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Part I

Stardate 72549.2 – July 20, 2395 

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72549.2: After several weeks at high warp, the Starlight is still venturing back to the Kilka Sector to resume our tactical duties therein.  Aside from a brief encounter with an alien species known as the Koth, our trip back has been relatively uneventful. As a result, I have once again sanctioned for the crew to take this rare opportunity as a chance to enjoy themselves.

To most people, velocity was simply a game of fast action and reflex designed to hone phaser targeting skills and reaction times.  Even so, it was only a game, and most people tended to approach it with an accordingly light-hearted demeanor.

But Erin Keller was not most people.  And to her, velocity was not simply a game to play frolicking in the fields of Risa.  It was a very serious competition between able athletes, a triathlon of skill and reflex that demonstrated physical agility and mental prowess.  Though it was not stated anywhere in the rules, Keller believed to thrive in the game of velocity, one needed a strong grasp of physics and trigonometry to calculate the ever changing speed and direction of the target, and to ensure that a hit was achieved, or that the target was deflected from an opponent.  Making use of her skills in those areas, Keller made sure every shot she fired counted, and because of that, she thrived.

Most of the time.

The mess hall was bustling with more activity than usual, given the fact that it was the middle of the alpha shift.  Even so, none of the crew dared to sit at the table in the center of the hall, out of fear they may endure the wrath of Keller for usurping her seat.  While such a wrath was more speculation than anything, most of the crew simply let things be, leaving the table empty for Erin and her companions to take at their leisure.

It was a courtesy Erin greatly admired about the Starlight’s crew, and was glad to see it endure as she entered the mess hall behind a beaming Rachael Meyer.  Meyer, dressed in a dark blue jump suit, slowly strolled over to their destination table as Keller wandered to the replicator.

In stark contrast to Meyer’s muted, neutral colors, Keller wore a very bright red, form fitting cat suit that complimented her well.  It stood out like a sore thumb amidst the rest of the ship, and drew more than a couple glances from several of the male crewmembers.  Erin smiled pleasantly, grabbed her beverage from the replicator, and strolled over to her table with Rachael.

“Good game,” said Rachael quaintly.

Erin slowly pulled out her chair and sat down.  “Really?  I hadn’t noticed,” she moaned, taking a sip of her hot chocolate.

Rachael smiled deviously.  “So you were having an off day,” she said.  “Maybe your phaser was malfunctioning.”

Erin stopped mid-sip and dropped her jaw in disbelief.  “I let you win,” she said defiantly.  “That is the only possible explanation.  Really.”  She shrugged and resumed her consumption of the hot chocolate, satisfied she had relayed a sufficient answer.  But as she momentarily locked eyes with her companion, Erin soon realized the counselor was not convinced.

“You let me win three times in a row?” Rachael inquired in disbelief.

“I was being generous,” Keller insisted.  She put her beverage down and drew herself close to the table, bringing her face only a few centimeters from Rachael’s.  “You see, if I win every game, you’ll become discouraged and eventually, you won’t want to play with me anymore, because the moment you step into that arena, you know you’ve lost.  So I figure I’ll give you a few wins here and there to build your confidence… and then, I’ll kick your ass.”

Rachael smiled quaintly.  “And… you expect me to believe this?”

Erin grinned sheepishly.  “Yeah, why not?”

Rachael rolled her eyes.  “I was there today.  I saw you play.  I could think of three very good reasons…  Match one, match two and match three.”

Erin took in another sip of her beverage.  “Go ahead and believe whatever you want,” she replied.

Rachael’s jaw dropped slightly at Erin’s continued defiance.  “I won,” she said decisively.

Erin took in a long sigh and smiled pleasantly.  “You know, I didn’t want to mention it, I was going to be polite and overlook it, but you give me no choice.  You were cheating.”  She sloshed her chocolate around for a moment as Rachael looked on in disbelief.  “Yes, you—cheating.  I saw you tinkering with your phaser.  You can’t fool me.”

“Well if you hadn’t knocked it out of my hand, I wouldn’t have had to,” Rachael retorted.  “And besides that phaser you gave me was so badly in need of recalibration, I probably couldn’t have hit the broad side of Yridian yak!”

Erin opened her mouth to counter Rachael’s statements, but her attention was suddenly drawn away from their conversation.  She sensed something digging into the back of her head.  And sure enough, as she turned around, Erin saw the quiet Kendall Johnson slinking into the mess hall, admiring Erin all the while.  She cast a pleasant smile in his direction and sent him a casual wave.  He tersely responded, and then his eyes quickly darted away, not to return until their next encounter.

When she turned back to her companion, Erin’s eyes immediately fell upon Rachael’s coy smile.  “How long are you going to torment him like that?” she inquired quietly.  “I mean, if you’re not interested in him, you’re certainly not convincing me—and I don’t even want to imagine what’s going through poor Kendall’s mind…”

“That’s no reason to be impolite,” she said before taking a moment to consider the situation.  Indeed, Erin found that she enjoyed the attention Kendall was giving her, even if it was nothing more than an infatuated glance or a kind smile.  It was terribly flattering to have someone clearly so devoted, but deep down inside, Erin knew that despite her best efforts, she did simply did not return the feelings…

She sighed inwardly.  “Well, when the time comes, I’ll let him down easy,” she decided.

Rachael frowned at the statement.  “Despite even your best intentions, it’s never easy,” she said quietly.  “No matter how hard you try, someone is going to be hurt…”

Erin’s heart sank.  Up until now, she had not considered that.  And now that she had, she terribly wished she had not.  She never liked to see someone unhappy, and liked it even less when she was the cause of another person’s mire.  And now, it seemed inevitable that such an event would have to happen… 

Erin sighed. Just not today…
For the first time since his tour of duty on the Starlight began, Captain Christopher found himself on a return trip from a peaceful place, where the fate of the universe was not in doubt.  Though they had endured many trials to reach that haven, it was this long and arduous journey back to the turmoil of the Kilka Sector that Christopher had been longing most.

They were cruising along at high warp through the middle of peaceful Federation territory, far from anything of danger.  And if all continued to go well, as Christopher truly hoped it would, there would be no distress calls, no invasions, and a nice, quite ride back ‘home,’ however long that might take.

With that thought in mind, Christopher couldn’t help but wonder how much longer their journey would last.  He casually rose from the comforts of his command chair and made several discrete steps toward the helm.  “How much longer, Neelar?” he inquired.

The Bolian hastily accessed his controls and pulled up the necessary data.  “At our current speed, two weeks, three days, eleven hours, forty-one minutes,” he said.

Satisfied with the report, Christopher turned on his heel and slowly retreated back to his chair.  “Thank you, Ensign,” he said as he sat down once more.

They still had to kill the better part of a month.  Christopher had already authorized the crew to take some time off to relax in the holodeck or engage in some other recreational activity.  And seeing that their journey would not be ending for another two weeks, those very thoughts started to penetrate Christopher’s mind.  

It had been far too long since he had visited the holodeck to participate in a raging medieval battle with Commander Harrison, or simply take a stroll across the beaches of his homeworld, Ka’Tula Prime.  And with two weeks left in their journey, such luxuries were rapidly becoming rather enticing.

Christopher then noticed Commander Harrison craning his neck toward the command chair.  Christopher cast his watchful gaze upon the executive officer, but said nothing.

Harrison waited for several moments to speak, but after a moment of silent, he quietly uttered, “Two weeks!  What are we going to do?  I don’t know if I can go that long without a major crisis.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Christopher quipped.  “And besides, if you’re that bored, I’m sure I can find something for you to do.  I mean, when was the last time you sanitized the transporter biofilters—by hand?

Harrison took in a deep breath to consider the situation, and quickly came to the resolution that he had never sanitized the biofilters.  “Though once, while I was on the Phoenix, I had to manually depolarize the magnetic locks on—”

The ship suddenly shuddered as it ran into some sort of turbulence.  Christopher grabbed hold of his seat as the gentle vibrations aggravated the gentle ride they had been growing accustomed to.  It was hardly a traumatic incident, ending only a few moments later, but still, it was enough to bring Christopher out of his command chair.

“What was that, Mr. Bator?” he demanded.

The Phobian glared down at his station with a distinct look of confusion on his face.  He pecked at the controls for several moments before reporting the incident as, “Unknown.”

Christopher cast a curious look at Harrison.  “So much for being bored out of our minds,” he mused.  “What did our friends, the sensors, have to say?”

Again, Bator was baffled.  “Sensors detected nothing out of the ordinary,” he reported.

“We did drop down to warp 4.4,” chimed in Drayge from the helm.

Again, Christopher’s eyes locked with Harrison’s, both conveying a rather curious look.  Christopher slowly strolled over to the helm and peered at the data over the Bolian’s shoulder.  “Hmm…” he uttered as he grimaced over the data displayed on the helm.

“Maybe there’s a problem with the engines,” Harrison suggested from behind.

Christopher withdrew his gaze from the helm and turned back to Harrison.  “A fine speculation,” he commended.  “Why don’t you stroll on down to Engineering and give Lucas a hand?”

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement, and moments later, headed for the aft turbolift.  Once the executive officer had departed through the doors, Christopher returned to his seat, still confused as to the source of their situation, but not overly concerned.

“Neelar,” he called out,  “bring us back up to warp eight.”

If the bridge was the brains of any starship, then main engineering was its heart.  That was an analogy that Commander Harrison found himself thinking about quite often, as it fit well.  And as he entered the heart of the Starlight, Harrison’s perceptions of the analogy were once more, proven correct.

Directly in front of him was the master control station, where all data pertaining to the functionality of the Starlight was collected.  From there, with the proper modifications, any system on the Starlight could be monitored, or if necessary, controlled should the need arise.  It was also the station where Lucas Tompkins and Jayla Trinn were collected, both working diligently on their respective projects.

Just a few meters beyond the master control station, behind a thick railing and an additional control station, was the Starlight’s massive warp core.  While it had been given a bit of a rest in recent months due to the advent of the transwarp drive, the warp drive was still the quintessential piece of any starship, and thrummed constantly as it fed the warp nacelles their needed energy.

Harrison took a few aimless steps into the engine room before quickly realizing his misguided course.  Concurrently, he made a much more direct approach to the master controls where Tompkins and his aid were situated.

“Commander,” said Tompkins courteously upon seeing the first officer.

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement and came to a halt at the base of the large control station.  He ran his fingers over its edge in admiration of its sleek beauty before resuming the conversation.  “The Captain wanted me to ‘stroll on down here’ to assess the current situation,” he explained.  “You might have noticed we dropped down to warp 4.4…  Nothing was on sensors, so we think there might be a problem with the warp engines.”

Tompkins readily acknowledged the accusation.  He pointed at a diagram of the Starlight on the control station.  “I had the same premonitions.  We did have a momentary fluctuation in the ship’s power grid,” he said, tapping on the diagram.  “But I ran a diagnostic just a few minutes ago, and it didn’t show anything strange.”

That was about the last thing Harrison wanted to hear.  The sensors said nothing happened.  The engines claimed to be in working order.  The situation was rapidly hinting in the direction of a mystery—the last thing in the universe Harrison wanted to deal with.  “What level diagnostic did you run?” he inquired.

“Level four,” said Trinn complacently.

Harrison sighed.  Level four system diagnostics were relatively noninvasive scans of the computer that took all of thirty seconds to complete.  They required little input on the part of the crew, and usually were able to detect most computer problems with ease.  But Harrison wasn’t so sure their problems could be solved with such ease.  “Run a level two diagnostic,” he said after an additional moment’s contemplation.  “And if that doesn’t show anything out of the ordinary, we’ll try a level one.”

Tompkins frowned at the very mention of a level one diagnostic, the mother of all diagnostics.  They took in excess of five hours, required constant observation and verification, and often were able to point out every minute problem with the computer.  They were the nightmare of every chief engineer.  “We’d have to drop out of warp to do that,” said Tompkins unenthusiastically.

Harrison shrugged.  “If there is something wrong with the engines, or any other system on the ship, we need to know about it,” he said.  “Because when it comes down to it, I’d rather be safe, than sorry.”

Chapter Two

As Lucas Tompkins pecked away at the surface of the master control station in engineering, he already had a feeling the diagnostic he was about to perform would not yield anything of interest.  He had placed a great deal of faith in the level four diagnostic he had run earlier, and was quite certain that if there was a problem serious enough to drop the ship down a few notches on the warp scale, it would have shown up.

Even so, the computer would be able to point out several other maladies in the system such as files in need of updates, systems that need to be recalibrated, and an entire plethora of other menial tasks to keep his subordinates busy for the next several weeks.  So perhaps this was a blessing in disguise.

He looked up at Jayla Trinn on the other side of the console.  The delicate Trill was still gracefully manning the controls, but given the looks, she was nearly completed.  “All set over here,” said Tompkins after an additional moment.

Trinn nodded.  “I’m almost done,” she said.  “I’ve got to verify the last few checkpoints for the EPS grid.”

Tompkins hastily set his station into standby mode and stepped aside.  “Start the diagnostic whenever you’re ready,” he said.  “I’m going to check out the dilithium crystals and make sure they’re recrystallizing properly.”  He watched Trinn nod her acknowledgement and then turned on his heel for the warp core.

The warp core was a thing of beauty.  Every chief engineer would agree, Tompkins being no exception.  And even though he had a great affinity for the device, Tompkins knew the array of coils sitting behind the core would one day replace it.  The transwarp drive—something Tompkins helped bring out of Starfleet R&D’s closet, and into the forefront.  Now, it served on several starships, including the Starlight.  

Even so, the transwarp drive wasn’t the most pleasant piece of equipment to look at, hence its position behind the incredible warp drive—a tube filled with swirling particles of matter and antimatter that provided the necessary energy to create faster than light speeds.

Affixed to the bottom of the core was a small chamber filled with dilithium.  It was this dilithium that fueled that reaction, keeping the Starlight at warp.  Tompkins carefully crawled over the rail surrounding the warp core and opened the tiny hatch on top of the chamber.

After taking a few moments to admire the shimmering green crystals, Tompkins pulled out his tricorder and started to scan them.  When he noticed a shadow blocking some of his much valued light.

“Yes?” he called out.

When he heard no response, Tompkins sighed, and snapped his tricorder shut.  He carefully closed the hatch on the dilithium chamber and then peered back at Kendall Johnson, hanging starkly over the sleek metallic rail.

“Nothing,” said Johnson.  “I was just observing.”

Tompkins smiled quaintly.  “Observing, eh?”  He shoved the tricorder in its holster and climbed back over the rail.  “You know, you could be observing something of relevance… Or Erin?”

Johnson considered the statement for a moment.  “I could,” he decided.  “But I already ‘observed’ Erin, so what else is there to do?”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Tompkins moaned.  He slowly strolled back over to the master controls and checked on the diagnostic.  Trinn had initiated it, and the computer had already processed fourteen percent of the computer core.  But there was still a long way to go.

“Why are you running that?” Johnson inquired.

Tompkins discretely scanned the room with his eyes for Commander Harrison.  After a few moments, he spotted the executive officer hovering over one of the stations lining the wall, clearly engaged in whatever activity he was doing.  Tompkins turned back to Johnson.  “Commander Harrison deemed it necessary,” he whispered.

Johnson slowly pointed at the screen dedicated to reporting the results.  It was blank.  “Obviously, the situation is dire,” he said with a hint of sarcasm, matching Tompkins’ muffled tone.  “It wasn’t because of that little rumble we experienced earlier, was it?”

“Yeah.  Much as I had suspected, there isn’t anything wrong with the engines.  It would have shown up by now if there was.”

Johnson bent over the station and examined some of the data from the earlier diagnostic with some additional scrutiny.  “What I don’t get is why we dropped down to warp four,” he grimaced.

“Neither do I,” said Tompkins.  “Nothing here indicates a failure of any kind—and certainly nothing that could affect our velocity.”

The computer chirped quietly as the diagnostic reached fifteen percent.  On the display, several lines of text popped up indicating the computer had finished its tests of the engines, and was moving on to another system.  And as Tompkins read them, the results came as no surprise.  “The warp drive is running at 93.1% efficiency and the inertial dampers are fully functional.”  

He sighed wearily, folded his arms, and took several steps away from the station.  It was not often when the word ‘stumped’ crossed Tompkins mind, but he was about ready to declare such an instance.  Nothing seemed out of place or even marginally suspicious, with the exception of their little jolt down to warp four.

As Tompkins emerged from his digression, he saw that both Commander Harrison and Lieutenant Trinn had arrived in the interim.  He looked directly at the executive officer and shrugged.  “The engineering diagnostic is complete.  If there was anything wrong with the engines, we’d have spotted it by now.”

As if he did not believe the chief engineer, Harrison slowly pushed Johnson aside to review the data for himself.  He pondered it for several moments, scanning it over and over until finally, he retreated in a fashion similar to that of Tompkins’ retreat only moments ago.  “You are quite right,” he muttered. 

“Should I start the level one diagnostic?” Tompkins inquired slowly, almost regretting it as the words fell from his mouth.

Harrison took in a deep breath, but before he could mouth the dreaded words, he paused and reconsidered his words.  “No,” he said after a moment.  “I’m going to apprise the Captain of our situation before proceeding.”

Tompkins nodded his acknowledgement a bit more enthusiastically than he intended.  Even so, nobody made any further mention of it, and Tompkins simply stood by and awaited further instruction from Harrison.

The first officer stared blankly into oblivion for several moments as he cogitated their course of action.  “Resume your normal duties,” he decided after a moment.  “Dismissed.”  With that said, Harrison turned on his heel and departed.

 Tompkins allowed himself to breathe yet another sigh of relief for having averting the level one diagnostic.  Then, he turned to the others.  “You heard the man,” he said.  “Work!”

Even though half the ship was under the eye of the sensors, Captain Christopher did not feel content to simply sit by and do nothing.  And so he retreated to his Ready Room in search of something productive to do.  At first, he found himself trying to rearrange his morning schedule.

Perhaps getting up five minutes earlier would allow for a more precise log entry, or a more energizing breakfast?  He carefully postulated such events for several moments before deciding his morning routine was simply that: routine.  It could not be changed without radical repercussions to the rest of the day.

Then, his more paranoid side began to surface, as it had every time he sat down with nothing to do.  This, of course was all brought about by the Starlight’s encounter with Admiral Lantree and her breech of the Prime Directive at Corinth VII.  Unknown Starfleet personnel had infiltrated the ship, and every last record of the event had been erased.  In the wake of the events, Christopher had wasted countless hours trying to uncover the source of the sabotage—with no avail.  Reminding himself of his lack of—or rather, no progress—Christopher decided that his interests would best be served doing something else.

And so, with that out of the way, Christopher found his mind wandering back to the more pressing situation currently at hand—if it could be considered as pressing.  According to what he had gleaned from the diagnostics, there were no ship systems at fault, and no apparent external forces acting upon them.

The Starlight was considered to be a relatively new ship, launched nearly three years ago, and the more he thought about it, the less Christopher thought a problem with the engines would be the catchall they were looking for.  With each passing moment, it became more likely that his other hunch was the correct one—some external force was acting upon them.

Sensors were not calibrated to detect all known phenomenon in the universe.  Many were irrelevant and provided poor or inconclusive data.  Others were simply not necessary to scan.  Then, there were those elusive phenomenons that had yet to be discovered.  Christopher postulated that any of those could be the cause of their mire, and perhaps the sensors were at fault.

Slowly, he pulled up the schematics of the lateral sensors and reviewed their current settings.  Not surprisingly, a fairly extensive list of items not included in a normal scan was presented to him.  Unfortunately, none of those items listed appeared to have the will or the way to be the perpetrator.

“Hmph,” he muttered, resting his chin in the palm of his hand while tapping away at the controls with the other.  As he did so, several inspired computer algorithms came to mind that could assist the sensors in finding a nasty phenomenon nearby.  He carefully input the data into the computer and waited.

“Processing,” said the computer in its dull tone, flashing a similar message on the screen.

Not knowing how long it would take the computer to process his new data, Christopher pushed himself away from the computer and leaned back in his chair in a futile attempt to relax, as moments later, the door chimed.

Christopher righted his chair and faced the door.  “Come in,” he beckoned.

Moments later, the doors whispered open, and then shut after Commander Harrison passed through them.  The first officer took several steps into the Captain’s office and stopped a few meters away from his circular desk.

“Did you stumble upon anything of interest down in engineering?” Christopher inquired.

“No,” said Harrison.  “Everything seems to be in peak working order.  I suggest we run a level-one diagnostic.”

Christopher slowly raised an eyebrow at the suggestion.  Apparently, Commander Harrison was not thinking on the same wavelength as the Captain, and had yet to rule out the engines as the source of their problem.  And even though Christopher had practically ruled it out, he did not have the absolutely concrete evidence needed to do so.

He considered the situation for several additional moments.  “We’ve got a long trip ahead of us, and that would mean dropping out of warp for several hours,” he said.  “And previous diagnostics haven’t indicated anything of consequence… I think we should run the diagnostic—but it can wait until we’re back in the Kilka Sector.”

Harrison nodded affirmatively, but his docile nod was quickly turned into a rather violent jolt as the ship rumbled yet again.  Expecting its duration to be of a similar tenure as last time, Christopher didn’t bother to grab the arms of his chair, but as the rumbling persisted, he cast a curious gaze to Harrison, now seated across from him, and planted his arms firmly upon the chair.

“Then again…” Christopher muttered as the rumbling finally died down.

Harrison let out a brief sigh and quietly threw his arms up in the air.  “What’s going on?” he inquired to no one in particular.

Christopher shrugged.  “I wish I knew,” he admitted after a moment.  

He conducted a brief visual survey of his office before deciding, with the exception of his computer terminal, everything had stayed in place.  Carefully, he grasped the top of the monitor and pulled the computer back to its normal resting position.  But as he did so, something on the display caught his eye.  Christopher stopped his tugging mid-pull and reveled at what he was seeing.

“What?” Harrison demanded.

Again Christopher grabbed the terminal, this time swinging the display in the direction of Harrison.  Once the maneuver was finished, the Captain pointed to the data.  “It’s processing new data,” he said in awe.

Harrison was immediately enthralled.  “That would mean that it collected some sort of new readings during that last episode.”

Christopher nodded readily.  “I was tinkering with the lateral sensors before you arrived,” he said.  “I didn’t think my ideas were of a very revolutionary caliber, but maybe I got lucky, and struck a chord that the computer was fond of…”

He pulled the computer terminal back to its normal resting position and watched intently for several moments as the computer continued to analyze the new data—whatever that may be.  As he recounted his tracks, Christopher couldn’t even remember which new algorithm the computer had used to find the data—not that it would be very difficult to reconstruct.

But he was still intrigued by his sudden stroke of good luck.  Knowing his track record, Christopher surmised that such a feat of luck would not recur for years, possibly decades.  Taking this good omen with a grain of salt, Christopher smiled, pleased with himself, and then turned his complete attention back to the computer screen as several new lines of text scrolled onto the screen.  Christopher immediately recognized those four lines of orange text as the computer’s initial analysis of the data.  The complete report was only seconds away.

After scanning the lines of text, Christopher was marginally satisfied with the results, but knew that the real thing would most likely herald something of a bit more use.  He would soon find out, as moments later, an entirely new screen appeared, displaying the computer’s final analysis.

Again, Christopher only scanned the data, but it was enough to convince him of several things.  “I don’t think we have a problem with the engines,” he said slowly.  “But for some strange reason, the computer is having a wee bit of trouble analyzing it beyond that.”  He turned the screen back to Harrison once more, giving the executive officer a chance to study the newfound data.

Harrison briefly scanned the data and then frowned.  “It looks like we ran into something,” he suggested.  “A particle field of some sort…”

“‘Of some sort,’” Christopher repeated unenthusiastically.  “That would seem to be the problem—the computer doesn’t recognize whatever it was we just tangled with.”

Before Christopher could snatch the computer screen back to its normal resting spot, Harrison made due haste to fiddle with the controls.  As Christopher looked on, a map of region popped up on the screen, littered with tiny green, red and yellow dots, each one representing a different type of particle.  The computer labeled each one with the same text, ‘UNIDENTIFIED.’

“Well,” said Harrison.  “It doesn’t appear to be a very localized phenomenon,” he said, despite the sheer lack of data.

Christopher sighed, and looked at the elusive data one last time.  “Whatever it is, sensors can’t detect it until we’re right on top of it.  And depending on how large this… particle field is, we could be in for a thoroughly unpleasant ride home.”

Both officers stared blankly at the mysterious particles for several moments before Harrison suddenly blinked in revelation.  “Astrometric sensors are ten times more accurate than conventional sensors,” he said quietly.

Christopher grinned.  “That they are,” he agreed, almost ready to kick himself for not thinking of it earlier.  “At the very least, we can use them to get some sort of idea how vast this particle field is,” he continued, “and maybe plot a course around it.”

Harrison nodded enthusiastically, already hovering on the edge of his seat in preparation to visit Astrometrics to continue the investigation.  While Christopher admired the Commander’s enthusiasm, he also had to face the reality of the situation: no matter how eager the Commander was to continue the investigation himself, Christopher knew Harrison’s knowledge of such phenomena was limited to the required courses at Starfleet Academy—and while they were extensive, they did not delve into depths this great.  On the other hand, Commander Keller was well versed in the subject, and was the logical choice to continue.  Unfortunately, the two did not work well together, and for the moment, Christopher did not feel like forcing the issue.  And besides, Christopher wanted to oversee the investigation for himself.

“Have Commander Keller meet me in Astrometrics,” he said.

Though he attempted to hide it, Harrison was obviously disappointed with the decision, and though he made no efforts to counter it, Christopher knew that there might be repercussions later.  But this time, Harrison complied, and slowly marched out of the room in search of Commander Keller.

Even though it was her day off, Erin Keller was not surprised by the fact that she was desperately needed to help figure out their situation.  Not that she minded, either.  Barely halfway into her day, Keller found herself without very much to do.  She had played several pulse-pounding rounds of velocity, read through The Merchant of Venus, listened to countless fine selections of music, had lunch, and by fourteen hundred hours, was bored to death.

So the summoning to Astrometrics, despite the messenger, was a welcome one.  Though she had to admit, she wasn’t sure what was going on.  The ship had run into some sort of turbulence on two occasions, neither of which she considered to have been very traumatic.  Even so, given the tone of Commander Harrison’s voice over the comm, it seemed as if the end of the galaxy was the next stop on their list of travels.

With that in mind, Keller threw her uniform on and plucked her jacket from one of the chairs surrounding her table.  Not even bothering to straighten her comm badge or fasten the jacket shut, Keller stormed out the doors and into the corridor.

The turbolift was only a few doors away, and the trip from her quarters on deck four, to the Astrometrics Lab on deck seven would take only a few seconds, despite Keller’s belief that the ‘turbo’ half of ‘turbolift’ was sometimes a misnomer.  It would suffice in this instance.

Sure enough, the turbolift deposited her very near the Astrometrics lab only a few seconds later.  As she emerged from the lift, Keller immediately saw the Captain walking toward the lab from the opposite direction.  He slowed his pace and eventually came to a standstill outside the doors of the lab, waving casually at Keller as she approached.

“Hey, Alan,” she said warmly.  “What’s up?”

He took a step directly in front of the doors, prompting them to slide apart with a soft whisper.  “We might have a problem on our hands,” he explained as they entered side-by-side.  “Then again, we might have harmless particle field.  Either way, I could use a hand in finding out.”

Keller frowned quizzically upon hearing the Christopher’s full report.  “Did you reach this illustrious conclusion by looking out a window?” she quipped wryly.

Christopher grinned.  “In fact, we probably would have been better off doing that,” he admitted, hastily leading the way up onto the large circular platform that was nestled in an apse at the back of the lab, where the massive astrometric viewscreen was housed.

Keller sat down at the control station at the top of the platform and activated the system.  Immediately, the viewscreen came to life with a three-dimensional simulation of the Starlight rotating about as the computer triangulated their exact position in the galaxy.  A few seconds later, the simulation dramatically zoomed out, pinpointing a small area in the area designated the Beta Quadrant.  Keller quickly tapped the controls and brought the view to a higher zoom level, displaying their current location, and several of the adjoining sectors.

“The Aurillac Sector,” Keller noted as the simulation paused.

Christopher slowly cut in and tapped in a few commands.  “Commander Harrison and I have determined that the Starlight has passed through two particle fields.  That in itself is hardly noteworthy, but take a look at this…” He fed the data from the computer terminal in his Ready Room into the astrometric computer core, prompting the diagram of green, red and yellow dots he had stumbled upon with Harrison to manifest itself on the large view screen before them.  “There are three distinct components—none of which register on normal sensors.”

Keller hastily poured over the new data.  “I don’t recognize their molecular structure,” she said matter-of-factly.  “I’d be willing to bet the computer didn’t, either.”

Christopher nodded.  “We don’t know what the heck it is.”

As Keller started to key in some commands, Christopher took a few steps back, giving her some room to work.  If Keller worked in a fashion anything like Christopher’s own methods, she would require her space, and the Captain thought it best to give it to her.

Erin pecked away at the controls for several moments, flashing countless displays on the viewscreen, many of which were schematics of the Starlight, its sensor pallets, the deflector, the lateral sensors, all systems vital to any further investigation of such a strange occurrence.  But finally, the investigation stopped, and Keller craned her neck to lock eyes with Christopher. 

“I’m not so sure it’s as simple as a particle field,” she admitted to the Captain.  “I mean, yeah, there are particles hanging out around here, but I think we might be witnessing the birth of a more substantial phenomenon—a quantum filament, perhaps.  They don’t normally register on sensors, nor has Starfleet ever observed the formation of one.”

Christopher allowed himself a hesitant sigh as he considered Keller’s postulation.  It was a scientifically plausible explanation for what they were experiencing, but a part of him deep down simply couldn’t accept it.  “The Aurillac Sector is a heavily trafficked region,” he muttered.  “Prior to today, there have been no reports of suspicious activity.  If it was as simple as the birth of a filament, I think someone else might have noticed by now.”

“But if it just formed, we may be the first ones to stumble across it,” countered Keller adamantly.

Christopher folded his arms and retraced his path back to Keller’s side.  “Maybe if we had a way to map this beast we’d have a better idea as to its origins,” he suggested.

Keller smiled.  “Good idea,” she said, quickly accessing the controls once more.  “The modifications you made to the lateral sensors were a start,” she admitted, “but they could only detect the particle field when we were in direct contact with it.  We need to boost their signal gain by remodulating their frequency to a low theta band.”

Christopher considered it for a moment.  Without any superior thoughts on the topic he nodded his head affirmatively.  “Do it,” he said.

As Keller set out to modify the lateral sensors, again, Christopher retreated back a few steps to give her some breathing room, wondering the entire time why he hadn’t thought of using the theta band.  Then again, while he had taken some of the advanced quantum mechanics courses at Starfleet Academy, much like Commander Harrison, he had not advanced as far as Commander Keller.

From what Christopher had gleaned from her record, Keller was considered among the most well versed quantum theorists in the entire Alpha Quadrant, and while her official Academy objectives were directed toward Command, it was her brilliance in quantum mechanics that landed her the gold uniform.  Now, more than ever, Christopher was glad she was a part of his crew.

“I’ve got it,” Keller blurted out suddenly.

Moments later, the myriad particles on the view screen were expanded upon to include hundreds of thousands, if not millions of particles, encompassing most of the Aurillac Sector.  The Starlight was represented by a triangle just skirting the fringe of the outer edge.

“Whoa,” Christopher murmured.  It was a far more expansive phenomenon than even his wildest dreams had depicted.  “Can you conjecture what might be happening in the near future?” he inquired slowly.

Keller gently shrugged.  “Not really.  Because we’re dealing with subatomic particles, we can only know either the position or velocity of this… quantum inversion field.”

“Quantum inversion field?” Christopher repeated.

She nodded.  “‘Quantum,’ because it’s subatomic. ‘Inversion,’ because its interfering with normal space.  ‘Field,’ because I didn’t want to make you and Harrison look bad by discarding all of your data.”

Christopher grinned wryly.  “Oh, how magnanimous of you,” he moaned.  “Might it be possible to have the computer run continuous scans of the field, alternating between position and velocity, so we can track its movement?”

Keller nodded.  “Yeah, its possible,” she admitted.  “But constantly running a scan like that would put a heavy strain on all systems.  We’d practically be running in gray mode.”

Not yet ready to drop the ship down to minimal power, Christopher hastily ran several alternatives through his mind.  The first and foremost was simply retreating to the Kilka Sector and allowing Starfleet to send a team of science ships out to explore this new phenomenon, but a small part of him—the part that enticed him into taking Quantum Mechanics 352 at Starfleet Academy—wanted to stay and investigate first hand.

When he finally realized that would be the case, Christopher started to focus his ideas in that direction.  Before proceeding, they would need to gather as much information on the inversion field as possible.  And while using the Starlight may have been ideal, they would be in for one wild ride.  Hence, Christopher decided upon a more germane course of action.

He tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Harrison,” he called out.

“Yes, Captain?” came the executive officer’s voice.

“Bring us to a stop, and have Bator launch a class-four probe into the field,” Christopher ordered.  “We need to gather more data on this phenomenon before we try to escape from it.  Upload my new algorithms into the probe’s system, and have it record particle density, composition, and search for anything else unusual.”

“Aye, Captain.  Harrison out.”
Christopher expelled a long sigh and turned to Keller.  “It looks like your day off has officially ended,” he told her quietly.  “Sorry.”

Erin nodded, easily dismissing the notion.  “It’s okay.  I was bored out of my mind, anyway.”

Christopher playfully patted Keller on the shoulder.  “I’ll make it up to you once this is all over,” he assured her.  “I hear you think you’re good at velocity?”

Keller immediately dropped what she was doing and turned to Christopher.  “Don’t listen to a thing Rachael has to say about my playing.  I let her win!”

Christopher smiled warmly and, grabbing Keller by the shoulders, pointed her back at the astrometric computer station.  “Come one,” he said.  “Let’s get to work on that probe.”

Chapter Three

It took only a few additional minutes to get the probe up and running, and less than ten seconds to send it on its merry way.  With the task completed, Christopher parted ways with Commander Keller, his intentions set on returning to the bridge to witness the collection of the data.

He was, of course, thinking optimistically, as there was no guarantee the probe would actually send any telemetry back to the ship.  In fact, Christopher calculated a very high probability that they had just wasted a valuable class-four probe on a futile mission.  He also determined that mathematics was not his strong point, and despite the computer, he should not put much faith in his calculation.

But at the very most, Christopher knew they would get to see the eloquent curves of a class-four probe, and be awed beyond satisfaction for five minutes, at the least (fifteen at the most, but considering it was merely a probe, Christopher doubted such an occurrence).  Class-four probes were not top of the line.  Though they had been recently refit with a class-five casing, they were far from new, hardly maneuverable and could reach a top speed not even worth mentioning.

Given that, one would expect the probe to have been retired from service decades ago.  However, its proven design and unparalleled reliability made the class-four probe a staple in Federation remote sensing, proving Christopher’s belief that just because something was old, didn’t mean it got thrown away—and he was reminded of that each time he saw one.

As Christopher continued to stroll through the Starlight’s corridors, his revelry was suddenly terminated by the sound of hastened footfalls behind him.  Christopher slowed his brisk pace to a crawl and turned to see Lieutenant Jayla Trinn hastily tracking him down.

As a courtesy, Christopher slowed even more, allowing the young Trill to catch up with him.  “Lieutenant,” he said pleasantly once she was caught up and walking in step beside him.  “What’s the big hurry?” he inquired, slowly increasing his pace back up to his brisk stroll.

Trinn easily matched him, stride for stride.  “Well, I was attempting to catch up with you,” she admitted.  “An amazing feat in itself.”

“Very good.  You get a golden star,” Christopher quipped as they turned a corner, seeing a turbolift nearby, he slowed down and prepared to enter.

Trinn smiled quizzically.  “I’ll add it to my collection,” she said sarcastically.  They stopped in front of the turbolift and waited for several moments for the doors to open.  Once they did, the duo stepped inside.

“Bridge,” Christopher said.  He looked to Trinn for her to relay her destination, but she shrugged indolently, indicating to Christopher that she had no particular place to go.  With that, the lift set into motion, and Christopher continued their conversation.  “I take you didn’t go through all that just to get a golden star—because I hate to break it to you: there’s no such thing.”

“Luckily for me, I didn’t,” she stated.  “I wanted to tell you that I was contacted by the Symbiosis Committee a few days ago.  The host of the Kota symbiont is dying, and they are considering me to be its next host.”

“Computer, hold turbolift,” Christopher called out, not wanting to carry such a private conversation out into the bridge.  He knew a fair amount about the Trills, including their ways of dealing with the symbionts.

Because of the extreme disproportionate relationship between Trills and symbionts on their homeworld, any Trill who wished to be joined with one must first go through a rigorous program designed to test one’s strength of character, and desire to be joined.  Upon the conclusion of the program, it was then, and only then that a Trill would be brought before the attention of the Symbiosis Committee and considered for joining.

Christopher had read Trinn’s service record, and was well aware that she had passed through the program, but had yet to be considered for joining, given the extreme unavailability of symbionts.  He also knew that very few Trills could refuse such an offer, given the amount of time invested in getting that far.  

But that meant losing a very good officer.  While Trinn could very well return to the Starlight, she would be a completely different person, perhaps not even an engineer.  In time, they would adjust, but in the interim, dealing with such a dramatic change would be an immense challenge, not only for Jayla, but also for the entire crew.

“At transwarp, it’s a twelve day trip from here to Trill,” Christopher said evenly.  “Should you choose to accept, consider the Dark Star at your disposal.  Just have it back in one piece.”

Trinn smiled courteously and turned to the Captain.  “Thank you,” she said.  “It is an honor to be joined—this is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for my entire life…”

But then she stopped.  Christopher looked to her to encourage her to continue, figuring the Trill thought she was boring the Captain.  But when he saw her eyes, he knew that was not the case.  They weren’t filled with the joy she described.   “What is it?” Christopher asked.

“I… don’t think I can accept,” she stammered.

Christopher frowned.  “Really, the Dark Star is yours.  I’m not kidding.”

“Oh, it’s not that,” she said.  “It’s me.”

“You don’t know if you’re ready?” Christopher suggested hesitantly.

Trinn nodded, deferring the notion.  “No…” She sighed wearily, and folded her arms, turning away from the Captain.  “I think I might be pregnant.”

Christopher was speechless.  His mind went blank, and the only thing he could do was watch his jaw hit the floor.  He tried to summon something to say, but the words continued to elude him.  But to his relief, Trinn continued to the conversation for him.

“According to the Symbiosis Committee, there is too much risk involved in joining with a symbiont during pregnancy.  They say that there are too many risks, too many variables, that it would place too much stress on the body.”  She sighed, pounding her clenched fists upon each other.  “‘They say,’ but what do they know?”

“They probably know what they’re doing,” Christopher said, but as the words came out, he suddenly realized it was not a good thing to say.

If she was offended, Trinn didn’t show it.  Instead, she closed her eyes and focused on pulling herself back together.  “You’re probably right,” she admitted.

“Can’t they place the symbiont in some sort of stasis for a few months?” Christopher suggested.

Trinn shrugged.  “It’s not unheard of, but with so many other Trills out there waiting, Kota would likely be joined with one of them.”

Again, Christopher found himself at a loss of words.  Not having been in this situation before, he was unsure how to react, and as a result, felt a flood of emotions welling out of control.  “What has Dr. Hartman had to say about this?”

“Nothing,” said Trinn.  “I’m going to ask her this afternoon when I’m in for my annual physical.  But I’ve got a very strong premonition of what she’s going to tell me.”

Christopher slowly grabbed the Trill by her shoulders.  “We’ll get you through this, Jayla,” he promised her.  But while his heart was spouting that message of warmth and caring, his better judgment was starting to severely contradict those thoughts—contradict them to the point where Christopher wasn’t sure where he stood…

He sighed, stepped away from Trinn, and standing nearly at attention facing the front of the claustrophobic lift, said, “Computer, resume turbolift.”  

They remained silent the rest of the trip.

 Despite his initial disappointment at being negated to bridge duty over the more exciting and enlightening assignment in astrometrics, Commander Harrison, as usual, found himself thoroughly enjoying his time in the Captain’s chair.  Though he was a bit disappointed that he didn’t get to make any decisions other than approving the duty roster for the coming week, Harrison still found that even a small command decision like that brought him great joy.

But to his chagrin, Harrison felt his position on the Starlight was beginning to stagnate his career.  The constant posting in the Kilka Sector defending against the Elorg invasion was indeed a noble one, but the fact of the matter was, they weren’t doing anything.  Harrison was not getting any recognition, and as a result, he felt his promotion to Captain had been wrongly delayed.

Sometimes he felt that misfortune was a curse.  Others, such as in the heat of battle, he was relieved beyond belief to know that the big decisions did not lie upon his shoulders.  But it was that single thought that allowed Harrison to conclude, without a doubt, that he was not ready for the big chair.

And with that thought floating in the back of his mind, Harrison heard the turbolift doors parting behind him.  Having the distinct feeling that it would be the Captain, he rose from the luxurious chair and stepped aside to greet the commanding officer.

Not surprisingly, Captain Christopher emerged from the turbolift, followed closely by Lieutenant Trinn.  The Captain made due haste to find his chair, not even bothering to acknowledge his subordinates.  Finding such an event terribly out of character for the Captain, Harrison quietly assumed his seat next to Christopher and pondered the possibilities.

First and foremost, Harrison considered the particle field they had discovered.  Had the Captain uncovered some disturbing news about it?  Given Christopher’s total silence, Harrison assumed that the answer was no, but as he considered his other options, the executive officer quickly found that there were very few alternatives that could have placed the Captain in such a foul mood—he didn’t even make a crack about the splendid class-four probe!

“We are receiving some telemetry from the probe,” called out Lieutenant Bator suddenly.

Harrison quickly retreated from his thoughts and turned his attention to the Phobian.  He cast a quick look at Christopher, and noted the Captain had done the same, though lacking his usual zeal.

“Report,” said Harrison.

Bator quickly glanced at the data one last time.  “It shows nothing but background electromagnetic radiation,” he stated.

“We know it’s out there,” Christopher snapped.  “Have it start collecting data from a low theta band frequency.”

“Aye,” said Bator.

As the Phobian started to make the modifications and await new data, Harrison turned back to the Captain.  He was clearly unsettled by something, though that something continued to elude Harrison.  He ran yet another list of possibilities through his mind, but again, Harrison came up blank.

“I’m reading a massive anomaly on sensors,” Bator said a moment later.  “It is composed of several unknown subatomic structures…” his voice trailed off.

“What?” Harrison inquired.

“They appear to be placing a great strain on the probe’s structural integrity fields.  I estimate the probe will be destroyed within thirty seconds.”

As Harrison cast his gaze upon the view screen, such an event seemed to be true.  The probe was pivoting about awkwardly, its hull was slowly contorting, and one of its large sensor devices had already broken off.  “We’re no longer receiving telemetry,” he noted.

As Christopher looked on with a seemingly blatant disinterest, Harrison rose from his seat as the Captain customarily did in tense situations.  Perhaps the Captain did not consider this tense.  Harrison remained baffled. Indeed, the loss of a probe was hardly cataclysmic, but still, the way in which it was being destroyed made Harrison more than a little worried.  Even so, Christopher remained seated.

Suddenly, the probe’s other large sensor network was sheered away from the main segment of the probe.  The gravimetric forces quickly jammed the large “C” shaped network back into the probe, eliciting a series of sparks before the entire device went up in a swirl of fiery oblivion.  In an instant, the probe was gone.

“It was completely destroyed,” said Bator.

Christopher looked back to the Phobian.  “How much data did we get?” he demanded tersely.

Bator glanced down at his instruments.  “We were able to save about 1.47 gigaquads of data,” he determined after a moment of examination.

“Head down to astrometrics and analyze it with Commander Keller,” Christopher snapped.  Without another word, he rose from his seat and made a direct run for his ready room.  “The bridge is yours commander.”

Still standing beside his chair, Harrison looked on in awe as the Captain hastily retreated to his ready room.  With his concerns mounting over the Captain’s mood, Harrison slowly approached Neelar Drayge at the helm.  “Hold the fort down, Ensign,” he said.  “If you need help, Lieutenant Trinn will provide it for you.”

The Bolian smiled.  “Thank you, sir.”

With that said, Harrison quickly traced Captain Christopher’s steps, and found himself standing outside the doors of the Ready Room a few seconds later.

Following his encounter with Lieutenant Trinn in the turbolift, Christopher had noticed his mood rapidly deteriorate into something he had not experienced in quite some time.  It was a potent combination of frustration, confusion and a little bit of anger thrown in for good measure, because for the first time in a long time, Christopher did not know what to do about the situation at hand.

Not surprisingly, his mood did not go unnoticed, and not even ten seconds after Christopher found the relatively comforting refuge of his chair, the door chimed.  He closed his eyes and swiveled about, facing the doors.  “Enter,” he beckoned.

The doors admitted Commander Harrison before sliding shut behind the executive officer.  For his part, Harrison simply stood there and stared blankly at the Captain for several moments, from what Christopher had gathered, analyzing him.  “Are you okay?” he inquired after a moment.

Christopher expelled a long sigh.  “Am I okay?” he repeated.  He considered it for a long moment.  There were several answers to choose from, but Christopher finally settled on the technical, least revealing one.  “I am fine,” he insisted.  Much as he had anticipated, Harrison did not appear satisfied by the response.  The executive officer strolled into the room and sat down in one of the chairs across from the Captain’s desk.

Christopher sighed once more.  “I just received some… news from one of the crew, and I’m not sure how I should react to it,” he explained, hoping it would be enough to quell Harrison’s seemingly infinite curiosity.

“Perhaps if you share it with me, we can react together,” Harrison suggested calmly.  “That’s what I’m here for.  I’m no good to you if you keep everything bottled up inside.”

Christopher had to admit, Harrison had a point and a valid one, but he remained unsure what to do.  Lieutenant Trinn had divulged her secret with the utmost confidence that it would stay that way.  And while Christopher was sure Harrison wouldn’t spread the news, he was also bound by his ethics—a secret not something to be shared.  “I’m sorry, Matthew.  This is one of those matters that I don’t believe you need to know about.  On countless other occasions, I’ve been very open with you about the crew, but when push comes to shove, there are still many goings on that fall outside realm of our jurisdiction, and in such instances, it is our obligation to respect the privacy of those involved.”

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement.  Whether or not he was satisfied remained unseen, but he clearly was not going to be able to argue against that.  “I understand,” he said.  “I suppose I forget that sometimes…  I suppose I’m just used to the crew having no social life.”

Christopher chuckled.  “I’m sure you’ll find out all in good time, Commander.  Just not from me.”

Harrison nodded.  “Of course.”

As Harrison started to rise from his seat, Christopher raised his hand, indicating him to halt.  “One other thing, Commander.  If there was really something wrong with me—say I was afflicted with the Zudurian Scourge—I’d let you know with due haste.”

“That’s good to know,” said Harrison.  “Though if you ever contract the Zudurian Scourge, make it a point to tell me over the comm—I’d hate to contract those nasty convulsions.”

“Don’t worry,” said Christopher.  “Being the Ka’Tulan that I am, I’m naturally immune.  Just watch out for the Vulcans…”

Lieutenant Bator casually walked into the opulent Astrometrics lab and immediately spotted Erin Keller working diligently atop the large platform in the apse at the back of the room.  Surrounding her was the massive view screen that currently displayed the Starlight prominently.

Bator walked past the two smaller labs before ascending the ramp to the platform.  He stopped a few meters behind Keller and simply stood.  Moments later, Keller turned away from her work and noticed the Phobian standing behind her.

“Hey, Bator,” she said pleasantly.  “What’s happening?”

He handed her the padd containing the probe’s telemetry.  “Aside from this, nothing.”

She took the padd, established an interface with the computer, and uploaded the new data into the astrometric database.  “This is a lot of nothing,” she commented as the new data streamed into the computer.

“It’s 1.47 gigaquads of nothing,” said Bator.

“File transfer complete,” the computer chimed after a moment.

Keller turned back to her console and brought up the new data.  “So how was breakfast this morning?  Do you miss me?” she inquired as she studied the new data.

“Actually, it was quite peaceful.  Though the conversation was a bit lacking.  I suppose without you there, we have little to discuss,” Bator noted.

Keller looked up from her analysis of the data.  “Are you saying you enjoy talking about me?”

“If we enjoyed talking about you, then we would have had a field day this morning.  We enjoy talking with you,” clarified Bator.  “You have a unique perspective that tends to add a pleasant overtone to our conversations.  Without it, our conversations were simply dry.”

Keller smiled.  “Oh, that’s so sweet,” she giggled.  “Fear not, I shall return tomorrow, and your day will start off that much better.”

“I can’t wait,” said Bator flatly.

Keller then pointed at the data.  “It says here the probe was destroyed?”

“Yes,” Bator confirmed.  “It was thoroughly decimated.”

Keller bit her lower lip and exhaled a brief sigh.  “I don’t like the looks of this, Bator,” she admitted.  “I have seen a lot of spatial anomalies.  Yeah, they could thrash and trash a starship, wreak havoc on your sensor data, but thoroughly decimate something?”

“I could point out several examples of similar phenomena that have done just that,” said Bator.  “The temporal nexus encountered by the Enterprise-B in 2293 destroyed two El-Aurian transport ships and heavily damaged the Enterprise.”

Keller nodded.  “That was the mission James Kirk was thought to be killed in,” she noted.  “But that was a massive gravimetric distortion, pulsing with energy.  What we’re dealing with now doesn’t even register on sensors.  Clearly, it’s related to a quantum filament, but filaments don’t have enough energy to destroy a probe.  What’s more, it’s composed of unknown particles…”

  Bator folded his arms and carefully analyzed the data from over Keller’s shoulder.  Though he didn’t see anything of use, Keller’s finger suddenly pointed to a small block of data that had yet to be accessed.

“The probe was able to catalog the density of the field,” she said while loading the file.  After a moment, the cacophony of random particles that had been charted earlier suddenly adjusted themselves.  While most of the map remained virtually unchanged, both Bator and Keller noted a mysterious increase in density very near the center of the inversion field.

“That’s an increase of over three hundred percent,” said Bator.  “Do you think it’s possible that the particles are originating from some sort of interspatial phenomenon in that location?”

Keller considered it for a moment.  “You might be on to something,” she admitted.  “It could be a particle fountain out of phase with the rest of the universe,” she suggested.  “It would be strange, but not out of the realm of possibility.  The base of the fountain could be wedged deep in subspace.  Or in a different dimension.  Or in a parallel universe.  Or—”

“I believe I get the picture,” Bator interrupted.  “Now, if we were to stop the flow of particles by destroying the fountain…”

“In theory, the field should go away, and we could all live happily ever after.”

“In theory,” Bator repeated.  “Any ideas?”

“As a matter of fact…” Keller turned back to her station and hastily drew up some specifications that Bator vaguely recognized from his academy days.

“A static warp shell,” he grimaced.

Keller nodded upon hearing his recognition.  “Because the Starlight would pulverized if we went in there, I’m thinking if we modify a quantum torpedo to simulate a static warp shell, and then have it sail on into the fountain, it would destabilize the fissure and force it to collapse.”

It was hardly a conventional means of collapsing the particle fountain.  But as Bator recalled the other occasions in which the static warp shell was put to use, he quickly realized its high success rate.  But there was a minor drawback—not only was the target destroyed, so was starship that created the shell—hence the additional incentive to modify a torpedo.

“I believe this could work,” Bator announced after considering the alternatives for several moments.

Keller nodded.  “So do I,” she said, pushing herself away from the console.  “I’ll tell the Captain about our plan—you get to work on that torpedo.”

In the minutes after Harrison’s departure, Christopher kept himself occupied by continuing his work on the sensors.  Even though there was in all reality, not much to do, it kept his mind from wandering to the other situation at hand, Lieutenant Trinn.  Of all the things he had experienced as a Starfleet Captain, none of them compared to this situation.  He had no idea what to think or do—nor was there much he could do in the first place.  As a result, his emotions blurred together into one tumultuous conglomeration of stoicism.  So he pushed the confusing thoughts from his mind, and focused on other things.

Other things, unfortunately, were extremely limited when it came to the sensors.  He had already made the necessary algorithms to track the inversion field and Erin had implemented them; there was nothing left to do.  Which was when he got the brilliant idea to extrapolate upon his data—begin branching out into the rainbow of information with hopes of falling into another pot of gold. 

It was at that point Christopher realized just how much he hated manually extrapolating data.  He wasn’t very good at it, and since the good algorithms were so complex, they were beyond his comprehension.  Hence, his chances of finding the elusive pot of gold were virtually nonexistent.

With all these facts presented to Christopher in his mind, he summarily came to the conclusion that he needed to find something else to do.  Unsure of what that might be, he slapped the power button on his computer terminal and pushed himself away from the desk to gaze out the window.

The view was incredible.  Though he had seen it—or a variation of it—on countless occasions, Christopher was still enamored by the sight of the drifting starfield.  He liked the way the stars twinkled in the fading starlight, their subtle variations of golden yellows, delicate blues and rosy pinks.  Most of the time, the difference wasn’t even discernable—all the stars appeared as twinkling white beacons in the night.  But this was one of those rare instances when Christopher saw the variations—and appreciated their beauty.

He allowed himself to become entrapped in their very existence.  Each star had a story to tell, an ocean of history to which he could only explore a drop of.  One star was born in fire in the aftermath of a supernova explosion.  Another came to life in a placid planetary nebula, giving rise to a proud civilization he hoped to one day meet… The possibilities were endless…

And so was the line of people waiting to barge into Christopher’s ready room to chat with him.  He wasn’t sure how many times the door had actually chimed, but when he finally heard it, he was able to count at least four chimes.

Quickly, he emerged from his digression and turned his back to the starfield.   “Come in.”

The doors parted, revealing Erin Keller standing outside.  She smiled pleasantly at the threshold before stepping inside.  “When was the last time you checked your hearing aid?”

Christopher grinned.  “What was that?  I couldn’t hear you.  You’ll have to speak up.”

Keller rolled her eyes at the comment, and slowly approached the Captain’s desk.  She sat down in one of the chairs before it and neatly placed a padd on his desk.  “A gift,” she said.

“Oh, goodie.”  He eyed the padd up for several moments before placing his index finger on it and sliding it across his desk for closer inspection.  He scanned the first few lines of text and realized it was a very technical manifesto outlining Erin’s plan.  Not wanting to trudge through it in his current frame of mind, Christopher set the padd aside and looked at Erin.

“We think it’s some sort of interspatial particle fountain.  Bator and I have located what appears to be the source of the fountain a few million kilometers away from here.  We’re hoping if we can collapse the threshold of the disturbance, it’ll dissipate, and we can live happily ever after.  The end.”

“Using a static warp shell,” Christopher recalled from the brief snippet he had gleaned from the padd.  “Won’t that blow up the ship?”

“Yeah,” said Erin readily.

Christopher already didn’t like it, but before he could state his concerns, Keller continued with her explanation.

“That’s why we won’t be sending the ship,” she said to alleviate his concerns.  “Bator is modifying one of our quantum torpedoes to emit a static warp shell.”

Christopher smiled quaintly, wishing he had gazed over a little more of the schematics Keller had provided before engaging in the conversation with her.  “Good,” he said simply.  “How long until we can try it out?”

Not even Keller knew this off the top of her head.  She extended her arm, demanding the padd back so she could calculate.  Christopher complied, and placed it in the palm of Keller’s hand.

She quickly closed her fingers around the sleek gunmetal gray device and began pecking away at it with her other hand.  “As long as it takes Bator to modify the torpedo,” she guesstimated after a moment of calculations.  “I’d say an hour at least.”

Christopher smiled, not even sure Keller had made any calculations, or had done that just to humor him.  Either way, he found the time parameters to be acceptable, and decided to leave the issue be.  “Keep me apprised of the situation,” he said flatly before demanding the padd back in the same manor Keller had requested it earlier.

She complied, and placed it in Christopher’s hand, to which, he simply dismissed Keller without another word.  In retrospect, Christopher wished he hadn’t been so terse, but his mind was beginning to wander again—and given his tendencies to dwell, his mind consequently wandered to Jayla Trinn, which in turn, brought about his confused, tumultuous state of mind.

Keller, though she was not traumatized, was clearly a bit concerned that they didn’t chat candidly afterward, but she said nothing, and simply back out the doors and retreated to the bridge.

Alone once more, Christopher at least had something new to keep his mind occupied.  But he took one look at the padd, and knew technicalities of static warp shells would not hold his interests at the moment.

So he eased back to the starfield and peered into the final frontier.

Chapter Four

There was always work to be done in sick bay.  It was an endless battle against treating the sick and wounded, organizing cortical analeptics, reading the latest reports on medical breakthroughs, or any other variety of things.  The fact of the matter was, no matter what Sarah Hartman did, she would always have more work to do. 

To some, that would be a burden of epic proportions.  It left very little time for recreation and other events of the like, and since it required one to be on duty every hour of every day, what little recreation time that existed was spent in close proximity to sick bay.  Indeed, that was a death sentence to some… but not Sarah Hartman.

She rather enjoyed the workload, and welcomed as much additional work as possible, once going so far as to take a pet-project under her wing to catalog every species in sectors 30000 – 40000, a project that got as far as one star system before collapsing to Starfleet subterfuge.  That was her last official attempt at taking on a project outside of sick bay.

Not that she had been deterred by the project’s failure.  In fact, in the future, Hartman fully intended to take on other projects that she deemed worthy of her attention.  But now was not the time, despite a number of worthy candidates out there.  

This was Hartman’s favorite time of year.  It wasn’t a major holiday or celebration of a historical event, nor was it celebrated by most of the known universe.  It was time for yearly physicals, a yearly event that entailed so much work, Hartman would be lost in it for weeks.

And to her satisfaction, this year’s round of physicals landed in the midst of a very uneventful time, light years away from any action in the heart of Federation space.  The crew would have no excuses to run from sick bay.  There would be no attacks, no surprises or diversions… just physical after physical.

The door to her office suddenly chimed.

Hartman looked up to see a Trill—Jayla Trinn, if her memory served—standing outside the doors.  Hartman hit a control on her desk, prompting the doors to part, allowing Trinn to enter.  “Can I help you?”

The Trill looked mildly surprised.  “I’m here for my physical,” she said.

Hartman nodded.  There must have been a mistake, for it was far too early in the day to begin the physicals.  She drew up the schedule for July 20, 2395 on her computer screen and looked for Trinn’s name to appear.  Sure enough, it did—at fifteen hundred hours.  Which was precisely when Hartman glanced at the chronometer on the monitor and saw that her morning was long gone, and afternoon was in full swing.  “So you are,” she said after a moment of awe.  Where the hell did the morning go?  she wondered.  

Of course, there was no answer.  She hadn’t expected one.  But she wanted one, and she would be sure to get one—later.  For the time being, it was time to begin Trinn’s physical.

Hartman deactivated her computer station, rose from her chair and plucked a few things from her desk, including her tricorder, summarily shoving it into the deep pockets of he flowing, white lab coat.  “I think you know the drill,” Hartman said as she headed for the heart of sick bay.

Hartman motioned for the Trill to seat herself upon one of the bio-beds as she walked over to the octagon-shaped kiosk at the center of the room.  The kiosk was sufficiently supplied with hyposprays, medications to put inside them, dermal regenerators, tricorders, and countless other medical tools Hartman were so very fond of. 

But since this was a simple, routine diagnostic, and since she already had her personal medical tricorder snug in the bottom of the pocket in her lab coat, Hartman simply plucked a few attachments for her tricorder’s scanning unit—one to enhance resolution, another to augment sensitivity to minor defects in genetic structure.  Once those were safely in her other pocket, Hartman grabbed a padd, and drew up Trinn’s data.

She quickly glanced over the Trill’s medical history to get a feel what abnormalities to look for—if any.  Trinn was thirty-one Earth-years old.  She had shattered both her ulna and radius in her left arm in 2379 while trying to repair a hovercraft.  Six years later, a structural defect was found in her parietal lobe, but according to the records, it posed little to no threat to Trinn’s health.  Aside from those few instances, the young Lieutenant was in perfect health—and had even been offered the Kota symbiont because of it.

Satisfied with the data, Hartman clutched the padd in her hand and approached the bio-bed where Trinn had seated herself.  Not wanting to be drawn into some extended conversation of little purpose, Hartman quickly drew the tricorder from her pocket and opened it up, pulling the small cylindrical sensor from the nook at the top.  “I’m going to perform a series of standard cardiovascular and upper-respiratory scans first,” she said, flipping the switch on the sensor to the ‘on’ position.

The sensor quickly emitted a quiet drone as it drew information from Trinn’s body and relayed it to the tricorder in Hartman’s hands.  Hartman only scanned the data, knowing that as long as the tricorder maintained its steady drone, nothing of consequence was being recorded.

“Have you noticed anything unusual?” Hartman asked as the placid droning continued.

To which, Trinn briefly hesitated.  She shifted uncomfortably, and said, “Not really.”

“Are you sure?  The Symbiosis Committee contacted me this morning.”  She terminating the sensor’s whining and punched a few keys on the tricorder before continuing on with a new series of scans.  “They wanted to know why you hadn’t responded yet.”

Trinn sighed.  “I was waiting to see the results of these exams,” she said after a moment.

“It’s probably safe to say you’re in good condition,” Hartman said, still waiting for something other than the steady drone to emanate from the tricorder.  “You could have told them you were fine.  Hell, I’ll do it if you want.”

The tricorder’s steady drone was suddenly replaced by a shrill sound.  It repeated several times before Hartman withdrew the tricorder and snapped it shut.  She turned her gaze directly to the Trill’s eyes, which clearly conveyed some concerns.

“Well, there is one thing,” said Trinn after a moment.

Christopher had allowed himself to succumb to the scintillation of the stars for quite some time—and much to his delight, following the departure of Commander Keller, that time was absolutely undisturbed.

He charted the histories of countless fictional worlds—each of them nothing more than figments of his own imagination, but real enough to keep his attention for the better part of the hour Keller said it would take Bator to make the modifications.  And when Christopher suspected the hour’s end drawing near, he reluctantly returned to the real world, and was readily greeted by the padd Keller had left him.

He sat down at his desk and stared at the padd, hoping the data would simply teleport to his head.  He knew osmosis would fail, so teleportation was his next best bet.  Of course, it did not work, and Christopher ultimately resorted to the tried and true method of reading the data.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t understand it.  That was definitely not a problem—he probably understood static warp shells better than most, with the exceptions being Keller and Bator.  It wasn’t that the data was boring—in fact, because Erin had written it, the report was a bit more flamboyant than the standard report issued by Starfleet officers. She even went so far as to note that static warp shells had no bearing on static cling, and vice-versa.  Indeed, the true reason behind Christopher’s mire remained his flurry of confusion regarding Lieutenant Trinn.  

But as his hour drew near its close, Christopher forced away all of his emotions, and simply concentrated upon the static warp shell, until Commander Harrison’s voice finally penetrated the relative silence of the ready room, and summoned Christopher to the bridge.

He set the padd aside, rose from his chair, and moments later, emerged on the bridge to see both Bator and Keller back at their respective stations.  “Report,” Christopher demanded as he darted toward the command chair.

“I have completed all necessary modifications to the torpedo,” said Bator.

Christopher nodded and sat down.  “Red alert; take us into position, Neelar.”

“Aye, Captain,” said the Bolian at the helm as the lights dimmed down to alert levels.

The ship gently lurched about for several moments, hardly enough to even notice. As the Starlight stormed through the void of space, the stars on the view screen hardly moved, indicating that the ship was, in fact, not moving very rapidly at all.

Nevertheless, Christopher affixed his gaze on the starfield and watched them lurch about until Drayge started pecking away at the helm controls.  “We’re in position,” he said, bringing the ship to a stop.

Christopher compressed his lips.  “On screen,” he said after a moment. 

The view screen quickly shifted from one twinkling starfield to another, the only difference being the position of the stars.  Christopher could already hear Commander Harrison voicing his concerns over the coordinates, when Keller quickly shot down the executive officer’s banter.

“Trust me,” she said.  “It’s there.”

Christopher looked back to Harrison.  He wasn’t going to say anything, but given the look on the executive officer’s face, he wasn’t thoroughly convinced of it, either.  Christopher, on the other hand, trusted Erin’s word completely, and decided to dismiss Harrison’s concerns over this particular incident.  

Feeling his nerves beginning to kick in, Christopher slowly rose from his seat and turned to the tactical station.  “Fire.”

He kept his back to the view screen until the bleeps and chirps of the firing sequence were complete, and the torpedo was merrily on its way into the heart of the quantum inversion field.  At that point, Christopher slowly came about to face the torpedo.

Unlike other torpedoes, this one did not have its warheads activated. Thus, it was not surrounded by the brilliant blue aura that was the signature of quantum torpedoes.  Instead, it was a simple steely gray object streaking across a starfield—looking like a streamlined coffin.  Christopher sighed, realizing that sometimes, torpedo casings were indeed used as coffins…

Suddenly, a white light enveloped the entire torpedo, and when it dissipated, the torpedo was gone.  Christopher didn’t panic.  The torpedo’s fate was still unknown—it hadn’t exploded as had the probe… but it was definitely gone.  Christopher turned his back on the view screen once more, and immediately tuned his gaze upon Bator, and Keller, and back again.

“The torpedo has crossed the threshold,” said Bator.  “It is inside the fissure.”

So it was good news after all.  Christopher allowed himself to relax a little bit, and even tinkered with the idea of sitting down.  But as he stared at the command chair, he knew he would find no refuge there until their situation was solved.  So he simply took a few steps closer to the helm, and rested as discreetly as possible, on the back of Drayge’s chair.  “Activate the static warp shell,” he ordered.

“Gotcha,” said Keller.

As he heard Erin carry out his orders, Christopher sidestepped a few inches to get a better look at Drayge’s sensor readings.  And to his chagrin, even after Erin had stopped computing, they remained unchanged.  Christopher sighed, gently pounded his fists together and then retreated, knowing that his actions were undoubtedly becoming tiresome for the young Bolian.

“Anything?” Harrison inquired as the bridge started to acquire a deafening silence.

“Not a peep,” said Keller.

Christopher didn’t want to start second-guessing, but by the time Keller had said that, it was about the only thing he could do.  “Are you sure the warp shell is active?”

“Yeah,” said Erin.  “It’s…” Her voice trailed off as the ship started to rumble under some sort of turbulence.

Christopher, recounting past rumblings, decided it would be in his best interest to retreat to his seat with due haste, or else risk a chance meeting with the floor—up close and personal.  He quickly plopped down in the command chair just as the rumblings grew from simple rumblings to tremors, and then all-out jolts of energy.  Though he didn’t exactly have a chance to ask,  Christopher was more than certain that they were experiencing the collapse of the inversion field—and it wasn’t pleasant.  “Get us out of here!” he shouted out to Neelar.  “Warp one!”

He watched Drayge furiously tap away at the helm, but to no avail.  “There’s too much quantum interference!  We can’t create a stable warp field!”

Christopher didn’t need to hear any more to realize they wouldn’t be warping out of here.  He slapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins!”

“This is Tompkins—go!”
“Lucas,” Christopher shouted over a particularly noisy rumbling, “can we jump to transwarp?”

Tompkins knew the answer to that question before Christopher had even asked it.  In fact, had the ship not been violently shaking as it was, Lucas knew the Captain would have realized it, too.  “No,” he said.  “It’s still not fully repaired from the last time we damaged it!”

He could hear the Captain grumbling over the com.  “You said it’s not fully repaired…”
“Yeah!”

“Which means that it’s partially repaired?”
Tompkins sighed, and began keying in some new data parameters at his master control station.  He knew where the Captain was going with this, and he didn’t like it.  “Yeah, it’s partially repaired,” he said flatly.

“So in theory, we could jump to transwarp?”
“In theory,” confirmed Tompkins.  “But the conduit could collapse on us at the threshold.  We’d be destroyed!”

“Well if we stay here, we’ll be destroyed anyway. What are our chances of making it into transwarp?”
Tompkins quickly glanced over the new data that the computer had provided him with, and fished out a figure that seemed reasonable.  “Forty percent.”

Christopher grinned quaintly at the prospects.  Less than half was not generally odds he would bet on, but given the fact that the ship was on the verge of destruction anyway… “It’ll have to do.  Neelar, engage the transwarp drive, any heading!  Just get us out of here!”

Amidst the turbulent sight on the view screen, several tendrils of fluorescent green and yellow energy crackled about a tiny swirling vortex of energy that Christopher recognized as their gateway to transwarp space—only it wasn’t even large enough for a shuttlecraft to fit through, let alone an Akira-class starship.

“We’re losing the threshold,” Keller shouted.

“Divert all power to the transwarp drive,” Christopher shouted as the tendrils started to crackle themselves to death, thoroughly decimating the conduit.  

A puff of smoke suddenly greeted Christopher’s face, quickly followed by the sound of consoles exploding and the crackling of sparks as they blew out the stations they lived inside.  Christopher waved the smoke aside, trying desperately to avoid taking in a lungful of the noxious air.

But he failed, and was forced to pull in a lungful of smoke.  He expelled it in a deep hack that arose amidst a terrible cacophony of explosions and rumblings of the ship.  The convulsion ripped Christopher’s hands from the arms of his chair mid-jolt, and sent the Captain to the floor.

He opened his eyes just in time to see the view screen rapidly filling itself with the ominous swirling vortex that was their haven—a stable transwarp conduit.

Within a few seconds, the ship stopped vibrating, the rampant explosions died down, and Christopher found himself on the floor in good company.  Drayge, though still hanging onto his seat, was more or less on the floor, and Commander Harrison was thoroughly sprawled out beside Christopher.

When the smoke cleared out through the air filtration system, Christopher brushed off the front of his uniform, and slowly crawled back into his seat in tandem with Harrison.  “Report?” demanded the executive officer.

“Despite the theatrics, damage was negligible,” said Bator.  “All systems are functional, however, sick bay reports six casualties, one serious.”

Relieved that things could have been a lot worse than they actually were, Christopher turned to Keller for what was undoubtedly going to be the less enthralling of the two reports.  Given the look on her face, Christopher was certain of it.

She sighed.  “It worked—the particle fountain collapsed.”

Christopher frowned.  He wasn’t following Keller’s line of reasoning.  “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

She nodded indecisively.  “Yeah, that’s a good thing.”

Christopher sighed.  The part he wasn’t going to like was just around the corner.  “But?”

“But, the quantum inversion field wasn’t destroyed with it,” she said.

Harrison darted up from his chair.  “What?” he said in disbelief.  “What went wrong?”

Keller shrugged.  “I don’t know.  According to my data, it should be gone.”

Christopher sighed.  As usual, he was right.  He didn’t like it.  Not one bit.  “Stand down from red alert, and hold our position here,” he grumbled before slouching down in the command chair, hoping a different perspective on things would inspire him somehow.

Uninspired, Christopher assumed a more healthy posture and resolved that the situation was about to the point when it was beyond his powers to control.  “I’m going to contact Starfleet Command; inform them of the situation” he decided after a moment before turning his gaze to Harrison.  “Matthew, I want you and Erin to go down to astrometrics and begin putting the pieces together.  I’ll join you shortly.”  

Christopher saw a disgruntled look grace Harrison’s face as he absorbed his orders to work with Commander Keller.  Christopher knew the two didn’t share much affinity for one another, so he tried not to pair them up very often—but when push came to shove, if it was necessary, Christopher had no qualms about doing it.

But in case they doubted the finality of his decision, Christopher thought it best to leave before they could protest.  So without so much as looking at Harrison, Christopher rose from his command chair and quietly strolled over to his ready room.  He let out a brief sigh when he noticed nobody was pursuing him, and entered his private chambers to alert Starfleet of the situation.

He quickly rounded his desk and plopped down in his soft chair before peering at his computer screen for several moments.  It was blank, of course, so Christopher touched the large semi-rectangular button near its base, bringing the terminal to life.

“Computer,” he said, “open a channel to Starfleet Command.”

The computer bleeped.  “Acknowledged.”

The Federation’s emblem quickly manifested itself on the computer screen, and the text “STAND BY” flashed at the bottom of the screen as the computer did its best to contact someone at Starfleet Headquarters back on Earth.

He had fully expected to see someone along the lines of subordinate to the secretary of internal waste extraction’s assistant, who would, of course be of no help and have to transfer the communiqué to his superior.  That conversation would get nowhere, and be transferred about until Christopher undoubtedly found himself back at square one.  But to his surprise, it was none other than Admiral Nechayev herself who flicked into existence on the screen when the emblem cleared.

The Admiral Nechayev who handled the incident at Celtris III in 2369.  The Admiral Nechayev who responded to the Borg incursion later that year, and helped establish the first treaty between the Federation and Cardassia.  As a result, Nechayev was now one of the highest-ranking officers in the entire Federation.  Suffice it to say, Christopher was more than a little stunned to see her before him now.

“Captain Christopher,” she said smoothly, “what is the Starlight doing so far off course?”

Christopher took in a deep breath.  “The Starlight was forced to alter its course after interacting with an unknown phenomenon in the Aurillac Sector.  We’ve deemed it a quantum inversion field—I’ll transfer all the data we’ve collected so far, but it’s not very much.”

The Admiral nodded.  “How widespread is the phenomenon?”

Christopher shook his head.  “We can’t be sure, but it appears to encompass most of the sector.  Anything that gets caught in its gravitational currents is destroyed—hence our retreat.”

“Do you require assistance?” asked the Admiral.

“No, the Starlight escaped before the field could inflict any damage of consequence.  We tried to disperse the field but our attempt failed.  I suggest the Starlight maintains its position to warn off other ships until we can find a way to disperse the field.”

As the Admiral began to review the data on her own view screen, she nodded her head in agreement.  “The Lexington, Tian An Men, and the Enterprise are all within range of the Aurillac Sector.  I’m dispatching them there as well, to help with your investigation.  Keep me apprised of the situation.  Starfleet out.”

The astrometrics lab wad dead silent.  Keller couldn’t be mad at Christopher for bringing the silence on by pairing her up with Harrison, as it was indeed his prerogative.  And in fact, maybe it was a good thing that Harrison had tagged along.  Having absolutely no desire to converse, Erin found herself working fairly productively for once—or more productive than usual…

What’s more, Harrison had chosen not to follow Erin up the platform to the master control center, and instead remained at one of the auxiliary stations near the doors of the lab, completely entrenched in his own analysis of the data.  Erin knew that in itself could pose a problem if they were studying the same data, but she didn’t care to find out at the moment.  

She simply pecked away at her own controls, and watched, over and over, as the quantum inversion field ingested their torpedo, and expelled it in the form of a most unpleasant shockwave.  It didn’t make sense…  Yes, the particle fountain was gone, but her scans still showed the particle field at the same density, hardly phased by the fountain’s death.  She ran through her scans countless times, and came up with the same results each time… 

When the computer’s own in-depth analysis of the data completed, and emitted a shrill bleep that pierced through the silent room.  Erin went to answer the call, when she heard yet another noise—the doors opening.  She turned, and saw Alan strolling into the lab.  He stopped, collected Harrison, and with the executive officer, marched up the platform to greet Erin.

“I’ve contacted Admiral Nechayev at Starfleet Command.  She’s dispatching three starships to this sector to assist in the investigation, and to warn off other ships until the field is gone,” said Christopher.  “Have you two made any progress?”

“No,” said Harrison.  “The initial data indicates that the field was totally unaffected by the destruction of the particle fountain… so the cause of our mirth remains occluded in a shroud of mystery.”

Christopher folded his arms and sighed.  “The dreaded and evil cloud of mystery,” he grumbled.  “Lovely.”

Once Harrison had begun his digression on the rift, Erin had taken it upon herself to answer the call of the computer.  To her relief, her initial analysis of the data took just long enough so that she blocked out Harrison’s mindless prattle, and finished just in time for the long the usual long silence to commence.

She didn’t let it.

Instead, she tugged on Christopher’s uniform, drawing him closer.  “You’d better take a look at this, Alan,” she said, pointing at the new data on the screen.  “The computer has completed the new analysis of the field… and in retrospect, our static warp shell might not have been such a good idea.”

Christopher frowned, and took a closer look at the data.  “Why?”

Erin drew him away from the controls and looked him—and (for a brief moment) Harrison in the eye.  “It’s moving.”

Harrison raised a curious eyebrow.  “Moving?”

Erin nodded.  “It would seem the particle fountain wasn’t holding the field together—it was holding it in place.”

She tapped a few controls on the computer, drawing up a simulation of their scenario on the view screen.  It showed the field and its assortment of colored dots, including the particle fountain, all happily swirling about.  After a moment, the Starlight arrives; it’s jostled about, and then launches a torpedo.  For dramatic effect, it blows up the particle fountain, and sets the entire quantum inversion field in motion.  

“If anything, we’ve made things worse,” Erin grumbled.  Her head was starting to pound as she realized how many questions they thought they had answered became un-answered.  Then, of course, there were the new questions that kept cropping up like weeds…

“So the inversion field was not created here in the Aurillac Sector, then?” Christopher surmised.

Erin nodded.  From what she could tell, that much appeared to be true.  “In all truth, we don’t have any idea where it came from or how it formed.  But since we’ve never heard of it before today, my best guess is that it came from somewhere inside the Romulan Neutral Zone,” she said, motioning with her head toward the thick pink line near the edge of the map.

Christopher sighed, again folding his arms.  “Can you project its course?”

Erin nodded.  She tapped in a few commands into the computer, telling it to take into account all of the new variables they had discovered in the past few moments, and then instructed it to project the most likely path for the rift.

The simulation of the particle fountain cleared, taking away the plethora of dots, and leaving a circular red marker to indicate the ‘center’ of the rift.  The map quickly zoomed out to show all of the Aurillac Sector, and its neighbors, and then, a thin red line began to creep toward the left.

Erin’s heart skipped a beat.  It just had to move left…  And sure enough, the line continued moving left—varying from time to time, but its motion was fairly consistent.  Erin cast a quick glance at the others—they weren’t as familiar with astrometrics as she was, hence their lack of reaction, but when the line slowly crossed through the heart of the Aurillac System, her concerns were definitely shared.

“There are three hundred million people in that system,” Harrison read off from the view screen.

Christopher took an uneasy step back, and watched as the simulation progressed, erasing the planet’s life signs from the map.  “And if the inversion field strikes, those people could very well be killed…”

Erin’s eyes slowly pulled themselves away from the death and destruction on the view screen and locked in with Christopher’s eyes.  She shared his trepidation, and undoubtedly, so did Harrison.  “We have a problem,” she said softly.
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Chapter Five

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72564.9: Our attempts to destroy the quantum inversion field in the Aurillac Sector have failed; instead of destroying it, our efforts have only set the field into motion, sending it on a course toward the densely populated Aurillac System.  The Starlight is en route to Aurillac VII to warn the Aurillians of the dark cataclysms that lay ahead.

Christopher was perched quietly behind Erin Keller at the operations station on the bridge, watching her skilled hands fly over the controls in response to a sensor alarm that had blared just as Christopher entered the bridge from the adjacent turbolift.  Of course, as he gleaned some data from over her shoulder, it came as no surprise to him that the source of their mire was the dreaded quantum inversion field, prompting him to hypothesize that the situation was in a state of flux—it was either going to be getting better, or, the more probable instance, worse.

When she finally finished analyzing the new data, Erin turned around to face Christopher.  “The inversion field is gaining velocity,” she said grimly.  “Not much, but at its current speed, it’ll plow right through Aurillac VII in ten days.”

Christopher folded his arms and sighed.  He stared at his boots for a moment before turning his attention back to their conversation, which now included Commander Harrison, who had wandered over from the foreword section of the bridge to keep himself apprised of the situation.  “At our current speed,” he said, “we’re thirty-six hours away from the Aurillac System.”

Christopher raised an eyebrow to that figure.   Indeed, it was true, the Aurillac System wasn’t right next-door, but they were blowing through space at warp nine.  “Why so long?” he inquired.

“We’ve had to make forty-four course adjustments in the past ten hours to avoid intercepting one of the outer-most bands of energy,” Harrison explained.  “That’s added a good deal of time to our journey.”

Christopher nodded.  He’d rather arrive a little later than not at all—and given the intensity of the inversion field, not at all was a very good possibility.  Still, it would delay their arrival at Aurillac VII considerably, something Christopher was not to keen about.  “Can we hail the Aurillians?” he inquired.

Erin shook her head, pointing on the monitor, to the large concentration of green particles between them and Aurillac VII.  “There’s way too much quantum interference being generated ahead of the field to get a coherent transmission through,” she explained.  “Chances are, if they even got it, they wouldn’t be able to send any kind of acknowledgement back.”

“Lovely,” said Christopher.  He backed away from Erin’s station and slowly began to march toward his ready room.  “Let me know the nanosecond we can get a transmission through to them; Matthew, the bridge is yours.”

Once Christopher was in his ready room, he made due haste to seat himself at his desk, and unlike his previous sittings, found his mind free of any distractions, and completely ready to delve into the situation at hand.  With the touch of a button, he activated his computer terminal, and instructed the computer to bring up all the data Starfleet had collected on the Aurillians.

It took a brief moment for the computer to compile the data, during which, it displayed a faded Federation emblem with the words “ACCESSING” flashing on top of it.  That quickly gave way to a considerable list of files pertaining to the Aurillians.  As a courtesy, the computer loaded the first, and largest file.

It was more-or-less, everything Christopher needed to know about the Aurillac System, its planets and their denizens.  The other files probably contained supplemental data that Christopher would find irrelevant to the situation at hand, so he focused on the one file brought up by the computer.  

First and foremost, the Aurillac System was huge—containing nineteen planets.  Fifteen of them were class-J planets—large Jovian worlds—and therefore uninhabitable.  The first and second planets were the terribly inhospitable class-y planets, supporting the most uninviting surface conditions in the sector.  Aurillac VI was a class-L world, bearing mostly poisonous flora and fauna, which in turn, made that, too, uninhabitable.  Which left Aurillac VII.

It was a fairly large world, marginally bigger than Earth.  Even so, it only supported 300,000,000 people, most of which were concentrated on the southern-most continent in a warm, tropical region.  Its denizens had space-fairing technology, but had opted out of joining the Federation—hence, their territory remained in non-aligned space.

The door suddenly chimed.

Christopher, marginally startled, looked up from his terminal at the doors.  “Enter,” he beckoned.

The doors opened, admitting Jayla Trinn before whispering to a closed state once more.  The Trill forced a pleasant smile as she hesitated to step into the Captain’s ready room.

“Sit down,” Christopher said, glancing at the two chairs in front of his desk.

She said nothing, but took Christopher’s offer to heart, and promptly seated herself directly in front of the Captain.

Christopher stared at Trinn for a few moments and waited for her to begin speaking.  Of course, he knew what the conversation was going to outline, but he didn’t want to be the one starting it.  But to his consternation, apparently, Trinn didn’t seem ready to start the conversation either, if the silence between them was any indication.  

And so, Christopher cleared his throat, and spoke.  “I take it you’ve visited with Dr. Hartman?”

“I have,” she nodded.

Christopher compressed his lips.  “…And?”

“And…” 

She hung on the word for several seconds, struggling in her efforts to find the proper words for the situation, which immediately clued Christopher into what those words might be.  But again, he remained silent, and let Jayla continue—besides, he was as dumbfounded as she was.

Finally, she shrugged, and just blurted it out, “I’m pregnant.”

Christopher appreciated her bluntness, and replied with an equally blunt response.  “I don’t know what to say,” he admitted.  He hesitated for a moment before adding, “I don’t know what to do—if anything… I mean, there wasn’t exactly a course at the Academy outlining this exact situation…”

Trinn smiled.  “I understand,” she said.  “This is uncharted terrain for Lucas and me, too.”

“We’ve handled Ividian invasions, Elorg retroviruses, the Breen.  Trust me, Jayla, I guarantee we’ll get through this,” he assured her.

Trinn seemed somewhat reassured by Christopher’s speech, even if he wasn’t.  On the surface, the words sounded good—Christopher was confident he had said all the right things thus far.  But in all reality, he was still as confused as ever—and that angered him.  So he changed the topic.  “So, what does Lucas think?”

Apparently, it struck a chord with Jayla.  She closed her eyes and sighed.  Her jaw dropped slightly, and then, she finally spoke.  “He doesn’t,” she admitted.

Suddenly, Christopher wasn’t as surprised by her reaction.  “You’re saying… you told me before him?”

She nodded.  “He has mellowed in the past few years, but in all reality, Lucas isn’t the easiest person to talk to—especially when it comes down to things like this.  I’ll tell him—I have to.”

“Well, he’d find out soon enough, anyway,” Christopher blurted out.  That, perhaps, wasn’t the smartest thing to say, but it thundered through his mind so quickly that there was no stopping it once it was a processed thought.

To his relief, Jayla didn’t react negatively to it.  In fact, she didn’t react at all, which Christopher took as a sign that the Trill didn’t even hear his comment.  

Eventually, she snapped out of her daze and turned back to Christopher.  “We’ll find out all too soon,” she muttered.  

Talyere could hardly believe that the Glorious Month of T’A’Niav was upon them.  Though it was only a prelude to the Holy Month of Zraa’tul, T’A’Niav was an important occasion for several reasons, the most important being the selection of a tithe to be used as Tribute to the Cerebrate during the Holy Month.  Being so far removed from the Cerebrate this year, Talyere knew his own celebration of T’A’Niav and Tribute would be different from those Elorg still acquainted with the Bloc.

And so, to learn of a valid course of action, Talyere turned to The Tome of Na’zar for console.  It suggested many enlightening alternatives for the Glorious Month ahead, but was rather vague in providing exact details.  Hence, Talyere was forced to compensate.  There was little else he could do, as his access to the archives was, well, non-existent.

So Talyere turned to the one source that he could always count on: his mind.  He resolved to meditate, as specified by Na’zar, by inferno’s light in a setting of tranquility and holiness.  To his chagrin, the Starlight wasn’t the tranquil pure place in the universe, and aside from his quarters, it wasn’t very holy, either.  But it would have to suffice.

Talyere slowly approached his replicator, demanded thirteen candles to the specifications outlined by the Tome of Na’zar, and then returned to his meditation alcove near the windows in his quarters.  He carefully placed the elegant candles in ascending order, according to height, on the windowsill, and proceeded to draw forth a lighter to ignite the holy fires.

The flames danced happily on the wicks of the candles for several moments, before whatever tranquility Talyere’s quarters had, was quickly shattered by a blaring alarm, and a blast of energy from the ceiling, thoroughly decimating the flames.

Harrison rose from the command chair upon hearing the sensor alarm at the tactical station.  He turned to Bator and demanded a report.

“There was a fire on deck seven, section twenty-two,” said Bator.  “It has been extinguished by the suppression system.”

“A fire?” Harrison shot back.  “Does this have anything to do with the quantum inversion field?”

Bator quickly checked his readings.  “No,” he replied after a moment.  “It appears to be a completely unrelated anomaly.”

Another anomaly was the last thing Harrison wanted to deal with—given the way anomalies tended to get blown out of proportion on the Starlight.  A small gravimetric distortion turned into an Elorg invasion.  An anomalous project turned into a massive ‘incident’ involving the Prime Directive…  A small problem with the warp engines turned into a massive quantum inversion field.  For all Harrison knew, this fire could be a prelude to a Borg incursion.

“Get down to deck seven,” Harrison ordered after a moment of contemplation.

 As Bator and his small security detail marched through the corridors of deck seven, the Phobian quickly realized that the area of section twenty-two in question led them directly to the quarters of Talyere Rosat.  Had this occurrence happened several months ago, Bator would have immediately suspected sabotage of some sort—but after spending seven months on the same ship, he knew Talyere would never do such a thing.

Which left Bator absolutely clueless as to what was going on in the Elorg’s quarters.

He came to a stop with the rest of his squad just outside the doors, and quickly made his way to the control panel at its side.  He keyed in a short sequence on the padd before the doors slid apart, revealing the interior of Talyere’s quarters.

Almost immediately, a rush of steely, metallic-smelling air greeted the security detail—a side effect of the fire-suppression system. Bator could even sense the odor manifesting itself on his taste buds.  He frowned, and scraped his tongue on his teeth, hoping the unpleasant taste would go away, but to no avail.  He grumbled inwardly, and stepped into the cloudy room.

There was no apparent danger.  The fire was gone, and Talyere was situated near the windows, brushing a generous coating of soot away from his window and surrounding areas.

Seeing that there was no threat, Bator turned to his companions.  “I believe I can handle this alone,” he rumbled before trekking onward into the haze.

 “What happened?”

Talyere wiped a few more splotches of black soot off the window, and then cast his orange eyes on the Phobian.  “I was attempting to observe the T’A’Niav ceremonies,” he said flatly.  “I had no idea the fire suppression system would be joining me in my meditations.”

Bator glanced briefly at Talyere.  Much like the windowsill, the Elorg was covered in a thin layer of black grime, though some places it was a bit scanty where he had touched himself.  Bator approached him, and quickly saw the bases of at least eight crispy candles on the floor.  There could have been more, but they had broken and shattered upon smashing into the floor.

Bator knelt down beside Talyere and picked up one of the pieces.  It was one of the longer ones, and even retained its original golden luster on one side.  Bator carefully ran his finger over the charred side, and restored it to some extent.  “You attempted to light a candle using real fire?” he surmised.

The Elorg nodded.  “I did not know it would elicit these results,” he admitted.  “Otherwise, I would have refrained from my actions altogether.  Though one would think the computer would not allow for these materials to be replicated, given the consequences.”

Bator dropped the candle to the floor.  It clanked, bounced back up a few centimeters, and then shattered on its final descent.  “Sorry,” he deadpanned.

Talyere shrugged indifferently.  “I’ve not begun to cleanse the floors as of yet.  You may make them as unsanitary as you please.”

“Thanks,” said Bator, though he had no intention of taking Talyere up on his offer.  “If you wish, I could replicate a set of candles equipped with holographic flames.”

“Absolutely not,” said Talyere adamantly, dropping all of his activities to protest the very notion.  “The T’A’Niav candles must be real, otherwise the ceremony is blasphemous!”

Bator raised his hands in his own defense.  “I retract my offer,” he said calmly.  “Unfortunately, I have no other suggestions, aside from waiting for the fire suppression systems to go off line in battle.  I suppose you could speak with the Captain, but I do not know what he could tell you that I have not already.”

Talyere shrugged.  “Likewise, I do not see the use of it.”  He resumed his cleansing of the sill.  “However, given my unique situation, isolated from the rest of the Bloc, I will not be able to complete the ceremonies in the first place.  Hence, I have been studying the Tome of Na’zar for alternative means of completing the traditions required of me.”

By that time, Talyere had restored the windowsill to its usual luster, leaving only the floor soiled with debris.  He slowly shoved it into a small pile next to the wall, and made a slow trek over to the sofa nearby.  He sat down, and motioned for Bator to follow.

The Phobian hesitated for a moment.  He had not come here for a social visit, but that was what it was turning into.  But Bator did not want to offend the Elorg, and so he complied, slowly trekking over to the sofa.

Talyere had set out a copy of the Tome of Na’zar on the table before them—obviously one replicated by Talyere since his arrival on the Starlight.  When Bator finally sat down, Talyere was thumbing through the yellowed pages, glancing over a series of diagrams and lengthy passages—all written in Elorg.  He stopped, and pointed to one diagram in particular.

It made little sense to Bator—a series of circles on a field of dots, which could have been stars.  Each circle had a few words of Elorg writing inside, but the text was so small, Bator could hardly make out the individual characters.

“This,” said Talyere, tapping on the diagram again, “is the loophole I was looking for.”  He was almost ecstatic in his speech, and his eyes flared briefly with the excitement.  “It is eloquently vague in its description, but I do believe this will allow me to complete my ceremonies for T’A’Niav and tribute for the Holy Month of Zraa’tul at my discretion.”

“Fascinating,” said Bator, blinking the glaze out of his eyes—but apparently his effort was too little, too late, given the look he gleaned from Talyere’s face a moment later.

“Lieutenant, I have not broached this subject for the benefit of my health,” said Talyere tersely.  “In fact, I believe you may find my true reasons for sharing this with you to be most compelling.”

Bator’s eyes widened marginally as Talyere began to flip toward the back of the thick, decrepit book.  Still, any interest Bator had was superficial.  In all reality, he wanted out…until he noticed that he could suddenly read the text on the page Talyere had stopped on.

“What??”

Talyere grinned deviously.  “I had been debating whether or not to show you this for some time,” he said.  He ran his fingers over the clearly Phobian text, brushing away a generous layer of dust in the process.  He cast it to the floor, and then drew himself closer to Bator.  “At the height of the Great War with the Iconians, two hundred thousand years ago, the Elorg Bloc had recorded contact with the Phobian Republic.”

Bator’s eyes suddenly widened with genuine curiosity.  He didn’t believe what he was hearing!  Could it be true?  There were so many things to ask, but the first thing that managed to float to Bator’s mouth was, “Why did you withhold this information?”

“I was waiting for the right time,” was Talyere’s cryptic response. 

“And what is so right about now?”

Talyere turned the page.  It was an astrometric grid, one Bator easily recognized as the Aurillac Sector.  And Talyere’s finger immediately set down upon the tiny blip that was the Aurillac System.  “The Aurillac System was inhabited by the Phobians.  One planet, a few thousand denizens…  It could very well be all that is left of the Phobian Republic—and now, there is a very real possibility that it will be erased forever.”

Bator was shocked.

Despite the thousands of questions grazing his mind each moment, he had no idea what to say—and even if he did, his state of shock prevented his vocal chords from oscillating enough to produce the necessary communication.

So he just sat and looked at the map of the Aurillac Sector.  It was hand drawn, most likely by Na’zar himself.  Most of the notation on this page was still in Elorg text, but some text, mainly that around the Aurillac System, was still in Phobian—or a poor rendition of it.

Talyere accommodated the silence accordingly, and allowed Bator to thumb through the three pages of references to the Phobians.  It chronicled the initial contact, a brief description of physiology and technological capabilities, and then, provided the astrometric grid… nothing more.

“Why is there so little data on the Phobians?”

Talyere shook his head.  “I do not know.  Perhaps Na’zar thought the Phobians to be inferior, or they were hostile, and he simply chose not to note that fact.  By the time the Phobians were of interest again, we had already been banished to subspace by the Iconians.  No new data was forthcoming—but obviously, the colony did not survive.”

“Obviously,” said Bator.

Talyere allowed Bator access to the book for a few more moments before taking it into his lap and closing it.  He set it back on the table, and then placed a curious glance on Bator.  “As an Elorg, the Tome of Na’zar dictates that I must pay tribute to a fellow being during the Holy Month of Zraa’tul.  That tribute must be decided upon now—during the Glorious Month.  Traditionally, one chooses to pay tribute to the Cerebrate, our revered leader.  Since I am not able, I choose to pay tribute to you and your people, by helping you to discover the secrets locked away on Aurillac VII.”

“I… I am honored,” said Bator quietly.

He had almost given up on his people… but now, a beacon of hope had emerged from out of nowhere, but Bator didn’t feel enthralled.  He was worried, now more than ever, because if they failed, and Aurillac VII was destroyed, his entire history could go down with it.

“Harrison to Bator.”
The call snapped Bator from his trance.  He had expected it sooner, but now that it came, Bator wished it had not.  He reluctantly touched his communicator.  “Bator here.”

“What is the situation down there?”
He sighed.  “All clear.  For now…”

On most days, the mess hall was fairly crowded during the hour from 1200 to 1300, given the fact that was when the majority of the crew indulged in their mid-day meal.  They would converse, tell jokes, laugh, and even eat lunch from time to time.  Rarely was there a dull moment…

Except for today, when almost every moment was dull.  The mess hall was virtually a morgue.  A little more than half of the tables were unoccupied, and those that were occupied were not striking up the most enthusiastic conversations Lucas Tompkins had heard in his life.  Instead, it was a whisper, if that.  Most people had just came in, sat down alone to eat, and then left.

It must have been the stress of their newfound situation, but if it was, Tompkins had no idea why.  He had faith that a solution would come to them before everything went to hell—and if not, they tried their best to prevent it.  What more could be done if you tried your best?

But while most other conversations had been lacking, Tompkins was pleased to note that, while it was still under quiet voices, his conversation with Kendall Johnson was a rather pleasant one—devoid of Erin, or some other topic that Kendall would drone on about for hours on end.  Instead, they had somehow managed to strike up a conversation about paleontology.  Though Lucas didn’t exactly follow it, he knew enough about it to hold a conversation.

“Tyrannosaurus?” said Kendall quizzically.  “There is no way that is the epitome of all dinosaurs!”

Lucas raised a quizzical eyebrow.  “If you don’t think a beast that could swallow you in two bites is lethal, fine.  Just don’t take me dinosaur hunting with you—ever!”

“Look—it was slow, its arms were practically useless!  I’m telling you—Velociraptor!  It was quick, agile, smart—”

“Small,” interjected Lucas.  “A Tyrannosaurus—”

“…would have to scavenge off the remains of Velociraptor’s kill,” Kendall continued.  

“You’re both wrong,” came the voice of Jayla Trinn a moment later.  She pulled up a chair and sat down beside Lucas.  “Dienocheirus is obviously the most lethal dinosaur to exist on Earth.  It’s claws alone were twenty-five centimeters long!”

Lucas frowned.  He had never heard of such a beast, but given his lack of expertise in the field of paleontology, it was completely within the realm of possibility that Dienocheirus existed.  Just to be sure, he turned to Kendall for verification.  “Well?”

He sighed.  “She has a valid point…  But since a complete skeleton has never been found, I tend to disregard it.”

“That’s pretty stupid,” Trinn said bluntly a moment later.  “But I suppose you’re entitled to your own opinion; even if it’s wrong.”

“Heh.  You two believe what you want, I’ll believe what I want,” Lucas said after a moment.  “End of discussion.”

Jayla smiled, and nodded her agreement, but when he turned to Kendall, Lucas immediately saw his mouth opening to protest.  For all intents and purposes, Lucas was through with the conversation, but before he could reaffirm that fact, Jayla cut him off.

“Kendall,” she said quietly.  “If you’ll excuse us for a moment, there’s something I have to discuss with Lucas…”

His mouth continued to open, but no words came out.  “Don’t think this is over…” he said coyly as he rose from his seat. 

Jayla turned and watched Kendall leave, waiting to say anything until he was well out of hearing range.  Once he was gone, she drew herself within a few centimeters of Lucas, and clasped her cold hands around Lucas’s.  She looked reasonably composed, but her hands were clammy, and Lucas could feel her pulse racing, even through her hands… “What is it?”

Jayla compressed her lips and pulled in several deep breaths before locking her eyes with Lucas’s.  When her lips began to move, the words that came out where about the last thing Lucas had expected to hear—in fact, he was certain she had misspoken, or his ears were flat out wrong.  Either way, his pulse quickly matched Jayla’s and his eyes blinked wide.  “What?”

“I’m pregnant.”

“What?  How?”  It was all Lucas could say.

Jayla’s eyelids fluttered.  “You should know—you were there.”

Lucas’s jaw dropped.  “Jayla… I… I didn’t mean for this to happen.  When I suggested we try to better our working relationship, this wasn’t what I had in mind.  I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be sorry,” she said softly.  “We just got caught up in the moment, and now… we’ve got a memento.”

Her attempt at humor didn’t help to lighten the situation.  Lucas was so lost in his thoughts that he couldn’t laugh if he wanted to.  What had started out as an innocent relationship had suddenly turned into something far more permanent than Lucas had been in search of.  He liked the ‘no strings attached,’ ‘doing whatever, whenever’ aspects of his life.  His blooming relationship with Jayla had simply been that—blooming.  But now, that was over.  He was attached…

Chapter Six

“Open a channel.”

Captain Christopher’s crisp words sailed across the bridge only moments after receiving word that their journey to Aurillac VII was over.  The quantum interference had not fluctuated in intensity for even a nanosecond, thus communication had not been possible until now.  Christopher was somewhat irked by that fact, but since it was a factor beyond their control, he didn’t let it bother him.

Instead, he rose from his seat, straightened out his uniform, and took several steps closer to the view screen as they waited for someone in Aurillac VII’s diplomatic community to answer.  Since the Aurillians were essentially humans who had just migrated, Christopher didn’t have to prepare himself for an ungodly sight, so he took the brief delay as an opportunity to think of something to say.

He needed to sound sincere and urgent, but not so much that it was threatening.  It was a very delicate situation, and making it sound like a threat was very unbecoming… so Christopher needed to find the right balance of urgency and sincerity—and fast.

An Aurillian blinked onto the screen.  He was a middle-aged man with dark hair and a stone-cold face that did not convey a sense of warmth or caring.  That was only confirmed when he blasted, “What do you want?”

Christopher smiled quaintly.  “This is Captain Alan Christopher of—”

“Do you think I care who you are, Captain?”

“Of course, not,” said Christopher.  If there was any hope of making this sound both urgent and non-threatening, this fine diplomat he was speaking with was defiantly not going to make it easy.  “We are here to warn you that a quantum inversion field—a massive conglomeration of energy—is heading this way.”

The diplomat was unimpressed.  “If there were any sort of field or distortion headed toward Aurillac VII, we would know about it.  This installation was recently refitted with the most advanced sensing equipment in the quadrant.”

“You must reconfigure your sensors to scan on a low theta-bandwidth.  We will provide you with any specifications for modifications that need to be made to your sensor array.  Once these modifications are complete, you will be able to track the inversion field,” explained Christopher.

 The diplomat dismissed the very notion of reconfiguring the Aurillian sensors with a chuckle and a wave of his hand.  “You are chasing shadows,” he said, sounding almost amused.

“No,” said Christopher, maintaining a strictly serious tone.  “These are no shadows, and if you don’t take the necessary precautions, you may very well be destroyed.”

Christopher winced.  He regretted those words the moment they popped out of his mouth.  Now he knew why he wasn’t a diplomat—he knew how to fuel the fire.

Not surprisingly, the Aurillian diplomat rapidly responded, “Is this a threat, Captain?”

“No,” said Christopher.  “Not at all.  But it is a very distinct possibility.  The Federation is an organization committed to peace, which I’m sure you know.  We wouldn’t be telling you this if we wanted you destroyed!”

The Aurillian didn’t respond.  Instead, he turned his attention away from the conversation, reached out for some controls not visible on the screen, and a few moments later, the conversation was thoroughly ended.

Christopher slowly retreated to his chair and sunk down into it.  “You’d think they would be a little more grateful,” he commented to Harrison.  “We are, after all, saving them from certain death.”

“Not in his eyes,” Harrison replied.  “Should we hail them again?”

“No,” said Christopher.  Given the results of his little conversation, his lust for diplomacy had been quenched for the time being.  If they were going to warn the natives of the impending doom, it was going to have to happen another way.  “Take an away team to the surface,” he said a moment later.  “Maybe we’ll have better luck with the scientific community.”

Aurillac VII was not a small colony.  Its buildings were streamlined and futuristic.  Most were white, with sleek curves and that were lined with black trim.  Every building was adorned with countless sets of large windows, allowing copious amounts of sunshine to penetrate to the inside of the structures.  The streets were made of a pale salmon-colored brick, arranged in a unique hatchet-pattern.  They were lined with tall deciduous trees and bushy, blue flowers that swayed in the gentle breeze.

A plethora of native Aurillians—most of them humans, who had simply migrated there and taken the moniker, adorned the streets.  Some attended to the flora and fauna, while others pointed at something of interest in the window of their favorite shop.  Still, others were simply walking about, basking in the warm summer day.  Clearly, they had no idea what dangers lurked nearby.

Beyond the immediate cityscape was a distant valley, dotted with the same blue flowers and shady trees.  Some native animals, similar to gazelle on Earth, appeared as nothing more than tiny specks grazing in the open fields.  Beyond that, a small, but majestic mountain range sat before a brilliant cobalt-blue sky.

Commander Harrison couldn’t remember the last time he had been witness to such a perfect day.  Not even the holodeck could create something as magnificent as this.  The birds chirping, the warm, blissful rays of sunshine penetrating the atmosphere…  It was bordering on idyllic, which, for Harrison, was not something he deemed a planet very often.

He took in several deep breaths of the fresh air, and then slowly approached one of the citizens.  It was a man, probably in his mid-twenties.  He had a fair complexion and short blonde hair.  “Excuse me,” said Harrison, attempting to get the man’s attention.

He stopped, and slowly turned around before placing Harrison and his comrades under close scrutiny for several moments.  His gaze eventually singled out Harrison, to whom the Aurillian eventually responded.  “What can I do for you, Commander?”

Harrison plucked the tricorder from his belt and flipped it open, presenting the display to the Aurillian.  “We are looking for the Callon-Vey Observatory,” he said.

The Aurillian stroked his chin for several moments, placing the map on the tricorder under the same scrutiny that he had subjected the away team to.  “Callon-Vey,” he mumbled.  He looked away from the tricorder and then pointed down the street.  “Take this street to the adjunct of Marus and Salvay.  The observatory is about one-half kilometer east of there.  You can’t miss it.”

Harrison retracted his tricorder.  “Thanks,” he said pleasantly.

The Aurillian nodded his thanks, smiled, and then continued upon his business, leaving Harrison, Kendall, and Neelar to find the observatory for themselves.  Satisfied with the results of his inquiry, Harrison pointed in the direction indicated by the helpful Aurillian, and began trek to the Callon-Vey Observatory.

They journey turned out to be a bit longer than Harrison had anticipated—the adjunct of Marus and Salvay was nearly two kilometers away from their starting position.  But Harrison didn’t mind the extended walk, and there weren’t any complaints from his companions, who seemed to be equally enthralled by the bustling Aurillian city.  

Eventually, though, they reached the aforementioned adjunct, and almost immediately saw the observatory.  In stark contrast to every other surrounding structure, the observatory was made of a shiny black material that readily glistened in the warm sunlight.  It was shaped something like an igloo, only countless times larger, and with a series of adjacent box-like buildings connected to its curved areas.  

As they came upon the large arched doorway, the doors readily slid apart, revealing the inside of the laboratory.

It was a large, semi-circular facility, with computers blanketing the walls from top to bottom—stopping only for doors, a dedication plaque, and a replicator.  Aside from that, it was all computer consoles and monitors, showcasing a broad range of interstellar phenomena, from nebulae to solar systems.  Harrison was particularly fond of an image of Saturn they had on display on the back wall.

In the middle of the room was a very large, tube-like object that was pointed at the ceiling.  It was at least two meters in diameter, and several meters long.  It took a moment for Harrison to realize that it was an ancient land-based telescope, probably the one after which the facility was named.  It was a grand site, despite the fact that it was centuries out of date.  Undoubtedly provided poor image resolution and nominal light-gathering abilities compared to the Starlight. 

Consequently, Harrison was relieved to see that the Aurillians had retired the telescope, and it was merely on display as a relic.  

“Can I help you, gentlemen?”

That was from the smooth, warm voice of the observatory’s administrator, a woman by the name of Lahar.  She was tall and slender, with short, dark hair, a stoic gaze, and a commendable posture.

Harrison approached her with a smile, and extended his hand.  “Commander Matthew Harrison, USS Starlight.”

She shook it firmly, and then retracted.  “I am Professor Lahar,” she said flatly.  “What brings you here?  It is not often we are greeted by such guests.”

Kendall stepped foreword.  “Well, it’s not often that your planet stands on the brink of destruction,” he said calmly.

Lahar’s eyes widened.  “Really?”

Harrison stood by and admired the lab for a short while, during which, Kendall explained the situation to Lahar; the quantum inversion field, its course, and their initial contact with the Aurillian government.

“Senator Arkose,” she said calmly, in reference to the fine diplomat they had spoken with earlier.  “He is a proud man, as are most of our diplomats.  Proud men do not take well to news of this magnitude.”

Lahar slowly strolled to the back of the observatory and accessed the controls.  Moments later, the image of Saturn above the controls was replaced with a schematic that Harrison recognized as the quantum inversion field.  At first, it was nothing more than a few dots on the screen, but as Lahar implemented the theta-bandwidth scans, the image became more defined.

“It would seem your story is true,” she grimaced.  “Do you have any theories on how to stop it?”

“None,” admitted Harrison.

Lahar did not look surprised.  “There are 300 million people on this planet.  I suggest you find a theory, quickly.”

“Well, evacuation is not an option,” Drayge chimed in.  “Even with the help of the Enterprise and the others, we could only get out with 15,000 people.”

Harrison knew that no matter how long they stood, the chance of them reaching some sort of conclusion in the observatory was extremely low.  Even so, there was a lot of new data here that they had not been able to access on the Starlight.

Among that data were a series of sensor analyses conducted by the Aurillians’ new sensor network Arkose had spoken of earlier.  And has Harrison glanced over them, he had to admit, the Senator had not been exaggerating.  The analyses were extremely detailed, providing data beyond most Federation scans of the same type.

But one analysis in particular caught Harrison’s attention more than the others.  It was a geological survey of the underground.  Among other things, it highlighted the age, composition, and geological stability of the planet, as well as outlining a series of caves that seemed to run beneath the surface of the entire planet.

“Take a look at this,” he said, calling Johnson over to the controls.

Johnson quickly cut in, and took a look at the data for himself.  “Caves,” he said after a moment.  “Lots of them.  But they don’t appear to be a natural phenomenon.”

“You mean someone actually carved these caverns out?”

“Yes,” confirmed Lahar.  “We do not know how or why they were created—only that they exist.”

Harrison quickly tabulated a list of species that could do such a thing.  Naturally, the Borg came to mind, but then again, since it seemed to be such an irrelevant task, he doubted they had anything to do with it.  He went on to consider a few more species before bringing his mind back to the conversation—without a conclusion.  “Well, whoever made them, you should thank them.”  He turned to the screen and pointed at the extreme depth they were from the surface.  “I think they’re down deep enough to protect anyone inside from feeling the effects of the inversion field.”

Johnson ran a few quick analyses.  The computer bleeped pleasantly to his actions, prompting the Lieutenant’s brief report,  “I think you’re right.  Unfortunately, at that depth, there’s too much interference for transporters to operate…”

Harrison nodded, and turned to Lahar.  “Is there a way down into these caves?”

“I believe so,” she said, hastily tapping away on her own set of controls.  Her actions brought up a topographical map of the planet, overlaid a grid, and then highlighted several areas with small, flashing red dots.  “These are all of the known entrances to the caverns,” she said.

There were at least fifty sites, but to Harrison’s dismay, all but a handful were scattered throughout the northern hemisphere of the planet, nowhere near the inhabited regions.  “That could be a problem,” he sighed.  “But if we begin right away, I think we can get everyone to safety.”

Both Johnson and Drayge nodded accordingly, but Lahar was nowhere near enthusiastic.  She remained absolutely calm, kept her face totally unemotional, and showed no signs of hope or fear.  “There is another problem,” she said flatly.

Harrison knew their streak of good luck would have end sooner or later… He was hoping for later, but naturally, sooner was the winner.  “Go ahead…”

“The entrances have been sealed,” she said.  “There were too many unintelligent citizens traversing the caverns unaided.  Many of them were killed.  We would need Senator Arkose to reopen them…”

Harrison began to see their problem.  “The Senator doesn’t believe the quantum inversion field exists.  Hence, he won’t see any need to open the caverns, because in his eyes, there is no danger in the first place.”

Lahar nodded.  “Exactly.”  She closed off the display, and replaced it with the image of Saturn.  “Fortunately, I have some influence with the Senator.  I will speak with him on your behalf.”

“I could join you,” Harrison offered.

“That will not be necessary, Commander,” Lahar readily declined.  “The Senator does not enjoy the company of Starfleet officers.  It would be best of I approached him alone.”

“As you wish,” said Harrison.  “Contact us once you have news…”

“Very well.”  Lahar nodded, and then retreated through one of the doors along the gently curved wall—presumably her office.

Once they hissed shut behind her, Harrison turned his attention to Johnson.  “If we get some transport enhancers, do you think we could beam down to the caves ahead of time?”

“Yeah,” said Johnson.  “Getting back could be a problem… But we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

“Good,” said Harrison.  He touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Starlight.”

Christopher rose from his chair.  “What is it, Matthew?”

“We’ve found some caverns which may protect the population from the effects of the quantum inversion field.  Request permission to enter.”
“Granted,” said Christopher.

“Sir!” Bator interrupted.

Christopher quickly came about to face the Phobian upon hearing the undesirable title belted out across the bridge.  “Yes… Lieutenant?”

“Sorry, Captain,” said Bator apologetically.  “But, I wish to join the away team.”

Christopher nodded indecisively, and approached the tactical station.  “Why?”

“I have learned from Talyere that Aurillac VII was a Phobian Colony… Since we believe that my people were technologically advanced, it is possible that they were the ones who built those very caverns.”

Christopher folded his arms and sighed, standing just before the tactical station.  He wasn’t exactly thrilled about the prospects of sending his valued tactical officer away to the surface on a personal mission, and had it been anyone else, Christopher probably would have declined the request.  But because it was Bator—the last known member of his species, any data they could gather would be beneficial. 

So, for the sake of knowledge, Christopher nodded toward the turbolift doors.  “Have fun.”

After arriving on the surface with the pattern enhances, the away team, now consisting of Harrison, Johnson, Drayge, Bator and Talyere, quickly set up the enhancers, called for transport, and found themselves in the caves a few moments later.

The caves were dark.  Very dark.  Even after what Johnson considered a reasonable amount of time, his eyes still hadn’t adjusted.  He could see only the faintest movements in the sea of black.  They weren’t even outlines of the others, just fuzzy blobs of darkness moving about.  Tired of waiting for his eyes to adjust, Johnson reached for his arm and activated his wrist light.

Of the blobs he had been seeing, only one of them was actually a person—Talyere.  His pale skin contrasted the most with darkness, and allowed Johnson to see it.   The other blobs of darkness turned out to be simple nonentities—as everyone else was behind him.  

Talyere frowned at Johnson for casting the light in his face.  Not that Johnson had meant to do it.  Talyere’s face just happened to be in the way.  But since they weren’t alone, Talyere just scowled, and joined the others, who, one-by-one, activated their own lights.

But even with the illumination, the caves were still dark and murky.  They were carved in some sort of rough, sandy brown rock formation that seemed to eat away at the illumination.  Huge stalagmites lurched down from the ceiling, and a generous layer of dust had covered the ground.

The sound of gently trickling of water emanated throughout the distant tunnels, echoing pleasantly throughout the numerous caverns.  Johnson carefully raised his tricorder to his light, with hopes of finding the source, but to his chagrin, the computer’s scans were inconclusive.

“These rock formations contain high amounts condensed lazon.  Our tricorder functions will be limited to only a few meters,” Johnson reported.  His voice echoed readily through the caves.

“Lazon,” Harrison muttered under his breath.  “That’s good.  Very few things can penetrate lazon, and I’m hoping quantum inversion fields fall into that category.”

“It should,” noted Drayge.  “And if it doesn’t I’m certain we are far enough underground to escape any ill effects.”

Harrison nodded his approval of their situation, and then took a few steps closer to a nearby stalagmite.  At first glance, it was nothing special, but as Harrison’s light crawled up toward the ceiling, he quickly realized the extent of the rock formation’s size.  “How old are these caves?” he asked in awe.

“This particular segment appears to be about 195 thousand years old,” Johnson read from his tricorder.

“That is consistent with our theories on the Phobians,” Talyere noted.  “It is entirely possible that the Phobians erected this very cave…”

Bator, who had been silent the entire time, finally broke his silence with a long, but excited sigh.  “It’s not exactly what I had been hoping for… but I’ll take it.”

“As you should,” said Talyere approvingly.

“What do you make of it?” Harrison asked.  His question wasn’t directed to anyone in particular, because clearly, nobody would have a simple answer—so he through it out for everyone to tackle.

Nevertheless, Talyere was first to respond.  “We know so little about the Phobians,” he admitted.  “But we always suspected something in their empire was not right.  To what extent, no one knows, but this may somehow be related.”

Bator nodded his approval.  “We know my people had the ability to create these caverns with relatively few detrimental effects on resources.”

“And they’re old,” Johnson chimed in, reminding them of his earlier proclamation.

Harrison folded his arms, and let out a brief sigh.  “So we know they’re old and probably built by the Phobians.  Not exactly what I’d call conclusive data, but what can one expect in such a short duration of time?”  He flashed his light down the long, murky cave.  “Let us proceed.”

Though his appointment to the head of the Aurillian Senate had been only a few months ago, Arkose was already very fond of his new position.  There were a series of reasons, including his large, comfortable office, the view from his window, the servants… Arkose could easily list dozens of perks that came with the job.  But of course, his most favorite was the power he was entitled to.

The title of Senator existed on many worlds, and in fact, it was a prestigious position almost anywhere in the galaxy.  But it wasn’t exactly one associated with unlimited power… except on Aurillac VII.  There were only a few Senators here.  The rest were simple delegates whose say in governmental affairs was extremely limited—Arkose grinned deviously—now.

He swiveled around in his opulent chair and gazed out the window.  It overlooked a large verdant plaza that was decorated with towering deciduous trees and a series of blue and purple flowers.  In the center was a fountain, a commemoration to the founding of the Aurillac Colony.  But as of late, it had become little more than a lavatory for the birds.  Arkose smiled at thought, and slowly turned back to his menial deskwork, only to stumble upon Professor Lahar’s stark figure standing directly in front of the desk.

Arkose produced a quaint smile.  “Professor Lahar,” he said firmly.  “It is good to see you!”

Lahar seated herself.  “Likewise,” she said flatly.

Not one to mess with the dainty social graces, Arkose dissolved his smile, and pulled himself closer to his desk.  “What brings you from the observatory?”

She immediately produced a thin gray padd, and tossed it carelessly before Arkose.  “There is a Federation starship in orbit,” she said tersely.

Arkose nodded.  “Yes, I know.  I told them to withdraw at once.”

“They did not,” Lahar responded.  “They have discovered a quantum inversion field on a direct intercept course for this planet, and have arrived with the good intentions of moving the population from harm’s way.” 

Arkose stifled a brief guffaw.  “It would seem my attempts to dissuade their efforts have failed,” he grimaced.

“Indeed,” said Lahar.  “They have discovered the caverns running beneath the surface, and believe the population would survive if evacuated to them.”  She stopped, and looked Arkose directly in the eye.  “We may require reinforcements,” she said softly.

Arkose swallowed uneasily.  “I think that would be a bit premature,” he said, matching Lahar’s tone.  “It is only one starship.”

“No,” Lahar retorted.  “There are three other starships on the way here, including the Enterprise.  That would put us at a considerable disadvantage.”

Arkose sighed.  “We have come this far,” he said deviously.  “There is no way a few Federation starships will get in our way…”  

Suddenly, the sound of voices emanated from the adjacent corridor.  Arkose quickly distanced himself from Lahar and brought the padd she had provided to his attention.  “Proceed with the evacuations at once,” he said loudly as two delegates passed by.  It was a lie, of course, and once they were gone, he drew himself closer to Lahar once again, adding quietly, “And begin lockdown and isolation procedures.  It will make their subjugation a far simpler task…”

* * *

Chapter Seven

Erin Keller had been monitoring the quantum inversion field like a hawk, studying its every move, its very being, hoping she could find something that would help them to defeat it.  But in all her hours spent on the task, she had uncovered a total of zero ways to beat the field.

It had moved unwavering in its course toward Aurillac VII for the past several days.  It stopped for nothing.  If something got in its way, it destroyed it.  If something attempted to influence its course, it adapted.  And though logic told Keller that the field was just that—a quantum inversion field, her less rational side was telling her that it was an evil, sentient being hell-bent on wreaking havoc.  And if things continued to progress as they were, the beast would have its way…

Just to make sure, Erin quickly ran yet another sensor sweep of the quantum inversion field.  Of course, she knew the results would prove to be the same as her previous fifty scans, and she’d just toss the data into the computer for further analysis… if possible.

But when the scan was finished, Keller was thoroughly surprised.  “Alan,” she called out, trying to mask her growing nerves, “you’d better take a look at this.”

Within moments, Christopher had migrated from the command chair to operations, and made himself at home beside Keller.  “What is it?” he asked.

Keller pointed out the inversion field on the monitor before her.  The field itself was unchanged, but as she brought up the new results, she quickly made Christopher aware of her discovery.  “It’s gaining velocity,” she grumbled.

He pulled in a deep breath and held it for several moments.  “So it is,” he said, expelling the breath.  “How?”

Keller checked the data several times, but each time she reached the same disappointing conclusion, “I don’t know.  There doesn’t seem to be any reason for it.  There aren’t any gravimetric distortions nearby; it hasn’t magically stumbled upon another particle fountain.  It just… felt like it, I guess.”

“Oh, that’s just wonderful,” Christopher bemoaned.  He rechecked the sensor data again.  “We’ve got less than three days to evacuate the population,” he noted.  “I don’t think that’s enough time.”

“Neither do I,” Keller grumbled.

“Do you think we’ll find a way to divert it or slow it down?” Christopher inquired.

Erin wanted to tell him that they would, but she knew the answer to that question more than anyone.  “Alan,” she said quietly, “we are one lone starship against a massive, huge spatial anomaly.”  She looked him squarely in the eyes.  “I don’t think there’s anything we can do to stop it…”

Christopher compressed his lips with disappointment.  “I figured as much,” he grumbled after a moment of silence.  “I was hoping I was wrong…”  He suddenly perked up.  “Oh yeah, that’s right… I’m never wrong.  Such an event is not possible.”

Erin fluttered her eyes and tried her hardest not to break into laughter.  Upon seeing her efforts fail, she turned away from Christopher and pretended to do something of consequence on her auxiliary station.  “Yeah,” she managed to squeak out before feeling the need to laugh once more.  “Should I widen the doors for your head?”

To her relief, Christopher chose not to pursue that line of communication any longer.  Instead, she turned around to find him fiddling with the communication system.  “Christopher to Harrison,” he called out.

Nothing.

He touched his comm badge, getting the same results.

“Maybe you broke it,” Erin suggested.

Christopher retreated and allowed Erin to take over.  “I wouldn’t put it past me,” he admitted through clenched teeth.

Keller was shaking her head as she reviewed the sparse data Christopher had input.  It was nothing of consequence really.  Nothing more than a simple communication channel to the surface, and according to every last diagnostic, Christopher had performed the maneuvers flawlessly.  Keller opted not to boost the Captain’s ego yet again, so she continued with her next ‘ground-breaking’ revelation, “There’s nothing wrong with the comm system.  Your messages just weren’t reaching the surface.”

Christopher frowned.  “Quantum interference?” he suggested.

“Nope,” said Keller.  “It looks like the interference is being generated on the surface.”

Again Christopher slapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins,” he called out.

“Yes, Captain?”
“I need you to stroll on up here for some terribly exciting bridge duty,” said the Captain.

There was a brief silence before Tompkins replied, “On my way,” sounding more than a little curious.

As was Erin.  “What are you doing?”

Christopher smiled quaintly.  “We are going to the surface to check things out for ourselves.”

Christopher wasn’t about to transport to the surface of Aurillac VII.  Not that he didn’t trust the transporter—in fact, it was his good friend, having saved his life on more than one occasion.  And indeed, transporting to the surface would have been faster and more efficient than taking a shuttle, but since contact with the surface had been lost, getting back to the ship would have proven to be a rather daunting task.

And then there was the other reason Christopher didn’t want to transport down.  It had been far too long since he had visited the Dark Star—so long in fact, that he had almost forgotten the exact layout of the controls.  When the Dark Star had served as his home, Christopher could have produced the exact layout of the ship’s controls on the spot, with incredible accuracy.  But to his chagrin, those skills were slowly fading away from him…  Until he was back behind the controls.

Unlike his last shuttle trip alone with Commander Keller, this one turned out much better.  There were no arguments, explosions or cats to deal with, and the Dark Star, thankfully, did not burn up when it reached the atmosphere.  When the Dark Star finally landed, it was in the midst of the very same town the away team had visited earlier.

It was nearing early evening now, and the crowds had thinned out substantially, down from thousands of pedestrians to only a small handful.  But as they grazed the streets and sidewalks, there weren’t any signs of haste in their actions.  No one seemed particularly worried about the coming darkness, nor did they seem to care very much about the caves that Commander Harrison had spoken of.  In fact, it seemed like a perfectly normal late afternoon.

“Maybe they’re just procrastinating,” suggested Erin as they strolled along the salmon-colored sidewalk.

Alan forced a smile.  “All of them?”

“Hey,” said Erin with a shrug, “it could happen.”

“If you ran the place…” Christopher retorted slyly.

He knew if he deviated his gaze from dead ahead, he would be summarily greeted by an icy glare.  But instead, Erin clenched her jaw and punched Alan gently on the upper arm.  

“I could have you court-marshaled for that,” he said.  “Assaulting a superior officer…”

“Oh, you poor thing, it was brutal,” Erin said sarcastically.  “Do you want me to kiss it and make it all better?”

Alan grinned deviously.  “I’ll live,” he sighed.

“Good,” she said as they came upon one of the few remaining civilians on the street.

It was an older woman, dark skinned and well dressed in a deep azure outfit.  She smiled upon seeing the Starfleet officers, and immediately came to a stop.  “Well, what brings you all to the surface?”

“That shuttle,” Christopher said flatly, motioning toward the Dark Star in the distance.

The woman smiled, but didn’t respond, bringing Christopher to the conclusion that he needed to give his mind some time to rest, and think up some better dry remarks.

“Have you heard anything about a quantum inversion field?” Erin asked a moment later.

The woman placed her finger on her chin for a moment and considered the question.  “No,” she decided after a moment.  “I’m sorry, honey, I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

Christopher didn’t like the way this was turning out.  Communications were disrupted.  The population didn’t know anything about the inversion field, and their only hope of survival was the cave system beneath the surface… which Matthew had yet to report back on.

The clock was ticking.  Christopher knew he couldn’t afford to wait too much longer for a report from Harrison.  Even if they started evacuations now, it would be a close call, but if they waited much longer, Christopher knew it would be almost an impossible task.  He had to make a decision—and fast.

He sighed, and slowly turned to the woman.  “This planet is in grave danger,” he said calmly.  “Do you know anything about the caves that run beneath the planet’s surface?”

“Not much, no,” she said.

“Do you know how to get in?” Erin inquired.

“They’re usually sealed, by mandate of a government decree.  But I might know someone who can bypass the lockout.  Why?  What’s going on?”

Christopher briefly locked eyes with Keller before turning his attention back to the woman.  “We’re going to have to evacuate everyone to the caves.  This quantum inversion field doesn’t register on your sensors; Senator Arkose doesn’t believe—”

“Arkose?” sneered the woman.  “That man is a menace to society!”

“And,” Christopher continued, “he doesn’t accept the danger you are all in, because he refuses to believe his sensor data is wrong.”

“Damn him,” said the woman again, amidst a few other more colorful expletives.  “He’s so hungry for power, he can’t see past the end of his nose!”

“So it would seem,” said Keller.

“Well, you two don’t worry.  I’ve got connections all over this planet.  I’ll have this place underground in no time!”

The woman was so adamant in her claim that Christopher couldn’t help but feel they actually had a chance of pulling this off.  “Is there anything we can do?” he inquired.

The woman pointed to a building down the street.  It was adorned with a series of bright red flowery arrangements, hanging in baskets from the awning that swept out over the sidewalk.  It was a café of some sort, and Christopher slowly headed for it, with Keller following a few footsteps behind.

“The entrance to the cavern is located in the cellar of the café,” said the woman.  “Tell them I sent you, honey; that’ll get their attention!”

The woman quickly disappeared into a nearby building, leaving Christopher and Keller alone in the street.  “That went well,” he commented.

“Indeed it did,” said Keller.  “Now all we have to do is make sure we can pull this off before the inversion field arrives…”

“These caverns will be more than sufficient.”

Bator sighed.  He was very glad that the caverns would suffice—otherwise the colonists would most likely wind up dead.  But after hearing Harrison revel in that notion for what seemed like the millionth time, it was beginning to grow a bit old.  To make things worse, Bator was certain they were going in circles.

In most places, the dust wasn’t thick enough to form conclusive footsteps, but Bator was beginning to note a definite pattern to the rock formations.  They would pass a large stalagmite, followed by a series of smaller ones, before reaching a fork in the road.  To the left was a dead end, to the right, the cavern continued.  Of course, they always ventured right, and came upon a series of intertwining corridors that all lead to the same place—the large stalagmite where they had started.

After about the third run, Talyere suggested they go left at the fork in the road, or place the intertwining corridors under a bit more scrutiny.  Harrison agreed, and lo and behold, the fork in the road was gone.  There was no right turn, only a left, or straight, which was the edge of a large precipice that, despite Bator’s greatest efforts, he could not see the bottom of.  

“Have the caves altered their structure?” Talyere inquired.

“No,” said Johnson.  “They’re just… very repetitive.  Contrary to popular belief, we weren’t going in circles.”

Talyere sighed, and cast an icy glare in Johnson’s direction.  It went unseen by all but Bator, who wisely chose to remain mute on the subject.  “I say we go left,” he said.

Harrison peered over the edge of the precipice one last time.  “Excellent idea,” he decided after a moment.

Once their trek was once more underway, Harrison touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Starlight,” he called out.

Nothing.

He repeated his actions, getting the same discouraging results.  In short succession, both Drayge and Johnson tried their own communicators, before Harrison declared, “Something’s blocking our transmission.”

“Is it the lazon?” Bator suggested.

“Possibly,” Johnson inferred from his tricorder.  “But comm signals can usually penetrate lazon.  I think there’s some sort of outside interference.”

Bator, who had been carrying the pattern enhancers for the duration of the trip, sighed loudly, and dropped the bulky tubes to the ground.  “We are stuck down here,” he grumbled.

“So it would seem,” Harrison admitted.

“Surely there’s an exit around here somewhere,” said Drayge enthusiastically.  “We just need to find it.  Or maybe someone will come looking for us.  Who knows?”

Harrison forced a smile to his face.  “We can always hope, Ensign,” he called out unenthusiastically.

Bator knew Harrison’s feeling.  Drayge’s notion was perhaps a bit more optimistic than Bator could accept.  In his mind, they were already dead.  But if his experiences on the Starlight taught him anything, it was that death was often easy to elude.  So a part of him—albeit a much smaller part, told him that they would survive—one way or another.

“I have called for reinforcements,” Arkose announced placidly to Lahar as he gazed out over the plaza below.  At first, he thought it would not be necessary to take such a course of action, but then Arkose reconsidered just how much damage one Federation starship could do to a flawlessly executed plan.  Four starships had a very, very good chance at quashing it completely. 

Lahar, of course, was extremely pleased with the announcement, and in an unprecedented burst of emotion, proclaimed to Arkose that this victory would be a great one.  She quickly regained her stern neutrality, and went on to more pressing matters at hand.

“The dampening field is in place,” she said.  “No transmission of any kind can be sent or received from this installation.”

“Excellent,” said Arkose, still staring at the birds splashing about in the dirtied fountain.  He rather enjoyed watching the birds.  It was a shame they would have to be terminated… which reminded him, “And the quantum inversion field?”

Lahar’s mouth curved slightly upward.  “Our calculations proved to be correct.  It is gaining velocity.”

“Damage estimate?” demanded Arkose.

“The field should begin to weaken within the next few hours,” she read off from a padd.  “Most of the structures worth keeping should remain in tact.  As for the population,” she stopped, and formed a more pronounced, devious smile, “total annihilation.”

Arkose slowly turned away from the window.  He clasped his hands together and took a few steps closer to his desk.  “I take it we will not be staying for the duration of the inversion field?”

“Absolutely not,” said Lahar.  “Our emergency escape pod is being prepared even as we speak.  I assure you, we will be well out of harm’s way.”

“Excellent,” said Arkose deviously.  “How long until the field arrives?”

“Two days, seven hours, eleven minutes,” Lahar read from her padd.  Again, her smile presented itself.  “Twelve hours before the Federation fleet arrives.”

Indeed, this was an occasion to smile.  “And our allies?”  Arkose inquired curiously, hoping the news would continue to favor his ploy.  But Lahar didn’t have to speak.  He could see it in her eyes, in her devious smile.  The news would be good…

“The fleet in the Jolan’isar Cluster is two hours, forty-one minutes away.”

“That,” said Arkose, his voice bordering on pleasant, “will be sufficient.”

Lahar frowned.  “For what?”

Now it was Arkose’s turn to be devious.  “We will arrange to have to Starlight’s destruction look like an accident.  I have analyzed the vessel with our new sensor array, and have determined their shields modulate on a frequency of 117.5 mega-Hertz.  Adjust our disruptors to match that frequency.”

“It will be done,” said Lahar, collecting her padds and rising from her chair.  Without another word, she turned on her heel and with her usual well metered gait, strolled out of the Senator’s chamber, back into the corridor, leaving Arkose alone to his thoughts once more…

At first, Erin was more than a little skeptical about their new friend’s connections.  She was just an old lady on the street, and as Erin knew, they tended to stretch the truth on occasion, and enlighten their listeners with the occasional tall tale.  But to her relief, this was not one of those occasions.

Without the help of Aurillac VII’s advanced communication system, they had managed to mobilize countless cities, and begin evacuating them into the underground.  It took only a few minutes to break the seal on the caverns—locked with a relatively simple quadratic algorithm.  Erin had no doubt in her mind that she could have broken the codes, if she had enough time.

Along with Alan and a few of the other civilians, they forced the hatch to the caverns open.  Instantly, they were greeted with a rush of stale, cool air and a plume of dry dust that had gone untouched for decades.  Erin took a few steps back until the dust settled, and then, looked to Alan.

“Ladies first,” he said, extending his arm in the general direction of the entrance.

To protocol dictated that Alan should have gone first, Erin knew that she would one day be a Captain… and going first all the time.  Aside from that, she suspected it was a bit of a dare on Alan’s part.  Not one to back away from such things, Erin flipped on her wrist light and smiled sheepishly.  “I would love to,” she mused, stepping into the dark cavern.

Almost instantly, she began to kick up dust.  It occluded her beam of light as it eerily swirled about in the cave.  Erin stopped, but it was too late—the dust happily strolled into her eyes and nasal passages.  “Damn it,” she cursed, forcing back the urge sneeze.  “Ugh!”

“What’s the matter?” called out Christopher from behind.  “Bat got your tongue?”

“Bat?” Erin giggled.

“Yeah,” said Alan.  “I’m sure they’re all over the place in here.  Want me to scare one up for you?”

Erin waved the last bit of dust away from her face, and continued her trek into the cave.  “No, that’s quite all right.  I have Cleo.  Bats and cats don’t mix.”

“But they rhyme,” Alan mused, now walking right alongside Erin.

Behind them was just the first handful of the millions of Aurillians they needed to evacuate.  And given the winding, claustrophobic nature of the caverns, Erin wasn’t so sure they would all fit in here after all.  But it was too late to second guess.  They were in this too deep to turn back—both literally and figuratively.  

So she pressed on, when suddenly, she heard something.  She heard a lot of somethings, mainly the chatter of the Aurillians behind her, but the one thing that concerned her most was the noise she heard from just ahead of them.  

“Did you hear that?”  Erin whispered.

Alan affirmed her inquiry with a brief nod.  Being a Ka’Tulan, his hearing was automatically superior, and for once, Erin found this to be a great advantage.  She wouldn’t have to rely on another human’s possibly inferior hearing to confirm her suspicions.  Alan was there, and much as he had stated earlier, was almost always right.  Erin sighed, and reminded herself that was true only when it came to hearing…

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Keep going,” said Christopher.  “If there’s anything up there, we’ve definitely got it outnumbered…”

“I guess you’re…” Erin didn’t want to say it, knowing it would only fuel Alan’s ego, but she had come so far… “right,” she muttered under her breath as quietly as possible.

Alan grinned, practically from ear to ear.  “What was that?  I didn’t quite hear it?  Would you mind repeating it for me?”

“Tough luck, little buddy.”  She grinned, before drawing her phaser from her belt and proceeding with extreme caution down the dark, murky cavern.

Already, she could see faint shadows manifesting themselves on the jagged, rocky walls, and with each passing moment, those shadows were growing in illumination and clarity.  They were probably carrying a light, and getting closer.  Which was when Erin realized who it was.

“Harrison,” she muttered as the Commander rounded the corner, bearing the aforementioned light.  Moments later, Bator, Drayge, Kendall and Talyere rounded the corner, finishing off the away team.  The Executive Officer ignored Keller, and headed straight for Christopher. 

“Captain!” he called out, sounding moderately surprised.  “What happened?”

“Some sort of dampening field was erected.  No communication signals could get through,” he explained.  “We don’t know the source.”  Christopher, who had also drawn his phaser, put it away, and then added, “I hope you thought these caves were safe…”

Harrison stopped and considered it for a moment.  “They’ve yet to collapse on us, if that counts for anything.”

“Believe me, it does,” said the Captain.  “Have you found any clearings where they can begin to make camp?”

“Not presently,” said Harrison.  “But the caves widen considerably up ahead,” he said, motioning back toward the way he came.

“I know of a clearing,” said one of the civilians a moment later.

Erin recognized him as the one who keyed in the sequence to open the hatch.  Given his rugged appearance, Erin trusted he knew his way not only around locking mechanisms, but the caves as well.  She relayed this notion to Alan with a firm nod, which he immediately understood.

“Good,” said the Captain.  “Take them to it.  I have to confer with my crew outside for a moment.  We’ll join you later.”

With that said, Christopher turned on his heel and began to make his way back toward the entrance of the cave.  Erin glared at Harrison, and quickly stepped in front of him, taking up a position directly behind the Captain, following him as closely as possible while making headway against the flow of traffic.

Erin had to admit, she liked the trip into the cave much better than the one out.  The dust had for the most part, dispersed, but there were still considerable pockets scattered throughout.  Furthermore, there were hundreds of people slowly marching straight at them with little regard for oncoming traffic.  They pushed and shoved, but for the most part, the colonist’s relatively slow pace prevented any real damage from being done.  In Keller’s opinion, it was as orderly evacuation as it could have possibly been.

Finally, Christopher led them into a side-corridor where the flow of oncoming traffic was practically nonexistent.  He stopped, and turned to Erin.  “Having fun?”

“You bet,” she chirped as Drayge and Johnson came up alongside Harrison, less than a meter behind her.  She frowned, and then asked, “Where’s Bator?”

Kendall raised an eyebrow, and then turned to see he and Neelar had suddenly been shifted to the rear of the pack.   “I don’t know,” said Johnson after an additional moment.

“The last I saw,” said Drayge, “he and Talyere were directly behind me.”

“Do we go back for them?” Harrison inquired.

Christopher looked back through the dark cavern and considered the proposition for several moments.  “We’ll give them a few minutes to catch up,” he decided.

“And if they don’t?” asked Erin.

“Then we go look for them,” said Christopher without hesitation.

Erin shared Christopher’s sentiment, but she couldn’t help but wonder if it was the right thing to do.  Bator and Talyere were only two lives, and with millions of other lives on the line, would their time be better served elsewhere?  She made it a point to mention that to Alan, but for the time being, Erin remained mute, and simply stood in silence, and waited.

“I told you they turned left,” said Bator loudly.

Talyere grinned nervously.  “Perhaps they did indeed turn left,” he admitted.  But with the extreme size of the crowd they had been traversing, and the pace at which the Captain was leading, Talyere was not sure.  But when they came upon that critical adjunct, he could have sworn the others went right.  He would have risked his life on it.

But, admittedly, Talyere was glad he did not, as his attempts to retrace their footsteps resulted in even greater confusion.  Now, they were absolutely, without a doubt, in the middle of nowhere.  

Of course, both Bator and Talyere had been in such a hurry to get to the surface, that neither one of them bothered to pick up a tricorder, another thing Talyere could have kicked himself for, because now, they had no way to retrace their steps.

So he stopped.

“What are you doing?”  demanded Bator.

“I have halted our foreword motion.”

“Why?  You do not tire that easily!”

“I am not famished, you are correct,” said Talyere.  “I am attempting to reconstruct our journey in my mind.”

“And?”

“And,” said Talyere through clenched teeth, “this discourse is hindering my concentration.  Please remain mute for the duration of my meditation.”

Bator did nothing but emit a soft grunt before retreating to the cold, dirty floor, leaving Talyere to his thoughts.  He smiled inwardly, and proceeded with his meditation. 

But to his chagrin, Talyere could reconstruct only a few twists and turns in their long, arduous journey.  He tinkered with the notion of backtracking, but if his memory failed, they would very well wind up in an even worse predicament than they were already in.

So he started thinking about alternatives.

The very first thing that popped into Talyere’s mind was simply staying put.  If 300 million people were going to make their way into these caves, they would undoubtedly find their way into this lowly cavern.  It was off the beaten path, but not by much.  Rescue would probably be virtually guaranteed.

But then, a second, less wise, but more enticing idea clouded Talyere’s wiser vision.  He and Bator had come down to the caves for a reason—and it wasn’t to evacuate the population, it was to study the caves for signs of Phobian relics… or at the very least, something that pointed to the fact that Phobians once lived on Aurillac VII.

Suddenly, Talyere very much wanted to explore that option.  The prospect of making the first bit of progress in millennia in the Phobian mystery was indeed an enticing call.  Furthermore, if they did indeed find something, it would satisfy his requirements for the Holy Month of Zraa’tul.

But on the other hand, these caves were very old.  Sediment had undoubtedly washed over anything of value.  If they dared to stray any farter from the little nook they were in right now, Talyere knew they risked walking into a lava tube or stumble upon a slumbering cave sloth… Or worse yet, they would just get lost and starve to death.

“‘To stray… or not to stray?  That is the question,’” Talyere mused after a long while.

“What?” asked Bator.

“A line from and old Cardassian parody, Hemlock,” said Talyere.  “Commander Keller gave it high marks.”

“Did you read Romulan and Juliet?”  Bator inquired.  “Commander Keller gave that high marks as well.”

“I do not see why,” admitted Talyere.  “Neither piece of… ‘literature’ was very good, but Hemlock does bring up a valid point… do we stray from our current position and undertake an ulterior endeavor, or do we remain?”

Bator knew immediately what that ulterior endeavor was.  Apparently, he was not the type to wrestle with such travesties, and quickly came to his feet.  “Let’s go.”

Talyere knew he would regret not listening to his better judgment later, but he nodded, complied with Bator’s decision to vacate their safe haven…

Chapter Eight

After standing by for what Christopher deemed a reasonable amount of time, he finally decided that Bator and Talyere were not coming.  They probably weren’t in grave danger, but Christopher had to be sure.  He didn’t like the idea of leaving behind his crew, especially in situations like this.

He folded his arms, and sighed, stalling for time and hoping Bator and Talyere would magically slink in around the corner, and they could proceed as planned.  Of course, they did not arrive, and Christopher knew that their grace period was long expired. 

“Should we begin our search?” Harrison inquired upon seeing Christopher’s continued gaze into the cavern behind them.

He didn’t get a chance to answer.  Before his mouth even opened, Commander Keller had wrapped her hand around Christopher’s arm and pulled him aside.  “Alan,” she said softly, “I know you want to go and look… but we have other things that need to be done.”

Christopher smiled.  It was the confirmation he was looking for.  “You’re right,” he said.  “Let’s get to the surface and see how the evacuations are going.  We’ll worry about Bator and Talyere later.”

Harrison looked on with disgust as Keller fell into step behind the Captain.  I’ll bet that was worth a golden star, he grumbled only moments before Keller glanced back at him with an icy gaze.  At first, Harrison found the Commander’s evil glare disturbing, but after being on its receiving end so often, he’d finally become immune to it.  In fact, he was confident that he could send it right back.

He never knew of course, because Keller would quickly turn away, much as she did this time, and continued her march behind the Captain.  Not wanting to get separated, Harrison motioned for Johnson and Drayge to hurry up as they fell into step behind Keller.

After a relatively short walk through the hoards of oncoming traffic, the group was freed of the murky caverns, and back in the city streets.

The sky had blackened considerably in the past few hours, and now instead of a brilliant blazing sun, a thin waxing gibbous moon hung amidst a smattering of twinkling stars in the nighttime sky.

The streets were crowded of course, packed with mostly Aurillians, but Harrison could make out a few more exotic species, such as a Bolian and even a pair of Ktarians.  All of them were heading for the evacuation site inside the café, but thankfully, they were able to maintain a level of calm that Harrison noted was unparalleled in the history of evacuations.  Starfleet needed to write a study on them… that was, if they survived the next few days.

Since the majority of the commotion was centered around the café they had just departed, Christopher strolled down the sidewalk a few shops before settling down in front of a barber shop.

Much like the rest of the street, its curb was decorated with blue flowers, only now they appeared almost black in the moonlight.  The additional darkness provided by the large, tall deciduous tree amidst the flowers only added to the darkness.  But unlike many of the other facilities, this barber shop had a nice wooden bench sitting just in front of the window.

Having stood for the past several hours, Harrison immediately plopped down in the cool bench.  It was a little damp, possibly because of an early-evening dew, or a passing rain shower.  Johnson, upon noting that Drayge, Keller and Christopher had no intention of sitting, quickly usurped the position next to Harrison on the bench.

“Everything appears to be going well,” Christopher noted.  “But I think it would be going better if we had some more help down here.  We don’t have a lot of time, and sooner everyone is safe and sound, the better.”  He paused for a moment, and then added, “Matthew, take Kendall and Neelar back to the ship and bring back some reinforcements—the Dark Star is parked down there.” He pointed down the street toward the clearing where he and Keller landed.  “Erin and I will stay here until you get back.”

Harrison nodded, glad that he was the one leading the reinforcements, and not Keller.  “On our way,” he said evenly before rising from the bench. Johnson quickly followed in suit, and a few moments later, the trio was gone, leaving Erin and Alan alone.

Erin immediately plopped down on the bench.  “What’s wrong?” she asked after a moment of watching Alan stare at the tiny blue flowers dancing in the wind.

He bent over and plucked one from the ground.  “Nothing,” he said.  “Why?”

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know.  You just seemed… distant.  I had to point you in the right direction here and there.  And your ego only doubled when I admitted you were right, earlier.  It should have quadrupled, at least.”

Alan smiled, and joined Erin on the bench.  He fiddled with the flower for a moment before giving it to Erin.  “Sorry,” he said quietly.  “I’ll try to be more egotistical in the future.  I’ve just got a lot on my mind right about now.”

“Don’t we all?”  She fiddled with the flower for a moment before raising it to her nostrils.  At first, it didn’t smell like anything, but after a moment, a sweet, sanguine aroma filled the air.  Erin smiled at the cheerful scent and turned to Alan.  “Thank you,” she said.  “It’s been a long time since someone’s plucked a wild flower off the side of a road for me.”

“Not a problem,” said Alan slowly.  “Just think, in a few days, that flower could be all that’s left of this place.”

“I hope not,” said Erin, wondering when Christopher had become such a pessimist.  She gave it a bit more thought and concluded it must have happened within the past few days.  Her first instinct attributed it to the situation at hand, the quantum inversion field, but after a moment of retrospect, Erin wasn’t so sure.  They had been in far worse situations in the past, and Alan rarely delved into pessimistic views.  Which prompted Erin to believe there was something else nagging at the Captain.  

She sighed at her revelation, and pulled her mind back to business.  Alan’s conflicts would simply have to wait until later.  “I say we just concentrate on getting everyone out alive, and worry about what’s left later.”

To that, Alan nodded briefly, but lacking his usual enthusiasm.  “Agreed,” he said softly, still watching the flowers dancing in the wind.

Erin drew herself nearer to Alan, attempting to put herself in his shoes to see whatever it was in those flowers that had his attention so thoroughly eclipsed.  And despite her best imagination, all Erin saw were tiny blue flowers, dancing in the wind.

Command was not something Lucas Tompkins had an opportunity to do very often.  Being cooped up in engineering for the majority of the day, that luxury often fell to Commander Harrison or Keller, or even Bator or Drayge.  They were always on the bridge, and therefore, it was just convenient for them to be in command when Christopher was not around.

But now, none of them were there.  Sure, the Captain could have called upon yet another bridge officer to fill the void, but given the relatively low ranks of the remaining officers, Christopher decided wisely in summoning Tompkins away from Engineering.  Not only did it give Lucas some time on the bridge, it got him away from Jayla.  

Given the recent turn of events, he wasn’t sure what to say to her anymore.  Everything was flat-out awkward, and until he could better compose himself around her, Lucas didn’t mind the time away from her.  And besides, it gave her some needed time alone, in command of Engineering.

But as the turbolift doors parted, Tompkins readily noted that his time in command of the Starlight was over.  Not that he had done much commanding in the first place.  He’d cleared the Dark Star for its departure, and welcomed it back.  Otherwise, he did nothing but enjoy the splendors of Christopher’s chair.  But that was over, too, as Harrison, Johnson and Drayge emerged from the turbolift and onto the bridge.

“Report?” Harrison demanded as he made his way to the command area.

“The situation is unchanged,” said Tompkins.  “The rift is just under two days away, and it’s still picking up speed.  But,” he said, pointing to the computer station between the two command chairs, “it appears to be weakening.”

Harrison smiled.  “Weakening?”

That was the other event that Tompkins had uncovered, but since he stumbled upon it by sheer accident, he didn’t wish to dwell on the details.  “It’s energy output had decreased by two percent in the past several hours.  At this rate, it will completely dissipate in a couple of days.”

Harrison stared at the schematics.  “But not before it strikes Aurillac VII.  Drat.”  He folded his arms and turned his gaze back upon Tompkins.  “We must hasten our evacuations, or else they shall fail miserably.  Return to the surface with heavy reinforcements.”

So much for the ease of command, mused Tompkins as he nodded his acknowledgement.  Not that overseeing evacuations would be very difficult, just very stressful.  “I’ll have nine squadrons down on the surface in five minutes,” he said, heading for the turbolift to begin his journey.

But before the turbolift doors even opened, Tompkins was halted by the sound of a sensor alert at the tactical station.  It wasn’t an innocent, bleep, indicating a minor glitch.  No, that would have been too simple.  It was a series of bleeps, repeated over and over.  Tompkins rushed into the tactical station and shoved the Lieutenant manning it aside.

“I’ve got heavy concentrations of tachyon particles,” he said, trying to maintain a calm demeanor, but that was a difficult task when nothing in the vicinity, not even the inversion field could be the source of tachyon particles.

“Yellow alert,” Harrison said after a moment of contemplation.

Then, Tompkins’ head suddenly swung toward Kendall Johnson at the operations station, where yet another series of bleeps were sounding.  They were the more placid variety, indicating Johnson had just completed a sensor sweep, but still, Tompkins had a feeling the news would not be good.

“Woah,” said Johnson.  “They’re definitely not a part of the quantum inversion field.

Tompkins rolled his eyes at Johnson’s ‘earth-shattering’ revelation.  It was just the kind of thing Tompkins should have expected from the young Lieutenant: a whole lot of nothing.  When it came down to it, Johnson always came through, but at times, he tended to get caught up in the moment… and not come through at all.

But to Tompkins relief—or not—they hung in suspense for only a moment longer.  The tactical station’s sensors lit up with tachyon particles.  And eventually gave way to a more ominous, dangerous signature that Tompkins recognized all to clearly.  “Oh, hell,” he blurted out loudly.  “Commander, we’ve got three Romulan Warbirds decloaking, heading one-two-eight, mark three.”

Whatever composition Harrison had managed to bring to himself immediately went out the window.  “Romulans!” he exclaimed.  “What are they doing here?”

“Charging weapons!”  Tompkins shouted, his voice bordering on panic.

“Shields up! Red alert!”  Harrison called out.  “All hands to battle stations!”

Tompkins complied, and within a few moments, the red alert klaxon began to sound.  The lights dimmed, and the view screen shifted to the dreadful sight—three Romulan Warbirds.  For the moment, they were holding position and were out of weapons range, but Tompkins knew that could all change in the blink of an eye… So he did the only thing he could think of: not blink.

Lahar was as furious as she could possibly imagine.  Of course, she did not show her emotions, as it was not her style to be wrought with emotion.  Though she did not take her stoicism to the level of Vulcans, she did restrict herself, and tried to maintain as neutral a face as possible at all times.

This was not one of them, and she made sure everyone knew it.  Despite the lockdown, the evacuations had continued.  As a result, most of the population would be protected from the inversion field.  They would survive the attack, and live to revolt once the inversion field had passed.

That was unacceptable.

She was in the corridor of the Senate building, and according to the chronometer mounted on the wall, it was just about time for her and Arkose to make an appearance before the rest of the Assembly.  With that in mind, she quickly changed from her aimless wandering, to a course headed directly to the Assembly Chambers.

Lahar arrived a few moments later, to see the majority of the three hundred senators had already congregated in the amphitheatre that served as the Assembly Chambers.  It was a large, tiered structure where all the meetings were held, with all the focus based upon the stage in the center of the theatre, which was the precise location of Senator Arkose.

A hush fell over the crowd of diplomats as Lahar stepped onto the stage.  It was not customary for non-diplomats to take the stage, let alone lowly scientists from some far-out observatory.  Lahar smiled deviously at the Assembly, laughing at their sheer stupidity.  She was no lowly scientist…

“The shuttle is ready,” she said quietly to Arkose.  “I suggest we depart as soon as we are through here.”

“Agreed,” said Arkose.  “It shouldn’t be long.  You could go and prepare it if you’d like.”

“No,” said Lahar.  “I’ve been waiting months for this moment.  I will remain.”

“Very well.”  Arkose turned away from Lahar to face the Assembly before him. 

“May I have your attention,” he said loudly, as was his customary introduction.  As expected, the crowd fell silent, and allowed for Arkose to speak.  “It has come to my attention that a massive quantum inversion field is on a direct intercept course with Aurillac VII.  It had been my hope that this event would remain occluded, and that the reintegration of Aurillac VII back into the Romulan Empire would be a smooth one.”

The Assembly was shocked into a silence so thick, nothing short of divine intervention could break it.  Nothing except divine intervention… and the satisfied chuckle emanating from Lahar.

Aurillac VII was always considered to be strategically valuable to the Romulans.  It was a star system very near, but not inside Federation space.  The inhabitants had no diplomatic ties with the Federation, and communicated with Starfleet only on rare occasions.  Infiltration of the system meant Romulus was that much closer to acquiring Federation territory.

But the Romulans were not stupid.  Even though the Federation was not aligned with the Aurillians, they knew the Federation would protect the system with all its might in the event of a Romulan incursion.  Hence, any attempts to take the system were nothing more than fantasies of the Tal’Shiar.

Until the Dominion came.

The Jem’Hadar pushed the Federation into the middle of a very bloody war.  The Romulans made haste to form a non-aggression pact with the Dominion, and then just sat by and watched as their competition was wiped out.  Surely, the fate of one small colony, outside Federation space was of no consequence to them.  So the Romulans started to move in.

That was, until the unfortunate demise of Vreenak, a Romulan Senator assassinated by the Dominion after he uncovered a ploy by the Dominion to attack Romulus.  The Romulans ended their non-aggression pact, and joined the Federation against the Dominion.  Conveniently, the first colony they liberated from Dominion rule was Aurillac VII, without even as much as a peep from the Federation—until the war was over.

The Federation demanded Aurillac VII be relinquished to the Aurillians.  The Romulans claimed they had annexed it fairly during the war, and it was now a part of the empire—the neutral zone needed to be extended.  Of course, that did not sit well with the Federation—they would have to sacrifice countless parsecs of space to the Romulans.

The same scenario played out in several other places, and eventually push came to shove, and the Romulan War began.  Like the Dominion War, it was a very bloody conflict, and in the end the Federation emerged victorious once more.  And Aurillac VII, to the chagrin of Romulans everywhere, was back in non-aligned space.

It had taken years for Romulus to recover from the war.  After fighting two back-to-back wars, their fleet was in shambles, their morale was at an all time low, and the movement to unify Romulus with Vulcan was at an all time high.

Conversely, the Federation began to prosper once more, to the point where the Romulans had no chance of defeating them in battle.  Discouraged by the hard times that had befallen the once great empire, conditions worsened.  Famine struck Remus, the Garidians attempted to withdraw from the Empire, and the shipyard in orbit of Penthara II was destroyed by an ion storm.

Romulus needed a victory, badly…  Which was when the Tal’Shiar reminded the Senate of Aurillac VII.

They placed operatives on the planet and infiltrated the Aurillian infrastructure.  The Tal’Shiar engineered the massive inversion field and sent it on its fateful trip to Aurillac VII.  Without so much as a single disruptor blast, the planet would be back under Romulan rule…

A brave senator rose from his seat.  “We won’t stand for this treachery!” he shouted to Arkose.  “The Aurillian people will not stand for this!”

“Then they won’t stand,” said Lahar flatly.  She drew her disruptor and fired, vaporizing not only the rampant senator, but those around him as well.  They shimmered in a light green for a brief moment before their ashes scattered over their seats.

She had spent most of her time on Aurillac VII monitoring the quantum inversion field, hence, she had little first-hand experience with the population.  But if this lone senator was any indication, she wanted nothing to do with them after the field had passed.  “Given their lack of affinity for Romulan rule, the preservation of the population is no longer in our favor,” she said to Arkose, not even bothering to lower her voice.

Arkose nodded.  “Indeed,” he said, turning his attention away from the smoldering remains of the revolutionaries.  It wasn’t exactly a gruesome site, but currently, the audience in the vicinity wasn’t the most receptive.  “You shouldn’t have been so naïve.  When we arrived, you accepted us as fellow humans who were giving ourselves over to the Aurillian way.  You indulged us in your culture, told us everything we wanted to know.  Little did you know that those kindred spirits were paving the way to your destruction…”

Three Romulan Warbirds hung ominously on the view screen, a sight that sent waves of terror throughout the bridge.  Harrison knew that the Starlight, under optimal conditions, had a fair chance of defeating one Warbird.  It was a heavy cruiser after all, designed to take a lot of heat.  But the Romulans spared no expenses when it came to their Warbirds.  The massive green vessels were larger than Galaxy-class starships—less maneuverable, but had slightly more firepower.  So Harrison was well aware that the Starlight was more-or-less at the mercy of the Romulans.

To his relief, the Romulans had fallen into a low orbit, virtually ignoring the Starlight.  They didn’t respond to any communications and they didn’t do anything to provoke an attack.  They were simply there…  

It had been this way for quite some time now.  Harrison had long given up any hope of sending reinforcements to the surface out of fear that the Romulans would shoot down any shuttles that came near the atmosphere.  Despite that fact, according to all the data he had been subjected to since the Romulans’ arrival, Captain Christopher had successfully attended to the majority of the population safety, as most of them appeared to be underground.

Still, the situation was grim, and as Harrison felt the command chair begin to vibrate, he knew it was about to grow a lot worse.  “What is it?” he inquired quietly, though he was almost certain he already knew what it was.

The sensors erupted into a cacophony of shrill bleeps a moment later.  “The quantum inversion field,” reported Johnson from ops just before another brief rumble.  “It’s here.”

Harrison sighed.  Instinct was right again… “How long until it hits the planet?”

“Eight minutes.”

“I take it you don’t have any last minute inspiration on stopping it?”

Johnson shook his head.  “None.”

“Then we’d bett—”

Suddenly, the ship jolted again.  Harrison was thrown from his chair, and crashed to the floor.  He grabbed Neelar’s chair for support, just before the second wave hit.  It was at that point Harrison knew they were no longer dealing with a quantum inversion field.  The Romulan Warbirds were no longer in view, and the shields were readily flashing on the view screen.

“The Romulans have opened fire!” Tompkins shouted over the mounting racket. 

Knowing full well that defeat was inevitable, Harrison struggled back to the command chair with no intention of a fight.  But the Romulans had other ideas, making each millimeter of his return trip a nightmare of rumblings and jolts.  “Get us out of here, maximum warp!” he called out once he was back in the chair.

The ship  jolted once more, this time, eliciting smoke and flames from several of the control stations.  The inferno was rapidly quelled, but not before a thick smoke filled the bridge.

“Warp engines are off-line!  Shields are down to seventy-six percent!”  Tompkins shouted.  “But, they’ve adapted their weapons to our shield frequency!  We have hull breeches on decks eleven, twelve and thirteen!”

“Forcefields are not in place!”  Johnson added.

“Evacuate those decks,” Harrison called out, before adding, “Return fire!”

The Starlight danced around a volley of raging green blobs of plasma torpedoes before setting its sights on a large Romulan Warbird.  It swerved to avoid being hit by the Romulans’ phaser blasts, and was successful to a degree, but several shots struck the shields, and even penetrated in places.

The Starlight briefly erupted into flames before dishing out some terror of its own.  A string of quantum torpedoes lashed out at the Romulan Warbird in concert with a barrage of fiery orange phaser beams.  All of it struck the shields and died in a fiery explosion, not hindering the Warbird at all.

“Their shields are down to eighty-three percent,” said Tompkins. 

“We can’t keep up like this,” Harrison muttered.  “We’ll be quashed before we put a dent in their offensive!  We need another option!”

The sky was dark, and the horizon an ominous sign of things to come.  Tendrils of pink lightning reached out from the horizon, calling forth sonorous booms of thunder.  The stiff wind was howling in the night, carrying with it the faintest hints of moisture.

But as Christopher looked at his tricorder, he knew this building storm was no meteorological phenomenon.  It was the quantum inversion field.  It had weakened to the point where it no longer threatened starships, and its pace had quickened immensely.  Nevertheless, it was still strong enough to level every building on the planet, and slow enough to guarantee that happened.

But the evacuations were complete.  It had been a long, arduous task, one that Christopher would not soon forget.  All that remained on the surface were the few volunteers that had been helping out with the last of the evacuations.  Soon, even they would be gone, and the wrath of the inversion field would begin.

A huge surge of pink lightning bolted across the sky, racing directly overhead.  Christopher raised his hand over his eyes to shield them from the illumination, only to transfer them to his ears when the companion shock of thunder ripped through atmosphere a few moments later, sounding like a million canons firing off at once.  It vibrated the ground, and shook the trees, lingering for several moments before the whole process started all over again.

“We should go,” Christopher said as the next crackle of crimson lightning twisted and contorted throughout the dark, starless sky.

“Good idea,” said Erin, watching the lightning meander into oblivion.  It wasn’t as bright this time, and the resulting thunder was a mere clasp, comparable to that of an average thunderstorm.

Just when Christopher started to turn toward his safe haven, he heard another sonorous clasp—only it wasn’t thunder—it was the voice of one of the volunteers.  He turned and recognized the slender, pale-skinned man as David.  “Captain Christopher!”  he shouted repeatedly.  “Captain Christopher!”

“Yes?” Christopher answered.

David pointed back in the direction he had been coming from.  “A house,” he said between breaths, “at the edge of town… children… still inside…”

“Shit,” Erin called out.  “How did we miss them?”

“I don’t know,” said Christopher, trying to remain calm before adding, “And watch your language.”

“Sorry,” Keller apologized.  “How did we fail to notice them?” she corrected.

Christopher rolled his eyes.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “But we can’t leave them.”  He turned to David.  “Get yourself to safety.  Erin and I will take care of it.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” said Christopher.  “Now go!”

The sonorous thunder cracked the atmosphere once more, startling David.  He flinched, and then without any hesitation, headed for shelter.  “You’ve got about ten minutes,” he said, “before we have to close the hatch!”

“Gotcha,” said Erin.  She turned to Alan.  “Let’s move.”

Erin knew exactly which house David had spoken of.  Well, her instincts told her, at least.  It was the small, cute little home with a fancy pink roof and elegant white brick walls that shimmered in the sunlight.  Of course, it was the only house in the town that Erin did not check because she saw another volunteer heading straight for it.

And as she and Alan plowed through the fierce, howling wind and the waves of energy distortions, it was also the only house with lights still visible in the windows.  She briefly wondered how she could have been so stupid, but quickly dismissed the thoughts.  Now was not a very good time to be second-guessing oneself…

But second-guess was about the only thing Erin could do by the time they reached the doors.  The fierce conditions drained her energy.  She was breathing heavily, and was unsure if she could make it back—and even more unsure if the inversion field would permit it.

The doors, of course, were locked.  And if Erin knew children, they wouldn’t come to answer it when Alan knocked, they would go and hide.  Erin was tempted to curse once more, but in light of her proximity to children, she refrained.

“We’re not equipped to get in,” she muttered.

Alan drew his phaser.  “Yes we are.”

She grabbed his hand before he could even take aim.  “You’re going to vaporize the door?”

Gazing upon Erin like she was stupid, and his course of action was as plain as day, Alan nodded for a moment before saying, “Yeah.”

“No,” said Erin defiantly, “I don’t think—”

Another surge of lightning raced across the sky, only this time, it seemed a lot closer.  The thunderous cacophony was directly on its heels, and both were magnified many times more than any previous blast.   It caught both Alan and Erin off guard.  In tandem, they shrieked, and watched as the pink lightning died away.

As it did so, the doors slowly slid apart.  At first, Erin didn’t see any apparent cause for their stroke of good fortune, but then she remembered who they were dealing with.  She craned her neck down to see a small, sandy-blonde haired boy standing quietly in the doorway.

“It’s okay.  You can come in,” he said.  “Just don’t tell Jessica’s mom.”

Erin giggled.  “Okay,” she said softly.  But Alan grabbed her arm before she entered.  “What?”

“We need to leave… now,” he said.

“Leave?” said the child.  “I don’t want to go.”

Erin removed Alan’s hand from her arm, and took a few careful steps into the dimly illuminated room.  She couldn’t make out much detail, but the one thing she did see was reason enough to stay behind.  Four more children—two boys and two girls were sitting quietly around a board game of some sort, happily entertaining themselves.

“Five kids,” Erin muttered.  “They’ll never make it back…”

Alan sighed.  “Our ten minutes is up, anyway,” he muttered.  “But we’ll be killed if we stay…”

“We’re dead if we go, too.”  Erin looked down at the child.  He was hardly paying attention to their banter, and was concentrating more on the plasma storm outside.  Satisfied her words would go in one ear, and out the other, she continued.  “We’ll have to work something out here.”

“There’s a cellar we could go in,” said the child flatly, still fixated on the lightning dancing across the sky.

His eyes suddenly grew wide.

At first Erin didn’t know why, but then she looked out the doors for herself, and saw the sky changing into a bloody red color, roiling with energy and pink lightning.  

“Take us there,” Christopher said, stepping inside the home.

The child, his eyes still wide, nodded.  He came about and slowly headed down an adjacent hallway.  As the thunder began to kick in, the other children quickly abandoned their game and joined their leader on his journey into the cellar.

“I hope we know what we’re doing,” Alan whispered as he followed Erin down the stairs.

Harrison grabbed the arms of the command chair for dear life as the Starlight rumbled in the intense turbulence of the quantum inversion field.  And if that weren’t bad enough, the Romulans were bound and determined to destroy the ship.  Thankfully, the field seemed to hinder their accuracy, and as a result, the Romulans missed more than they hit… but every hit count.

“The hull breech is expanding to include deck nine,” Tompkins announced from tactical.  “Jayla’s got partial forcefields on line but it’s not going to hold, as long as the Romulans are beating the hell out of us!”

A brief shower of sparks rained down from the ceiling directly in front of Harrison.  He counted his blessings, and then braced for the next bit of unpleasant news.

“The quantum disturbances are starting to buckle the hull,” said Johnson.

Harrison sighed, wishing very much that the Captain were here.  As much as he liked command, he liked it a lot less at times like this.  “Options?” he called out again.  The last two times elicited a few shield modifications and a new phaser distribution pattern—both seemed to help, if only to delay the inevitable.

When Drayge suddenly spoke up.  “The atmosphere!” he called out.  “We can take refuge there!  The Romulan Warbirds aren’t designed to function there!”

The plan immediately clicked with Harrison.  “Do it!” he called out.  “Condition blue, Mr. Tompkins!”

The red-alert lights flashed out of existence, replacing them, the cool blue hues of blue alert.  And as the new klaxon sounded, Harrison thought they might actually make it… until the ship jolted once more.

“Direct hit to our starboard warp nacelle!” Tompkins shouted.  “It’s been destroyed!”

The Warbird responsible for the deadly shot swooped over the Starlight, leaving the ship adrift and without attitude control.  It veered awkwardly for several moments before Aurillac VII’s gravitational pull began to work its magic.  The Starlight was resuming its original course toward the planet’s surface… only without the help of the crew…

* * *

When the Shadows Steal the Light

Part III

No Stardate Given 

Chapter Nine

The sky was on fire.

Fierce shades of red and orange roiled through the atmosphere of Aurillac VII, billowing outward in fierce explosions of energy.  Tendrils of vibrant pink lightning coiled around the thundering clouds of pure energy and crackled outward at the speed of light, calling forth immense clasps of thunderous fury.

Driven by a fierce, howling wind, the quantum energies toiled away at buildings as if they were sand castles on the beach.  Bit-by-bit, every building began to suffer.  Trees, wind whipped and beaten, shed their leaves with hopes of staying firmly entrenched in the ground, but even the mightiest began to fall to the storm.  Branches crashed through windows, trunks crashed into the ground. Those trees not fortunate enough to have many years behind them caught up in the fierce wind, began to take flight on their own, becoming massive projectiles.

Paradise was lost.

Alan Christopher was reminded of the fierce storms that he had weathered every year on Ka’Tula Prime during his youth.  While the planet did have a highly advanced weather control system, it wasn’t constantly in use, as most of the time, the weather was warm and pleasant to begin with.  Hence, when it rained, the precipitation was usually welcome.  The weather was only controlled on special days, such as holidays or festivals, or to stop some sort of terrible disaster such as a cyclone.

But thunderstorms were fair game, and were allowed to progress as long as they did not begin producing wall clouds—the breeding ground for tornadoes.  And often times, it was a welcome change from the sun, even if it became a little frightful during some of the more wicked storms.

And as he listened to the cacophony of thunder and wind above, Christopher wished very much that he was back home on Ka’Tula Prime, safe in his bedroom, where the evil storms could not reach him.  He sighed, knowing that no such thing was going to happen, and then blinked his eyes into focus at the sight next to him—Erin Keller.

She smiled.  “Hey Alan,” she said softly, “make sure I never go on a trip alone with you again.”

“And why is that?”

“It always turns unpleasant,” said Erin, referring to their defunct mission to Alarin III.

The trip had been a routine mission to check out a forming gravimetric distortion.  It was hardly routine, and resulted in the loss of their shuttle, forcing them to crash land on Alarin III, where they stayed, alone for almost two weeks.  At the time, it seemed like the most dreadful two weeks of his life.  He and Erin had been at odds with one another, and they endured many violent thunderstorms—without the comfort of a roof overhead—and of course, Erin had her broken leg.

But in retrospect, Alan considered those two weeks to be pivotal in his current good working relationship with Erin.  They emerged from the situation with a newfound friendship and trust, which to his relief, continued to endure to this day.  And it was days like this in which they needed that friendship and trust the most—to make sure unpleasant situations are as tolerable as possible.

“Well, look at it this way,” said Alan, “we’re not alone.”

He glanced over at the children.  To his relief, all five of them were behaving themselves as well as possible.  They weren’t bothering him with stupid questions, nor were they whimpering about the current situation.  For the majority of the time, they had simply occupied themselves playing a series of board games and things of the like.

“Metrix,” said Erin softly.

Alan frowned.  “What?”

She pointed to the children.  “That’s what they’re playing.  Metrix.”

“Oh,” said Alan.  “I’m not familiar with children’s games.”

“It’s not that hard.  I could teach you later on, if you’d like.”

Alan smiled.  He had never been a major fan of board games, but given the limited activities available in the small, dark cellar they were situated in, board games were about as good as one could hope for.  “Just as long as you promise to let me win.”

“Don’t count on it, little buddy.”

Almost in tandem, the duo leaned up against the wall and slid to the ground.  It was cold, hard and not very comfortable to sit on, but after awhile, standing became tiresome, and the floor was the only thing that presented itself as a viable alternative to standing.

After shifting through a few possible positions, Alan found himself most comfortable slouched down a bit and staring at his knees.  He tested this theory for a moment before deciding it would suffice, and then, seeing Erin had killed the conversation, continued to look at his knees for a few additional moments, until a clasp of thunder vibrated the walls, and drew him from his trance.

Tired of looking at his knees, Alan’s eyes roamed around for a few moments, taking in the dark gray walls of the cellar before falling upon Erin.  She was content watching the children squabble over Metrix.

“They’re so tiny and cute,” she whispered to him.  “I almost wish I had one.”

“Well,” said Alan, “if we can’t find their parents when this is all over with, you might be in luck.”

The statement drew Erin’s eyes away from the children, and brought them to Alan’s.  “We’ll find them,” she assured him.  “Besides, I don’t think I’m ready for children yet.  What about you?”

Alan gulped.  “Actually, I’ve been giving it a lot of thought recently,” he admitted.

Erin’s eyes grew wide.  “Oh really?”

He nodded.  The situation with Jayla had brought a lot of feelings to the surface.  Feelings he didn’t know how to deal with, nor did he want to bother to try.  He had attempted to bottle them up and throw them away, but he had a nagging feeling that his efforts were failing.  Erin had noted earlier that he had seemed distant.  Maybe she was right.

He briefly glanced at the children, making sure they were completely absorbed in their games, and then drew his face to within a few centimeters of Erin’s.  “I haven’t told this to anyone.  Not even Matthew,” he said quietly.

Erin’s eyes grew wide with interest.  “Ooh.  Go on!”

He hesitated for a moment, knowing the extreme level of confidentially his next words would have, but Alan trusted Erin implicitly, and knew his words would not leave confines of the cellar.  “Jayla is pregnant,” he said.

Erin’s jaw dropped, and her eyes grew even wider.  “Someone’s been busy,” she mused.

“Obviously,” said Alan.  “But a starship is no place for children, especially one stationed in a constantly tumultuous environment.  I don’t know what to tell her or Lucas.  My opinion is already biased by the fact I’m not particularly fond of little children.  I’m afraid I may not be able to keep my objectivity in this situation.”  He paused, and hesitated for a moment as he realized,  “I don’t know what to do, Erin.”

Erin placed her hand on his shoulder.  “There is no greater enemy than one’s own fears… It takes a very brave person to admit to them, and an even braver one to share them with others.  So you must be pretty brave…  I know, when it comes down to it, you’ll do the right thing.”

“Will I?”  Alan asked the question with such a haunting quality that not even he was convinced he would take a moral high ground.  Which led him down another road… equally rocky, and equally distressing.  “If I can’t make this decision properly, what’s to keep me from messing up in the future?  I could be leading us into the ground—or worse.”

“Alan,” said Erin a bit more tersely, “you’re not going to screw up.  Regardless of what anyone says, you are a capable leader and a good, relatively sound person.”  She stopped, and then added a bit more lightheartedly, “In fact, you’re probably the finest Ka’Tulan I know.”

The comment brought a smile to Alan’s face.  “I’m the only Ka’Tulan you know.  Unless there’s someone else I don’t know about…”

“It’s all you,” said Erin sheepishly.  “Does that make you happy?”

Unsure where this conversation was going, Alan was a bit relieved when the walls began to shudder as another rumble of thunder graced the firmament above.  Still, not wanting to leave the conversation hanging openly, Alan sighed, and added enigmatically, “I’ve heard worse…”

Bator was through with spelunking.  The moment they found their way out of the situation at hand, he vowed he would never enter another cave as long as he existed.  They had been wandering—yes it was definitely wandering—for hours.  And unlike the last time he found himself wandering about in these wretched caves, he was certain of it.

On more than one occasion, he stumbled upon footsteps in the sand below—and upon closer inspection, about half of the imprints matched his boots exactly.  By process of elimination, the other set had to have been Talyere’s.  Which meant they were going absolutely nowhere.

“Does the word ‘circle’ have any meaning to you?” Bator inquired as he stumbled upon yet another set of his own footprints.

“If you believe we are traversing the same grounds, your thinking is not flawed.  Indeed, we could very well be.  Perhaps you would like to take point, and I will bring up the rear.”

“This isn’t a hunt.”

“But it is proper terminology,” countered Talyere.  “We aren’t barbarians, you know.  Proper grammar and usage is a prerequisite for our continued endurance in the scheme of galactic events.”

Bator raised an eyebrow to that.  “I’m sure it is,” he murmured sarcastically.

For once, Talyere conceded, but quickly added, “Then again, your people could have constructed caverns with a bit more organization.  For Na’zar’s sake, they meander aimlessly for kilometers before doubling back on themselves.  No wonder the Republic collapsed.”

Bator grumbled.  “Or perhaps my guide could have removed his nose from the thesaurus and glanced through a map of the caves before leading us here…”

“Or that,” Talyere grumbled.

Suddenly, the floor jolted beneath their feet, stirring up a bit of dust as a few tiny stones fell from the ceiling.  Bator grasped the cold, slimy stalagmite he was standing next to, and emerged from the sudden jolt in tact.  Talyere, on the other hand, wavered a bit more, but by sheer will, remained standing.

Bator’s first instinct was an earthquake—but then he recalled the situation above.  “The quantum inversion field is here,” he said.  “I just hope these caves are as safe as everyone proclaimed them to be…”

The bridge was a mess.

It was littered with debris and pieces of fallen conduits. The stations were covered with grime and ashes, and in the dim, emergency lighting, the bridge was devoid of almost everything but the cold memories of war.  Memories Matthew Harrison would rather forget.

But as he gazed up through the skylight above, Harrison was constantly reminded of just how bad things had gotten.  Instead of the twinkling of the stars he had grown so accustomed to, a fierce wind blew leaves and trees overhead, partially obscuring the roiling red sky above. 

They had managed to survive the descent through Aurillac VII’s atmosphere.  It was one of the bumpiest rides Harrison had ever been on, as the turbulence in the atmosphere was so great, it completely destroyed their damaged warp nacelle.  But with the ship in such a chaotic state, Harrison had no choice but to have Drayge take the ship all the way down.

They landed in the middle of a generously wooded field, in an area relatively close to civilization, but by that time, the inversion field had already begun to bear its teeth.  They couldn’t abandon ship without taking heavy losses.  So with much reluctance, Harrison decided to stay on the ship.

He instantly regretted the decision.

There was a howling wind that rattled the deck plating; a constant reminder of the evils above.  The ship was constantly in a state of flux, varying between a dull vibration and a full-blown jolt, during some of the more potent storms.  Hence, the ship creaked and groaned in the stress of the situation, its bulkheads succumbing to the effects of the inversion field.

“How bad is it?” Harrison inquired from the command chair.

“Bad,” said Tompkins.  “Aside from a few hull breaches and the loss of our warp nacelle, damage to the Starlight isn’t that bad—it’s that damn inversion field.  It’s putting the hull under a hell of a lot of stress—”

The ship suddenly groaned unevenly, the echoes of the event lingering unevenly for many dreadful seconds after the event.

“And this isn’t the worst of the storm,” Lucas continued solemnly.

Harrison sighed and sunk down into the command chair, wondering just how they would get out of this lovely mess.  He had faith in the crew’s abilities, and knew that they would survive—if not the Starlight—but still, he wished there was something more to do than sit and wait.  But of course, there wasn’t…

“We are holding position 3.2 light years from the planet,” said Lahar flatly.  Having retreated from the doomed Aurillac VII, both she and Arkose had restored their Romulan physiology, and assumed their positions aboard the Warbird Trinexx.  It felt good to be Romulan again.  Humans were such a repulsive, inferior race.  Every day she woke up as one, Lahar simply cringed, and longed for the day when her Romulan side would appear once more.

Now that that day had come and passed, Lahar was more than satisfied with herself and they way things had proceeded on Aurillac VII.  Their plan had been executed flawlessly, the Federation was only vaguely onto their plot, and the inversion field prevented them from intervening on the Aurillians’ behalf.  It was almost too good to be true, and had Lahar not been watching the results of their actions come to life from that safe distance of 3.2 light years, she would not believe it.

“What is the condition of the Starlight?” Arkose inquired from the sleek command chair in the center of the bridge.

Lahar walked up behind the officer at the helm and peered over his shoulder.  He quickly accessed the data and allowed her to view it.  “When we retreated, the vessel was falling through the atmosphere of Aurillac VII.  They were without one warp nacelle, and sustained moderate damage to the outer hull.”

“Then they were not destroyed?” Arkose suggested.

“There is no conclusive data to prove the ship was destroyed,” Lahar confirmed.  She shoved the helmsman out of her way and accessed the data for herself.  “However, it is not possible for them to ascend through the atmosphere until the inversion field dissipates.”

She cleared the data from the screen and stepped aside, allowing the officer to reclaim his station.  He tried to look as un-offended as possible, but Lahar knew she had struck a chord with him.  She would restrain herself in the future, but having been away from the bridge for such a long time, Lahar needed to indulge her need for power, if only by aggravating a lowly sublieutenant.

After her spatter at the helm, Lahar turned back to Arkose.  His face was emotionless; he was undoubtedly satisfied with the Starlight’s condition, and would deal with any repercussions of the situation later, once Aurillac VII was back in Romulan territory.

“What is the status of the Enterprise, and its companion vessels?” Arkose demanded a moment later.

This time, before Lahar could access the data at the helm, another officer at the back of the bridge—an officer she recognized as Mereth—responded.  She grumbled, and gave Mereth her attention. 

“The Enterprise has retreated to a distance beyond our sensor range,” he said.

Lahar’s mouth curved ever so slightly upward.  “Perhaps they have given up on the Aurillians?” she suggested to Arkose.

He nodded indecisively.  “Perhaps,” he grumbled.  “But the Federation does not give up so easily—even if the threat is outside their borders.  Do not discount them quite yet.  Humans are resilient; they have a way of showing up when you least expect them…”

Chapter Ten

Several hours had passed, and the inversion field had yet to let up.  And to her chagrin, Erin suspected it would last for several more hours.  Perhaps days.  Without her beloved computer to back her up, Erin had no idea what was going on outside—aside from the fact that almost everything not bolted to the ground was destroyed.  Soon, Erin suspected that even that statement would fall by the wayside.

If anything, things had grown worse.  The wind was no longer a fierce gale, but a rampaging scream of terror blasting the countryside.  The thunder was constantly sounding off, and every few minutes or so, a massive crackle would set off the children—Erin even admitted to herself that the last burst even had her a bit concerned.

But she could handle it.  Alan had remained composed as well, but with each rumble of earth-moving thunder, the children became increasingly agitated.  Their friendly games of Metrix had terminated after the first one, their chatter after the second, and their long list of questions after the third.

“We have to do something,” Erin whispered to Alan.

“Such as?”

She shrugged.  Erin didn’t have the slightest idea how to calm children’s nerves.  “Why don’t you try something?” she suggested instead.

Alan raised a quizzical eyebrow.  “Me try something?”

“Is there an echo in here?”

“So it would seem,” replied Alan.

Now was not a time for inaction on anyone’s part.  And as Erin saw Alan remaining still, she made herself known to his face, and locked her icy glare into his eyes.  Of course, he avoided making contact, but after a moment, he simply grumbled and rose to his feet.

“What do I tell them?” he inquired.

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know!  Just keep them calm until I can think of something better.”

As Alan’s shoulders sank, his eyebrows raised.  “You don’t think I can handle a bunch of little kids?”

“… I don’t think you can handle a bunch of carrots,” Erin sarcastically retorted, though Alan was not visibly humored.  “Just joking around,” she said when his dismal face prevailed.

He sighed, allowing for a slight smile in Erin’s direction before he took several steps closer to the children.

They immediately froze, and looked up at the Captain in awe.  Unsure of his intentions, none of them even dared to move or even speak out of turn.  Starfleet was undoubtedly known to them as a military organization—and most children associated the military with bad things, such as wars and violence.  They had no idea what to expect from Alan.

And as Erin watched him, Alan clearly had no idea what to expect from them.  His pace slowed considerably, and was more of an awkward stammer as he drew nearer, as if gravity were pulling him back.  Erin grinned sheepishly for a brief moment, and then composed herself when the children started looking her way.

“Do not be frightened,” said Alan hesitantly.  “Everything is going to be okay.”

Erin quickly brought her hands to her mouth to occlude her smirk.  She had seen Vulcans muster up more enthusiasm than Alan, and the children were clearly not put to ease with his soothing words of wisdom.  Erin needed to intervene, and quickly, but she didn’t know what she could do that Alan wasn’t doing already—aside from making a fool of himself.

When she suddenly recalled one of her own childhood memories—one that she was very fond of—story time.  Every night, her mother or father would tell Erin a story before she went to bed.  Sometimes it would be a mythical legend passed down for centuries.  Other times, it would be completely a figment of her parents’ imagination, but either way, Erin was enthralled each and every night.

Inspired, she quickly came up along Alan’s side.  “Dismissed,” she said playfully in his ear.

He sent her a visual “thank you” before stepping aside, giving Erin the children’s full attention.

Attempting to become something more than a distant object for the children to look at, Erin plopped down on the floor right in front of the small group.  “Do you like stories?” she asked them.

The group looked at each other, and quickly decided that they all liked stories.  They nodded accordingly, and then looked up at Erin with awe.

“Good,” she said.  Without even looking, she could feel Alan’s coy grin drilling into her back.  Without a doubt, he would enjoy the tale as much as the children.  “Ready?”

“Yes,” said the children in tandem.

“Good.”  Erin smiled, and pulled in a lungful of air.

“Once upon a time, in a land far, far away there was an extremely beautiful princess whose kingdom was under attack by a quantum inversion field…”

Given the blank look on their faces, Erin knew she had lost them already.  

“Tough crowd,” Alan whispered from behind.  “I don’t think they get it.  They’re not adept to technobabble yet.”

Erin smiled pleasantly and continued.  “Her kingdom was under attack by a… a… big, bad cloud monster.  He was full of hot air, and blew at the castle gates.  They rattled, but the monster couldn’t get inside.

“But the princess knew she couldn’t stay inside forever.  Her subjects needed to see her beauty and hear her wisdom.  The cloud monster had to be defeated once and for all.

“So she called upon all the brave Princes in the land to save her kingdom from the cloud monster, offering a handsome reward should they succeed.

“The first to arrive was Prince Harrison, a Moronic Knight from evil little Troll Kingdom.  He was stupid and attempted to slay the monster with the blunt force of his ax.  Being a puffy cloud, the monster wasn’t even scratched, and it ate Harrison for lunch.

“Then came Prince Tompkins, a wild, but capable leader from the Kingdom of the Fertile Crescent.  He might have been successful, but he was too busy with his new crops, and got gobbled up.

“Just when the beautiful princess was beginning to give up hope, a dashing young Prince named … … Christopher strolled through the gates.  Much like the cloud, he was full of hot air.  Using his magical powers, the prince blew away the cloud, and the sun came out again… and they all lived happily every after.”

There were no questions.  There was no applause.  There wasn’t anything except the delicate breathing of the sleeping children, and the muffled chuckles of Alan.  Slowly, Erin turned around and addressed him, “Well?”

“Not bad,” Alan whispered sarcastically.  “Though I wouldn’t share it with anyone else.  Especially Matthew.”

“You probably don’t have to worry about that one, Alan,” Erin replied just as another intense round of thunder began to jolt the floors.  Erin quickly glanced at the children—they were still sleeping.  And as the ground began to shake, she wished she was asleep, too.

It wasn’t the most violent tremor they had experienced.  Several of the earlier bouts had elicited a lot more fear.  Only this time, Erin could hear the house starting to creak and groan on its foundation.

“I don’t know how much longer this installation is going to last,” said Alan grimly.  “When the storm lets up, we’re going to have to leave.”

Somehow, Erin knew he was going to say that.  “Where the hell are we going to go?” she demanded.  “The caverns are sealed;  besides—we can’t go anywhere without them.”  She gestured toward the peacefully sleeping children.

The house groaned some more.  This time, the lights flickered briefly, and a few stray pieces of debris rained down from the ceiling.  Alan clenched his jaw and slowly turned to his companion.  “Then it looks like we need a plan ‘B.’”

Erin sighed, and put on her proverbial thinking cap.  It was going to be a long, long day…

After countless hours of wandering, the insipid caverns had still managed to elude even Talyere’s best internal compasses.  On one front, they had managed to get out of the dreadful circle they had allegedly been wandering in, but that didn’t ease Talyere’s growing concerns.  At least when they were going in circles, he knew they were still relatively close to the exit.  But now, they were just wandering aimlessly through the dark, murky underground, searching for anything that could be of assistance to any cause.

Of course, the caves had been abandoned for thousands of years, and there was nothing there but dust and dirt.  So why bother?  Talyere had wondered that many times, but his devotion to his cause—the holy month—drove him in his search for answers.

When suddenly, their journey came to a rather abrupt stop.  Talyere almost couldn’t believe it himself, but sure enough, they had discovered yet another new facet to these caves.  “A dead end.”

Bator tapped at the coarse rock.  “Very dead,” he muttered.  He slowly began to turn on his heel, as did Talyere, but immediately, the Elorg stopped.

“Do not move,” he said.

Bator hardly seemed convinced.  Talyere feared his word may be starting to carry less weight with the Phobian.

Of course, that would all change a few moments later, when a massive stream of boulders and rocks rained down from the ceiling above in a massive cloud of dust and debris.  Had Bator not listened, he would have been “very dead,” to say the least.

As the dust settled, Talyere quickly shined his light on the newfound pile of rocks before them.  They were all coarse, dark brown boulders like the rest of the cave, and to Talyere’s chagrin, his light revealed to unpleasant things.  First, the rocks went all the way to the roof, and second, they were all too big to move without further risk of collapse.

He sighed, and stepped back to survey their new home—a small rock chamber with barely a two-meter perimeter.  That in itself did not bother Talyere, but the fact that their air supply would soon be ending was a bit more distressing.

“Things could be going better,” Bator noted as he slumped down on the ground.

“Most definitely,” agreed Talyere, mimicking Bator’s actions.

Talyere frowned.  The ground was cold and dusty.  It would undoubtedly provide some nasty dirt and grime stains on the bottom of his pants—his good pants.  He could easily recycle them for a new pair if and when they returned to the Starlight, but if there was one thing Talyere hated to recycle, it was clothing.

He grumbled, and leaned his head back into the wall—only the wall was a lot closer than Talyere had anticipated.  He crashed into it was a fair amount of force, calling forth a wave of furious pain, and a curious metallic thud from the rock.

“That did not sound like rock,” said Bator.  “Do you have a metal plate in your head?”

Talyere gripped the back of his head and moaned.  “Though a part of me most definitely desires some form of supplemental protection back there,” he grumbled after a moment.

The pain lasted for only a moment longer before Talyere brought it under control. Though his head was still ringing from the initial impact, he was fairly certain he would survive, unscathed.  The only possible dangers he could fathom at the moment were concussions, and since the blow wasn’t really that consequential, Talyere doubted even that.

So, with Bator greatly interested in the mysterious metallic sounds, Talyere scooted away from the cavern wall and watched as Bator slowly brushed away some of the rock face.  At first, his efforts only produced more of the same coarse brown rock, but suddenly, Talyere spotted a gleam of gunmetal gray amidst the chorus of brown.

“Something is back there,” he said.

Bator was able to brush away only a little more before the rock started to brush away at him.  At the end of his final pass, Bator’s hand was scraped and bloodied.  He sighed at his frailty, and hesitantly reached for his phaser.  “I can more easily break away the rock with my phaser than my hand,” he explained.

Talyere nodded.  They didn’t have anything to loose, anyway.  If there was anything beyond the rock face, they could be saved.  If there wasn’t, it would just bring death on a little bit sooner.  Either way, Talyere saw it as a win-win situation.  “Fire,” he said softly, clutching the back of his head as the pain flared up again.

Bator complied, and within moments, a vibrant orange beam of light lashed out from his phaser and lit up the cavern with warmth and illumination.  In addition to that, the rocks slowly gave way to a large metallic section of… something.  Talyere couldn’t make out any markings, nor could he see anything that would indicate they were looking at something other than a dense layer of lazon.

Bator fired yet again.  The blast struck the wall and vaporized a little more rock, before a small explosion sparked off in a section that still had a fair amount of rock covering it.  Immediately, Bator brushed it away with his hand, and uncovered a control panel of some sort.

Talyere instantly recognized the text on the panel as Phobian, but of a variety that was unbeknownst to him.  It was a dimly lit series of diamonds and triangles, with an occasional rectangle or pentagon thrown in for good measure.  To Talyere, it was nothing but pretty geometric shapes, but Bator saw much, much more.

“I can read it,” he proclaimed.

“What does it say?”

Bator brushed away a thin layer of grime.  “Nothing of consequence,” he admitted after a moment.  “It appears to be a standard control panel…”

“What does it control?”

Bator touched one of the pentagons on the screen.  “A door,” he said.

Moments later, a horizontal seam formed in the wall before them.  The upper half rose into the ceiling, while the lower half sunk into the floor, revealing yet another seam, this time, a vertical one.  After a moment, both halves parted like normal doors, revealing a very large, very dark chamber.

The very sight—albeit a pitch black sight—instantly brought Talyere to his feet, and made him forget all about his pain.  They could have just stumbled upon the discovery of a lifetime…

Another sensor alert.

At this point, Commander Harrison was growing used to a new one every few minutes.  And with each successive sensor alert, Harrison’s mood went down a notch, as they have yet to produce so much as a shred of good news.  Consequently, Harrison immediately grumbled upon hearing this repeating series of bleeps from the operations station.

He rose from the relative comfort of the command chair and slowly came about to face Johnson, who manning ops while Keller was on the surface—though Harrison secretly wished the transfer was a bit more permanent.

“Report?” he demanded of Johnson.

Kendall was already tapping away at the controls, and within a few moments, had compiled a quick analysis.  “The hull is starting to buckle,” he said grimly.

If there was one good thing about being grounded, it was the fact that hull breeches weren’t as cataclysmic.  But Harrison still didn’t like the fact that the ship was being peeled away like a banana.  He sighed, and took a few steps foreword, coming to rest on the metallic rail behind the command chairs.  “Begin evacuating to the lower decks,” he ordered.  “We’ll set up a new command center in astrometrics.”

The order wasn’t unexpected, so Johnson acted accordingly, and without hesitation, sounded the evacuation order.  A loud, droning siren pierced the air a few moments later, followed by a terse message from the computer warning everyone to retreat.  Harrison motioned for Tompkins to cut the audio.  “Patch me through,” he said.

He nodded.  “You’re on.”

Harrison sighed wearily.  He hated making public announcements without any sort of template before him.  He always managed to flub up and say something stupid.  So he closed his eyes, and cleared his thoughts. “Attention all hands, this is—”

The ship rumbled.

Harrison instantly maneuvered himself into a sitting position.  Clearly, the rumble wasn’t the quantum inversion field.  It hadn’t rocked the ship like that for hours.  Which meant it was something else.  He turned to ops.

“A plasma conduit on deck ten has just ruptured,” Johnson reported, confirming Harrison’s suspicions.  “There’s too much interference for me to get any more specific than that, however.”

Hull breaches and anomalous plasma conduit ruptures.  Harrison clenched his jaw with the distinct feeling that these events were only a prelude to something that would just be the icing on the cake—making this a very, very bad day.  For a moment, Harrison wanted to check it out for himself, but he was needed in astrometrics.  “Ensign Drayge, Mr. Tompkins, proceed to deck ten at once,” he called out instead, “Locate the rupture and seal it.”

They immediately sprung from their stations with a simultaneous, “Yes, sir!”

With the evacuation alert still sounding, Harrison was right on their heels along with the rest of the bridge crew.  “Let’s get to astrometrics before we have our next crisis,” he grumbled to no one in particular as the turbolift doors slid shut.

Sick bay was literally flooded with patients.  It had started out as a brief trickle—an annoyance that prevented Doctor Hartman from getting down to her beloved crew physicals.  She would treat them, release them, and then without fail, another patient would arrive.  But as time progressed, Hartman found the patients arriving faster than she could treat them.  Soon, every bio-bed was full.

Unable to keep up with the flow of incoming traffic, Hartman called upon Rachael Meyer, and several other nurses to render assistance—whether or not they were scheduled for a duty shift in sick bay or not.  They were now.  With the added bodies to render assistance, Hartman saw a brief lull in the patients.  Soon, however, every bio-bed was occupied once more.  

But the injuries Hartman was attending to were rapidly becoming more serious, growing from scrapes and cuts to broken bones and plasma burns.  These nastier maladies took longer to treat, and as a result, the number of patients entering sick bay soon surpassed the number leaving.  Within period of a few minutes, floor space was turning into a waiting room, and sick bay was turning into a triage facility.

And as the doors burst open yet again, Hartman knew they were in over their heads.  Reluctantly, she slapped her comm badge.  “Computer, activate the Emergency Medical Hologram!”

Moments later, the unpleasant looking bald man zapped into existence amid the chaos.  “Please state the nature of…”  His voice trailed off upon seeing the medical emergencies surrounding him.  “What are my orders?” he asked of Hartman.

She glanced around.  There were plenty of candidates to choose from, but none of them looked as bad as the patient she was dealing with now.  It was a young lieutenant—admittedly, one Hartman had never seen before, and unless she acted fast, Hartman knew she would never see her again.  “Help me,” Hartman snapped after a moment.

The EMH rushed over.  “Status?”

“Severe plasma burns to her upper thoracic region, massive internal bleeding, degeneration of the myocardial tissues, renal organs are failing…”

The EMH grabbed Hartman’s tricorder and inspected the readings a bit more carefully.  He frowned.  “This patient is beyond help,” he said after a moment.

Hartman ignored his diagnosis and grabbed a set of cortical stimulators from her tray.  She affixed them to her patient’s forehead, and quickly calibrated them for the proper settings.  As far as Hartman was concerned, there was still hope.  “Just shut up and inject 100cc’s of lectrazine!”

The EMH did not comply.  “There is nothing we could possibly do to save this patient,” he protested.  “The damage is far to extensive for even me to repair!  We cannot save her!”

Hartman quickly shoved the EMH aside and reached for a hypospray, when the piercing, steady tone of a flatline suddenly sounded out of the EMH’s tricorder. “Now she’s beyond help,” Hartman said bitterly.  She glowered at the incompetent EMH, turned on her heel and bull-headedly stormed off to find another patient in need, only to graze Rachael Meyer’s shoulder.

With nothing but a simple gaze, Meyer’s attempts to maintain a cheerful attitude were shattered; Hartman’s bad mood was so infectious that Rachael was instantly placed into, at the very least, a grim mood.  “How is Lieutenant—”

“Dead,” said Hartman through clenched teeth.  She looked up and briefly locked eyes with Meyer, making an attempt to compose herself into something a little more pleasant.  “That’s three today,” she said somberly.

Meyer slowly shook her head, negating Hartman’s claim.  “Four,” she corrected, gesturing somberly toward the bio-bed in the corner.  “Lieutenant Yenadar was killed by a falling bulkhead on deck twelve.”

Her heart sunk.  This time the loss was a bit more personal for Hartman.  She saw Yenadar all the time, and considered him to be a friendly acquaintance.  “Damn it,” she muttered, desperately holding back her sudden influx of emotions.  “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

“We can talk about this later, if you’d like,” Rachael offered.

“No,” said Hartman immediately.  She was humbled to see Meyer’s counseling skills coming into bloom, but Hartman was convinced it wasn’t the right thing for her.  Never had been; never will be.  “People are dying here, Rachael.  And if people are dying that means I’m not doing my job.”

“You did everything you could!”

Hartman folded her arms.  “Did I?”  She turned back to her previous patient and frowned.  “I didn’t even know her name,” she said.  “I’ll find out when I’m filling out the death certificate, but that isn’t the best way to get to know the crew.”

Meyer quickly pulled Hartman aside, away from the jumble of activity surrounding them.  “Now is not the time, Doctor,” she said as politely as possible. 

“Time for what?” snapped Hartman.

Meyer gulped.  “You push yourself too hard.  You isolate yourself from the crew, going days at a time without being seen.  Quite frankly, you’re the most anti-social person on this ship!  And now you wonder why you don’t know anyone!?”

Hartman was furious and relieved all that the same time.  Nothing Meyer had said was news to Hartman; in fact, she had known it for years, but her conscious simply wouldn’t allow her to acknowledge it—she had work to be done.  But on the other hand, Meyer was way out of line for pointing it out… because Hartman still wanted nothing to do with her personal life. “Get out of here.”

“But—”

Hartman raised a hand and silenced Meyer.  “Get.  Out.  I won’t say it again.”

Their heated conversation was beginning to attract some attention, especially from the injured crewmembers laying on the floor wondering why they weren’t being treated.  They were polite enough to remain quiet, but Hartman knew they wouldn’t stay quiet forever.

But Meyer’s continued presence didn’t make things any better.  The counselor remained still, her arms folded, her face grim.  She was intent on standing her ground—a bold maneuver for a little Lieutenant.  Hartman opened her mouth to reiterate her orders one last time, when a medical technician approached from behind.

“Doctor, there’s a medical emergency on deck ten,” he said.  “Transporters are not functional, someone has to go.”

It was an easy decision for Hartman.  “I’ll go,” she said, gazing icily at Meyer.   She turned on her heel, grabbed one of the emergency trauma kits from the island in the middle of sick bay, and stormed out through the doors and into the corridor.

After a brief trip through the turbolifts, Hartman emerged on deck ten.  Unlike deck five, deck ten was filled with a murky fog, most likely generated by the explosions.  Hence, visibility was restricted to no more than a few meters.  An eerie red haze hung in the air, flashing in and out of existence in concert with the alert lights.

Slowly, Hartman plucked her medical tricorder from her lab coat and flipped it open.  The keys illuminated nicely in the thick fog, and Hartman, being closer to the source of the distress call, quickly picked up an injured Bolian several meters up ahead, in a Jefferies Tube adjunct.

She quickened her pace to a jog, keeping a weary eye to the ceiling for falling conduits, and eventually arrived at the open hatch in which Neelar Drayge resided.  Hartman quickly crawled in and saw Lucas Tompkins squatting beside the Bolian, attempting to attend to his wounds.

“We were looking for the EPS rupture, when we stumbled upon another one,” Tompkins explained.

“We can’t move him to sick bay,” said Hartman.  “The transporters are off line.  I’m going to have to treat him right here.”  She pulled the cylindrical sensor out of the top of the tricorder and waved it over Drayge’s body.  The tricorder more-or-less mimicked the readings for the nameless lieutenant she lost earlier.  “Plasma burns, myocardial degeneration…  Damn it!”

“Is there anything I can do?” Tompkins inquired.

“No.  The best thing you can do is fix that EPS rupture before the air starts turning toxic,” said Hartman.  “I don’t know how reliable the environmental systems are.”

Tompkins nodded, and quickly crawled back into the Jefferies Tube he had been perched upon previously, leaving Hartman to battle for Drayge’s life.  His wounds weren’t as bad as what she had seen earlier, but they were severe enough to fear death.  And if there was one thing Hartman did not want to hear, it was the number five.  She wanted to save Drayge… she needed to save him… she needed to remind herself that she was an apt medical practitioner, and this was her chance to prove it.

“The trailing edge of the inversion field is entering the system,” reported Mereth flatly.

Arkose squinted at the view screen as he had for the past several hours, attempting to discern any fluctuation or scintillation—anything to tell him the field was out there.  But even now, the only thing that befell Senator Arkose’s eyes was the blue and green sphere that was Aurillac VII, looking as placid as ever.  “How much longer?” he demanded.

“Six hours at the most,” said Mereth.

Lahar, again peering over the helmsman’s shoulder, seductively added, “Sensors indicate that the majority of the planet’s structures—the ones worth keeping—have remained in tact.”  She looked up, and turned to Arkose.  “The Senate will be pleased with our swift action.  The Federation will never set foot on Aurillac VII again.”

That was the sort of news Arkose liked to hear.  He bolstered his position in his command chair and allowed himself a conservative smile.  “Excellent.”

“There is one small detail,” Mereth said, interrupting Arkose’s moment of revelry.

Lahar frowned at his interference in that brief moment of tranquility, but nodded for him to speak a moment later.  “Do enlighten us,” she glowered.

Mereth almost hesitated, but then spoke, “The population… They were able to breech our isolation protocols and escaped to the underground caverns.  According to my initial scans, almost the entire population has survived.”

Arkose started to open his mouth, but quickly stopped when he saw Lahar doing the same.  She acknowledged him, and then continued, “We intended to terminate them in the first place,” she reminded everyone.  “Of course, it would have been a quick, painless death amidst the chaos of the quantum inversion field.”  She grinned.  “Perhaps it is good they escaped to the caverns; humans are not worthy of quick and painless deaths.  What I have in mind is far more appropriate for them…”

Arkose attempted to match Lahar’s devious smile, but completely lacking her enthusiasm, he failed utterly.  After a few more vain moments of smiling, he resorted to his usual scowl.  “Do what needs to be done.”

Chapter Eleven

The moment he suggested it, Christopher knew that plan-B was going to be something utterly unconventional and extremely difficult to pull off.  Of course, he couldn’t be sure of that until they actually had a plan-B to exact.  A few hours had passed, and neither he nor Commander Keller had been struck by inspiration—a few small chunks of debris and dust, but that served more or less as a reminder of what was to come, a reality that was not very inspiring to say the least.

“If only I could go outside and use my surplus of hot air to blow the storm away,” Alan grumbled sarcastically to Erin.

They were congregated around a makeshift table of crates and boxes that had littered the dusty cellar. Erin was situated on a crate just opposite Alan, when she produced a faint smile.  “Wouldn’t work,” she said.  “You don’t have enough hot air today.”

Alan nodded.  “True.  But that’s the best course of action I can think of at the moment.”

Erin didn’t respond, and a relatively brief silence quickly filtered in between them, disrupted by only the rumbling of thunder and the eternally howling wind.  Then, amidst the silence, Erin began to drum her fingers on their table.  It wobbled about for a moment before Alan took hold of it to keep it from toppling over.  Erin smiled, and continued her strumming before proclaiming, “We could erect a forcefield around the house!”  She smiled, pleased with herself, and then added, “It won’t be easy.”

Alan nodded his agreement.  Still it was a good idea.  It met his requirements for unconventional thought—something Erin excelled at, but it would also prove to be extremely difficult, a fact that became even more apparent to him as he scanned the room for some way to implement the plan.  “There aren’t any control stations down here,” he grumbled.

Erin frowned, and quickly surveyed the cellar for herself.  Her jaw dropped in disappointment, proving Alan to be correct.  “Damn.  There’s probably one upstairs.”

“If there’s still an upstairs,” Alan added grimly after another piece of debris fell from the ceiling—a small piece of the ceiling tile.  It was only about five centimeters in diameter, and extremely light weight, posing no threat.  Still, if its companions decided to join it, there could be trouble.

“You or me?” Erin asked a moment later.

The logical choice was Erin, of course.  She was an operations officer, and worked with forcefields all the time.  With a little ingenuity, Alan had no doubts in his mind that she could pull this off.  But then, as he opened his mouth to suggest this, Alan saw one of the children listening in on their conversation.  He stopped immediately—if Erin went upstairs, that would leave him downstairs, alone with five little children whom he had only a small toleration for.

Now, he wanted to go.  While he wasn’t quite as proficient as Erin, Alan knew he could also raise the forcefield.  The question was, whether or not he could do it in time.  How hard can it be? he asked himself before glancing at the child again.  He recognized it as the one who let them into the house—and the little boy was quickly making his way over to their makeshift table.

“I’ll go,” Alan blurted out before the little boy could arrive.

“Wait!” said the child.  He was a short, lean person—about eight or nine years old—with a fair complexion, very short sandy brown hair, big brown eyes and a small button nose.  And he was quickly moving to intercept any attempts to escape the cellar.  “There’s a control station down here.”

Alan smiled, and locked eyes with Erin.  Maybe they weren’t doomed after all.

“Can you show it to me?” Erin asked warmly.

The boy gave it a moments thought before proudly proclaiming, “No.”

Erin forced a smile.  “Please?”

Again, the boy considered it, and again, he proclaimed, “Nope.”

Alan sighed, and stepped back, expelling that sigh amidst a grumble of his surplus of hot air.  Now he knew why he was not fond of children…  Just tell her, he bemoaned in his mind.  Of course, nothing happened.

Erin grabbed the little boy and took him by the shoulders, placing a firm grip upon him.  “Listen,” she said, her brown eyes drilling into the boy’s.  “It is very important that you tell me where that control station is.  If we can play with it, we could make the cloud monsters go away.”

“It’s not a toy,” said the boy.  “You can’t play with it.”

“Can we… look at it?”

The boy huffed, and squirmed away from Erin.  “Okay,” he said, finally giving in.

He quickly walked over to the far wall where Alan had found the crates and boxes that made up the table.  The boy carelessly shoved some of them aside, and tapped on the blank white wall.  Moments later, a control padd shimmered out from behind a holo-image, and after a few additional taps, a larger portion of the wall vanished as well, revealing a complete work station—screen, keypad and all.  

Alan’s eyes lit up.  He wouldn’t have suspected a holographic image to be in the cellar of one’s basement, but at this point, he didn’t really care.  The holography was gone, and the door was wide open to exact Erin’s plan.  He looked to her, and giving her the opportunity to begin the project, but Erin quickly shook her head.  “That’s okay,” she said.  “You can get started.  I’ll check your progress in a few minutes.”

“Lovely,” said Christopher.  He stepped over to the controls and immediately dove into the new program, finding the interface to be almost an exact duplicate of Starfleet’s standard LCARS design, he knew that the problems encountered would be few and far between.

Erin shifted uncomfortably on her crate, and watched the boy watch Alan.  He was enthralled, if only for a moment, before making his way back toward his companions.  “Hey,” she called out quietly before he could arrive.  The boy turned.  “Come here!”

He rolled his eyes, and slowly trotted over to Erin’s side.  “What?”

“Have a seat.”  Erin motioned for him to sit down on Alan’s box.  The boy looked at the uninviting crate, nodded disapprovingly, and then slowly climbed up on it.  Once he was settled, Erin drew herself closer to the table.  “Thank you,” she said to him.

“You’re welcome, I guess,” he said quietly, trying to avoid direct eye contact with Erin.

Erin smiled.  “What’s your name?” she inquired.

“Tarik,” he said simply.

“Tarik,” Erin repeated.  “That’s a pretty cool name.  I’m Erin.  That’s Alan.”  She smiled, and extended her hand.  At first the boy frowned, and didn’t understand her gesture, but suddenly his eyes blinked with the realization of the hand shake.  He quickly grabbed her hand with surprising force and smiled.

“Erin’s a pretty cool name, too,” Tarik said as he withdrew his hand.  He sat quiet, and turned his gaze upon Alan for a moment.  “Is he your boyfriend?”

Erin couldn’t suppress the sheepish smile that suddenly popped onto her face.  The question was so cute—and out of the blue that it caught her completely off guard.  Still, she managed to say the right thing, a very definite, “No!”

Tarik’s face suddenly lit up.  “Good,” he chirped. Realizing what he just said, the boy turned several shades of red, and quickly climbed down from his crate and rejoined the others, who were now all back in the waking realm.

The moment Tarik had settled in with the others, Erin turned on her crate to see Alan already looked back at her.

“Funny,” said Alan quaintly, “he doesn’t seem like your type.  Then again, apparently, neither do I.”

Erin rose from her crate and knelt down beside Alan.  “Does that make you sad?”  she asked, hinting at sarcasm.

He smiled.  “Erin, you are the star that my world revolves around,” he said passionately before adding, “It’s a class-K star with a luminosity of 10,340, an absolute magnitude of –6, and a temperature of 3,866 Kelvins.  Six planets; three class-M, two class-J and one class-L.” 

“That’s so sweet,” Erin chirped.  “You think I’m a red giant!  Either that, or some old, moldy, decrepit star that’s at the end of its usefulness.  Is that it?”

She smiled as Alan gulped.  “Of course not.  You’re not very moldy at all.”

Erin clenched her jaw, and cast an icy gaze upon Alan.  He tried to counter the maneuver with a glare of his own, but failed miserably, and quickly shriveled up in defeat.  Erin smiled victoriously, and then pushed him aside of the workstation.  She hastily went over his new file, and was rather surprised by the results.  “Strange,” she said.  “It doesn’t look like you’ve done anything!”

Alan’s hands wavered hesitantly as they floated over the controls.

Erin smiled.  “Are you casting a magic spell on it?”

“You said this wasn’t going to be easy…”

As he entered the chamber, Talyere quickly saw the blackness engulfing the room diminish to a relatively brighter level of illumination.  It wasn’t optimal lighting conditions, but it was better than pitch black.

With the newfound lighting, an entire plethora of detail became visible.  The chamber was quite large.  Supporting the walls were a series of giant, grayish-ivory arches, evenly spaced at intervals of a couple of meters, all the way around the room.  They climbed the entire ceiling, and met at an apse in the ceiling, just above a tall obelisk that sat in the center of the room.

The obelisk was surrounded by a thin metal rail, housing a few dysfunctional work stations.  The obelisk itself was a thick, black casing that housed a generous stream of reddish-orange energy.  The energy, the source of the chamber’s illumination, pulsed rampantly through the obelisk, producing a low chugging sound.

The rest of the chamber was still poorly illuminated.  Talyere could make out a few supplemental stations on the walls.  They all supported a fair amount of damage in the form of ash and scorch marks, rendering them all dysfunctional.  Talyere sighed, and turned to Bator, who was still transfixed on the obelisk.

“What is it?” Talyere inquired.

Bator pointed at the obelisk.  “There’s writing on it,” he said.  “It’s hard to make out, though.”

Talyere stepped closer to Bator’s position, curious as to the development.  “Can you read any of it?”

The Phobian squinted, ran his fingers over the text, and squinted some more.  “Many of the characters have degraded over the years,” he said somberly.  “But it appears to be a memorial of some sort.”

 “A memorial?” Talyere frowned.  “Several hundred meters underground, in a terribly complex cave system is a very odd place for a memorial,” he said.

Bator readily agreed.  “I have been tempted to speculate that some sort of disaster buried it, but since we know that the caverns were built by my people, they knowingly erected it down here.”

“But why?” Talyere asked.  It didn’t make any sense.  Why would anyone take the time to build a memorial, and then bury it where nobody could find it?  In his opinion, that basically defeated the entire purpose.  “Undoubtedly, we have not gathered enough data to correctly ascertain the reason for its location.”

There was definitely the consensus, as Bator nodded his head in agreement.  “Perhaps my people lived underground.  Hence, placing the memorial here would have been a natural occurrence.”

Not wanting to burst Bator’s bubble, Talyere decided not to mention the fact that very few races that lived underground had space-fairing technology.  He quickly reviewed the Elorg database in his mind, confirming his suspicions.  Only subterranean one race, the Hedrali, had achieved space travel.  Their advances were slow and extremely limited, and since the Hedrali were not known today, he assumed their empire collapsed—or gave up space travel to resume their subterranean lives.  Either way, the Hedrali were gone.

The Phobians were definitely a highly advanced civilization.  Na’zar had seen their vessels; he had interacted with, or at least observed Phobian people.  They did not live underground.  Whatever their reasons for putting the memorial in its current resting place, it continued to elude Talyere.

Finally, Bator gave up trying to read the ancient script, and stepped away from the obelisk.  “Well, it wasn’t exactly what I was hoping for—an old obelisk with some indecipherable text…  But I suppose something is better than nothing.”

Talyere nodded.  “It is,” he said.  “And you should be thankful of that.  Perhaps with further examination of the chamber, we will be able to uncover some additional data which will help to better understand the Phobian Republic.”

“I hope so,” said Bator.  He brushed the generous layer of dust off from the inoperative control panel on the railing surrounding the obelisk and tapped at the controls.  Not surprisingly, nothing happened.  He moved on to the other work station on the opposite side of the obelisk and performed a similar maneuver, eliciting the same results.

“We know there’s energy,” Talyere said, looking at the flaming streams of energy surging through the obelisk.  “Perhaps it is not connected to the rest of the chamber.”

“If I knew anything about Phobian engineering, I would try to make the connections.  Unfortunately, I don’t,” said Bator somberly.

“Nor do I,” said Talyere.  He took a step back and glanced at the obelisk for a moment.  “Perhaps if we took a moment to honor the dead, their chi-goehs will render aid to us.”

Bator looked up from his study of the dead station.  “Chi-goehs?” he mimicked.

Talyere smiled.  “Sacred Echo,” he translated.  “Their spirits.  Under most circumstances, I disregard the chi-goehs as a myth, as do most on the Conclave of Overseers.  But since I am no longer among them, I suppose I may deviate from tradition… again.”

This seemed to have grabbed Bator’s attention.  The Phobian stepped away from the controls and approached Talyere.  “What do we need to do?”

Talyere looked down to the floor.  It was terribly dusty.  He quickly brushed away some of the debris with his foot before seating himself on the cold, but oddly enough, not very metallic floor.  “We meditate, of course.”

“Meditation,” Bator grumbled as he made himself comfortable.  “I must admit, I’ve never done this before.”

“That will not be a problem,” said Talyere.  “Just close your eyes and listen to the sound of my voice.

“Meris kudio entaro gau julin a pah temp-les ju chi-goehs.  Chi-goehs ju liir suvana tulin an revek siltoro besiir…”

As he looked over the astrometrics lab, Commander Harrison suddenly realized why main engineering was usually the first choice when a new command post was required.  There were a lot more stations in engineering, and a lot more room.

But the lower decks were suffering from a series of mysterious EPS ruptures. Engineering was still working on repairs to the engines, and the added presence of an entire bridge crew would only make things worse down there.  So astrometrics was the logical choice in this instance—but still…

The large, panoramic view screen served as a lovely replacement for the smaller version on the bridge.  But aside from that, everything was smaller, right down to the space allotted for Harrison’s command post.  Since he couldn’t bring the Captain’s chair with him, he was relegated to standing, or sitting on the chair at the astrometric control station—which now dubbed as the new helm, and was occupied by a very busy Kendall Johnson.

Realizing that Johnson had been doing a lot more work in the past few hours than himself, Harrison allowed his subordinate to take the chair—that way he would be rested enough to continue working for several more hours.  Still, Harrison desired to know what was going on, so he walked over to the new helm and peered over Johnson’s shoulder.  “Status report?”

Johnson tapped a few controls and brought up the most important pieces of news first: the damage report.  “The hull has sustained 773 micro-fractures, the starboard warp nacelle has been completely destroyed, and we’ve got several EPS ruptures.   But aside from that, damage is light.”

Harrison would have thought otherwise.  There were scorch marks everywhere.  Ashes and debris littered the walls and floor, and several panels were only half-lit.  They were running on emergency lights, getting additional light from the flashing red alert lights—but damage was light… He sighed.  “Will we be able to lift off?”

Again, Johnson accessed the controls.  The computer produced a series of bleeps before Johnson said anything.  “It looks like it,” he said, “when the quantum inversion field is over, we shouldn’t have any problems getting back into orbit—but with one warp nacelle, we won’t be getting much further than that.  Then of course there are the Romulans.  They’ll probably shoot us down before we get too far, anyway.”

Harrison was a firm believer in the statement, “no news is good news.”  The sequence of events he had been witness to over the past couple of days only confirmed that.  It seemed as if there was constantly somebody coming up to him and informing him of one situation or another, and of course, none of the news he was hearing was particularly enthralling.  EPS ruptures, hull breeches, Romulans… lots of news is bad news…  And that was exactly what Harrison was getting.

As he crawled through the hazy Jefferies Tubes of deck ten, Lucas Tompkins had only one wish: a third hand.  As if crawling through the bowels of the ship wasn’t bad enough, doing it while trying to drag along a repair kit was even less fun.  He would clank it against the wall and mess up the calibration on his tools, or not move fast enough, and bang his knee into the kit.  There was just no good place to keep it.

Making matters worse, the elusive EPS rupture was nowhere to be found… and deck ten, being one of the largest decks on the ship, made his search that much worse.  He projected it could take several hours for him to crawl through the entire deck, even with the help of his trusty tricorder.  Thankfully, the atmospheric systems were still functioning, filtering out the noxious, toxic fumes associated with the EPS ruptures; hence, Tompkins knew that the clock was not ticking; he wouldn’t suddenly drop dead.  Still, he knew it would be in everyone’s best interests if he should stumble upon the conduit with due haste.

He continued along through the foggy tubes for several minutes until he stumbled upon a patch of dense smog and haze.  For a moment, the fumes became noxious, calling forth a few nauseating hacks from deep within Tompkins’ lungs.  He waved the fumes away from his face and quickened his pace, eventually entering a clearing that was virtually free of fumes and haze.

It was an inconsequential adjunct, nothing more than a place in the middle of the jungle of Jefferies Tubes for weary engineers to stop and rest.  Hatches led in all directions—including dead ahead.  Tompkins knew that hatch, being relatively near the outer hull, was usually closed, so he was mildly surprised to see it wide open.  

He quickly grabbed his tricorder for an analysis.  It bleeped for a few moments before indicating that there were no EPS ruptures near by, but upon closer analysis, Lucas quickly noted that there may be a good reason why—he was detecting life signs dead ahead.  He snapped the tricorder shut, placed it back in the holster on his belt, and crawled into the hatch a few meters ahead.

Tompkins crawled foreword a few meters, and after the haze cleared, the outline of a crewmember became visible.  She was sitting Indian-style before the rupture, waving a tricorder in front of it to check her handy-work. 

“Hello?” called out Lucas.

The tricorder instantly snapped shut, and the figure turned to see Tompkins.  After crawling ahead a bit, Tompkins could make out the figure to be Jayla Trinn.  “What are you doing down here?” he snapped.

“Fixing the conduit,” she replied.

His eyes widened.  “Are you sure you should be doing this?” Lucas asked slowly.  “I mean, this isn’t the safest environment for you to work in.”

Jayla’s shoulders immediately sank, and she sighed in exasperation.  “Would you rather I lock myself in my quarters for the next eight months?”

“No,” said Lucas adamantly.  Before she could twist his words any further, he quickly added, “I would rather that everything just… return to normal… go back to the way it was.”

Lucas wasn’t sure if that was a very good thing to say, since it basically told Jayla that he didn’t want anything to do with their child.  Of course, he knew he would care for it no matter what; he just wished he wouldn’t have to.

To his relief, Jayla did not retort unfavorably.  In fact, he was mildly surprised when she responded, “I wish things would go back to normal, too.”   She slowly shook her head, adding, “They’re not going to.”

Lucas sighed, pulling in a deep lungful of the steely, metallic air.  As the hazy smog danced around them in the confines of the Jefferies Tube, an eerie silence filtered in around them, broken by only the faintest echoes of the hissing EPS ruptures.  

His gaze slowly focused in on Jayla.  What he once found an attractive, exciting aspect of his life had very rapidly fallen to a stressful, long-term situation that he had no idea how to even begin to control.  He knew that, along with Jayla, he was going to have to start making some very difficult decisions in the coming months—decisions that hadn’t even crossed his mind prior to a few days ago: marriage, children, life, death… 

And they would have to be addressed…  Lucas didn’t know where to begin.  He didn’t know how to begin… And as he thought of it, he wasn’t sure if he even wanted to begin.  In all reality, he wanted this entire situation to crawl back under the rock from which it had come from, so he could return to his regularly scheduled life.

But what did Jayla want?  Did she want to get married?  She said she wanted things to return to normal—did she even want the baby?  What if she didn’t?  They what would they do?

Lucas buried his head in his knees.  His heart felt tired and worn, his mind was turning into stone and his emotions were completely out of control.  Lucas was glad he was in a Jefferies Tube, where nobody could see him—but he could definitely see himself.

When suddenly, he felt the deck plates vibrate slightly, followed by a gentle rumbling.  A moment later, there was an explosion and the renewed hissing sound, indicative of yet another EPS rupture.  “What the hell?  This is getting ridiculous,” he grumbled.

Jayla pulled out her tricorder and tapped away at the controls.  “Definitely another rupture.  I can’t pinpoint its exact location, but it appears to be only a few meters away.”

Tompkins gathered his supplies and slowly started to crawl back out to the adjunct from which he came.  “You’re done here, right?”

“Repairs are complete,” said Trinn, collecting her own materials and following Tompkins out to the adjunct.

When he finally arrived, Tompkins immediately knew something was not right with the picture he was seeing.  He couldn’t exactly put his finger on it, but something was wrong.  He momentarily shrugged off the feeling, and helped Jayla out of the tube. 

“Thank you,” she said, dusting off her uniform and closing the hatch behind her.

Immediately, Tompkins knew what was wrong.  He gulped, and turned to Jayla.  “This is bad,” he said softly.

Confused, Jayla matched his tone.  “What?”

Slowly, Tompkins pointed at the hatches in the adjunct.  Three of them were open—the one Lucas had come from to get to the rupture, and two others, on the left and right, which were previously closed.  At first it didn’t look like Jayla realized what was going on, but after a moment, the same disturbing thoughts clearly popped into her head.  “These aren’t random EPS ruptures,” said Lucas somberly.  “They’re being purposely ruptured… by an intruder…”

Without any hesitation, both Tompkins and Trinn reached for their phasers, and placed them firmly in their grasps.  A grim situation had just gotten a whole lot worse.

“Where the hell is the impedrizine?” 

Sarah Hartman’s words echoed faintly throughout the empty Jefferies Tubes, reaching nobody’s ears but her own, and those of Neelar Drayge.  Of course, Neelar did not respond, and Hartman knew that the required medications were in her kit somewhere… so in essence, her statement was totally pointless.  Besides, she found that talking out her frustrations helped keep her focused.  

And at this very moment, Hartman wanted her mind to be as focused as possible.  Drayge’s condition was not good—in fact, it was worsening.  Hartman had managed to stabilize many of his injuries, and now she was turning her attention to the plasma burns.  It wasn’t the most extreme set of burns Hartman had ever seen, but until the transporters came back online, there was no way to get Drayge out of the Jefferies Tubes, and to sick bay to get proper treatment—hence, her added frustration.  

Finally, after a long, frantic search through her med-kit, Hartman finally stumbled upon the impedrizine.  She quickly grabbed it and jammed it into a hypospray before injecting the substance into Drayge’s neck.  The hypospray hissed as it released the drugs into his system, effectively halting any further degradation of Dragye’s systems—on behalf of the plasma burns at least.

Almost immediately, Drayge gasped for air.  His eyes flickered open, and he emitted a weak groan.  Hartman jumped back, surprised at Drayge’s sudden return to the realm of the conscious, but upon seeing that he was okay, she sighed.

“How bad is it?” Drayge rasped after a moment.

“I’ve seen worse,” Hartman said, attempting to sound comforting.  It wasn’t exactly her forte, and everyone knew it… but usually when one was on the table as was Drayge, they couldn’t exactly recall Hartman’s exact weaknesses—and if they didn’t know her, they would assume she was just plain rude (admittedly, that was the case at times).  She grabbed her tricorder and ran it over Drayge again.  “To be blunt, things could get a little unpleasant until we can get you back to sick bay.”

“Oh,” said Drayge weakly.  His voice cracked with that statement, and his eyes slowly began to flutter closed once more.  “I can handle… un… pleasant… bu—”

As quickly as he had gained consciousness, Drayge lapsed back into the unconscious.

Hartman’s tricorder suddenly emitted a series of shrill bleeps.  She glanced down to see Drayge had gone into cardiac arrest—a contingency Hartman was not thoroughly prepared for.  She slapped her communicator to call for help, but suddenly realized that any help that could arrive would be too late.  She had to act now, using her own skills to save Drayge.

Otherwise…

After listening to Lahar’s almost constant status reports and drab tactical updates for hours on end, Arkose finally took it upon himself to vacate the bridge for his ready room, where he could endure at least a brief period of peace and quiet.  But the instant Arkose sat down, the moment he had been dreading for years had arrived—his ideals collided.

Arkose, a highly decorated member of the Romulan Senate, had known what he was getting himself into when he accepted this long-term assignment to Aurillac VII.  He knew they would unleash the fury of the quantum inversion field on the planet, conquer its government and restore the planet to Romulan control.  He knew that people would die, but he could live with that fact, knowing that it was the quantum inversion field that killed them, not him.

But things had turned sour for Arkose.  The Federation had intervened too early, and warned the Aurillians of the coming darkness, giving them time to evacuate to the underground caverns, safe from the catastrophic effects of the inversion field.  There, from the safety of their caverns, the population would be safe, and could even begin to rebel against the Romulans.  Arkose knew they had to deal with this threat, and logically, the most effective course of action was to execute them.

All of them.  

The very notion did not sit well with Arkose.  Being a military officer, he knew very well that death was often the result of their campaigns—and being a Romulan military officer, he also knew that executions were acceptable.  He was well trained, and gave Lahar full authority to carry out those orders to the maximum extent… but with each passing hour, Arkose could hear his other affiliation beginning to speak to him…

Unification was a radical underground movement to reunite Romulus and Vulcan.  It wasn’t considered a very powerful organization, even with the support of Ambassador Spock.  In fact, Unification received more bad publicity than good—most notably, Commander Sela’s use of the movement to plan an invasion of Vulcan, using Unification as a pretext.

Still, Arkose had followed the movement for decades, becoming involved with it during his youth.  He was not a very active member, nor was his involvement well known, allowing him to continue in the Romulan Military without any repercussions.  He would carry out his orders, and that was the end of it.  Unification stayed out of his military career…  Until now.

The Vulcans would frown upon this operation.  It was illogical and filled with subterfuge.  It betrayed their every belief, right down to the murder of 300 million innocent Aurillians.  Furthermore, it would virtually guarantee the failure of the Unification movement—and being a part of that movement, Arkose would undoubtedly be held responsible.

He sighed, These thoughts are not appropriate for a loyal Romulan Senator.  The Unification movement has practically failed, in the first place.  Why bother to fear their wrath? I shall have the Aurillians executed as planned.
The door suddenly chimed.  Without waiting for a response, they opened and admitted Lahar.  She stood starkly, several meters before Arkose’s desk for several moments before approaching her superior.  “I have a tactical update,” she said flatly.  “The quantum inversion field continues to weaken, and is rapidly gaining velocity.  It will clear Aurillac VII within two hours.  We will be able to return then.”

Not wanting her to continue, Arkose simply nodded.  “Very well,” he grunted.  “Keep me apprised of the situation.”

Lahar nodded, turned on her heel and left as quickly as she had arrived.  Arkose could hear her snapping orders even before she reemerged onto the bridge.  

Arkose had no doubts in his mind about the extent of Lahar’s hunger for power.  If she ever found out about his ties to Unification, she would undoubtedly exploit them to her advantage with due haste.  In essence, she had suddenly made all the difficult decisions Arkose had been struggling with—for he needed to keep his dark secrets as nothing more than shadows in the night…  The executions would have to proceed.

And he almost believed it.

Chapter Twelve

Though she had been taking extreme measures to keep the children entertained, Erin found herself engaged in a plethora of additional activities.  First and foremost, she found herself constantly peeping over Alan’s shoulder, monitoring his slow, but steady progress on the forcefield. 

His work was methodical and efficient—a bit slower than Erin might have done, but it lacked cursing other colorful language that the children didn’t need to hear in the first place—language Erin knew would erupt if she had been working on the forcefield.  So perhaps her relegation to morale officer was a blessing in disguise.

Naturally, Erin wasn’t thrilled with the prospects of morale, so, in the few breaks in which the children were thoroughly entertaining themselves with a game of Metrix, she quietly slinked away to her makeshift table nearby and started tinkering with her tricorder.

And several enhancements later, Erin finally had rigged the tricorder to act as a device to forecast their future trials with the quantum inversion field.  Her initial analysis indicated it was nearing its end.  The particle field had decreased in its density, the plasma storms were less rampant, the winds had let up, and the thunder was no longer constant.  It seemed as if they all indicated the storm was drawing to a close—and Erin felt confident that it was… but like March, it was going to go out like a lion.

When she first started to suspect things were going downhill, the plasma storms were still a good distance away.  However, given the extreme increase in velocity, those storms were rapidly approaching, and by the time Erin was confident they were in for a very rough conclusion to their saga, the wind had already assumed its howling, and the thunder had returned.  Only this time when the thunder rumbled, the entire house shook—literally. 

“Any day now, Alan,” she called out as her little table collapsed to the floor in a cacophony of clunks and bumps.

“I’m going as slow as possible,” he said sarcastically from the controls.

Erin rolled her eyes, and quickly came up alongside Alan.  She knelt down beside him and looked over the program.  “It looks good,” she commended.  “Is it done?”

A deep, sonorous roar of thunder blasted down from the heavens above.  Erin could feel the house vibrating.  She could hear the windows breaking upstairs.  And she saw a crack manifest itself in the wall.  “I sure hope it’s done,” she said quietly.

Alan tapped a few controls before closing the program file.  “It’s done,” he assured her.

“Good.”

It was not Erin’s, but Tarik’s voice that had spoken, coming up from behind.  Erin smiled as he approached and welcomed him into their little circle.  “What’s up?” Erin asked.

“Nothing,” said Tarik.  “I’m just getting tired of Metrix.  You could have had us play something else.”

Erin smiled.  “It’s the only game you have that I know how to play.”

“Hey,” said Tarik defensively, “it’s not my house!  I’m just visiting.  I have lots of cool things to do at my house.”

“Like what?”

Tarik went to open his mouth, but he was abruptly cut off by a rabid jolt of energy, followed promptly by a monstrous roar of thunder.  Erin’s eyes quickly darted to the wall just in time to see the small crack grow into a considerable breech.

Above, she could hear the constant banging of particles and debris on the forcefield—a telltale zap that indicated the field was working.  She let out a brief sigh, and turned to Alan.  “I don’t like this,” she admitted.

The crack had his attention, too.  “Nor do I,” he said, watching it grow.  “I think our efforts may have been too little, too late…”

 The next few moments were nothing more than a blur for Erin.  As the sonorous blasts of thunder raged on, Erin watched as the crack in the wall expanded tremendously, blowing up the control station, and effectively ending the program.  Alan quickly jumped back as the flames burst out of the computer.

Tarik managed to grab him, and keep him from crashing into the floor, but his small size wasn’t enough to stop Alan’s descent completely.  Had the ceiling not begun to cave in, Erin might have even laughed, but as debris from above started pouring down in the form of bulkheads she quickly retreated.

Alan scrambled to his feet, and lounged out of the way of the falling debris.  Tarik, unable to follow him, hastily darted in the opposite direction.  It was the last time she saw him.  Alan, in his haste to get away, grazed Erin, setting her into motion as well.

Together they crashed into the floor, just in time to see the large bulkhead crash down into the cellar, followed in short succession by the contents of the room above.  Chairs, tables, plants, everything crashed down from above.

“Take cover!”  shouted Alan over the cacophony of noise and dust—though his warning was probably a little late in coming.

The entire house caved in on itself with a deafening roar.  The screams and cries of the children were the last thing she could remember hearing before everything went dark…

After reciting countless verbal meditations, Talyere eventually had succumbed to a state of mental clarity—a state so pure and serine that nothing except divine intervention could break his concentration.  As the golden silence danced around in his thoughts, Talyere could venture into the depths of his mind and explore the deepest mysteries of the universe.

This was a practice he observed each and every morning.  Though he didn’t attempt to seek out the meaning of life, he did use the meditations as an opportunity to clear his mind of clutter, and prepare it for a new day with a fresh start, completely devoid of yesterday’s troubles.

Today was an exception however.  First and foremost, Talyere was not before the Tome of Na’zar, snug in his quarters—he was in a drab Phobian memorial.  Secondly, they needed answers that the memorial simply wasn’t providing, and though he doubted that the chi-goehs would actually come to his aid, Talyere hoped the meditation would buy him enough time to keep Bator quiet, and find an alternate solution.

Naturally, none came to mind.  They had been meditating for hours now, and given the quaint sighs and weak grunts emanating from Bator, the Phobian was not extremely invigorated by the experience.  On one occasion, Talyere even dared to emerge from his meditative state to see Bator just sitting, waiting for Talyere to finish.  Quickly, before the Phobian noticed, Talyere blinked his eyes shut and resumed his meditations, but knowing that Bator was staring him down made Talyere’s efforts that much more strained.

So finally, seeing that his efforts were not going to do anything but waste time, Talyere sighed, and broke his trance.  He quickly saw Bator snap into a trance, but it was obvious to Talyere that he was pretending.  Still, Talyere played along, and gently shook Bator’s shoulder.  “Awaken, Bator.  Our period of mediation has expired.”

Bator’s eyelids slowly rolled back.  He took in a breath of the stale air and stretched his arms and legs before turning his attention to Talyere.  “Did you see anything in your meditations?”

Talyere shook his head.  “Unfortunately, my meditations proved to be moderately fruitless.  I was unable to see anything of consequence.”

After a moment of silence, Bator joined in Talyere’s sulking.  “There has to be something more to this memorial,” he grumbled.  “It’s just not… visible to us.”

Talyere agreed completely.  He came to his knees, dusted himself off, and then started to rise to his feet, when he saw something shimmer at the base of the obelisk.  At first, he dismissed it as a trick of light and shadows, but then, given the lack of progress they had seen, Talyere decided it might be worth further study.  He pointed to the exact location where he had seen the shimmers.  “Look at that.”

Bator complied, and squinted at the base.  “I don’t see anything,” he said quietly.

Maybe it was just an illusion, but Talyere wasn’t about to give up that easily.  He slowly approached the obelisk on all fours, and with each passing meter, he became that much more convinced that something was there, until finally, he was under the metallic rail, dusting off a small plaque that had fallen from its resting spot above.

Talyere grabbed the small plaque and brushed off the thick layer of dust, revealing a shiny metallic surface.  The plaque was about fourteen centimeters long, three centimeters thick, and relatively light-weighted.  He brought it to his fiery orange eyes and was able to make out some inscriptions on the side.  Unable to read them, he passed the plaque to Bator.

“It does not appear to be a part of the memorial,” he said after a moment of contemplation.  He pointed to the text and added, “It appears to be a series of instructions outlining proper handling of the plaque.”

“And?”

He set the plaque on the surface of the nearest control station—one of the two attached to the railing surrounding the obelisk.  “And we are severely manhandling it,” he said.  

“Can you determine it’s proper usage?”

“It doesn’t exactly say, but given the place it had fallen, I suspect it should be attached to one of these two stations,” Bator said, gesturing to the rail-mounted duo.

Already on his hands and knees, Talyere slowly craned his neck around the station Bator was standing at, looking for some sort of indentation where the plaque would fit in.  But to his chagrin, the entire surface was smooth and uninterrupted—no sign of a plaque at all.

Only marginally discouraged, he crawled around to the other station and peeked at its underside—and sure enough, a gap roughly fourteen centimeters long, six centimeters high, and two centimeters deep presented itself.  Talyere let out a sigh of relief and called Bator over.  “This is most definitely the proper terminal,” he said.

Bator carefully picked up the plaque and walked it over to the other control station.  When he arrived, he slowly lowered it to Talyere’s level.  The Elorg carefully plucked the plaque from Bator’s hand and slowly inserted it into the niche.  It made a satisfying CLANK as it locked into place, and almost instantly, Talyere noticed a difference in his surroundings.

The obelisk began to pulse faster.  The lights came to life and several computer stations whirred into existence.  But as he pulled himself to his feet, Talyere noticed several other changes—including the appearance of two large seams in the walls, and some controls to go with them.  Talyere recognized them as doors.  He quickly rushed to the controls with hopes of solving their mysteries, but to his chagrin, he was gifted with yet another mystery.  “This writing is not Phobian,” he said as he gazed at the labels on the new control panels.

Bator frowned, scratched his head, and concurred.  “I don’t recognize any of these characters,” he said.

“That is most odd,” noted Talyere.  He randomly tapped on a few of the keys, eliciting nothing except a discouraging bleep.  He slowly turned away from the controls and gazed out at the rest of the chamber.  A few of the panels had activated—but those that did were not consistent with Phobian text, either.

Talyere frowned and slowly approached the nearest one.  Like the door panel, he tapped in a few random commands that had no effect, but as he continued, Talyere suddenly struck a chord with the computer.  A green pulse shot up through the computer screen at the place Talyere had tapped.  Moments later, a schematic appeared on the screen, accompanied by a jumble of alien text, and a flashing red dot.

The schematic, a long squid-like wire frame, rotated about, but the flashing dot persisted.  As with most flashing dots on schematics, it had to indicate something, and given Talyere’s basic command, he was certain it had to be a basic schematic he was seeing.  “That could be our location,” he said softly.

As he approached, Bator nodded his agreement.  The dot was relatively near the edge of the schematic, in a place where it was possible to have adjacent chambers in the places the seams had appeared on the walls.  So confidently, Talyere concluded that was indeed their position.  But given the look of the schematic, he also made another, more startling conclusion.  “If these schematics are so, then we are not in a memorial.”

Bator gasped, and took a closer look at the schematics.  It never made sense to just put the memorial down here—even if it was in a complex.  It had to be something more.  And suddenly, the memorial’s true origins came to light, “It’s a ship…” 

From the first step out of the turbolift several hours ago, Lucas Tompkins’ experience on deck ten was nothing but a series of situations he would have rather avoided.  EPS ruptures, Drayge’s injuries, the encounter with Jayla, and now and intruder was roaming around completely unchecked.

With Trinn’s help, Tompkins had managed to track the intruder out of the Jefferies Tubes and into the wide open corridors of deck ten.  Though he attempted to hide his tracks by randomly creating EPS ruptures, Jayla was eventually able to piece together his most likely course, which led directly to the corridors.

Still, they had no idea who this intruder was, what he wanted, or even how he got on the Starlight in the first place.  Not wanting to take any chances, both engineers readily traded in their small hand phasers at the armory for something a little more potent—the compressional phaser rifles.  They were sleek, massive weapons issued by Starfleet in 2371 to replace the standard phaser rifles, but they proved too bulky, and were replaced with a newer model a few years later.  Still, Starfleet issued them for extreme situations, because they delivered a lot more firepower than their newer counterparts.

Lucas wasn’t sure if this situation was extreme, but still, he felt a whole lot better knowing he had one of these babies in his hands.  He held it close to his body, and carefully trained it upon almost anything that moved.  The deck had been evacuated at the first signs of trouble, so Tompkins didn’t have to worry about shooting a fellow officer… which was a good thing because his finger was more than a little jittery.

Behind him by only a few meters was Jayla.  She also had her weapon trained dead ahead, but her eyes often wandered off to the sides and even back behind them, just in case they were being followed.  After performing this little maneuver, she quickly pulled up alongside Lucas.  “Why don’t we contact Commander Harrison?” she whispered.

Lucas stopped in a particularly dense cloud of smog and fog, and slowly pulled Jayla into the dark recesses of the corridor from which it emerged.  “One: The sensors aren’t functioning on this deck; we’re on the intruder’s trail, and if we stop and wait for security, we might not find the intruder again until its too late.  Second: When security arrives, they like to make a lot of noise.  When that happens, the intruder will know we’re onto him, and we may lose him again.  As long as he doesn’t know we’re following him, we’ve got a slight upper-hand that—”

Suddenly, a high-pitched shrieking noise cut through the virtually air, sending a wave of terror down Tompkins’s spine.  Given its intensity, the source was very nearby.  Tompkins clutched his weapon and slowly crept back into the corridor, each step filled with terror and trepidation.  Something was very, very nearby…

Rachael Meyer smiled as she and the EMH finished repairs on their latest patient.  It was the last of the critical injuries, and to her relief, they had survived the rush without another death.  “You’re going to be just fine,” she told the Lieutenant laying on the bio-bed.

“Thanks,” he replied weakly.

She reached for a hypospray.  “Let me just—”

Noise… shrieks… piercing shrieks!  It came from nowhere, but it was everywhere in Meyer’s mind.  It filled her head with agony.  She clasped her hands over her ears to block it out, but to no avail.  The noise would not retreat!  

The Lieutenant frowned.  “Are you okay?”

But as Rachael Meyer crashed to the floor, it was obvious that she was not…

Aurillac VII was back on the view screen of the Trinexx.  Lahar smiled faintly as she saw the last few streaks of blood-red atmospheric disturbances fade away, indicating the planet was finally free of the inversion field they had unleashed upon it.  She sighed, pleased with the operation, and turned to Mereth for a more detailed report.

“The inversion field has retreated from this system,” he said plainly.  “Within six days, it should dissipate completely.”

Lahar folded her arms.  “Excellent,” she said, pacing deviously behind the helm.  When she finally came to a stop, it was directly behind the lowly sublieutenant manning the station.  She peered over his shoulders and said, “Maintain our cloak, and set course for Aurillac VII, warp one.”

He hastily tapped away at the controls.  “It is done,” he said after a moment.

Lahar turned to Arkose, who had been silent in his command chair for the duration of the conversation.  She assumed he was letting her handle the operation now—since it was her plan in the first place.  Still, they were on his ship, so as a courtesy, she consulted him before making any decisions.  Of course, Arkose nodded his approval, and Lahar nodded back.  “Execute,” she said to the helmsman.

She watched intently as his hand approached the proper controls, and braced herself for the quick jolt into low warp—but before any of that happened, a sensor alarm sounded. 

And then another.

And another.

And another, until Lahar finally lost count, and turned to Mereth for a report.  She didn’t even have to ask—he was a good officer, and knew exactly what she was about to demand, so Mereth simply complied, albeit, lacking his usual drab objectivity.  “It is the Enterprise,” he said, his voice dripping with disgust.

That in itself wasn’t of much concern to Lahar.  Alone, the Trinexx could defeat the Enterprise, but with two additional Warbirds available, the Federation flagship had little hope of survival…  until Mereth’s next statement…

“It is leading a fleet of eighteen starships.  They are on a course heading directly toward Aurillac VII.”

Lahar’s head snapped back to Arkose.  “They can’t know we’re here!”

He nodded.  “Agreed.  Maintain course.”

Lahar was surprised at the lack of action Arkose was taking.  Perhaps he was relegating further actions to her.  Or was it something else?  Lahar couldn’t help but wonder.  Still, she looked to the fleet, now displayed prominently on the view screen.  The very sight made her sick.  But thankfully, Lahar was very aware of the cure.  “Mereth,” she snapped, “recall all available Romulan Warbirds to Aurillac VII.”  Out of the corner of her eye, Lahar could see Arkose shifting uneasily in his seat.  Not wanting to do anything rash, she completely turned away from him and said, “We stand at the twilight of our empire.  But a victory here will ensure a new dawn.  I fully intend to be the one to ring it in…”

Tompkins peered through the dense, roiling fog that had manifested itself all over deck ten.  He saw nothing but shadowy figures—each one had the potential to be the intruder, but when he finally drew near enough to see detail on them, Tompkins was relieved to see they were nothing but shadows.  

Suddenly, another shriek pierced the air.  It was dead ahead.  If he had the ability to move his hands away from his weapon, Lucas would have reached for his tricorder to find out just how far ahead the intruder was—but judging purely on instinct, he guessed at least ten meters.  “I’m guessing this isn’t a Romulan,” he whispered to Trinn after a moment.  Romulan had been his first hunch, but given the continued screams, his opinion was quickly turning in another direction.  Where, he wasn’t sure, but it was definitely not Romulan.

Trinn nodded her agreement.  “I think now would be a good time for those reinforcements,” she whispered back.

This time, Tompkins had to agree.  Slowly, he touched his comm badge, only to be greeted with a fuzzy bleeping sound.  “Communications is off line,” he whispered.

Trinn pulled out her tricorder.  “No it’s not,” she said.  “There’s some sort of highly localized bio-electric field blocking your transm…”

Her voice trailed off as a dark shadow suddenly loomed overhead, encompassing most of the available light.  In tandem, both Tompkins and Trinn raised their heads to see what had occluded their light.  Tompkins was desperately hoping it was the fog—and it was.  Some of it.

The rest of the light was occluded by the stark figure of Species 8472 looming directly overhead.

* * *

Aftermath

Part IV

Stardate 72600.2 – August 07, 2395

Chapter Thirteen

From within the swirls of cryptic white mist, the massive tripedal alien looked down upon Trinn and Tompkins with a steady, malevolent gaze that seemed to pierce anything and everything it fell upon.  Its brown, tree bark-like complexion glistened in the poor lighting of the corridor, and its heavy, labored breathing was both audible and visible as the 8472 slowly arched its back and began to creep move foreword.

The maneuver gave the beast almost fifteen centimeters of additional height, bringing its head within a few centimeters of the ceiling.  It briefly emitted a strident groan and then began to quicken its pace.

Tompkins gulped down the lump in his throat.  Unsure of the alien’s intentions, he trained his phaser rifle on the alien; his finger hovered over the trigger.  With each consecutive step the alien took foreword, Lucas took one backward until finally, he finally heard Trinn gently bump into the wall.

Without even looking, Tompkins knew they hadn’t reached the end of the line.  The corridor would curve and bend for another twenty meters before coming to a dead end, but with a quaint, subtle nod of his head, Tompkins motioned for Trinn to stay in place.  

She clutched her phaser and carefully aimed it directly at 8472’s head—even though a direct blast would probably have no effect, the maneuver had a marginal calming effect that Tompkins needed as his hand slowly slinked along the wall in search of an access panel.  He didn’t dare look away from 8472 out of a mortal fear that if he did, he would find himself dead a few moments later.

Though they seemed like years, Tompkins groped his had along the wall for several moments, desperately searching for a control panel.  “Damn,” he muttered as he felt his grip on his phaser slipping away.  Moments later, it crashed to the floor.

His words quickly brought forth the attention of the alien.  It growled uneasily and craned its neck around to see what Tompkins was doing. Becoming visibly unnerved with each passing moment, the alien’s long branch-like arms began to flex, until finally, it shrieked.  

It’s beady eyes became mere slits and in an instant, the alien shifted its weight to its hind-leg and fluidly sprung foreword at Tompkins—only to run into several yellowish blasts from Trinn’s compressional phaser rifle.  The alien belted out a strident shriek, it’s arms flailing aimlessly in the air as it crashed into the wall with a sonorous thud.

Tompkins hastily turned on his heel and tore the plating away from the wall, revealing the panels he had been searching for all along.  His fingers danced over the controls with a cacophony of beeps and bleeps, and within a few seconds, a golden yellow forcefield zapped into place in the segment of corridor surrounding the alien.

“It’s a level ten forcefield.  But considering he is slightly pissed off, I doubt it will last for long.”  Tompkins hastily scooped up his phaser, trained it on the forcefield and in concert with Trinn, began to back out of the corridor.

Trinn readily nodded her agreement as the alien pulled itself to its feet and began testing the forcefield with its body.  The forcefield zapped and crackled continually as they retreated, until finally Tompkins heard a highly concentrated burst, followed by a shriek and an odd silence.  There was little doubt in his mind that the forcefield was now gone.

He turned to Trinn.  “We need to get off this deck… now!”

When Matthew Harrison had entered sick bay, he had prepared himself for the possibility of a chaotic triage situation.  He was almost expecting to see half of the crew sprawled out on the floor awaiting treatment or some other atrocity.  He never liked to see people suffer like that—he didn’t have the stomach for it. 

So he was thoroughly relieved to see sickbay in relative working order.  Though every bio-bed was full, nobody was on the floor, and from what he could tell, none of the injuries were serious.  A plethora of nurses were wandering about, caring for the wounded, but as his eyes wandered, Harrison could not pinpoint Doctor Hartman.  Still, he found the EMH standing over a bio-bed, and being the next best thing, Harrison approached the hologram.

The EMH had a befuddled look on his face.  His brow was raised and his frown was continually deepening as he looked at his medical tricorder.  It wasn’t until Harrison looked at the patient did he share the Doctor’s look.

It was Rachael Meyer.  She was as serene as ever, he skin was unblemished and for the most part, she seemed to be in perfect working order.  “What’s wrong?” inquired Harrison.

The EMH snapped his tricorder shut and set it down.  “I wish I knew,” he admitted.  “She was helping me finish a procedure on Lieutenant Hawkins when she suddenly collapsed.  Aside from some increased levels of cortical activity, I’m not detecting anything wrong with her.”

Harrison folded his arms and stared at Meyer.  “Have you enough data to make a speculation?”

“My only guess,” said the EMH, “is that she is receiving some sort of telepathic message.”

“I was under the impression that Lieutenant Meyer’s species were latent telepaths.  Am I mistaken?”

“No, not at all,” said the Doctor.  He tapped on the computer controls at the side of Meyer’s bed and brought up her medical file on the screen above.  He alluded to it with his hand and continued, “But apparently she has had telepathic experiences before.”

“Stardate 72285,” Harrison read off from the screen.  He closed his eyes and quickly related the date to an event—to his relief, it was one he could easily recall, “The Yelss.  We know so little about them.  I suppose it’s not out of the question, but I find it extremely unlikely.  What does Doctor Hartman have to say about it?”

The EMH closed the file.  “I wish I knew,” he said nonchalantly.  “The Doctor is tending to a medical emergency on deck ten.”

As much as she hated to do it, Sarah Hartman was going to have to move her patient.  Drayge was badly injured, and moving him could very well make things worse—but unless he could somehow get him to sick bay, the poor Bolian would be thoroughly dead—a reality that Hartman wasn’t about to face.

She was hoping that she had healed most of the critical injuries—the ones that would make things worse on the trip to sick bay.  Then again, her equipment wasn’t functioning at its peak efficiency due to the EPS ruptures.  She could have missed a fractured rib, which could in theory become a compound fracture, puncture Drayge’s lung, and things would be that much worse.  

Quickly, Hartman changed her mind and simply stared down at the Bolian.  “You couldn’t have had this in an open corridor where we could just cart you out on a stretcher?  Always the difficult one…”

That statement in itself was pure speculation on Hartman’s part.  Aside from the quality time they were spending together right now, Hartman had never spoken to the Bolian, aside from his preliminary examination several months ago, and maybe a glancing blow here or there.  But she had never spent more than five minute with him.  She had no idea if he was difficult or not.  What did he like to do in his free time?  Where did he grow up?  She didn’t know any of it.

And as Hartman stared down at the Bolian, she began to wonder those very things about the rest of the crew.  The Lieutenant that had died… Hartman didn’t even know her name.  She worked with Rachael Meyer several times a week… but she didn’t know any of her interests.  In fact, aside from knowing her name and position, Hartman didn’t know anything about Meyer.

Then of course, there was the Captain.  They had known each other during their youths on Ka’Tula Prime.  Hartman was more of a friend to his sister, Drayan, but she still considered him a friend…  Then they went their separate ways, lost contact with each other, and were finally reunited on the Starlight.  After eight months, Hartman had barely acknowledged him.  

Hartman frowned inwardly, as for the first time in a very long while, she realized how secluded she had become.  She had become so removed from the crew that she didn’t know any of them.  She had buried herself in her tedious work, driven a wedge between herself and the rest of the crew and erected a veritable emotional blockade… all with the hopes of what?  She considered the question for several moments, but there was no viable solution. 

When it suddenly struck her:  she had lost herself.  She had lost her way—deviated from her planned path onto a road less traveled, and now she didn’t know how to get back on track.  Feeling a headache come on, Hartman sighed, took one last look at Drayge’s bio-readings, and once she was convinced he was stable, put her tricorder away and slumped down on the wall.

She was going to find a way home…

Erin Keller slowly opened her tired eyes to the blurry sight of… two people lurking overhead.  They looked like they were conversing but she couldn’t make out any of the words—and their heads didn’t look right.  They were slightly distorted and bending in odd ways.  

Slowly, she brought focus to her eyes, and with each passing moment, the two blurry faces merged into one relived Alan Christopher.

He smiled at her.  “Welcome back.”

Erin forced a weak smile.  “Thanks, Alan.  I’m fine, thank you.  How are you?”

“I was getting to that,” he assured her.  “I was just being polite and easing into the conversation.  I didn’t want to overload your mind with too much.”

“Oh,” said Erin sheepishly.  “Are you saying I’m stupid?”

Alan rolled his eyes and thinned his lips.  “You’re the one that asked,” he deadpanned before extending his arm, gesturing for her to grab on and pull herself up.

Unable to refute his claim, Erin grabbed Alan’s arm and pulled herself to her feet.  As she did so, Erin quickly discovered a plethora of muscle aches throughout her body.  Her back hurt, her legs, her arms… And as she took a brief inspection of her uniform, Erin realized just how dirty she was.  “I could really go for a trip through the sonic shower,” she grumbled.

“If you can find one that’s operational, I’d be glad to let you go,” said Alan.  He pointed at his own uniform.  “I could probably go for one myself.”

Erin stepped over some of the fallen debris, passing directly in front of Alan with a well-timed sniff.  “Definitely,” she confirmed with a quaint nod.

“Are you saying that I smell bad?” he mocked.

Erin stopped dead in her tracks and craned her neck back at him.  “Yes,” she chirped before taking a few more steps foreword.

She was standing in front of the massive bulkhead that had been supporting the upper levels of the house.  It was no longer performing that function, and when Erin looked up now, she saw nothing but a cobalt-blue sky.

Destruction was all around her.  The cellar was now just a simple hole in the ground where a massive conglomeration of trash had begun to collect.  Pieces of bulkheads bent at odd angles, shingles from roofs, leaves and even small trees had all found their way into the hole.  But considering the size of the house, Erin would have expected the cellar to have a lot more debris… but there was hardly enough to account for even half of it.   Where the rest of the house went was beyond her, but for the moment, it didn’t really matter—the important thing was that they survived.

And as Erin took a few more difficult steps over the shrapnel, she could begin to hear the quieted chatters of the children just beyond the massive bulkhead that stood before her.  She let out a brief sigh of relief, and turned her attention back to Alan.  “It’s over,” she said simply, still attempting to comprehend the scale of the destruction she was seeing.

“It’s over,” Alan agreed.  He stepped over the bench Erin recognized as the one they had seen at the barber shop earlier.  It was broken in half, wooden splinters hanging from its every limb, and to make things worse, it was partially wrapped around some sort of shrub.  Alan kicked it aside and continued foreword until he was beside Erin.

In tandem, they looked over at the heads bobbing around over on the other side of the bulkhead.  They heard the children’s almost playful chatter, and quickly realized what the next item on the agenda was.  “We’ve got to find their parents,” Erin whispered.

Alan snapped his head in her direction.  “I’m sure that’s very important, but I think our primary goal should be getting back to the ship.  I haven’t been able to contact Commander Harrison, so communications might be down… but that’s definitely our top priority.”

“Alan, I’m sure Harrison and his cronies have everything under control,” Erin shot back.  “They don’t need us right now,” she said, gesturing toward the sky before turning her gaze upon the children.  “They do!”

“They can come back with us,” suggested Christopher as he folded his arms indicating his patience was running thin.

Most crewmembers would quickly wrap up their conversation upon seeing that maneuver, but Erin was unfazed.  “Damn it, Alan!  You think I’m the stupid one here?  We’re not dealing with prisoners or scientific specimen… these are little kids and we can’t just cart them around like something you’d throw in the cargo bay!  They’ve been brave and all that… but eventually, all little kids want to see their parents—and you and I are going to find them.  End of story.”

At first, when Alan had no visible reaction, Erin wasn’t sure what effect she had on the Captain.  She knew she was either way out of line and risking a reprimand… or she was providing Alan with a more enlightened point of view.  For several moments, that remained a mystery, until Alan’s arms dropped down to their sides, and he let out a very brief chuckle.

“You are very persuasive, Erin Keller,” he said evenly. 

“Good,” she replied in an equally neutral tone… but clearly there was more to it than her voice would reveal…

For the past several hours, the blue marble on the view screen had progressively increased in size, growing until it had encompassed the entire view screen.  Lahar watched the entire transformation from behind the helm, having relieved the useless officer than had been stationed there earlier. 

For the majority of the trip, Lahar was thoroughly pleased with what she was seeing—Aurillac VII back inside Romulan territory.  That was, until several additional blips popped into sight.  They weren’t satellites.  They were Federation starships.  She cringed, and turned to Mereth at the tactical station.  “What is the status of the Federation fleet?”

Mereth peered down at his sensors.  “Eighteen Federation starships have assumed a standard orbit above the planet.”  Lahar began to frown, but Mereth quickly added, “Their weapons are off-line and their shields are down.”

From the moment Lahar glimpsed the starships, she had a vague feeling in her gut that had somehow managed to discover the cunning deception on the part of the Romulans.  But this latest bit of information would seem to infer the exact opposite—unless they were stupid.  “Perhaps they are on an errand of mercy, after all,” she suggested.

“Let us hope they are,” Arkose commented from the sleek, opulent command chair situated a few meters behind Lahar.  “Until our reinforcements arrive, our position here is vulnerable.”

Lahar glanced at the helm’s computer screens in search of the fleet’s e.t.a.  “Four hours, four minutes,” she read after a moment.  “We should drop out of warp and assume a high orbit around Aurillac VI until they arrive,” she suggested.  Such a course of action would effectively quell any emissions their ships were making, preventing the Federation from detecting the Warbirds.

Not surprisingly, Arkose nodded his approval.  “Proceed,” he said, rising from his chair and embarking upon a journey to his ready room.  “The bridge is yours,” he said to Lahar once he was in motion.

Lahar smiled faintly.  “Of course,” she replied softly.  Even though Arkose was only a few meters away, Lahar was still pleased to have assumed command of the vessel.  It gave her the power she would need to carry out her plans to their fullest extent…

Arkose came to a halt the second he heard the mechanical doors shut behind him.  He closed his eyes and let out a brief sigh before slowly treading the rest of the way to his desk.  He pulled out his seat and plopped down in it.

Almost immediately, he was greeted by a transmission from Romulus.  Arkose quickly scanned the message.  It commended him and Lahar for their excellent work on Aurillac VII, their assault on the Starlight, and their methods of dealing with the Federation fleet.  From what Arkose could gather, the entire mission had restored Romulan morale to levels not heard of since before the Dominion War.  As a result, defense perimeters around the empire had been bolstered.

Arkose smiled faintly.  Aside from the impending doom of 300 million people, the mission had been a complete success for the Romulan Empire.  Soon, every disputed colony would be back within Romulan borders, and the Federation would be at its knees.  In retrospect, 300 million people was a small price to pay for control of the Alpha and Beta Quadrants…  It was almost something Arkose could live with—that was until he spotted one of the last lines in the message from Romulus. 

He read the entire paragraphs several times, not able to absorb what he had been reading.  But it seemed to be true.  

“With the onset of a new era in the Romulan Star Empire, the Tal’Shiar commemorated the event by infiltrating the rebel Unification movement, and executing all of its members.  Undoubtedly, not all members have been located, but using the data recovered from the rebel files, the pursuit will continue until every last member has been terminated…”

Arkose clenched his jaw and slammed his fist on the computer’s interface, effectively closing the file.  Though he had not been the most active member of Unification, he was a member.  He had a lot of friends in that movement—and now they were all dead or dying—and once the Tal’Shiar discovered his links to the rebel movement, he would be joining them in shen’kor.
But not without a fight.  Arkose was going to make Romulan Empire pay for this treachery.  Murdering alien outsiders was one thing—something that Arkose could rationalize and even understand as a necessary evil.  But murdering one’s own species because they simply hoped for a brighter future was absolutely unacceptable.  The Romulans did not deserve this newfound morale.  As far as Arkose was concerned, they did not deserve to exist.

And while he knew there was little he could do about the latter of the two, Arkose knew very well how he could shatter the former… 

Slowly, Arkose closed his eyes, reached out, and touched his computer controls.  The station blinked to life with its standard greenish hues, and awaited input.  Arkose hesitated only for a moment before he started tapping away at the controls.

When he was finally done a few moments later, he leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers.  “Computer,” he said softly, “open a channel… to the Enterprise.”

A ship.

Bator could feel the adrenaline and excitement pulsing through his veins even at the thought of the revelation.  An actual ship.  “This makes a lot more sense than burying a memorial,” he said to Talyere.

The Elorg nodded briefly.  “It does.  Perhaps the Phobians intended to occlude the vessel from their enemies, with hopes of preserving it.”

“It worked,” said Bator, still excited.  “It worked really good…”

He walked over to another one of the newly activated control stations mounted on the wall.  He slowly ran his fingers of the controls, gazing at the strange alien text on the controls.  Within a few moments, he could hear Talyere’s footsteps encroaching upon his position.  Bator turned, and allowed Talyere access to this station, as well.

He tapped on some of the controls, simulating the sequences he had tried earlier.  The computer retorted with a series of disapproving bleeps, before finally displaying another schematic.  It was the same one as they had seen before—the long, squid-like vessel and the flashing red dot.  But this time, Talyere took his tinkering one step further, and attempted to manipulate the schematic.

His luck was nominal.  Time and again, the screen displayed a series of messages—presented in alien text—before reverting back to the original schematic of the vessel.  Finally, Talyere stepped away from the controls and turned to his companion.  “If we had access to a tricorder, we could simply submit this new data to its translation matrix and acquire the ability to read it,” he grumbled.

“If only we had one…” Bator sighed as he realized the situation that had developed—a paradox:  If they had the tricorder they needed, they wouldn’t need it.

  Had Bator bothered to grab a tricorder before he left the ship, Talyere wouldn’t have wound up getting them lost, because the tricorder could show them the way out.  Hence, they would have never discovered the Phobian ship, and there would have been no need for a tricorder because they wouldn’t see the alien text in the first place.  So in essence—the dreaded paradox…

Bator tried not to think about it any more.  Such things made his mind turn into clay.  Quietly, he stepped aside and allowed Talyere complete access to the computer while his mind recovered.

The Elorg made use of the time by selecting a series of random controls to press.  Of course, his chances of actually stumbling upon something of interest were so low that Bator did not hold out very much hope.  What’s more, even if Talyere did find something, the data would be presented in the alien text, so they wouldn’t be able to examine it in the first place.

Still, Talyere tapped away at the controls until the computer emitted a series of bleeps.  It said nothing, but the display flashed, and within moments, the schematic of the vessel was reduced in to a simple flashing dot on the screen—though it was quickly joined by several other flashing dots, and a series of lines that Bator made out to be the contours of Aurillac VII’s continents.  “Does this mean there are more ships?” 

Talyere shrugged.  “That is a distinct possibility,” he said, carefully analyzing the new schematic.  “From what I can gather, all of these vessels are of the same general size and design.  Perhaps the Phobians buried an entire fleet of vessels?”

That was a prospect that Bator liked very much.  “This could be the archaeological find of the century,” he mused.

Talyere stopped, and turned to Bator.  “I would think you to take it as a sign that your people could still be traveling the stars.”

Bator considered it for a moment.  “I would like to take this as a sign that my people are not extinct.”  He frowned.  “But this colony has been abandoned for thousands of years.  There haven’t been any recording sightings of Phobian ships—not even in the Delta Quadrant, where my people originate, and prior to my arrival in the Alpha Quadrant, nobody knew who the Phobians were.  If my people are still alive, they are most certainly not making it known.”

“Do you blame them?” Talyere inquired.  “It is generally accepted that the Phobians were at war with an unknown alien species that was intent on annihilating your people.  If large numbers of Phobians had managed to escape, I do not think they would make it well known out of fear that their nemesis would return and eradicate them.”

“True,” said Bator evenly, “but I’ve learned that in cases like that, some sort of legend usually is built up around it… the search for Atlantis, for example.  There was awe and wonderment, but nobody knew where the city was—but they believed it existed.”

“I see your point,” Talyere said.  “There aren’t any myths or legends that even mention the Phobians.  Furthermore, the Tome of Na’zar only allots them a very succinct, but eloquent mention—perhaps three out of thousands of pages.”

“So you see why I am not optimistic about their continued endurance over the centuries.”

“I am beginning to see your line of reasoning.” 

“Good.”  said Bator, finally feeling his mind was back from its brief period of rest.  Once more, he approached the schematic on the wall and placed it under a bit more scrutiny.  “We appear to be on a vessel in the center of the fleet,” he said.

Talyere pointed to their exact dot.  “Yes,” he confirmed.  “Given it’s position, it is probable that this vessel has taken the least quantity of damage, and is the most functional.”

Bator’s mouth curved upward ever so slightly upon hearing that.  “Just how ‘functional’ is this ship?”

“I do not know,” Talyere readily admitted.  “But my visual survey indicates only light damage; the computer stations appear to be fully functional, and the hull relatively in tact.”  He looked to the pulsing red obelisk in the center of the room.  “Obviously, main power is operational.”

“Obviously,” said Bator.  Ever since he learned they were on a ship, a very exotic idea had popped into his head.  It wasn’t very unconventional or revolutionary, but it was something that was clearly a viable option—if they could find some way to exact it.  He hesitated for a moment, unsure how to broach the topic with Talyere, but after a moment, he assured himself the idea was good, and opened his mouth to speak.  “Do you think it is within the realm of possibility to bring all ship systems on line?”

“Without a doubt,” said Talyere.  “Why?”

Bator glanced at the screen.  “Because I want to try to bring this ship into orbit…”

Lucas Tompkins was extremely relieved to be off deck ten, away from Species 8472.  Of course, there was no doubt in Tompkins’ mind that 8472 had penetrated the forcefield, and was already on the loose once more.  Still, if the alien stuck to its earlier tactics, it would use the Jefferies Tubes to travel—and given their size compared to 8472, it was most likely not a very easy trek for the beast.

Still, after scampering to deck nine with their tail tucked between their legs, Tompkins and Trinn both agreed that the time to alert Harrison of the situation had arrived.  Hunting for a rogue Romulan was one thing, but a very large and very lethal 8472 was another—and not one Tompkins wished to do alone.

They had managed to track Harrison down to sick bay, on deck five.  According to the computer, he had been there for a while, and did not seem inclined to be in any great hurry to leave.  Which was good, because Tompkins would have preferred not to hunt down Harrison, either.

After a brief, but tense ride in the turbolift, the duo emerged on deck five and headed straight for sick bay.  The doors to the medical facility readily parted, allowing them to plow in with much fanfare—of course, covered in grime and bearing large compressional phaser rifles, it drew a lot more attention than Tompkins could have anticipated.

Almost immediately, the Emergency Medical Hologram emerged from the office, and cut of the curious Commander Harrison to address the situation.  “What is going on?” he demanded.  “This is a sick bay, not a war zone!”  Then he saw Trinn.  “Is there something wrong with the baby?”

Trinn rapidly turned a shade of pale red as she felt the eyes of every conscious body in sick bay lock onto her.  She had intended to inform the rest of the crew soon—but not in such a blunt manor.  Still, it was done and over with, and Trinn simply shook off the countless glances.  “Everything is fine,” she assured the EMH.

The EMH was visibly relieved.  “Good,” he said.

Harrison on the other hand, was still in shock.  His draw was practically on the floor, and though he tried to speak, he wasn’t able to get out anything coherent.  “Baby?”

“Nevermind,” snapped Tompkins.  He lowered his weapon and took several steps closer to Harrison.  “We’ve got a bigger problem on our hands than this,” he said.  “The ship has been invaded…”

Harrison quickly snapped out of his trance, but still, the look on his face was of great concern.  “Romulans,” he muttered under his breath.  He was content with that answer until his eyes befell the look on Tompkins’ face. 

“Worse,” said Tompkins somberly.  “Jayla and I just narrowly escaped an encounter with Species 8472.”

Whatever composure Harrison had managed to acquire, it immediately went out the window.  He slapped his communicator.  “Harrison to bridge: Intruder alert!” his gaze shifted back to Tompkins.  “Where?”

“Deck ten,” he said.  “It was the source of all our mysterious EPS ruptures.  Jayla and I trapped it behind a forcefield in section twenty-six, but I’m certain it has escaped by now.”

“If I recall correctly,” said the EMH, “Species 8472 is a telepathic species.  Commander, they could be attempting to communicate with Lieutenant Meyer using telepathy.”

Harrison glanced over at Meyer’s bio-bed.  She was still laying unconscious, jolting about every few minutes.  He considered the alternatives, and decided that this was the most likely cause of her ailment.  “Wake her,” he ordered.  “If Species 8472 is communicating with her, we need to know what it’s saying.”

“Of course,” said the EMH, grabbing a hypospray from the nearby tray.  He loaded it with some sort of analeptic compound and quickly headed off to Meyer’s bio-bed.

Harrison quickly replayed that moment in his mind—the EMH went over to the bio-bed…  The EMH… Quickly, he turned his attention to Tompkins and Trinn.  “Doctor Hartman is still on deck ten… With 8472…”

It lurked in the mist and the shadows.  Silently, it crept foreword through the claustrophobic tunnel, making progress at a slow, but steady pace.  Already, it had traversed many long tunnels, all of which led to an adjunct point, and yet another tunnel.  They seemed almost endless, devoid of anything of interest. 

Which was precisely when it spotted movement up ahead.  It blinked, and focused its sharp eyes upon the nearing adjunct.  Yes, there was indeed movement.  Two life forms, both of similar stature to the ones it had encountered earlier; the ones that attempted to incarcerate it.  They had failed.

They were weak.

The weak will perish.

The life forms up ahead were weak.  They will perish.

Chapter Fourteen

 Alan Christopher peered up at the cobalt blue skies above, and quickly realized that escape from their dungeon—the cellar they had become trapped inside—was not going to be a very simple task.  He estimated they were about four meters below ground level, and since the stairs were conveniently absent—blown away by the inversion field—there was no apparent way out.

The walls had remained reasonably unscathed.  There were no footholds or gouges of any sort, so scaling the walls was completely out of the question.  Besides, while he could do it, Alan questioned his own ability to scale rocks—he was fairly certain that a group of children could make it out in one piece.

He sighed, and slowly began to pace about the garbage and debris that had positioned itself down in the cellar.  If there had been any good sides to this situation, it was the simple fact that it had sufficiently pulled his attention away from Jayla Trinn, and brought it back into its normal—if such a term could be used—mode.  He had accepted the fact that there were many situations that were simply beyond his control, and that Trinn’s was one of them.  He would simply have to deal with each new situation as it arose.

Christopher’s mind wandered about over the course of the next few minutes, touching upon a wide range of subjects.

He thought about his teeth.  When was the last time he had cleaned them?  It had to have been days… The plaque buildup was probably not doing wonders for his breath, either.  He shrugged, knowing that it probably didn’t matter.  Bad breath was probably the last thing on all of his companions’ minds.

With his mind hanging on companions, Alan’s gaze slowly panned across the cellar to see Erin congregating with a few of the children in one of the corners.  He was very glad she was there.  She could relate with the children on a personal level, keep them calm and collected.  What’s more, she had provided more than a few moments of laughter… and other moments that Alan would have rather not shared with Harrison or Bator had they been here in her place.

It was ironic actually, that Erin was here with him at all.  If she had gotten her way in the beginning, Alan would have found himself enjoying the vastness of the New Zealand Penal Colony back on Earth.  Erin had been bitter and defiant.  She often questioned Alan’s motives and suspected he was attempting to initiate some sort of covert operation.  Conversely, Alan didn’t trust her much, either, but slowly they began to warm up to each other, and even found some common ground upon which to base their friendship.

Once the seeds for that friendship had finally germinated, it was quick to grow and blossom.  Alan quickly found Erin to be a quick-witted, funny individual whom he could count on for almost anything.  She had a plethora of interesting things to say, and when she said them, he listened, even when they weren’t so interesting after all—usually by that point, the sound of her warm voice was enough to keep him interested.

After a few additional moments dwelling on Erin, Alan’s mind finally drifted into the stars.  Though they were not visible in the broad daylight, Christopher knew his friends were alive, forever twinkling in the vast firmament above.  But as he gazed up at the deep, sweeping shades of azure in the sky, something in Alan’s mind told him he was closer to them.  It was a sudden, random thought that came from the deepest reaches of his mind.  Why that thought had manifested itself was beyond him.  It was an extremely foolish notion to even think that those distant stars were any closer than they were earlier.

But in a sense, it was true.

Christopher looked down, to see that his aimless wandering about the cellar had indeed brought him closer, if only by a meter or so—a distance so nominal in the cosmic sense that it was hardly worth mentioning.  But as he looked down from the pile of debris he had climbed, Christopher knew he had found a way out.  

“Erin!”

Quickly, she looked up from her rousing game of Metrix.  “What do you want?  I’m winning!”

Unimpressed by Erin’s game status, Alan flagged her over to his position.  “I think I’ve found our way out of here,” he called out.

Erin turned back to the two children she was playing with and politely dismissed herself before rising to her feet and coming to base of Alan’s debris pile.  “We’re going to climb out?” she suggested.

Alan tried to hide the shock in his face.  “Yes,” he said.  “Impressive, isn’t it?  It took me hours to figure it out.”

“Two hours, six minutes,” Erin readily chirped.  “That was also about how long ago I came upon the same conclusion.”

Christopher peered down at her with a quizzical glare.  “Then why didn’t you say something two hours and six minutes ago?”

She looked back over at her former resting spot, where the children were still playing their game.  “I wanted to get in a game of Metrix or two before we left,” she admitted.  “I hadn’t expected seven games, though.”

Alan sighed and hopped off his platform of debris, landing firmly on his feet beside Erin.  “I was daydreaming… for your benefit,” he lied.  “I wanted you to get in at least one win.  But after two dreadfully long and arduous hours of contemplating the meaning of the universe, I just got tired of waiting for you to defeat two little kiddies.”

Even before he finished, Alan felt the back of Erin’s fist playfully planting itself into his upper-arm.  “That was just a sample,” she said.  “If I wanted to, I could knock you out in two seconds… if that.”

Alan smiled, and turned to her.  “I’m sure,” he said sarcastically.

When Alan finally woke up, Erin made sure the first thing he saw was her grinning face lingering overhead as a reminder of just how he wound up on the ground in the first place.  After wandering aimlessly for a moment, Alan’s eyes slowly locked their gaze on her eyes.  Erin fluttered her eyelids and smiled pleasantly.  “Actually, I think it was under a second,” she chirped pleasantly.

“Assault on a senior officer?  I could have you court marshaled in under a second for doing that,” Alan moaned before adding, “in front of the children, to boot.”

Erin rolled her eyes.  “They weren’t looking.”

“They are now.”

“You had an encounter with a piece of debris.”

“Did I?”

“You did.”

“If you insist.”

“I do.”

Alan clasped his hands together as he sat up.  “Well, then, I’m glad that’s settled.”  He rubbed his aching temple and jaw for a moment, before inquiring, “How long was I out?”

Erin shrugged.  “Thirty, maybe forty minutes.  I only tapped you.”

“I thought it was debris?”

Erin giggled.  “Oh, it was.  Sorry.”  She grabbed Alan’s arm and helped pull him to his feet.

He shook off whatever pain he was still feeling, and turned around to see a rather considerable increase in the size of his platform next to the wall.  Instead of the few crates and boards that it once was, the pile was now a massive conglomeration of boards, crates, tree limbs, shingles… anything and everything to get out of the miserable hole they were in.  Surprised, he took a step back, beaming.  “Not bad,” he commended.

“Thanks,” said Erin.  She was almost tempted to attribute the entire project to her Herculean abilities, but given her earlier demonstration, Erin as fairly certain that Alan had had enough of that for one day.  “I had help, though.”  She gazed up to the top of the pile and pointed at the figures up above.  “David came back with a few of the kids’ parents to see if we were okay,” she said.  “They helped me construct this bad boy.”

“How magnanimous of them,” said Alan, waving politely to David and the two other figures looming above.  “Are we set to go?”

Erin considered the situation for a moment and then nodded to affirm the question.  “Yep.”  She turned to the children.  Only two of them were standing nearby—the others were still romping around in the debris, having a good old time.  “Hey, we’re leaving!” she called out.

After seeing several heads pop up and begin migrating toward her position, Erin smiled, and grabbed the little girl nearest her—Jessica, if she remembered correctly.  She was a quiet little girl, probably seven years old, with long blonde hair, brown eyes and a smile devoid of a few front teeth.  Erin scooped up the little girl—and almost immediately set her back down.  “Do you have a block of neutronium in your pants or something?”

“No, just a polysynthetic trivalinide compound,” chirped the girl.  “Do you wanna see it?”

“… No, thank you,” Erin quickly said.  She reaffirmed her grip on little Jessica and slowly made her way toward their exit, motioning for Alan to pick up the next child as she walked passed him.

Once he complied, Erin slowly made her way onto the pile—it was more of a gradually sloping ramp of debris, but in places, it seemed to be a very difficult climb.  The pile shifted, wobbled, settled, and groaned for the entire trip, and on more than one occasion, Erin thought it would collapse—but to her relief, it did not.  Of course, the entire trip would have been easier if Jessica had not exacted some sort of death-grip with her arms around Erin’s neck, but as long as the little girl was safe, Erin wasn’t complaining.  She wasn’t breathing, either, but what could she do?

Finally, after what seemed like hours, Erin reached the top of the ramp, where David quickly extended his arm for support, and safely brought both Erin and Jessica to the terra firma.  Jessica quickly released her death grip and stormed over to her parents standing nearby.  Erin smiled, and waved at the reunited family before turning to the rest of the landscape.

There were only a few buildings left.  A few splintered trees.  No birds.  No flowers.  The entire landscape, as far as the eye could see, was littered with debris, ranging from trees and shingles, to entire buildings.  There were scattered throughout the debris field, most of them gathered near a hole much like the one Erin had just left, picking up what was left of their former lives and to trying to move on.  

“Is it like this everywhere?” Erin asked David.

He nodded his head solemnly.  “Unfortunately, most of the colony was destroyed.  Only the more advanced buildings, like research and development structures, government buildings and military installations survived.  Very few houses.”

Erin gulped.  “Fatalities?”

Again, David nodded solemnly.  “We’re already up to 202.  I suspect that number will increase a lot by the time this is over.”

Erin clenched her fists as she stifled a wave of anger coming over her.  “Damn it!  If only we had been able to mobilize more of an evacuation effort!”

“Don’t go second-guessing yourself, friend,” said David.  “You did your best—better than our own government.  And for that, we are grateful.”

Erin nodded, and stepped aside as Alan came up to the top with his delivery.  She quickly convinced herself they did their best, and retreated to the cellar to retrieve the next child.  Once he was safe and sound, she returned yet again, a pattern that continued until the last child had been rescued.

 Exhausted, Erin plopped down on the cool grassy terrain and stretched out.  It felt good to be in the sun like that.  The only things that would have made her lounging better were a nice pair of clean clothes—a sundress or something—and a trip through the sonic shower.  Still, the sun felt good, and Erin was more than ready to take in the vibrant rays of sunlight.  She carefully unfastened her uniform’s jacket and began to cast it aside… when she realized something was wrong.

Quickly, Erin bolted to her feet and hunted down Alan.  “Have you seen Tarik?” she demanded as she approached.

Alan slowed his pace upon seeing her approach.  “No,” he admitted.  “I thought you had helped him out of the cellar.”

“No,” said Erin adamantly, but in case she was wrong she pulled aside one of the children.  “Hey there, little buddy, have you seen Tarik?”

He thought about it for a moment before responding, “No.”  He sounded extremely sure of himself, and Erin had no reason to doubt him.

For some strange reason, Erin could feel a knot in her stomach, and a lump forming in her throat.  She swallowed it, and thanked the child and quickly headed back toward the cellar.

“What are you doing?” Alan called out from behind.

“He must still be down there!  We have to find him!”

Alan watched as Erin’s head disappeared back into the cellar.  He was fairly certain there was nobody else down there, and this frivolous search would simply be keeping them away from returning to the ship—something he knew had to be done.  But Tarik apparently meant something to Erin—and admittedly, Alan had taken a liking to the kid, as well.  

He decided one quick look around the establishment wouldn’t hurt.  If Tarik had somehow gotten left behind, Alan wanted to see him rescued and reunited with his family, as well.  So he sighed, and slowly made his way back into the dreaded cellar to give Erin a hand.

The noise had been almost unbearable.  It was a series of strident, organic screams that filled Rachael Meyer’s mind, and no matter what she did to escape them, the haunting melodies would not recoil.

After the first instance, she simply thought she was hearing things—as none of her companions in sick bay seemed to notice the noises.  But soon thereafter, a the second, more powerful occurrence left Rachael with the distinct feeling that she was the only one hearing the tantalizing calls.  At first, she had no idea where it was coming from, but when the third cacophony of noise befell her mind, Rachael instantly knew what was going on: Species 8472 was contacting her telepathically.  They were communicating with her, but the jumble of images and information they were sending was so overwhelming, Rachael couldn’t comprehend any of it.  So she simply collapsed.  There was little else that she could do.

But as her eyes finally blinked back open for the first time hours, Rachael finally had sorted out 8472’s messages—and it was not surprising to her when she saw Commander Harrison and a few others lurking overhead waiting for answers.

“Please!” called out the EMH to the crowd, “Step aside and give her a few moments to reorient herself with her surroundings!”

“I’m terribly sorry, be we don’t have that kind of time,” Harrison retorted.  “Species 8472 is running rampant on the ship, and we need to know why!”

Rachael appreciated the EMH’s efforts to get her some time to collect herself, but she also knew that Species 8472 was a very dangerous foe, and that Commander Harrison needed to know what that foe was doing on the Starlight.  So Rachael waved to the Doctor that she was okay, and groggily sat up in her bio-bed.  “It’s okay, Doctor,” she told the EMH when he started to protest.

He frowned, but said nothing further, opting instead to tend to the few patients that were left in the medical facility.

“Has Species 8472 been in contact with you?” Harrison demanded once the EMH was out of range.

Meyer nodded.  “Yes.  They’ve been on this planet for centuries—locked in some sort of stasis.”

“How did they get here?”

Rachael had known the answer a few moments ago, but everything was slipping away from her so quickly.  She squinted her eyes and tried to pull the fading memories back.  “They were at war,” she said slowly before adding, “with the Phobians.  It was a trap; they were lured here by the Phobians from their outpost near the Veriius Belt.  During the battle, several of their ships crashed on the surface.”

Meyer slowly opened her eyes, satisfied that the memories had reaffirmed themselves well enough that she could continue without hindrance.  But as she took in her surroundings, Meyer quickly noted that she had the attention of almost everyone in sick bay.  She gulped, and continued, “The Phobians intended to capture the bio-ships and convert them into some sort of advanced tactical dreadnought.  But they failed.”

She watched as Harrison folded his arms, sighing nervously.  “Are you aware of what brought our friend out of stasis?  What his plans are?”

“No,” said Meyer.  “I don’t even think our intruder has an answer to those questions.”  She slowly cast her gaze upon Lucas and Jayla.  “But he is extremely agitated because of an encounter with the impure.”

“Funny,” said Tompkins, “since he’s impervious to all our attacks, I thought I should be the agitated one.”  He turned to Jayla.  “Are you agitated?”

She nodded.  “More than you can imagine.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I am quite agitated, myself,” said Harrison.  “And I’ve yet to see the beast.”

“You’re not missing anything,” Lucas assured him.  “Big, ugly bastard… sorta like the EMH.”

“I heard that!” called out the hologram from across the room.  “And I don’t appreciate that kind of humor in my sick bay.  Now if you’ll please leave, I have patients to attend to!”

Rachael silently frowned upon Tompkins’ harsh words.  Even though the EMH was a simple computer program, he still had feelings, just like any other member of the crew.  And though he didn’t show it, Rachael knew that the EMH was hurt by those cruel words.  Wisely, he took the high road and simply ordered them out of sick bay.

Harrison conferred with Tompkins for a moment and then demanded Trinn’s phaser rifle.  She clutched the weapon defensively, and stepped away from the executive officer.  “You won’t be joining us, Lieutenant,” Harrison told her after a moment.

“Excuse me?”  Trinn blasted back.

“Considering your… circumstances, there is too much risk involved should we encounter Species 8472,” Harrison explained. His words, though they were carefully chosen, were clearly… evasive, in Meyer’s opinion.  She was tempted to intervene, but opted against it when her window of opportunity closed.

“‘My circumstance?’” Trinn repeated sarcastically.  She tossed her weapon to Harrison with a brief chuckle and then folder her arms.  “You guys make it sound like I have some sort of disease.”

Harrison and Tompkins grumbled amongst themselves for a few moments.  None of it was audible, nor was it probably of any interest to Meyer, so she slid off the bio-bed and approached Jayla.  “Don’t worry,” she said calmly, “they’re probably just uncomfortable with the idea of children.”

“I’m uncomfortable with that idea,” Jayla admitted.  “But you don’t see me running around like my head’s been cut off.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about Harrison,” said Meyer.  “And just give Lucas some time.  He’ll change his tune, I’m sure of it.”

Trinn smiled cryptically as Harrison and Tompkins readied their weapons and strolled out of sick bay.  “So am I,” she said once they were gone.

Deck ten was filled with a deafening silence.  The corridors were poorly illuminated, and a thick cloud of EPS vapor hung ominously in the air, moving only when jostled about by the swift movements of Harrison, Tompkins and the security and medical squads they were leading through the dark corridors.

On the surface, Harrison was putting forth a valiant, brave aura that seemed to spread to the others.  Which was a good thing, because he needed the others good morale to console his terribly frayed nerves underneath.  He clutched his phaser like his life depended on it, his trigger finger so itchy, it almost went off on three separate occasions. 

Of all the species that could have invaded the ship, Species 8472 was the one Harrison dreaded the most.  They were twice the size of the average human, impervious to almost all known forms of assault, and technologically advanced enough to destroy entire planets in the blink of an eye.

Harrison had good reason for his trepidation, and he was certain he was not alone.  But of all people, he was the one that shouldn’t be showing it.  And as they rounded the corner Lucas designated as the last known position of the alien, Harrison was glad to know that he was maintaining his calm, collected aura.

“We had him trapped beyond a level-ten forcefield just up ahead,” said Tompkins, pointing with his phaser toward the adjunct.

The wall panels were still carelessly laying on the ground where Tompkins had left them in his haste to retreat, and there were signs of a minor skirmish, indicated by the scorch marks on the wall.  But there was clearly no forcefield in place, and as Harrison peered around the corner, no 8472, either.

 “It could be anywhere,” Harrison grimaced.

Tompkins nodded his agreement.  “Then we should get to Doctor Hartman and Drayge—fast, before 8472 can find them.” 

“Agreed,” said Harrison.  He walked a few steps down the corridor—carefully watching for intruders for every millimeter he covered—until he reached a hatch that led into the Jefferies Tubes.  He opened it up, crawled in, and began the race for redemption.  Someone would find Hartman first… the question was simply, who?

“We’re being hailed.”

It was the voice of Flora Sanders.  Normally, the young ensign was stationed down in the transporter room, but given the current situation, transporters were not necessarily something they would desperately need.  And so, Kendall Johnson, noting the lack of crew in the bridge/astrometrics lab, had called upon Sanders to do some actual work—not that there was much to do on the command deck in the first place.

Johnson knew that one day he would be in command of the ship.  It was destined to happen, if not by order, then by default.  It just so happened to be by default—everyone else was off on some sort of important mission, and Johnson, having nothing else to do, was left in command.  For the entire duration of his command, several hours, he had done nothing but catalog the asteroid belt of the Syntarsus Cluster—an activity that was usually something Erin Keller or one of the astrometrics people would do.  But Kendall didn’t care.  He had nothing else to do.  The ship was parked in the middle of a field, invaded by Species 8472—which concerned him quite a bit, but Harrison had deemed it necessary for Johnson to remain in astrometrics to ensure the safety of the command systems.

So Johnson remained, on pins and needles, but he remained, valiantly guarding astrometrics from their intruder for what seemed like eons.

But finally, something had happened.  They were being hailed.  Johnson came up behind Sanders at the control station on the astrometric platform and gazed at the huge view screen.  “On screen,” he ordered.

Sanders tapped a few controls, and within a few moments, Admiral Nechayev popped onto the screen.  Almost instantly, the admiral frowned.  “Where is Captain Christopher?”

Johnson sighed.  “He is on the surface helping the natives.”

Nechayev nodded her understanding, and quickly launched into the next logical question, “Then I’d like to speak to Commander Harrison.”

Again, Johnson sighed.  He knew he would have to bring up this nasty subject eventually… and Nechayev would probably blast him for not informing her earlier.  But then again, this was Johnson’s first time in command.  He hoped for leniency.  “The Starlight has been invaded by Species 8472.  He is currently searching for the alien with several security teams.”

The Admiral’s cool demeanor quickly deteriorated—not to the point of panic, but she was clearly disturbed by the news, as one would expect upon hearing of such an invasion.  “Do you know what the alien’s intentions are, Lieutenant?” 

“No,” said Johnson.  “Species 8472 has been in contact with one of our crew, but has not revealed its intentions as of yet.  And we aren’t in a position to speculate, either.  Sensors haven’t detected any bio-ships or quantum singularities.  The only thing we are certain of is that it’s been here for a long time—centuries.”

“If it’s alone on the planet, it may be trying to get home.  Watch your communication logs for transmissions to or from fluidic space.  We will keep watch for any quantum singularities,” said Nechayev.  At that point in the conversation, she had assumed her usual smooth tone, and was virtually devoid of any trepidation on the surface.  But Kendall was on a first name basis with trepidation, and knew the Admiral’s calm was only skin deep.  Underneath, Kendall knew that she, and everyone else aware of the situation, was mortified—because he was, too.

Still, the Admiral gracefully dismissed the topic for the time being.  She folded her hands on her sleek black desk and squared her shoulders.  “There is another matter we must discuss, Lieutenant,” she said formally.  “I was hoping to share this with Captain Christopher or Commander Harrison, but since they are otherwise engaged…”

For some reason, Johnson didn’t like where this was going.  His heartbeat kicked up a few notches, and his voice began to crack.  “I can handle it, Admiral,” he said—crossing his fingers behind his back.

“Very well,” she said.  “Several hours ago, I received an encoded transmission from a Romulan Warbird—presumably the one that attacked you earlier.  Contrary to popular belief, the Romulans were not here to study the quantum inversion field; they caused it, and were here to conquer Aurillac VII.”  Nechayev paused for a brief moment to let the news sink in, before continuing, “According to our source, the Romulans are planning to kill the entire Aurillian population to finalize their claim to the planet.  We’re still checking it out, but the transmission appears to be authentic.”

Johnson’s draw dropped.  “There are 300 million people on Aurillac VII!  We have to stop them!”

Nechayev nodded slowly.  “Unfortunately, we are terribly outnumbered.  If the Romulans choose to beam down, we won’t be able to stop them.”

At first, Kendall’s mind was a blank slate.  But for a moment, he set aside all of the grim statistics, and thought about pure strategy—and sure enough, an idea popped into his head.  “Then we have to make sure the Romulans can’t beam to the surface…”

The Admiral raised an eyebrow.  “What are you suggesting, Lieutenant?”

He smiled.  “If the entire Federation fleet enters the atmosphere and begins generating interference, the Romulans won’t be able to beam down.  We won’t be able to hold them off forever, but it will definitely buy us enough time to get some reinforcements in.”

Nechayev glanced at her screen.  “I could have a fleet of thirty-two starships here within a week…”

“We could definitely keep the interference going for that long,” said Johnson after a moment’s thought, “but the Romulans would likely make a move before then.”

Nechayev pondered the situation for several moments before generating a slow nod.  “We’re on our way, Lieutenant.  Enterprise out.”  With that said, Nechayev tapped her computer, and flicked out of existence. 

The bridge of the Trinexx was dim, as was customary when under cloak.  All systems were set to minimal settings to ensure power emissions didn’t seep through the cloak and set off any Federation sensors.  It also appropriately set the mood—tense.  In almost every situation when it was necessary for one to slink around without being seen, there was usually a good reason for the clandestine activity.  And those good reasons were usually very delicate military actions that were best kept clandestine.

Lahar smiled deviously from the command chair, still reveling in her power.  As long as Arkose was locked up in his chambers, Lahar knew she was a very powerful woman.  And the less Arkose did, the more credit Lahar would get for the success of this mission.  Something she was certain, would not remain clandestine, for it was only the beginning of her sure to be glorious and celebrated career.  She could see it already—Lahar, savior of the Romulan Empire…  

She predicted cities would be named after her, vessels would bare her name, and the pathetic humans would tremble at the sound of it—until she had them all executed for their incompetence.  Then again, she considered simply enslaving the worthless fools.  Executing an entire planet was going to use a lot of resources; Lahar couldn’t imagine how costly an entire species would be.  Her resources would be better put to use on a race worthy of them.

Suddenly, a series of sensors blips brought Lahar out of her cloud of enchanting thoughts.  She craned her neck back to Mereth.  “What is it?” she demanded, half expecting another Federation fleet.

“The Federation fleet is descending into the atmosphere of Aurillac VII,” said Mereth. 

“Why?”

“They appear to be generating high amounts of quantum interference through their deflectors.  Such an action will prevent us from sending down troops to the surface to annihilate the population.”

Lahar clutched her fists and banged them on the arms of the command chair.  “How much longer until our reinforcements arrive?”

“One hour, six minutes,” Mereth said flatly.

Under normal circumstances, Lahar would have been satisfied with that.  But not now.  She marched over to the helm, and completely oblivious of the helmsman, tapped in a few commands.  “At maximum warp, they are only twenty-one minutes away,” she said under her breat.  “Hail them.  Tell them to drop their cloaks and proceed to Aurillac VII at maximum warp.”

“Might I remind you that our weapon system’s accuracy is nominal when used from orbit,” Mereth said flatly.

Lahar clenched her jaw.  “We won’t be using our weapons from orbit.  Drop our cloak, and follow the Federation fleet into the atmosphere.”

“I must protest,” Mereth said, his voice beginning to brim with emotion.  “Our vessels are not designed for atmospheric flight!”

Lahar turned on her heel and retraced her steps back to the command chair.  “Then you have twenty-one minutes to make them that way…”

Practically furious, Lahar stiffly seated herself in the stealthy black command chair.  The pathetic humans continued to foil her plan.  If they had not arrived to save the day, Lahar would have already been basking in glorious victory.  Her promotion would have come through—and Romulus would be celebrating her name.  But no… the Federation—the humans—had spoiled everything.  Perhaps using valuable resources to dispose of the vile, pedantic fools wasn’t such an insipid idea in the first place…

Tompkins wasn’t sure which he hated more—plasma from EPS ruptures constantly blowing in his face or the possibility of being ambushed by Species 8472.  Of course, if the 8472 threat would go away, that would stop the EPS ruptures, since Tompkins’ malevolent friend was the cause of the plethora of ruptures he was witness to as he and Harrison crawled through the Jefferies Tubes.

Deck ten’s EPS manifold was virtually destroyed because of the invader.  Almost every EPS conduit had been assaulted, even the ones Tompkins had repaired on his first trip through the bowels of deck ten.  The resulting cloud of haze was terribly dense; if he had to guess, Tompkins would have estimated visibility to be no more than a meter.

And of course, he had no idea where they were going.  Tricorder functions were extremely unreliable up because of all the interference.  Tompkins only he had been paying more attention during his first trip through the tubes—that way they could find Hartman and Drayge and get back to the relative safety of deck nine.  He sighed—of course there was no guarantee that 8472 would stay on deck ten.  As long as the alien was present, the entire ship was at risk.

Suddenly, Tompkins heard his tricorder sound off.  He grabbed Harrison’s boot, effectively stopping the executive officer, and quickly plucked the scanning device from his holster.  After a brief glance, Tompkins relayed his analysis, “I’m detecting a bio-electric field just up ahead,” he said.  “No more than three meters.”

Harrison craned his neck back to glance at Tompkins.  “That must be our intruder,” he surmised.

Tompkins nodded.  “Unfortunately, I think that is the very adjunct where I last saw Doctor Hartman…”

“Drat,” said Harrison under his breath.  “You could have relayed some pleasant news for a change.”

“That well went dry a long time ago,” Tompkins said evenly.  “All news is bad news…”

“Are you referring to Lieutenant Trinn?”

“Jayla… the Romulans… 8472… the fact that deck ten is virtually useless…”  He stopped for a moment and considered the list.  As he did so, several other pieces of bad news popped into his mind.  “Heh… and Kendall thinks he’s got problems.  He’s living in a dream world.  Put him in my shoes for a day and he’d be crying for his mommy.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison flatly.

Tompkins doubted the executive officer knew enough about Johnson to comment, but was speaking just to be polite.  Nevertheless, the time for quaint comments was over; it was time to take some action and kick some ass… or have ass get kicked.  Either way, Tompkins was ready.  “Let’s move,” he said.

Harrison nodded, and resumed his crawl through the foggy Jefferies Tubes, quickly covering the three meters between them and the adjunct up ahead.  And sure enough, just as soon as Tompkins’ count reached the three-meter mark, Harrison came to a complete stop.  He quivered, and slowly started backing up—Tompkins’ clue that they had found 8472.

He was very tempted to mimic Harrison’s actions, but Tompkins quickly realized he was too petrified to move in the first place; his every limb was fused to the bulkheads, his mind fixed on fear.  The adrenaline was definitely pumping; Tompkins could feel it running through is veins like a raging river, but for some reason, those primal instincts—survival, were not kicking in.  He was frozen.

Luckily, Tompkins’ frozen state prevented Harrison from making a complete withdraw.  As he bumped into Lucas, the executive officer expelled a sigh filled with trepidation.  “You’re right.  We stay,” he said.

The collision with Harrison had loosened Tompkins’ limbs.  He found his control over them slowly returning.  Relieved, Tompkins crawled up through the roiling mist and assumed a position next to Harrison.  

Immediately, he saw three shadowy figures in the adjunct up ahead.  One was sprawled out on the floor, its back slumped up against the cold metallic walls.  The other two were congregated near one of the wall mounted computer stations, but it was too foggy to tell what exactly they were doing.  Instinct told Lucas to reach for his phaser, but of course, now that it had arrived, Tompkins wished his better judgment would return.  With some effort, he quelled the urge for the phaser and pulled out his tricorder.  “The alien is modifying its bio-electric field,” he read off the display.

“We don’t know what it’s up to,” said Harrison.  “We must thwart its efforts.”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins.

He got a good grip on his phaser rifle, and started crawling through the remaining bit of the tube, essentially throwing his better judgment out the window.  If it came down to blows with the alien, there were no tactics in the instance.  It was attack, evade, retreat, and nothing more.  They couldn’t hope to assault the beast directly.  Such an action would only make it angrier than it already was.  

The last few centimeters, however, were very trying.  Almost all of Tompkins’ instincts were telling him to retreat; it was too dangerous.  But he couldn’t.  There was a job to be done, and he was going to do it.  He plopped onto his behind and slowly extended his foot to escape from the Jefferies Tube.

He got no further than a micrometer into the adjunct before his boot was quickly zapped back into the tube with the sudden onset of a forcefield.

Hartman, frightened by the sudden action, looked questioningly at the alien, who was still tapping away at the controls.  But she remained silent, and just watched things develop.

“Get that forcefield down!” Harrison shouted.

Tompkins started to turn toward the wall of the Jefferies Tube, to access the controls behind it, but immediately halted when the towering tripedal alien pushed himself away from the control panel, and quickly swung around to greet the two new visitors in the Jefferies Tube.  It’s eyes reduced to slits, and it grumbled slightly before quickly turning back to the computer.

Tompkins, seeing that there was no time to tinker with controls, grabbed his phaser and without a shred of hesitation, fired at the forcefield and the surrounding areas.  A series of small explosions blew out the forcefields throughout the adjunct, followed closely by the high-pitched whines of failing power.  The lights flickered, went out, and were quickly replaced by emergency lights.

Both Harrison and Tompkins took the distraction as their opportunity to escape from the Jefferies Tube, but in the close quarters of the adjunct, there was very little room to maneuver.  Tompkins wanted to open fire, but couldn’t, out of fear of hitting Hartman or Drayge.

But before Lucas could even begin to think of an alternate plan, Hartman had stepped in front of the alien, and placed her hands on Tompkins’ weapon, and forced him to lower it.  “I let the alien access the computer,” she said.  “It contacted fluidic space and learned that we have an alliance.  Now, he’s altering his bio-electric field to heal Ensign Drayge’s wounds.”

“Voyager,” Harrison suddenly recalled, sounding extremely relieved on several accounts.

Nearly twenty years ago, while still trapped in the Delta Quadrant, the USS Voyager had contact with a group of the 8472 aliens planning an invasion of Earth—the aliens believed the Federation posed a massive threat to their interests.  Thankfully, Voyager’s Captain Janeway was able to convince Species 8472 that the Federation had no qualms with them, and the aliens reconsidered their invasion.

While there had been little to no contact with Species 8472 in the years following the event, obviously the aliens knew their history—and remembered the event; which was a good thing, because Harrison didn’t even think of it until now.  Out of all of the encounters with Species 8472, their massive invasion of Borg space was the one that seemed to linger in everyone’s mind.

But just when Harrison was starting to get used to the idea of the alliance, just when he was beginning to think things were beginning to calm down, the last thing he could have possibly imagined to occur, did.

The ship, firmly entrenched on the ground of Aurillac VII, jolted.  It wasn’t little rumble or a vibration, it was a full blown rock-the-earth jolt.  

Harrison grinned nervously as he realized that they were under attack…

Chapter Fifteen

 In tight formation with a plethora of other starships, the USS Enterprise soared over the lush green terrain of Aurillac VII, smoothly dipping and rising to avoid being struck down by the sudden and brutal onslaught of firepower from the Romulan Warbirds looming hundreds of meters overhead.

Like a violent spring thunderstorm, the Romulan Warbirds roared overhead; countless green disrupter blasts rained down from the heavens above, and crashed into the shields of the defending Federation starships, and in many cases, exploding violently into the lush, forested ground below.  

But as the Federation starships continued to evade the deadly showers, the Romulans quickly stepped up their attack, and made haste to revise their tactics.  Within a few moments, they began to get daring, and closed to within only a few hundred meters of the Federation starships.  Quickly, the smaller vessels fled, but not before the massive Warbirds unleashed a barrage of weapons fire.  The green rain penetrated the shields of several vessels.

One Ambassador-class starship in particular almost immediately burst into flames; a considerable plume of black smoke filtered out from its hull breeches and trailed the starship to its explosive end, hundreds of meters closer to the surface.  As the glittering ball of orange flame continued to dance around the air, huge chunks of debris smashed into the surface, violently exploding on impact.

“The Marne and the Wolfe have been destroyed!” called out the young Lieutenant manning the operations station at the front of the Enterprise.

Nechayev, planted firmly in the command chair cursed at the losses, and stared up at the view screen.  She was instantly greeted by the sight of a thousand blasts of green energy exploding in front of them.  She had expected an attack may result, but no so soon… and not in the atmosphere of the planet.  Nevertheless, the Admiral knew there was no turning back.  They had engaged the Romulans, and they would fight—until the bitter end.

Nechayev turned briefly to her tactical officer—a skilled Andorian she recognized as Commander Liaz.  “Fire at will!” shouted Nechayev, to the Andorian’s delight.

Within moments, the flashes of green on the view screen were replaced by streams of orange phaser fire and radiant blue quantum torpedoes.  From above, an explosion, followed closely by a smoldering hulk that could only be one thing—a Romulan Warbird.  Nechayev smiled as the Enterprise charged through the stream of cloudy smoke left in the wake of the Warbird’s descent.

But it didn’t take long for another explosion to replace the one the Admiral had just witnessed.  Though the Enterprise quickly whirred past the unfortunate ship, Nechayev recognized it as a Federation starship.  “Report!” she demanded.

“The Lexington is gone!” shouted the operations officer.  “We’re outnumbered, three to one—and those odds are quickly turning in the Romulans’ favor!”

“Damn,” muttered Nechayev.  She clenched her fists with anger, but didn’t dare move from the command chair.  She needed an option—a stroke of luck—anything that would stall the Romulans or hurt them.  Otherwise, Aurillac VII would indeed fall to Romulus… and there would be a resumption of the Romulan War.

Kendall Johnson clutched onto the railing in the astrometrics lab as the ship jolted yet again.  The first blast had been so unexpected, Johnson was caught extremely off guard, and nearly plummeted over the edge of the railings—not to his death, but probably a very uncomfortable wound.  

Determined not to make the same mistake twice, Johnson made himself a permanent fixture on the rail as he shouted back-and-forth with Ensign Sanders, “Status?”

Sanders checked the controls.  “One Romulan Warbird overhead,” she said smoothly.  “They’re not firing on us, though.”

“Then what hit us?”

“A stray blast,” said Sanders.  “Clearly, the Romulans aren’t targeting the Starlight.”

Johnson was almost relieved.  He didn’t want to be targeted.  He wanted to be shunned, left alone, that way they could retreat to someplace safe.  But he knew that as long as the battle was raging above, there wasn’t anyplace safe to retreat to.  But clearly, staying put was a tactical error.  They were sitting ducks.  “We need to get out of the line of fire,” said Johnson hesitantly.

The ship rumbled again.

“The sooner the better,” he added quietly before risking the short trip over to the workstation at the center of the astrometric platform.  He quickly analyzed the situation, and noted that they could lift off…  “Condition blue, Ensign.  Let’s go.”

The tactical station bleeped.

Nechayev instantly recognized that certain bleep as one indicative of an incoming transmission.  At first, she was simply suspecting a report from one of the other starships, enlightening her as to their perils.  To her delight, it was the something quite to the contrary.

“It is the Romulans,” said Liaz.  “They are transmitting on a coded subspace channel.”

Nechayev, nearly ecstatic, bolted from her seat and raced over to the tactical station.  “What does it say, Commander?”

Liaz glanced down at the data, and quickly returned a quizzical look to the Admiral.  “9.932,” said the Andorian simply.

Nechayev repeated the number under her breath several times.  Of all the things their contact could have chose to send, he had to send this!  What did it mean?  The battle could be over by the time they figured it out; in which case, 9.932 would have little meaning.  So they had to start trying anything and everything that came into mind.

“Shields are down to sixty-one percent,” shouted the operations officer.

Liaz snapped his fingers.  “That could be it—their shield frequency.”

“Adjust our phasers to match,” said Nechayev quickly.  “Find the nearest Warbird and target their warp core.”

The Andorian’s fingers quickly danced over the controls in compliance with Nechayev’s orders.  “Done,” he said after a moment.

“Fire,” snapped the Admiral.  She slowly turned her attention to the view screen and looked on as the menacing, deep green Warbird made its grandiose appearance, lashing out copious amounts of weapon fire the entire time.  The Enterprise’s shields flickered several shades of aqua and light blue, but remained in tact.

The same could not be said for the Warbird.  Within moments of being struck by the Enterprise’s vibrant orange phaser blast, the Romulan vessel burst into flames and dropped from the viewscreen like a dead fly, producing some turbulence for the Federation flagship as it erupted into a massive ball of fire down below.

“Excellent,” said Nechayev, excited.  “Have the rest of the fleet match that frequency!”

Liaz excitedly access the communication controls to inform the others of the Enterprise’s triumph, but was greeted by several distressing bleeps.  Nechayev watched as his eyes looked over the data several times.  At first, she wasn’t sure what was taking so long, but given the grim look on the Andorian’s face a few moments later, the Admiral was able to make a very educated guess…

“Fifteen starships have been destroyed,” he rasped before adding, very grimly, “Romulan Warbirds are closing on all sides…”

Matthew Harrison wasn’t completely oblivious to the events transpiring outside the ship.  He had checked in with Kendall Johnson on countless occasions for a status report; not surprisingly, each one yielded little news—that was, until his most recent inquiry.  The ship had been more than a little jostled by some unknown force— presumably the Romulans, and had elicited more than a little agitation from their alien guest.

Still, in spite of its agitated state, the alien continued to heal Ensign Drayge.  Harrison wasn’t sure how exactly a minor modification to it’s bio-electric field could elicit such therapeutic responses, but at this point, with Drayge well on the road to recovery, Harrison didn’t exactly care.

Unfortunately, despite of his bettered health, Drayge’s chance of survival was as low as ever.  But not because of his injuries.  Based upon the battering the shields were taking, and Kendall Johnson’s grim reports, Harrison knew the battle with the Romulans was not going well.  The majority of the Federation fleet had been destroyed, and the Romulans were well on their way to claiming Aurillac VII.

Suddenly, 8472 wheezed.  Slowly, it backed away from Drayge, and shook its head before accessing the computer terminal nearby.  When Harrison looked over to the Bolian, there was no visible sign of injury, a hunch that was only confirmed when Doctor Hartman’s tricorder strolled over the Bolian without incident.

“He’s fine,” she said, surprised.  “In fact, he’s better than fine.”

The Bolian’s eyes blinked open.  Seeing a massive alien looming overhead generally did not do too much to elicit positive responses, so Harrison wisely stepped in front of their guest, and crouched down to give Drayge a chance to reacquaint himself with his surroundings before getting a look at 8472 up close and personal.  “How do you feel, Ensign?”

“I am well,” he said flatly, though slightly taken back by Harrison’s relative proximity.  His head bobbed about for a few moments; Harrison tried to follow his movements, but to no avail.  After only a few short maneuvers, the blue-skinned ensign saw his savior.  Despite its good intentions, the alien’s look was still dreadfully malevolent as it sneered down at Drayge.  The Bolian’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped, but no words came out.

“Fear not, as he is our friend,” said Harrison.

Drayge’s eyelids fluttered.  “Friend?”

“Voyager,” Harrison reminded politely.

Quickly, Drayge’s eyes lit up with recognition of the alliance, and he uneasily let down his guard.  “Obviously, I’ve missed something…”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “But there isn’t time to explain.  The Romulans are on the offensive yet again.  Their reinforcements were no match for our…”

 His voice trailed off as 8472’s shadow loomed overhead, blocking almost all of Harrison’s light.  Slowly, Harrison looked up to see the alien’s beady eyes peering down into his own.  Clearly, they were saying something, but since Harrison was no telepath, he had absolutely no idea what it was.

The alien soon came to that realization as well.  It stood erect once more and returned to the computer controls.  After its long fingers danced over the controls, a diagram of Aurillac VII flashed onto the screen.  Highlighted were several flashing dots, all of which seemed to be located underground.

“I don’t understand,” Harrison grumbled.

“I do,” shot back Tompkins quickly.  “They’re ships!  I think he wants you to give the order to contact them.”

Harrison’s glance quickly jumped from Tompkins to the alien.  Its massive head nodded slowly, affirming Tompkins’ statement.  “Then by all means,” said the executive officer excitedly.

At first, Bator wasn’t sure what he was hearing.  It was a noise unlike anything he had heard before: a series of organic, stringent bleeps emanating from… everywhere.  He scratched his head in wonderment for several moments before looking to Talyere for a possible explanation.

The Elorg took a few steps toward Bator, shaking his head with aggravation.  “I am oblivious to the source of this cacophony,” he admitted.

As the sonorous bleeps continued, Bator began to rub his temples to ease the tension building inside his head.  What kind of people would put such an annoying sound in their ship’s systems?  Just before he relegated the noise to his own ‘brilliant’ people, Bator stopped, and saw the doors that he and Talyere had only been able to look at, open.  “I’ll bet he knows,” said Bator as he watched a shadowy figure emerge into the chamber.

Talyere was utterly aghast by the sight of Species 8472 strolling into the chamber.  Obviously, the Elorg had never encountered the malevolent race—nor had Talyere gotten that far in his studies; otherwise, he would have recalled the alliance they had—if it was still in effect.

Still, alliance or not, Bator felt extremely compelled to duck behind Talyere and hide.  He wasn’t sure why.  He was the chief of security, after all.  People should be ducking for cover behind him—not vice-versa.  Still, that was Bator’s instinct, and instinct was not something that the Phobian tended to ignore.

And so, quickly, before the alien could spot him standing out in the open, Bator quickly ducked behind his Elorg companion and ducked down, only allowing for a few seconds to peer around Talyere’s contours to see what the 8472 was doing.  

And apparently, the alien was piloting the ship.  In fact, Bator noted that the alien was piloting the ship with incredible skill.  It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that he knew how to operate Phobian vessels, but as Bator looked around the distinctively organic chamber surrounding him, he came to the grim conclusion that it wasn’t a Phobian ship after all—it was a bio-ship.  The Phobians must have commandeered it, and attempted to convert it into something they could use.  They failed, obviously.  

“Do you think, perhaps, that this species is your people’s mortal nemesis?”  Talyere whispered over his shoulder.

“Given my reaction to him, I’d say that is a distinct possibility,” said Bator.

“Then you’re aware of this species?”

“Only because of the Federation’s encounters with it.  And they only know them as Species 8472.”

“A Borg designation,” surmised Talyere quickly.

Bator nodded.  “Almost everything we know about them was downloaded from the database of a heavily damaged Borg cube; one bio-ship destroyed fifteen …”

The ship suddenly shrieked.  It was a loud, strident scream, practically; one that pierced Bator’s mind like a bullet.  Shortly thereafter, the entire vessel began to rumble.  The ground jostled about, prompting both Talyere and Bator to lose their footing and crash to the ground.

“We are in motion,” Talyere whispered.

Given the extreme turbulence that had suddenly befallen the vessel, Bator could not dispute the observation.  Thunderous noises befell the bio-ship chamber as it cut through the layers of rock that had encased it for centuries. Crumbling, rumbling, crashing into the ship, an entire army of exotic noises filled the air, making for an increasingly unpleasant ride.

When it all suddenly stopped.

Dozens of bio-ships blasted up through the rocky ground below, exploding into Aurillian airspace with a shockwave of murky dust and debris roiling about them.  With due haste, the squid-like vessels soared through the deep azure skies and hunted down the nefarious Romulan Warbirds, their tendrils of yellow-orange energy lashing out from the front of the bio-ships, crackling about until they crashed into the Romulan hull, easily bringing death and destruction to the enemy fleet.

The Romulans were quick to retaliate, concentrating all of their firepower on the bio-ships, but the massive barrage of weaponry yielded little in the way of results.  Every last bit of energy that struck the sleek organic vessels was immediately reabsorbed into its hull and used as an implement of war against the Romulans.

Warbirds exploded left and right, not even denting the barrage of alien bio-ships.  It was as if the Romulans weren’t even participating in the fight; had the Romulans not been so aggressive in the earlier stages of the battle, the latter half would have simply been a massacre …

Lahar watched in horror as all her dreams of greatness vanished.   First, the Federation had breeched their shielding.  And now this.

  The view screen portrayed the sight of some unknown ally to the Federation.  Where had these invulnerable vessels come from?  Why were they so powerful?  Why did they bother to ally themselves with the Federation?

At this point, Lahar didn’t even care.  Her fleet was nearly destroyed, and they had yet to damage one of the new alien vessels.  The remaining Federation ships had all somehow attuned the frequency of their weapons to match Romulan shield harmonics…

It was a terrible disaster.

Yes, names would be remembered on this day—but not in veneration.  They would be shamed.  Whatever hopes Lahar had for advancement in the Senate would all be crushed.  Her name would be a veritable curse word; no parent would name their children ‘Lahar.’  Even worse, this humiliating defeat would only worsen things in the Romulan Empire.  Lahar could already see them falling back into despair, back into the shadows where the Federation had thrust them after the war so many years ago.

Only this time, they would fall back even further.  Lahar knew it.  The Romulan Empire had practically placed its entire future on this expansion project.  They all knew ahead of time that the first Romulan activity in years would be closely monitored.  And the fact that it failed would only bring more shame to the empire—simply put, because they were beaten.  They had been beaten at the end of the Romulan War, and despite their rebuilding, the Romulans remained beaten.  Whatever morale they had coming into this conflict was gone.  

Lahar knew this step backward was not one the Romulans would easily recover from.  In fact, as she watched her hopes and dreams exploding before her, Lahar wondered if the Romulans would recover from it at all.  She could very well be witnessing the twilight of the Romulan Star Empire; the last breath of an empire that was once feared throughout the entire quadrant.

Explosions were everywhere.  The bridge was filling with smoke, fire raged.  But for some reason, the new alien vessels had failed to send the Trinexx into oblivion.  Lahar almost wished they would.  She had no desire to see Romulus fall into ruins.  She wanted to remember it as a proud, powerful empire.  And if the aliens would simply open fire—she would.

When suddenly, Mereth spoke up from behind.  “I have something of interest,” he said evenly, despite the fact the ship was falling apart all around him.

Lahar turned to him with some interest.  “Yes?”

“I may have discovered the reason things have turned so badly,” he said.

Lahar wanted to vaporize him!  It was the new aliens, of course.  But just when Lahar went to reach for her disruptor, the doors to Arkose’s chambers slid open, and the Senator slowly emerged onto the bridge.  She halted, her hand still hovering over the weapon, when Mereth continued, “It would seem that our commanding officer has been conferring with the Federation.  I have detected several coded subspace transmissions going from our vessel to the Enterprise.”

Lahar’s eyes widened.  Now, without hesitation, she reached for her disruptor and trained it not on Mereth, but Arkose.  “You,” she said, her voice filled with conviction.

He grinned.  “Me,” said the traitor. He was utterly pleased with his actions.  He folded his arms behind his back and simply stood, awaiting what was undoubtedly coming next.

Lahar was expecting an explanation, but when it became clear that he would not proffer one, she realized that she didn’t exactly care what Arkose had to say in the first place.  He was a traitor.  That was enough to satisfy Lahar.

She took careful aim upon Arkose.  Naturally, he did not resist, and so without any hesitation, without any remorse, Lahar pulled the trigger.  A green beam of light streaked across the room, striking Arkose squarely in the chest.  He contorted, screamed, yelped, and finally collapsed to the ground as his body vaporized.

And as the Trinexx finally came to its pathetic end, Lahar slowly turned the disrupter on herself… and fired.

The battle was over.  Romulus had fallen back into the shadows—into oblivion, for Romulus was dead.

Alan Christopher stared upward as the vibrant Aurillan sun sank under the horizon.  Though he could not seen the undoubtedly brilliant sunset, he could see the gentle shades of pink and purple behind the wispy gray cirrus clouds streaming overhead.  Still, dusk was at least an hour away—no doubt plenty of time for their search for Tarik to conclude.

It seemed like they had been searching for hours.  Alan wasn’t sure.  He had completely lost track of time; hours could have passed without him knowing.  For his part, Alan found the swarm of angry butterflies in his stomach to be controlling him, driving him to find this child they barely knew.  And while that may have been a very noble cause, at his core, Alan knew the true reason for his continued search efforts were perhaps a bit less noble—it was simply because this mattered to Erin.

But like it or not, even that driving force was beginning to weaken as the search continued to prove fruitless.   Erin had established their goal was to leave no rock unturned—Tarik had to be under the debris somewhere.  But as time progressed, Alan was beginning to notice that their proverbial rocks were almost all unturned.  The search was drawing a conclusion, and he had some haunting doubts that it would continue to yield nothing but disappointment.

“Maybe Tarik escaped after all,” said Alan softly as he came up alongside Erin.

“No,” she quickly snapped.  “He would have come over and started flirting with me again… or say, ‘hi,’ at least.  I know he would.”

Alan didn’t want to break Erin’s good spirits, so he wisely remained silent and resumed his efforts to find the missing Tarik.  But he continued with a rapidly decreasing enthusiasm.  In the firmament above, the stars began to twinkle.  The crisp nighttime air was beginning to settle in, and the darkness was seeping into the light.   His gut told him to stop—the search was as good as over.  But his heart told him to keep going until they had reached a decisive conclusion.  “Never give up hope until it’s the only thing left to surrender,” he whispered softly.

“What?”

“Nothing,” said Alan, simply dismissing the topic.  He didn’t even know why he had spoken.

But when Erin suddenly smiled, he suddenly knew the topic had not been dropped.  “That was a very noble sentiment,” she said, taking a step over a fallen bulkhead, and hopping up onto another small platform just above.

Alan smiled weakly, and followed her up.  “It was just mindless banter,” he admitted.  “Random thoughts…  I didn’t mean anything by it.”

As she examined her tricorder, Erin tucked a stray lock of her silky auburn hair back behind her ear.  “You should have,” she said.  “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this, Alan, but I admire your words.  Even the random ones.  You always seem to know just what to say.”

“That’s not true.”

She shrugged.  “I know; I was trying to get you a little bit more motivated.”

Alan briefly locked eyes with Erin.  “I could probably use it,” he admitted after a moment.

Suddenly, Erin’s tricorder bleeped.  It was one quick bleep, not indicative of much at all.  Alan almost dismissed it, when the sensor device bleeped again, this time sounding a little surer of itself.   Tapping at the tricorder controls, Erin took a few baby steps in the general direction of the bleeps, prompting them to grow considerably stronger.

“What is it?” Alan demanded.

“One life sign, very faint,” she said, not even taking her eyes from the tricorder.  She scanned for a few additional moments before hopping down behind the platform.  “It’s over here,” she said.

Alan quickly slid across the dusty platform and came to Erin’s side once more, peering at the tricorder over her shoulder.  The life sign was directly in front of them—and under several bulkheads, tree limbs, and a plethora of other debris.  Suffice it to say, it was a considerable pile of garbage… and at the very bottom of it, Alan could see the faint outline of a hand.

His heart practically stopped as it lounged into his throat, rendering him speechless.  Aside from Erin, the world around him ceased to exist.  A haunting silence filtered in between them, disturbed by only the faintest wisps of a cool, dry wind swirling about the ruined cellar.  At that single moment in time, Alan realized that nothing else mattered more—not even the Starlight—than saving this child.

With all his energy, he joined Erin in pulling the seemingly infinite supply of debris from young Tarik’s body.  He could feel the tree bark lodging splinters into his hand, drawing blood that dripped down into the darkness below.  But it didn’t matter.  Nothing mattered except Tarik.

When he stepped back for a moment to catch his breath, Alan was suddenly crushed yet again.  Despite all of their work, he and Erin had accomplished almost nothing.  The pile had shrunk only a small amount, but already, his hands were cut and bloodied, his arms were tired, and his morale was reaching a considerable low.  

But something told him to keep going; a voice in the back of his head.  And that voice reminded him of what he had said earlier.  And as Alan looked around, he could see many other things left to surrender aside from hope.  So without a moment’s hesitation, he recounted the steps back to the pile of debris to assist Erin.

His hands, scraped and battered, cried out for mercy, but Alan would not yield.  He clasped them around the first piece of shrapnel he could find and started to move it—only it moved before his brain gave the instructions.  Quickly, Alan’s eyes darted over to Erin—but she was facing the other direction, throwing a few small tree limbs aside.  

Slightly confused, Alan lifted up the piece of metallic debris and with the help of the unknown body at the other end, cast it aside.  As the debris clanked to the ground a few meters away, Alan immediately smiled upon seeing David’s face at the other side.  Behind him were a few of the other parents, all ready to help.

“Am I ever glad to see you…” said Alan.

David smiled.  “I thought you could use a hand,” he said before throwing aside a few stray shingles.  They flailed about in a slight gust of wind, and crashed to the floor, shattering into a million pieces of obsidian glittering in the pale moonlight.  

Quickly, with their newfound help, Alan and Erin went to work on uncovering Tarik.  Still, the work was long and arduous, but it went noticeably faster.  And within a few minutes, the boy was uncovered…

Erin’s heart shattered.  Her eyes widened and welled with tears, and a continuous wave of chills danced down her spine.

Tarik was no longer the radiant boy that she had become so fond of.  He was a body—broken and contorted, drenched with the blood that had seeped from his body and formed a considerable pool around him.  His once delicate face was now scraped and bruised.  His eyes were swollen shut.  A trail of dry, cracked blood ran down from his nose, across his cheek and onto the floor.  

Then, suddenly, one of his eyes popped open.  It was severely bloodshot.  As the boy came to realize what was happening, he blinked out a few bloody tears, but no more, as he was too dehydrated to produce any additional tears.

It was a hideous, nauseating sight, but Erin couldn’t turn away.  She knelt down beside Tarik, and squeezed his cold, clammy hands.  They were slick with blood, but Erin didn’t care.  The boy needed somebody—and that somebody was going to be her.  “Don’t worry,” she whispered softly, fighting back her tears.  “Everything is going to be okay.”

Despite his condition, Tarik smiled weakly, cracking some of the dark blood dried to his face.  “Can we still go on a date?”

The floodgates opened.  Erin quickly brushed away her tears and used the salty liquid to brush away some of the blood from the boy’s face.  “Anything you want, little buddy,” she said, her voice cracking.  “Anything at all…”

As she looked into the boy’s eyes, she could almost see them glitter with life for one last moment before forces of nature slowly brought them to rest.  “I’m… scared, Erin,” he said, choking on a weak cough.

She sighed wearily, and ran her fingers through his mangled hair, hoping to calm his nerves.  “You can never surrender your fears, Tarik, but you can surrender to them.  Don’t… do it.  Never ever give up on anything.  Promise me you won’t give up.”

He smiled weakly, and drifted away…

Slowly, Erin let go of Tarik’s delicate little hand and placed it on his chest.  Slowly, she closed her eyes and pulled herself together, brushing away any tears that managed to escape her eyelids.  After countless seconds, she rose to her feet and looked Alan in the eye.  He evaded her for a moment, just long enough for her to see the tears in his eyes reflect the soft moonlight in her direction.  “I’m ready.”

He nodded.  “David and the others have gone, looking for his parents.  But I’m afraid nobody here has seen Tarik before.  They’re not very optimistic.  He suggested we take Tarik back to the ship… just in case.”

Chapter Sixteen

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72600.2:  The situation in the Aurilliac Sector has finally been resolved.  The Romulan threat has been eliminated, and the quantum inversion field has completely dissipated in the nearby Lukarris System.  Though casualties were relatively light, damage to Aurillac VII was considerable.  It will take many years for the colony to return to its former glory.  

Aside from the destruction on deck ten, the loss of our starboard warp nacelle, and a few hull breeches, damage to the Starlight was relatively light.  Repairs have already begun, and are expected to be complete within the next few weeks.  

As Christopher finished his log entry, he quickly realized how much he left out.  How much important information he had forgot to place in his log.  The encounter with Species 8472, the retrieval of Drayge and Talyere, the casualty reports.  So much omitted data.  He knew he would have to come back to it eventually, but now was not the time.  In all reality, Alan didn’t care about the aftermath of the incident.  His mind was fixed on one thing, and pulling him away from it—even to do this log—was probably an error.

And so, with out any further distractions, Alan pushed himself away from his desk and proceeded directly to sick bay.  He tried to assume a relatively pleasant stature as he hastily strolled through the Starlight’s corridors but his nerves were so frayed… he doubted it mattered.  Everyone on board knew what was going on, so there was no point in him even hiding his emotions.  

When Alan finally reached sick bay, the doors quickly parted for him, allowing him to slink inside before they whispered shut once more.

For the most part, sick bay was empty.  There were only a handful of staff, including Hartman and Meyer, both of which were hunched over the only occupied bio-bed, adamantly working away on the bed’s small occupant.  The of course, standing several meters away, in the shadows of all the action, was Erin. 

She was pale-skinned.  Her uniform was still dirty from their trip to the surface, and her hair, though it had been rearranged, was still mottled and grizzly.  She stood with her arms folded tightly under her breasts and simply watched the procedure take place—she was completely in a daze, which was totally understandable, but Alan reluctantly had to bring her out of it.

He did so by gently touching her shoulder.  She blinked—slowly, and turned around to see who had summoned her.

“Hey,” she said after locking eyes with Christopher.

“Hey,” he repeated somberly, gazing deeply into her glossy brown eyes.  It saddened him to know that what he had to tell her would only make those eyes weep some more.  

In his brief trip to his ready room, Christopher quickly glanced over his list of recent communiqués.  The list wasn’t very long, and included many messages from Admiral Nechayev, one from Admiral T’Lari, and yet another one from his mother.  But he quickly bypassed all of them when he saw the fateful message from David at the bottom of the list.

“I received a communiqué from David,” he whispered softly, in as neutral a tone as he could muster, but already Erin’s eyes welled.  “They couldn’t find Tarik’s parents.  There was no record of him on file.  He may have been an orphan that slipped through the cracks.  We may never know.”

Erin let out a long, painful sigh, and slowly turned her attention back to Hartman and Meyer.  And at that very moment, she knew it was over.  Rachael was closing up her tricorder and moving any unneeded equipment aside while Sarah Hartman made the long walk from the bio-bed.  Her face was grim.

“I’m sorry,” said the Doctor somberly.  “We were able to repair a lot of the exterior wounds… but inside…” She paused and gathered her thoughts before continuing, “There’s nothing we can do except ease the pain…  It won’t be long now.”

Erin provided the Doctor with a stoic nod before quickly marching over to Tarik’s bio-bed.  His little body was pale, and though Hartman had clearly tried to rectify it, his body was still oddly contorted.  But Erin didn’t care.  His innocent face, though completely flushed of its once radiant color, was restored to its unblemished state.  

Erin tried to remain calm, but as she clasped fingers around the young boy’s freezing hands, she immediately felt her emotions begin to waver.  She tried to quell them—not wanting her tears to be the last thing that Tarik’s eyes fell upon.  But it seemed inevitable—at least until she saw Alan at the opposite side of the bio-bed, saying his own good-byes.  Erin drew from his strength, and allowed it to ease her pain as Tarik’s eyes popped open for one last time.

He smiled faintly upon seeing Alan, and even more when his unfocused, wandering gaze fell upon Erin.  “I…”

“Shh,” said Erin, running her the fingers of her free hand through his hair.  “Don’t worry, little buddy.  I’m here for you.”

But he insisted.  “I don’t want… to surrender,” he said weakly.  “But… I have to.  I’m sorry… we won’t be able to go… on our … date…”

She tried.  She closed her eyes and tried with all her might to hide from her own fears, but as the tears welled in her eyes, Erin knew she could not.  “I’m sorry, too,” she murmured.

Suddenly, Tarik produced a faint “hic” in his throat.  It thrust his head back into the pillow and brought an unpleasant look upon his face.  But after a moment, it passed, and he took in a slow, ragged breath.

Erin squeezed the boy’s hand one last time, and then carefully placed it upon his chest before rising to her feet and taking a few steps away from the bed.  Part of her wanted to run away.  Another told her none of this was actually happening—it was all an illusion.  But Erin listened to her heart—which told her to stay.

“Erin,” came Tarik’s weak voice after a moment of silence. 

She gazed back into his dying eyes.  “Yes?”

“I… I… love you…”

Though it took all the energy the dying boy could muster, he extended his hands one last time—one for Alan, and one for Erin.  When they were all joined, Tarik slowly brought their hands together and held them there with his every last ounce of energy.  Then, slowly, he withdrew his hands, and upon seeing the link between Alan and Erin remained, smiled faintly and closed his delicate brown eyes, never to open again.

Erin hurt.  Her heart sank to insurmountable depths or sorrow and remorse.  She felt like an empty shell, and as she stared down at Tarik, Erin knew that it would be very difficult to fill that shell with love once more.  It would be a long and arduous road—one filled with numerous doubts and perils.  

But it was a road Erin was willing to take.  She gazed over Tarik’s lifeless body one last time and closed her eyes to hold in her tears.  “Good journey…” 

It had been a very exciting couple of days for Talyere Rosat.  He had inadvertently activated legions of powerful aliens, feared throughout the galaxy… Though Species 8472 turned out to be friendly, and was kind enough to return Talyere and his companion to the Starlight, it was still a terrifying event.  He had stumbled through caves, deciphered strange computers, lived through a quantum inversion field.  He had managed to fulfill his duties for the Holy Month… it was quite a change from his days of endless study and meditation.

But as Talyere reflected on all of his actions, the single most important thing he liked to focus on was the fact that he helped Bator—and the universe—begin to understand what had happened to the Phobian Republic.  He had helped Bator, and made the universe a better place in doing so.  Talyere could die happy—but of course, not any time soon.  The Phobian War had suddenly taken on so many new dimensions, it was intriguing.  What had really happened to force the collapse of the Republic?  Talyere very much wanted to find out… and perhaps make an addendum to the Tome of Na’zar one day…

Suddenly the door chimed.

“Enter,” called out Talyere.

The doors parted, revealing Bator’s stark figure.  “Am I disturbing you?”

Talyere smiled.  “No, not at all.  Please enter.”

The Phobian nodded curtly, and stepped into Talyere’s humble abode as the doors slid shut behind him.  He stopped after a few footsteps, and simply looked around.  “It looks much nicer without the fireworks,” he said flatly.

“Indeed, it does,” said Talyere.  “Thankfully, the T’A’Niav ceremonies are nearing completion.  I will no longer require the flames to complete my meditations.”

“That’s good,” said Bator.  “I really don’t like making fire runs.”

“Nor do I enjoy being witness to them.”

Bator finally took it upon himself to enter the center of the room, and sat down on the sofa near Talyere.  “I believe your chi-goehs may have had some sort of stake in that particular incident.  Otherwise, I would not have arrived, and you would have kept that fateful passage to yourself.”

Talyere stopped to consider that for a moment.  While he had never placed too much faith in the myths surrounding the chi-goehs, Bator did have a valid point.  Perhaps the spirits were watching over him after all.  “It is a theory that definitely requires some additional study.  Perhaps one day, when you are off duty… we could endeavor to solve that mystery together?”

Bator smiled.  “I would like that very much,” he admitted.

Talyere matched Bator’s smile.  It would appear that he had managed to acquire something he had not had before—a friend.  This presented yet another exciting new facet of life to explore.  And Talyere welcomed it with open arms…

Though Christopher was in no mood to do his desk work, it was something that desperately needed to be done.  After all the time he had spent away from it, the work had started to pile up.  Harrison had been too busy chasing Species 8472 to keep the flow stemmed, and Kendall Johnson probably didn’t have the slightest idea what to do in the first place.  

He sighed, and wondered what had happened to the uneventful journey they had embarked upon so many days ago… A journey that was devoid of action and adventure, devoid of unhappy news and political science…  What had happened?

Christopher knew what had happened.  They went off the beaten path, down the road less traveled.  Of course, it led to the exposure of a terrible Romulan ploy, but at a very high price: life.  Not only his crew, but countless Aurillians—innocent people had died, and perhaps the Romulan Empire had died right along with them.

But did the ends justify the means?  Was saving this one planet—now a ravaged world—worth the high price it cost to preserve it?  In his mind, Christopher told himself it was, and that they had done the right thing.  And in the end, maybe they did.  

But his heart wasn’t so sure; his mind didn’t have to write a eulogy for the dead.  His mind didn’t have to struggle with the coming days of pain and sorrow.  His mind would push foreword into tomorrow, ready to go.  Eventually, his heart would too… but not today.  Not tomorrow…  But soon.

The computer bleeped.

Christopher looked up from his trance to see the words ‘INCOMING TRANSMISSION’ flashing on the screen.  Quickly, Christopher touched the computer, accepting the communiqué.  “Authorization Christopher kappa 2-5-7,” he added after a moment.

Seconds later, Admiral Nechayev blinked onto the screen.  She was situated in the Enterprise’s ready room, looking relatively unscathed, given the beating the ship took during the battle.  “Captain Christopher,” she said, “I trust you are well?”

“Well enough,” said Christopher.  “The crew took more of a beating than the Starlight.”

Nechayev briefly lowered her head.  “That is unfortunate; convey my condolences to their families.”

“Of course, Admiral.”

After observing a brief moment of silence, she looked up once more.  “What is your exact status?”

Christopher plucked a padd off from the top of his considerable stack.  He scrolled down a bit, until he hit the damage reports.  “Our starboard warp nacelle has been completely destroyed.  We still have hull breeches on decks eight and nine, and deck ten is in shambles.  Otherwise, we’re doing just wonderful.”

Necheyev nodded.  “The Enterprise will tow you back to Starbase 241, where the Starlight will receive a complete overhaul.  It’s been three years since Captain Greene brought her out from Antares IV, and she’s probably had more action than some ships twice as old.”

Christopher nodded.  “This makes the third time this year we’ve been beaten up,” he said.  “It’s those no good Elorg; we’re hardly a match for them.  And now the Romulans… though somehow I doubt that problem will resurface any time soon.”

Nechayev nodded.  “The Romulans had a lot riding on the outcome of this operation—and they lost it all.  The Romulan fleet is virtually non-existent.  The Unification movement has been destroyed.  There’s even talk about the Tal’Shiar leading a coup d’etat to overthrow the Senate.”

Christopher sighed.  “It sounds bad.”

“It’s worse,” said the Admiral.  “The Romulans have expelled all non-Romulans from their, shut down the embassies, and closed their borders to the rest of the galaxy.  They no longer have the social infrastructure or economy to support such a large role in galactic events.  We suspect they may go so far as to dismiss some of their allies, like the Garidians, from the Empire.”

That was clearly not good.  And Christopher knew his history… and when put in such a historical perspective, it was even worse.  “When the Romulans get back on their feet, they are going to be very weak… and very angry,” he said.  “They will undoubtedly begin looking for allies… strong ones, and ones preferably not fond of the Federation.”

The Admiral quickly caught on.  “And being so close to the Kilka Sector, they might just be tempted to ally themselves with the Elorg.”

“Or the Breen,” Christopher suggested.  “Those are the two largest threats to Federation security at the moment.  I’m sure the Romulans wouldn’t mind getting cozy with them.”

“Agreed,” said Nechayev.  “But when the time comes, I’m confident we’ll be ready…  For now, lets just sit back and see what the Romulans do.”  She folded her hands on her desk, and squared her shoulders.  “What is the situation with Species 8472?”

“They have retreated to fluidic space,” said Christopher.  “Apparently, they were trapped here by the Phobians centuries ago, and placed in some sort of stasis.  The aliens were able to invade the Starlight after their bio-ships were inadvertently activated by two of my crewmembers.”

“It’s a good thing, too,” said Nechayev.  “Without their help, our losses would have been a lot greater.  It is unfortunate they are such a xenophobic race.  A more formal alliance with them would be extremely beneficial to the Federation.”

“It would,” said Christopher.  “And who knows?  Maybe one day we’ll get that alliance…”

“We can only hope, Captain.”  The Admiral glanced at a few padds on her desk for a brief moment before turning her attention back to Christopher.  “The Enterprise will be remaining in orbit of Aurillac VII for at least a week.  According to Admiral T’Lari, there is no urgent need for you in the Kilka Sector, so until we depart, the Starlight will remain here to assist in the cleanup efforts, understood.”

“Yes, Admiral,” said Christopher.  “Is there anything else we need to address?”

Again, Nechayev conferred with her padds.  “There doesn’t seem to be anything,” she mused—when she blinked.  “There is one thing, Captain.”

Christopher raised an eyebrow to that.  “Yes?”

The Admiral’s glare was intense.  Christopher tensed, and squared his shoulders.  What had he done to elicit this?  But soon, her glare broke into something closely resembling a smile.  “Good work,” she said.  “Starfleet out.”

She reached for the controls on her terminal, and after a moment, she blinked out of existence, leaving Christopher alone once more.  He had his pile of work to attend to, but as the Captain looked out at the stars, he knew there was a far more important task at hand… Six people had died.  He had to honor them.  The question was, could he?

Things had quieted down substantially in sick bay.  Hartman had finally finished the grim task of writing up six death certificates—finally discovering the name of the poor Lieutenant she had lost earlier.  Stacey Moore.  She was a xenobiologist.  She liked animals and dancing, and was a highly skilled composer.  And she also liked to work.  A lot.  Hartman sighed, wishing she could speak with the young Lieutenant.  But she missed her chance, and there wouldn’t be another one.

In fact, the entire situation made Hartman realize just how many chances she had missed.  She was rude.  She did her job to the best of her ability, but nothing more.  She didn’t go out of her way to get to know the crew.  And as a result, they didn’t go out of their way to get to know her.  And whenever someone did, Hartman realized a disturbing pattern developing—she would simply dismiss them.

It wouldn’t happen again.

Slowly, Hartman pushed herself away from her desk and walked over to the office doors.  They slowly hissed open, and remained that way as the Doctor stood between them and watched Rachael Meyer performing some last minute examinations on Drayge.

The Ensign was thoroughly healed by the alien.  Whatever 8472 had done was practically a miracle.  But it worked, and Hartman was grateful.  Though she had little hopes of treating the Ensign until she could get him out of the Jefferies Tubes, she was proud that she was able to keep him alive long enough for 8472 to arrive.  

Once Rachael dismissed the Bolian, Hartman stepped out into the sick bay and approached her.  She had intended to call Meyer into her office, but seeing they were completely devoid of patients, Hartman decided they could chat out in the open.  “Rachael,” she called out.

Meyer fumbled with her tricorder for a moment, before setting it down and looking up at the doctor.  “Yes, Doctor?”

Hartman forced a smile on her face, and hopped up on the bio-bed nearest Meyer.  “Look,” she said hesitantly, “what I said earlier… the things I said earlier.  They were out of line.  You were simply trying to be a friend to me, and I did the worst possible thing—I pushed you away.”

“You were flustered,” said Meyer.  “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay, Rachael,” shot back Hartman.  “I may heal this crew’s wounds, but I don’t do anything for their morale.  I was being an ass; you were right to stand up to me, and I’m glad that you did.  It was about time someone did.  I was getting so concerned about losing people’s lives, that I had forgotten about saving them.  And you were right.  I did everything I could to save Lieutenant Moore’s life.  I just couldn’t accept that fact—and I lost my cool because of it, and by doing that, I risked more lives than I could have saved.”

“But you’re better off because of it,” said Meyer.  “Next time, you’ll be able to keep things in perspective, so it won’t happen again.”

Hartman smiled faintly.  “One little flash of insight can’t possibly change a person forever,” she sighed.  “It might point me in the right direction, but in all reality, I’m not going to change a bit unless I want to.”

Meyer compressed her lips for a moment.  “Do you… want to change?”

“Out of the six death certificates I just filled out,” said Hartman, gesturing toward her office, “I knew one of them.  You’re damn right I want to change.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Meyer slowly beginning her trot toward the door.

Hartman was just about to bid her farewell, when Meyer’s statement started to disturb her.  “Commander Asherton is in sick bay tomorrow night,” she said.

Meyer smiled.  “I know.  I meant I’d see you in my office tomorrow.  Deck four, section thirteen, in case you’ve forgotten.  You’re not going to change overnight.  You’ll need help.  And that help would be me.”

With that said, Rachael turned on her heel and left Hartman to her own thoughts.  Meeting with Rachael tomorrow would interfere with her review of the new analeptic compounds she had received from Starfleet Medical.  Furthermore, it was put crew physicals off schedule and set back…

Hartman stopped right there.  She was already damning her devotion to change before it even started.  Asherton could take over, she decided.  For her part, Hartman was going to spend a day on the road to redemption.

Another road full of changes led directly to Jayla Trinn’s quarters.  But unlike Hartman, Trinn wasn’t so sure she was ready to accept the challenge.  She didn’t know what she wanted.  And she suspected quite the same of Lucas.  They had sat and discussed the entire situation for hours.

Long hours.

But about the only thing they established was the fact that they didn’t know what to do.  Or, for that matter, if they even wanted to do it.

“Things are going to be different around here,” said Lucas, probably for the tenth time.  Jayla hadn’t been keeping count, but that seemed to be an accurate guesstimate.

She sighed.  “They’re already different.  I worked my entire life to get into the initiate’s program back on Trill.  And now, the Symbiosis Committee has offered me a symbiont… and I have to say, ‘no’?  I don’t know if I can do it?”

Lucas stared at her blankly.  “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted.  And she really didn’t know.  She still had some time before the Symbiosis Committee would choose another host for Kota.  She didn’t have to decide right now.  But the sooner, the better.  “It can wait until tomorrow,” she said finally, glancing at her chronometer.

Lucas quickly cast his glance in it’s direction, as well.  He let out a weary sigh, and slowly rose from his seat.  “We’d better get going…”

As Christopher entered the mess hall, he was humbled to see all of his friends gathered.  He considered himself lucky.  He wasn’t particularly close to any of the deceased.  But he knew them all by name.  He had chatted with all of them, swapped a few stories… but nothing more.  But as he strolled passed the grim, solitary crowd, Christopher only wished he had spent more time with them… for he would still miss them.

Christopher stopped his casual stroll about halfway into the mess hall, and then afforded himself a quick glance out the windows.  The starfield seemed a bit emptier today.  But that emptiness was filled with the vibrant blue and green swirls of a mysterious nebula. Hundreds of light years distant, it was still a sight to behold.  He admired its cool curves, its bold strokes of color and its quiet contrasts.  It was a perfect ending for a not so perfect journey into the unknown…

Finally, Christopher cleared his throat, signaling to the crew that he was ready to begin.  They quickly assembled themselves in an orderly manor around the mess hall, and prepared to remember their fallen comrades for one last time.

Christopher allowed them a few moments to collect their thoughts and emotions, because he knew by the time this was over, emotions would be running quite high…  

“We are assembled here today to pay final respects to our honored dead…” Christopher stopped and expelled a long sigh.  “That’s as far as I got.  I literally sat in my ready room for hours on end trying to think of something to convey my feelings of remorse.  Someone once told me that I always knew the right thing to say… that it was a highly admirable quality of mine—one of the many admirable qualities…  But as I sat there in my ready room and gazed out into the final frontier, I realized that words, no matter how noble, could not effectively convey the sense of loss that we are undoubtedly all feeling, for we have lost something that can never be replaced—our friends… our family.  

“Losing so many of our friends is going to be a very difficult change.  But as our lives change, we remember all the times we shared together.  And from now on, it is our duty to ensure their memory goes on.  We will all leave this place eventually.  This place… that is our home.  But as long as we remember those who are no longer with us, a part of them will always endure, because when we leave a place, a part of it goes with us… and a part us of stays with it.  

“Venture to any place on this ship, when it is quiet… and just listen.  You’ll hear the hum of the engines.  The chirps of the computer… but after awhile, you’ll begin to hear the echoes of our conversations, every thought and word ever exchanged.  Long after we are gone, our voices will linger in these corridors as long as this ship exists. The actions of our fallen comrades will live on through our stories… and their hearts will endure in our own kindred spirits.”

As Christopher looked out over his somber crew, he knew that he had indeed found the right thing to say.  Sometimes words can’t be scripted.  Sometimes one must go out on a limb, and speak not from the mouth, but from the heart.  And that was exactly what he had done.

Slowly, Christopher cast his gaze back out the large windows of the mess hall.  He squared his shoulders and prepared to send his fallen crew on their final mission.

“Ensign Lauren Bell.

“Lieutenant Gulari Yenadar.

“Lieutenant Stacey Moore.

“Lieutenant Commander Michael Tarnowski.

“Commander Taban Adami.

“… and Tarik…”

For each name, there was a quantum torpedo shot out from the torpedo bay.  Only these torpedoes were not armed with explosive warheads.  Their cargo was far more delicate—the bodies of the departed crewmembers… embarking upon their final journeys into the final frontier…

For each name, there was a tear.  A pleasant memory.  A story.  Because that was all they was left…

 As the crew began to mingle and chat amongst one another, remembering all the good times they had with their friends, Alan slowly made his way over to Erin’s side.

She was standing alone, at the windows watching the last quantum torpedo slip into the night.  Alan slowly placed his hand upon her shoulder and turned her about to face him.  Erin produced a faint smile.  “Your words never fail you,” she said.

“And your actions never fail you.  Everything you did for Tarik went above and beyond the call of duty.  You rose to the occasion at his greatest time of need.  I won’t forget that.”  Alan stopped for a moment and then turned back to the gentle rays of light streaking through the azure nebula.  “And neither will he…”
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