infection can either alter its incubation period—or the infection itself has altered.”

“Have you touched anyone else?” Meyer asked Trinn.

The Trill nodded to affirm their suspicions.  “Ensign Koltane—and I have no doubt in my mind that he was touching Ensign Miller.”

“Who met with Commander Harrison and Bator on the holodeck after lunch for a little swordplay,” Johnson recalled.  

Trinn suddenly frowned.  “Bator was working with Lieutenant Culhaine on the environmental systems when I left engineering,” she said enigmatically.

Despite her mysterious nature, Hartman immediately caught onto Trinn’s train of thought.  “We already know the infection is smart—it just might take that opportunity to mutate into something airborne.”

CHAPTER THREE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72193.1: The situation continues to worsen.  Currently, eleven crew members have succumbed to the Elorg infection, including Doctor Hartman. She projects that number to rapidly increase in the near future.  

Meanwhile, the search for a cure to continues to lead us down the same path: failure.

Captain Christopher stood quietly across from Doctor Hartman over Lucas Tompkins’ bio-bed.  He was resting in apparent comfort, but Christopher knew that was a mere deception.  Under that placid exterior, there was a raging battle going on inside his body.  And at this moment, nobody knew who would win.

“I’ve done everything I can,” said Hartman wearily,  “but the infection is still spreading.  The only thing keeping him alive right now is his own will.”

Christopher nodded.  “Let’s hope that’s enough,” he moaned.  “What about the others?”

Hartman looked at the rest of the bio-beds behind her.  They were all occupied.  “None of them are as bad as Lucas, but Lieutenant Trinn is rapidly going downhill.  I’m going to have to sedate her in another few hours.”

“Have you determined if it’s mutated to being an airborne entity?”

“It doesn’t look like it.  Everyone here all reported having direct contact with another infected person,” Hartman explained, “but given its erratic incubation period, I can’t know for sure.”

“Keep at it,” Christopher urged.  “I’m going to go talk with Talyere.  Maybe he can shed some light on this mystery virus…”

Despite the fact that he had emerged himself in the utterly fascinating history of the United Federation of Planets, Talyere Rosat did take the time, every once and a while, to peek his head out into the real world.  And at last check, he had only the faintest premonition that there may be something wrong.

That was several hours ago.  In the time that had passed, Talyere had noticed several other things, the most obvious being a lag in computer response times—not that anyone else would notice, but considering he was used to systems twice as advanced as these, the lag was obvious.  Furthermore, his observations of the life support systems indicated several severe temperature changes in several areas of the ship.  His final clue was the sudden chime of his door.

Talyere terminated his interface.  “Enter,” he said as he rose to greet his guest.  “Ah,” he said as Captain Christopher entered.  “Captain, I was expecting such a visitation.”

Christopher folded his arms.  “Were you, now?”

Talyere nodded.  “I was.  I had the distinct feeling that the ship is in danger.”

“Not the ship as much as its crew,” Christopher clarified.  “When the Incubus invaded several weeks ago, it left behind an infection in Commander Tompkins’ body.  That infection is spreading.  Do you know anything about it?”

Talyere’s stomach suddenly fluttered.  “There have been rumors of entire crews falling ill and dying after having an encounter with an incubus,” he said slowly.  “But those were only rumors.  I know nothing of it first hand.”

Christopher was obviously displeased with the answer.  Talyere felt sorry that he could not be of any further assistance, but he knew little else to say.  Medicine was not his forte.  

Even so, Christopher seemed convinced that Talyere was holding something back.  “Have any of those rumors spoken of a cure?”

Talyere considered the question carefully for several moments.  But as he reviewed each rumor, there was no sign of a cure.  “No,” he admitted.  “Since the Elorg used the incubus as a weapon against our most lethal enemies, I do not even know if they bothered to create a cure.”

Christopher seemed upset by the discourse, but that was the cold, hard truth.  The Elorg cared very little for their nemeses.  If a cure was made, there was always a chance it could be discovered, and the last thing the Conclave of Overseers wanted was a leak of information.

“They at least had to have some notes,” Christopher pressed on.  “Something which could hint at a cure?”

“Now therein lays a possibility,” admitted Talyere.  “If there is one thing the Elorg excel at, it is collecting and analyzing information.”

Christopher smiled.  “As you have so graciously demonstrated for us.”

“Indeed,” he said with a smile.  “And Elorg medics are heralded for their efforts in that particular area.”

“Unfortunately, you are not a medic,” said Christopher.

Talyere nodded quaintly.  “That would seem to be the case,” he agreed.  “However,” he said, pointing to a tiny planetary system on the monitor beside him, “if my memory serves me correctly, there was a medical research facility on what is now Torash VII.”

Christopher snapped his fingers enthusiastically and stepped up to the screen.  “Good,” he said. 

“If there is any research, or even the cure, it would undoubtedly be contained in the archives located on that world,” Talyere continued.

Christopher sighed as he observed the starchart up close.  “Torash VII is six days away at transwarp speed,” he grumbled.  “That’s quite a distance to travel.”

Talyere nodded curtly.  “It is,” he said as Christopher started toward the doors.  “Where are you going?”

Christopher stopped only for a moment.  “Torash VII,” he said.  “Coming?”

Talyere needed only a moment to make his decision.  It was a simple one, really.  Since his arrival on the Starlight, Talyere had not had much of an opportunity to explore space.  Instead, they sat and guarded the Kilka Sector from invasion.  So the choice was simple.  “On my way.”

As he followed Captain Christopher into the medical facility, Talyere was instantly awed by the number of people currently inhabiting the facility.  He counted at least twenty crew, but given their continuous motion, he could not be sure.  By far, the worst off were Commander Tompkins and Lieutenant Trinn, both laying unconscious on their respective bio-beds.

This made the rumors of the alleged infection very real to Talyere, and started to cast doubt on other rumors denied by the Conclave of Overseers.  If this one was true, how many more existed?  Given his current relations with his people, Talyere was quite certain he would not be finding an answer to that question for some time…

“Doctor, Rachael,” called out Christopher as they approached their respective positions.

Hartman was administering some sort of treatment to Ensign Miller when he called.  Meyer was pounding away at the computer station in the back corner.  Upon hearing their names, both looked up at the Captain.  

“What?” Hartman demanded.  “I’m a little busy if you haven’t noticed.”

“I’ve noticed,” said Christopher.  “But I have news.”

That caught both Hartman and Meyer’s attention.  “What is it?” Meyer asked.

“Torash VII,” said Talyere simply.

“According to Talyere, there is an ancient medical research facility there,” explained Christopher.  “With any luck, the facility will still be there after 200,000 years.  With a little more luck, it will still be there and have the cure to this nasty little infection.”

“That is a hell of a lot of luck you’re going to need,” Hartman sighed.  “But we’re going to need it if we want to beat this.  I’ve just been witness to the first case contracted by means other than touch.”

“It’s airborne,” Meyer muttered.  “Which means it’s going to spread like wildfire.”

“That is not good,” said Christopher.  “Torash VII is six days away.”

“Half of the crew could be dead by then,” Hartman said grimly.  “I don’t know if we’ll make it.”

“Nor do I,” said Christopher.  “Which is why we won’t take the ship.  A few of us will leave with the Dark Star.”

Hartman started to reach for the Captain in protest, but quickly retracted her arm to prevent the spread of the disease.  “That would make your journey at least twelve days,” she said.  “I can almost guarantee you we can’t last that long!”

“Which is why we need to leave the ship behind,” said Christopher.  “If we take the Starlight, we could all become infected en route.  Everyone could fall unconscious, and there won’t be anyone running the ship.  By taking the Dark Star, we can at least guarantee someone will make it there alive.”

Hartman sighed, forcing back a surge of anger.  “Twelve days,” she said flatly.  “If necessary, I could put some of them in stasis, but I can’t guarantee anyone’s survival.”

“Just do your best, and leave the rest to us,” said Christopher before turning to Meyer.  “Are you infected?”

“No.”

“Good.  I’d like you to come along.”

Meyer’s stunned eyes seemed to bulge as Doctor Hartman engaged into protest.  “It’s been difficult enough with my already limited staff!  Now you want to start taking them away?  Why not take a few medical tricorders and some hyposprays.  I won’t miss them.”

“Calm down, Sarah,” Christopher ordered.  “I need someone on this mission who knows what’s going on.  Furthermore, I need someone who’s uninfected.  Rachael is both, and she’s coming.  Use the EMH if you have to.”

Talyere cringed in concert with Hartman at the very mention of the holographic Doctor.  But there was at least some logic in using him in the current situation.  “He performs his job adequately,” said Talyere, motioning toward the shoulder that the Doctor had so graciously healed for Talyere.

“What’s more, he’s immune to the infection,” Christopher added.  “Put him to use, Doctor.”

She frowned.  “Gladly,” she said sarcastically before returning her attention to Ensign Miller.

With that conversation concluded, Christopher pulled Meyer into his circle with Talyere.  “We’d better get going,” he whispered.  “If the infection is airborne, we’re at risk now, too.”

“Then we should make haste to vacate the ship,” said Talyere.  He suddenly felt exhilaration inside his body that he had not felt in quite some time.  He was needed.  And it felt good.  He took the initiative and led the way into the corridor. 

What had started off as a routine day on board the Starlight had suddenly turned into a horrible medical drama.  Rachael Meyer hadn’t even seen it coming, despite the symptoms.  She supposed that was the reason she was a counselor, and not a Doctor.

Ironically, she had been chosen to go on this mission not as a counselor, but as a Doctor.  Yes, she had medical skills, but she didn’t consider them extraordinary.  Then again, it wouldn’t make much of a difference who came.  When they reached Torash VII, nobody would know what to look for in a cure.  Not even Doctor Hartman.

And so, after a short journey to the shuttle bay, Meyer now sat in the familiar seat at Christopher’s left in the cockpit of the USS Dark Star.  Though it had been a few months since they had flown together, Meyer still had a strong grasp of the ship’s systems—probably another reason she was chosen to come.

Quickly, she blew through the preflight sequences and prepared the ship for launch.  “All systems are functioning normally,” she reported.  “There’s no sign of the infection in our environmental systems, either,” she added with a sigh of relief.

“Good,” Christopher said.  “Bring the engines on line,  clear all moorings and prepare for departure.”

Meyer complied, releasing the magnetic locks that served as the Dark Star’s moorings, and then hastily piloting the sleek craft into the vacuum of space.

She stared briefly at the other starships nearest the Starlight.  She had contacted many of them and informed them of the situation, but none of them had reported back with any progress toward a cure.  She predicted they would make little progress while she was gone.

“Set a course for Torash VII,” Christopher ordered once they cleared the Starlight’s upper sensor array.  “Prepare to bring the transwarp engines on line.”

The transwarp engines suddenly came to life with a thumping sound toward the back of the cockpit.  “Course set,” said Meyer.  “Transwarp speed at your command.”

“Engage,” said Christopher.  he briefly locked eyes with Meyer.  She saw the fear in them, but truly hoped this mission wasn’t as futile as it felt.

Out the foreword window, the stars of the Kilka Sector suddenly became a green blur as the Dark Star jumped into their transwarp conduit to Torash VII.

CHAPTER FOUR

Torash VII was a far cry from a beautiful sight, even in orbit.  It’s brown and auburn hills and sea of murky stratus clouds seemed to encompass the entire planet.  Only a few oceans were visible from the Dark Star’s current position, and none of them were particularly impressive.

Just behind the planet, it’s only moon, a severely deformed asteroid that somehow stumbled into orbit, was just barely illuminated by the Torash star.  It lacked any grace or mystery that the Earth’s moon had inspired so many centuries ago.

As he looked over the sensor readings, Christopher noticed his visual analysis was probably an accurate one.  The planet was as bland to sensors as it was to the naked eye.  “I’m reading an oxygen/argon atmosphere,” he reported.  “But it’s more or less barren.”

“An H-class planet,” said Meyer.  “Any sign of the research facility?”

Christopher turned his eyes away from sensors for a moment to see what Talyere had to say.  At first, the Elorg was silent as he carefully scrutinized the sensor readings, but finally, a small red circle highlighted an area on the map.  “I’ve located a structure in the south-eastern hemisphere,” he said.  “It appears to be Elorg in design.”

Christopher quickly stepped up from his seat.  “Then let’s check it out,” he suggested, motioning toward the small transporter located in the back of the cockpit.  “I’ve always wanted to see an Elorg base.”

His statement, was at the very most, wishful thinking, since nobody had even heard of the Elorg three months ago.  But he qualified his answer by rationalizing that ever since their discovery, he had been curious about their outposts and bases.  It was still a bit of a stretch, but Christopher believed it was important for him to show Talyere that he was as curious about, like Talyere was curious about the Federation.  And besides, he really was curious.

Meyer led the trio back to the transporter and activated the controls.  Using the data provided by the sensors, Christopher fed their target coordinates to Meyer’s console and then took his position in the claustrophobic transporter pad.  

“Energizing,” said Meyer as she pecked away at the controls before taking her own position on the pad.

After a few seconds, the delay Meyer had programmed into the computer had ended, and Christopher felt the tingling sensation of demolecularization on his skin. It felt like someone was gently breathing on his skin just lightly enough to make one twitch. 

But the feeling passed, and moments later, Christopher found the familiar bulkheads and consoles of the Dark Star were soon replaced by a far more grotesque chamber.

The room was large and circular in shape.  A thick layer of dust covered its many workstations, and gently rolled across the black-and-white checkered floor.  A large crescent-shaped workstation was situation in the center of the room, complimented by the auxiliary consoles lining the walls.  Clearly, this was command and control.

Christopher followed Talyere over to the station.  The Overseer slowly brushed his sleeve across the station’s glassy black surface, collecting a commendable pile of dust.  “This is the primary computer station,” he said as he pushed the dust to the floor.

Christopher watched intently as each and every particle fluttered about like magic pixies, glittering in the ray of sunlight that was penetrating from the skylights above.  And then he sneezed.  “Dust,” he muttered before stepping up beside Talyere.  “Do you think we can access the files we need from here?”

“Undoubtedly.  That is, if we can provide it with enough power.”

Christopher turned to Meyer.  She slowly pulled a small power generator from her engineering kit and handed it to Christopher.  He grabbed it and placed it on the dusty console surface.  “Will this suffice?”

Talyere brought the device to his vibrant orange eyes and placed it under extreme scrutiny, carefully examining each side before placing it back on the surface.  “It will,” he said.

Christopher nodded.  “Rachael, give me a hand back here,” he ordered as he crouched down in front of the station where an access port appeared to be located.  As Meyer crouched down beside him, Christopher carefully tugged at the hatch until it popped off, revealing a cacophony of conduits and flashing lights.  

He went to grab one of them before his better judgment kicked in, telling him not to mess with something he didn’t understand.  “Talyere,” said Christopher, looking up at the Elorg.  “We could probably use your help back here…”

MEDICAL LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL: The situation continues to worsen as the infection, now airborne, has affected over three-quarters of the crew.  The infection has shown its ability to adapt, and I fear it may be started to adapt to treatments.  Several crewmen are not responding to treatment with the zeal of most of the others.

To make things worse, my own infection is rapidly spreading.  I don’t know how much longer until I succumb to its effects, but I’m guessing that time is soon.  As a result, I’ve made no progress in finding a cure.  Unless the Captain gets back soon, we are, quite frankly, screwed.

Erin Keller’s eyes bugged out slightly as she overheard the last few lines of Doctor Hartman’s log entry.  Up until that point, Keller had made it a point to simply treat the Doctor’s infection and try to disturb her as little as possible.  But the last line really grabbed her attention.  “You sure do know how to express the magnitude of the situation,” Keller mused.

Hartman slammed her hand on the “save” key and turned to Keller.  “What can I say?  It’s bad,” she groaned. 

“So it would seem,” said Keller.  She snapped her medical tricorder shut and placed it on the tabletop in front of Hartman.  

The Doctor quickly grabbed it and slipped the scanning device into her pocket.  “I know when the scholars read it twenty years from now they’ll think I accidentally injected myself with a hypospray of mylanicane.  Then again, if they read what I had to put up with every day, they might not think it was an accident.”

“Mylanicane?” Keller inquired.  She was familiar with many drugs and medications, but this was not one of them.

Hartman looked at her as if she were stupid, though.  “It’s a… very powerful stimulant,” she said quietly.  “It ranks right up there with bio-memetic gel.”

Keller recognized the latter of the two drugs, and instantly categorized them as very powerful, very illegal substances in the Federation.  And if mylanicane was half as bad as bio-memetic gel, it too, was most likely a hot commodity on the black market.

But Keller wasn’t too worried about the black market on the Starlight.  In fact, she was certain no such thing existed.  Especially now.  

Slowly, Erin sat down on the tabletop beside Hartman’s computer and stared down at the Doctor.  “So, do you want to hear my diagnosis?”

Hartman buried her head in her hands.  “Probably not,” she moaned. 

“Tough,” said Keller.  “You’re body temperature is 39.1 degrees, blood pressure, 122 over seventy, your heart rate is—”

“Cut to the chase,” Hartman snapped.

Keller didn’t even bother to stop as she reported,  “Your fuse is zero point one-four millimeters long.”

Hartman let out a long, tired sigh as she rubbed her weary eyes.  “I am a bit testy,” she admitted.  “But considering six of my of my people are currently infected, and Rachael is gone, well… I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

“Where’s holo-Doc?” Keller inquired.

Hartman formed a devious grin.  “The EMH is ‘resting,’” she said quietly. 

“You didn’t delete him, did you?” Keller demanded.

Hartman’s mouth was starting to form a response, when a sudden bleeping noise cut her off.  Both women quickly snapped their heads in the direction of the noise, the bio-bed inhabited by Lucas Tompkins.  Seeing her friend in grave danger, Erin quickly slid off from the table top and stormed to his side.

“His cardiopulmonary system is failing,” Hartman determined after a brief moment of study.  

Erin watched closely as the Doctor contemplated a course of action.  While it seemed like hours, Keller knew only a few moments had passed before Hartman extended her arm.  “Fifty cc’s of lectrazine,” she bellowed.  “Now!”

Keller’s eyes quickly darted around for a nurse to scurry up to Hartman’s side with the ordered dosage, when she realized that there were no nurses left standing—Hartman was talking to her.  Hastily, Keller grabbed a hypospray from the nearby table and dug through the drawer beneath it in search of lectrazine.  

In any other situation, it would have been the very first thing she saw, but not this time.  Keller saw a plethora of other drugs, but no lectrazine.  But she kept looking—it had to be there!  Lucas’s life depended on it.

She looked up for a brief moment, half expecting to see Hartman glaring at her with disapproval.  But to Keller’s surprise, Hartman was still staring at Tompkins.  When Erin returned her gaze to the mess inside the drawer, she suddenly noticed her hand passing over the specified drug.

Quickly, she pulled out a 50cc sample and jammed it into the base of the hypospray.  After it clicked into place, Keller slammed it into Hartman’s palm and watched as the Doctor injected it into Tompkins’ neck.

But it only seemed to make things worse.  Tompkins started gasping for air before entering into a series of haphazard convulsions.  The very sight made Keller’s stomach twist like a pretzel.  She took in a deep breath and watched as Hartman started to reach for yet another device on the table, only to stop half way.

Tompkins suddenly stopped.  At first, Erin feared he was dead, but soon saw his labored breathing continuing to persist.  The lectrazine had worked.  

Keller let out her long breath of air.  “That was close,” she said.

Hartman wiped the thin layer of sweat from her brow.  “You think?”

* * *

Rachael Meyer had never seen so much information in one database.  What’s more, she had never seen so much medical information in one database.  The sheer amount of data here made the information contained in the Starlight’s database look like a mere pamphlet.  

To make matters even worse, the length of each file doubled upon converting them into Federation Standard text, making it that much more difficult to find the files in question.  Then again, it would help if they knew exactly which files were in question.  Since they didn’t, they were bound to randomly search through the massive database in search of what could be one tiny entry.

“It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack,” Meyer moaned as she reached the end of yet another data block, her fourth.  “In a tornado,” she added as she saw the size of her next file.  It was three times larger than the last one she had muddled through.  

“Much as I had stated, our archives are vast,” said Talyere.  It was an understatement.

“I don’t even think we could get a quarter of the data here uploaded into the Dark Star’s computer without running out of space,” said Meyer.

Christopher briefly looked up from his file.  “I think we should concern ourselves more with running out of time,” he said.  

“It could take days to pour through all this,” said Meyer somberly.  “There are literally thousands of data blocks here.  And they seem to be getting progressively larger.”

“Do you think we could program some sort of search algorithm into to computer to give us a hand?” Christopher asked after a moment.

Talyere stopped and considered the proposition for several moments.  “It may be possible,” he decided.  “But since we know so little about the infection, it may not be of much use.”

“We would be in good shape even if it eliminated just a couple of our choices,” said Christopher.  “It would give us that much more time to concentrate elsewhere.”

Talyere closed his file window and brought up a new one.  “It shall be done,” he said before starting to pound away at the controls.

Meyer peered over at Talyere’s screen for several moments and watched as he magically programmed the computer to the Captain’s specifications.  When the screen suddenly froze. At first, she thought Talyere had simply stopped entering data, but the sudden alarm blaring in the background told her otherwise.

Talyere slowly stepped away from the panel and locked eyes with Christopher.  “It would seem there were some non-regulation security protocols in place,” he said quietly. 

Christopher frowned.  “What’s happening?”

Talyere made one last attempt to take control of his station.  “Power has been restored to primary systems,” he said after his failed attempt.

“Is that bad?” Meyer inquired.

Talyere shrugged slightly.  “It is all a matter of perspective,” he said enigmatically.  “It is good that we will not be on the Dark Star when the outpost’s tactical system destroys the vessel.  Then again, we will be stranded here.”

Christopher stared back at the Elorg almost in disbelief.  Had the situation been different, Meyer would have burst out into laughter.  But she didn’t.  Instead, she closed her eyes and waited for their coming misfortune.

CHAPTER FIVE

Christopher was still awed by the sudden activation of the facility’s weapon systems.  So awed that he almost didn’t take any action.  But as the reality of the situation began to sink in, he quickly realized that something had to be done. 

“Is there any way to deactivate it?” he demanded.

Talyere readily shook his head in the negative direction.  “Not from this console,” he said.  “But it is possible.  We would need to access the primary tactical interface and manually override their controls,” he explained to Christopher’s delight.

But there was a certain hint in the Overseer’s voice that concerned Christopher.  “But…” he urged.

Talyere looked toward the long corridor at the very back of the room.  “But,” he said slowly, “I am not familiar with this installation.  The location of the tactical interface is unbeknownst to me.”

Christopher closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.  They didn’t come all this way to be blown out of the sky by an inadvertently activated defense grid.  But then, he was struck by a thought of sheer brilliance.  Hastily, Christopher slapped his comm badge.  “Christopher to the Dark Star.  Beam me up.”

Both Talyere and Meyer suddenly locked their eyes upon him as if he were stupid.  Christopher grinned.  While it would seem to be the wrong course of action, it was their only way home, and the Starlight crew’s last hope.  “I’m going to bring it out of the defense grid’s weapon range,” he explained.  He knew the ship like the back of his hand, and had the utmost confidence in his ability to do just that.

The others seemed to agree.  Not that they had time to protest.  A mere two or three seconds later, Christopher found himself engulfed in the shimmering azure hues of the transporter beam, only to find himself back in the Dark Star’s tiny transporter pad moments later.

As he stepped down into the cockpit, Christopher could already see the faintest blue hues of what he recognized as Elorg plasma torpedoes rising from the surface.  And given the rate at which their size was growing, they were moving very quickly.

Without any procrastination, Christopher bolted for the helm, raised the shields and swerved the Dark Star out of the line of fire.  The extreme inertia nearly threw Christopher into the wall beside him, but being able to see three the plasma torpedoes sailing past him made the trip worth wild.

His veins were now flooded with adrenaline, bringing his sensory organs to an apex.  Christopher knew he would need it to dodge the next volley of torpedoes.  Now, there were several photon canons on the surface engaged in the act of shooting him down.  Christopher saw at least fifteen torpedoes hurtling toward him.  

He quickly glanced at the sensors in the hopes that he could outrun them, but the distance would be too great, short of jumping into warp—a procedure not recommended so close to a planet.  Even so, not even Christopher was so sure of his piloting skills that he could outmaneuver fifteen torpedoes unscathed.

Hastily, he came about and engaged the engines at maximum impulse.  The sudden swerve made Christopher more than a little queasy.  He would make it a point to have the inertial dampers looked at when they got out of this mess.  Until then, he would have to live with it.

Behind him, the massive volley of plasma torpedoes was on its way.  Christopher diverted more power to the engines with hopes of eluding the deadly torpedoes, but to the Elorg’s credit, those torpedoes were still closing the gap between them.  In a moment of panic, Christopher hastily reached the decision that the Torash System was of little importance to the Federation.  

Whatever damage done to the uninhabited wastelands here would be minimal in comparison to the number of lives lost on the Starlight should the mission failed.  And so, with only marginal trepidation, Christopher and the Dark Star jumped into low warp.

On sensors, Christopher observed fifteen massive explosions behind him.  It had worked.  He quickly dropped back out of warp and held the Dark Star’s current position, hoping it would be sufficiently out of weapon range.

With his impending doom temporarily averted, Christopher turned his attention back to Torash VII.  With a simple sensor sweep, he was able to determine the location of the tactical system that was causing so much trouble.

“Christopher to Talyere,” he called out after a moment.

“Yes,” called out Talyere a moment later, his voice nearly lost in a sea of interference.

“I’ve got the location of the tactical systems.  I’m sending you the coordinates now.”

Talyere unlatched the tricorder from his belt and opened the sensing device.  It was immediately aglow with incoming data, the data Christopher had sent him.  Much as Talyere had expected, his destination was not very near.  “This location is on the other side of the facility,” he said to Meyer.

She was unimpressed, or to be more exact, oblivious to his statement.  “Get moving,” she urged.  “I think I might have something we could use.”

Talyere nodded.  “What luck,” he mused before coming about, facing the long, dark corridor at the back of the room.  “I only hope mine is equally fortunate.”

Matthew Harrison felt like hell.  His body felt feverish, and the large welt on his jaw a cause for concern.  But nothing could be done.  Using the last of his energy to survey the darkened bridge, Harrison saw every last crewman slumped over his or her station—with the exception of Erin Keller, who remained slouched in front of the operations station.

“What’s wrong, Harrison?  Checking to see if I’m unconscious?”  She brushed the mess of hair in her face back behind her ears, revealing small welt on her forehead. 

Harrison was surprised at the relative early stages of her condition, given the time she put in with Hartman in sickbay earlier.  Indeed, he had expected her to be unconscious with the rest of the crew.  But she wasn’t.  “It wouldn’t bother me… to terribly much if you were unconscious,” he said bluntly.  “In fact… it might be an… improvement.”

Keller cringed at the statement.  “No such luck,” she moaned.  “If someone’s going to go, it’s going to be you.  There is… now way I’d give you the pleasure… of lasting longer than me.”

With each passing minute, Christopher was becoming more and more certain that Rachael had stumbled upon the gold mine they were looking for.  The data seemed sound of mind, and could very well be the cure.  Then again, it could very well be nothing but a worthless collection of medical jargon. 

But suddenly, the data indicated a large fragment in the files.  Christopher looked over at the transfer protocols to see the signal was beginning to degrade.  “Rachael,” he called over the comm,  “increase the transfer rate.  The computer is having trouble processing the data from this distance.”

“Gotcha,” she shot back.

Moments later, the transfer rate increased, as did the integrity of the file.  Christopher let out a sigh of relief; they were safe for now, but sooner or later, they wouldn’t be able to increase the transfer rate any higher without overloading the Dark Star’s systems.

But for now, they were safe…

The first thought that popped into Talyere’s mind when he set out for the tactical core was that he needed more exercise.  Now, about halfway through the trip, he was absolutely certain he would be spending more time on active duty.  

It didn’t help matters any that the corridor was terribly straight, and terribly redundant.  He felt as if he were covering the same grounds over and over again.  Without the use of his tricorder, he would have been certain of that fact.

When suddenly, Talyere received a cruel reminder that he was indeed moving foreword.  The security systems suddenly darkened the corridor.  Red alert lights flashed along the walls in company with a thundering siren blaring in the background.  Moments later, a series of forcefields erected themselves at set intervals along the corridor.

Talyere gulped.  Slowly, he reached for his comm badge.  “Talyere to Meyer,” he called out upon hearing its quiet chirp,  “we have a problem…”

“You could say that,” Meyer agreed.  “What the hell is going on?”

“I seem to have activated the internal security system.  It will be only a matter of minutes before the corridors begin flooding with acidichloride gas.”

Meyer suddenly felt a flock of butterflies begin to pass through her stomach.  But the lethal gas was not the cause—it was her access to the computer system.  “The data stream is fluctuating,” she called out.  “I’m losing it!”

Christopher had been silently monitoring the developing situation on Torash VII when he suddenly noticed a tiny red dot flashing on the sensors.  At first, he thought it was simply a feature on the security grid, but he suddenly realized that dot was indicating something far worse.

“You guys, we’ve got another problem” he called out over the comm.  “Our power cell wasn’t entirely compatible with the Elorg systems.  It’s caused a cascade reaction in the main reactor—the facility is going to blow!”

“How long do we have?” Meyer demanded.

Christopher glanced at the sensor readings.  “I’d say no more than ten minutes.”

“Then we’re in a bit of trouble,” said Meyer.  “By my estimates, it’s going to take fifteen minutes to complete the data transfer.”

Christopher sighed wearily, and quickly searched his own databanks for some way to stall the explosion, but his mind had turned to clay.  He tried to think of something to tell the young Lieutenant, but nothing came to mind.  But to his relief, Talyere was more vocal.

“I may have an idea,” he said.  But he left it at that…

Trapped between two deadly forcefields, Talyere hastily yanked one of the panels away from the wall, revealing a series of isolinear circuits, and one tiny command interface.  “I may be able to use my access codes to override the security systems,” he said.  “If I can reach the tactical area in time, I should be able to shut down the core as well.”

“Get to it,” Christopher ordered.  “You’ve got less than nine minutes.”
Talyere sighed.  The threat of total annihilation was always incentive enough to get one going.  The only problem was, if he put in the wrong access code, Talyere knew the feedback loop generated by the computer would definitely annihilate him.  

To make matters even worse, the sheer number of choices he had to choose from were mind-boggling.  His people had an access code for everything.  What’s more, he didn’t even know for certain if this would work.  And so, he chose the code he felt would carry the most authority—his Overseer’s code, an ancient code passed down for generations, hopefully from the generation that programmed the computer he sat before…

Hastily, Talyere pounded the eight-character code into the computer and executed it, half expecting a bolt of energy to come surging out of the keypad moments later.

To his relief, no such thing happened.  But the forcefields simultaneously zapped away, and the blaring alert klaxon finally muted itself.  From what he could tell, it worked.

Quickly, Talyere rose to his feet and stormed down the corridor at a pace that even surpassed his own expectations.  The tactical core was just a few hundred meters ahead.  Talyere could already see its vague shape forming in the distance.  It would not be long now before he could shut it down.

“Five minutes,” Christopher called out as he watched Talyere’s progress from the Dark Star.  Five long minutes…

He was tempted to start heading back to Torash VII now, but the threat of being struck down by it’s deadly plasma torpedoes convinced him otherwise.  He decided to wait until Talyere gave the go-ahead.

At first, the tactical interface was terribly complex and overly confusing.  None of the controls made any sense, and none of the key sequences provided Talyere with the result he had intended.  But after wasting far too many precious moments experimenting, Talyere was slowly learning the ways of the tactical computer.  

“Warning, reactor overload in 120 millicycles,” the computer called out moments later.

The statement prompted Talyere to change his course of action.  Instead of shutting down the tactical systems, something told him shutting down the reactor would be a far more prudent course of action.  

But those systems were buried under piles of computer codes and security alarms.  One wrong move and the computer would jolt Talyere with an energy burst so strong he’d wish he was in the vacuum of space.  But slowly, the designated command lines were leading him in the right direction.  It would not be long now before all was well.

“Warning, reactor overload in 60 millicycles,” called out the computer once more.  “There will be no additional verbal warnings.”

Talyere sighed wearily.  Apparently, all would have to be well within fifty millicycles.  He hastened his speed as his mind continued the countdown for him.  To his knowledge, his mind’s timer was a bit lagging when it came to the countdown department…

Thirty…

Despite his best efforts, the computer continued to disobey his commands.  Talyere would instruct it to do one thing—it would do another.  He would speak of the computer’s stupidity—it would request he rephrase the statement.  

Fifteen…

With the sudden realization that he would be dead soon, Talyere suddenly hastened his efforts even more, in a last ditch effort to save not only his life, but that of Lieutenant Meyer and the Starlight’s crew.

Seven…

He soared through the command overrides until finally, he found the reactor systems.

Three…

The text on the screen scrolled by faster than Talyere could comprehend it, but he was almost certain of what it was telling him…

Two…

One…

Zero.

The text stopped scrolling.  At the very bottom of the screen, several Elorg characters flashed in large red text.  They read, ‘CORE SHUTDOWN SUCCESSFUL.’  Talyere let out a long sigh of relief as he realized that he had just saved the day… 

* * *

Even as his body was materializing on the bridge of the Starlight, Christopher knew he was in for quite a shock.  The air seemed too cold, and the lights too dark—and that was during transport, a time when such sensations are usually only faint suggestions.

But this time was different, and when Christopher finally solidified, what he saw confirmed that fear.  There was nobody left in a conscious state to take care of the rampant environmental systems.  He knew not why the ship had gone into such a state of disarray, but it had—and nobody was left to fix it.

Commander Harrison was slumped over on the floor in front of the command chairs.  Christopher stared at him sympathetically before turning his glare to Meyer.  “Well?”

“We can try,” she said slowly.  “I just hope I interpreted the data correctly.  Otherwise, I could just be making matters worse.”

Christopher nodded sullenly.  “They can’t get much worse than this,” he told her.

Meyer carefully stepped around Harrison’s limp body and accessed the mission ops station behind the command chair.  “I’m releasing it into the atmosphere via the environmental systems.”

“How long until it takes effect?” Talyere inquired.

Rachael shrugged.  “I wish I knew…”

“So now what do we do?” he asked.

Christopher slowly plopped down into his command chair.  “Now… we wait.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 52224.9: After twelve days of suffering, I am happy to report our efforts to cure the crew using the Elorg data has proven successful.  While many of the crew were extremely ill, everyone is gracefully recovering.  I have authorized everyone to take a few days of shore leave to expedite their recovery.

Finally, I am recommending Lieutenant Rachael Meyer for a commendation for her fine work in finding this cure.

As Christopher strolled into sick bay, his eyes were immediately drawn to Lucas Tompkins.  The chief engineer, now radiant with energy, looked almost ready to go back to duty.  “Good to have you back, Lucas,” he quipped.

Tompkins smiled.  “It’s good to be back.”

“Now, I don’t want you playing with those incubus ever again, you hear me?” Christopher asked sarcastically.

Tompkins performed a weak salute.  “Yes, sir,” he mused before sliding off the bio-bed.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve been paroled…”

Christopher stepped aside.  “By all means,” he said.

Once Tompkins was gone, Christopher immediately headed for Hartman’s office.  He stood at the door for several moments until the Doctor looked up from her work.  “Captain,” she said cordially.  

Christopher sighed.  “Doctor,” he said uncomfortably before stepping into the room and taking the seat before Hartman’s desk.  “Sarah,” he said in a lower tone, “what are you doing here?”

“Working,” she said bluntly.

“I gathered as much,” said Christopher.  “But I granted shore leave… and I expect you to take it.  You’ve got plenty of nurses, and Rachael has demonstrated she’s capable of running this place.”

Hartman ran her hands through her tangle of dark brown hair.  “I guess I could take a day or two off,” she croaked.  “Visit the sonic shower, perhaps.”

Christopher grinned.  “Please do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He nodded.  “Nothing,” he mused.  “I’ve just been noticing that my chief medical officer has the social life of a rock.  So effective immediately, you’re on vacation.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“I knew you’d be thrilled,” Christopher quipped.  “Enjoy it while it lasts, because I just received Starfleet’s latest tactical analysis of the Elorg ships…”

“And?”

Christopher sighed.  “Both warships are fully functional.  This could be the last vacation any of us gets for a very long time…”
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