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Prologue

       In the dead silence of sickbay, Alan Christopher and Erin Keller stood, contributing to the silence as they watched Sarah Hartman perform the final phases of Doctor Bentic’s experimental procedure.  It had proven to be a long wait—if her calculations were correct, the last time Erin recalled standing in sickbay was nearly fifteen hours ago when Hartman had warded them off so she could work without interruption.

But finally, fifteen hours later one of Hartman’s nurses contacted Erin and gave her the word—it was almost over.  For weeks, they had struggled to keep Rachael Meyer alive, and now, it seemed as if their struggle was about to come to an end.  The procedure was nearly complete, and Rachael was still alive.  If she were going to die, it would have happened long before now.  But even at this point in the operation, far past the most critical stages, Erin felt a dizzying array of nauseating butterflies in the pit of her stomach.  She had no doubt Alan was experiencing the same thing.

Finally, Erin watched Hartman administer the last of the antibiotics into Rachael’s body, and proceeded to lower the sleek black walls of the surgical support frame back into the biobed.  

The procedure had ended.

Hartman made one final check of Meyer’s systems to make sure nothing terrible would happen and then, satisfied with the results, she snapped her tricorder shut, dropped it into the pocket of her flowing white lab coat, and headed over to greet Erin and Alan.

The look on her face wasn’t a dead giveaway as to the results.  Erin knew the Doctor wasn’t very emotional, but she could have at least provided a smile…but she did not.  “It went as well as could be expected,” said the Doctor.

“But if her mesiofrontal lobe hadn’t been so well developed, it would have been a lot worse.  I don’t think I would have been able to adapt the procedure to a human or a Bolian.”

“Perhaps those telepathic experiences of hers last year were more beneficial than we thought,” said Alan, referring to Rachael’s numerous bouts with telepathy, including the Yelss, Species 8472, and the beginnings of something he didn’t quite understand…

Hartman shrugged.  “Maybe, maybe not.  I’d have to look at other Marians to be sure…but I don’t think I’ll be performing this procedure again any time soon.”

“Why not?” asked Erin.

The Doctor glanced at the chronometer on the computer station nearby.  “Fifteen hours might have something to do with it,” she muttered.

“No argument there,” said one of her nurses. 

Alan smiled.  “So when can we see her?”

Hartman again referred to the computer behind her, and looked over Meyer’s bio-readings yet again.  She sighed, and then decided, “Everything looks fine.  You can see her as soon as she wakes up.”  She paused, then added, “If she wakes up.”

 “Then we’ll wait,” Christopher decided.

Erin nodded her agreement.  There was nobody she would rather spend her time with.  And waiting for Rachael to recover was definitely a worthy cause.  She smiled, and turned to him.  “ Do you want to wait here…or what?”

Alan considered it for a moment.  “Here,” he decided.  “I want to be here when Rachael wakes up.”

“If she wakes up,” Hartman stressed once more.

“She will,” said Erin sternly.  Hartman’s pessimism—or realism, as the good doctor described it—was beginning to get on Erin’s nerves.

And so they waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Alan paced back and forth between biobeds counting ceiling tiles. He was convinced there were ninety-seven, but Erin herself counted eighty-nine, claiming he cheated by counting the half-tiles as whole.  He grumbled, and agreed she was right.

Brought into submission by his defeat, Alan retreated to the island in the middle of the facility and alphabetized the cortical analeptics Hartman had on display.  “From alazine to zetarynaphine,” he proudly proclaimed while Erin hopped up onto a biobed and engaged herself in an exciting round of Metrix—the portable version she created after encountering the game on Aurillac VII last year during the Romulan attack.

After winning six games in a row, Erin decided to take a head-to-head challenge with Alan.  She noted that many of Alan’s tactics involved more than a small amount of cheating, but out of politeness, Erin remained mute on the subject.  He wasn’t winning in spite of those extralegal efforts in the first place.

And they waited.

And waited.

And waited.

And waited.

“Hah!” exclaimed Christopher.  “I beat you!”

Erin tossed the game on the bio bed.  “You cheated,” she said firmly, giving him an evil glare.  “I saw you creating blue cubes before the turbo round.”

“They were spheres,” protested Alan.

“Those were the boxiest spheres I’ve ever seen!”

Alan looked up at the lights.  “Glare.  You saw wrong.  It was the glare from the lights.”

“I’ll show you a glare,” she said, strengthening her evil gaze on Alan’s face.  He sighed, and turned away in shameful defeat.

And they waited.

And waited.

And waited.

 Until finally, Rachael Meyer blinked for the first time in weeks. 

Chapter One

Sitting quietly on the edge of a biobed, Rachael Meyer watched carefully as Doctor Hartman ran a tricorder meticulously across every square millimeter of her body.

“How do you feel?” Hartman inquired as she punched a few notes into her tricorder.

Rachael arched her aching back and assessed her current state of being.  “I’ve felt better,” she admitted as she stretched her arms a bit.  “It feels like I’ve just been run over by a Yridian yak.”

“After what you’ve been through…you probably wish you had been,” Hartman told her bluntly.  “It will pass, though, don’t worry.”

“What happened to me?” Meyer inquired.  If being struck by a large, stupid bovine could be considered good, she could only wonder what would be considered bad for her.

First she looked to Hartman, who said nothing.  The doctor simply cast her gaze over to Christopher.  “The moment you’ve been waiting for,” she said quietly, beckoning the commanding officer over to the biobed.  Alan readily complied, and Erin followed closely behind him.

Alan stopped a few steps away from the biobed and thought about what to say.  Over the past several days, he had run countless things to say to Rachael through his mind.  But now that the moment was here, his mind was registering completely blank.  He turned to Erin.

She smiled, and walked the rest of the way to the bed, giving Rachael a quick hug before stepping back.  “You look a hell of a lot better than you did the last time I saw you.”

Alan finally joined Erin, smiling. “We were attempting to save Talyere from the Elorg, when they pulled some sort of nasty trick. You were standing near one of the science stations on the bridge when the entire cluster of stations blew up.  On your way down, you were zapped by a massive energy discharge.  It fused some of your neural pathways and caused a rapid degradation in the remaining ones,” Christopher explained grimly.

“And then you fractured your cranium when it crashed into the side of the bulkhead,” Hartman finished.  “You were quite a mess.”

“We were certain you were going to die,” Erin added quietly.  “For once, Christopher’s Universal Constant was wrong.  I’m glad I lived to see it.”

“So am I,” said Rachael in awe.  It was hard to believe—especially since she realized she couldn’t remember any of it.  “I don’t recall any of those events,” she admitted.

“What is the last thing you remember?” Hartman inquired.  Her tricorder was ready at hand to take down the information.  She had expected some loss of memory, but nothing too severe.  Apparently, she was able to remember everyone in the room, and she knew who she was.  It was better than nothing.

Meyer closed her eyes in concentration.  She searched for the last memory she could grasp.  There were plenty of disjointed bits and pieces that she couldn’t put together at the moment.  But then, she finally found one she could relate to.  “I was talking to you,” she said, glancing at Erin.  “About Kendall.” It seemed like it had happened a few hours ago.  She had a feeling it hadn’t.  “What day is it?” she asked quietly.

Hartman frowned.  “This might come as a shock.”

“What?”  Had months passed?  Years?

“Today is Stardate 73038.1,” said Alan. 

Meyer’s jaw dropped.  “That long?”  It wasn’t as bad as she had thought, but still…she had lost sixteen days of her life, and couldn’t remember any of it.

“Sixteen days,” Hartman confirmed after a moment.

As the realization sunk in, several questions popped into Meyer’s mind, the first being, “What happened while I was gone?”

She watched Christopher expel a long sigh.  It didn’t look like a very positive effort on his part.  Still, he was not deterred by the question.  “A lot,” he started.  “The Elorg attacked, and captured Talyere.  Captain Brantley’s dead—an Elorg spy who attempted to frame Commander Harrison replaced her…  Starfleet is planning an invasion of the Alteran Expanse…” He turned to Keller.  “Anything else?”

Keller shrugged.  “I think you covered it all, little buddy.”

He smiled.  “Oh, goodie.”

Meyer frowned.  She had missed a lot, but none of the action seemed to bode very well on any front.  “Did anything good happen while I was gone?”

“No,” said Hartman bluntly.

 “This is the best news we’ve had in weeks,” Erin quickly added, not wanting Hartman’s tone to sour the atmosphere.  “I mean, seeing you alive and well.”

Meyer smiled faintly.  “It’s good to be alive and well,” she admitted.  “But I’ll be a lot better once I get back to work.”

Hartman gazed down at her tricorder.  “That’s going to be a while,” she said tersely.  “And you might consider staying away from exploding science stations in the future.”

“I’ll try,” said Meyer.  If there was one constant in the universe, it was Doctor Hartman’s attitude—always bad.  Still, Rachael was glad to be hearing it again.  She was glad to hear anything.

Suddenly, Hartman snapped her tricorder shut and dropped it in the pocket of her lab coat, slowly turning to face Christopher and Keller.  “You two can leave now,” she said.  “Rachael needs her rest.”

To that, Meyer protested.  “I’ve been sleeping for sixteen days!”

Hartman nodded.  “And now you’re going to sleep a little more,” she said.

There was a brief moment of silence, during which, Meyer thought Christopher might come to her rescue and tell Hartman that they needed to chat some more.  But he did not.  She simply turned his gaze upon Erin and smiled.  “We should be getting to the bridge,” he said softly.  “We don’t want to leave Matthew unattended for too long.”

Expelling a sigh, Meyer slowly lifted her legs back onto the biobed and plopped back down to a resting position.  “I might have to sleep,” she said softly, “but I don’t have to like it!”

Hartman put a firm hand on Meyer’s shoulder and guided her to the horizontal position.  “Trust me,” she said, “you’ll like it.”

But before she closed her eyes, Rachael suddenly saw Erin’s face pop into view.  She smiled warmly.  “We’ll be back to see you soon.”

Rachael matched Erin’s smile.  “I look forward to it.”

Matthew Harrison sat quietly in the center seat of the Starlight’s bridge, staring intently at the mystical green hues of their transwarp conduit streaking across the screen.  When he had received their orders several days prior, the interior of a transwarp conduit was about the last thing Harrison had expected to be seeing.  But sure enough, the Starlight had been temporarily reassigned from their duties in the Kilka Sector.

Given all of the recent turmoil surrounding the Starlight in that sector, a part of Harrison was relieved to be leaving it all behind.  But as he sat in the command chair watching the shimmering green tunnel, Harrison knew that not all of that tension had remained with the Elorg…  He could still sense it among the crew…smell it in the air…feel it in his veins…  Yes, there was tension on this ship…

Perhaps then, Harrison speculated, the mission at hand was designed to ease those tensions, given its relatively meager level of importance.  He would find out soon enough.  According to the computer station between the commanding and executive officer’s seat, the Starlight had nearly reached its destination.

Harrison started to touch his communicator to summon Captain Christopher to the bridge, but before he could even begin to press upon the device, the aft turbolift doors opened, and Harrison immediately heard Christopher’s voice, and Commander Keller’s insipid giggling in response to it.

The executive officer cringed, and rose from his seat, his disgusted gaze meeting Kendall Johnson’s equally unenthused gaze at ops, before setting his eyes on the Captain.

 “Report?” demanded Christopher as he walked up to the mission ops station.

“We are nearing Forren VI,” said Ensign Neelar Drayge from the helm.

“Wonderful,” said Christopher.

Harrison sensed that Christopher had no idea where they were headed.  Of course, if he had spent a little more time on duty, and a little less time with Commander Keller, that wouldn’t be such a problem.  Harrison smiled quaintly, and turned back to face the viewscreen.  “Ensign,” he called out, “drop out of transwarp and take us into orbit.”

The green streaks of transwarp endured on the view screen a moment longer before being overcome by a flash of brilliant yellow-green light.  When it passed, a brilliant twinkling starfield had assumed its place, and in the distance, Harrison noticed a small greenish-brown sphere that had to be Forren VI.  He glanced back at Christopher, who was still utterly clueless.

Slowly, the Captain made his way to Harrison’s side.  “Matthew,” he said quietly,  “I’ll admit, I’ve had my hands full in sickbay the past few days.  Would you care to enlighten me as to our mission?”

“Yes,” replied Harrison bluntly.  Sickbay was a valid excuse, but according to sensors, Christopher spent only a fraction of his time there.  The rest of the time he spent in close proximity to Commander Keller.  And the sensors didn’t lie…

Christopher folded his arms and cast a weary gaze at Harrison.  “Matthew…” There was some force behind the reprimand, but nothing that sent chills down Harrison’s spine.

Still, he relented, turning on his heel and seating himself in his chair.  “Starfleet has dispatched us to Forren VI to assist them in settling a dispute with their neighbors, the Grintaka,” Harrison reported a moment later.

Christopher sighed.  “Oh, goodie.” 

The Captain didn’t sound particularly enthused about the mission.  But, settling miniscule disputes between two cultures was definitely a part of his job as Captain of a starship—even if he didn’t like it.  Harrison could understand why.  In the majority of his experiences, both species would have their own mindset on what should be, and would stick to it until the other side either submitted to, or killed the other representative.   In the end, one side was always very angry with the other.  If the mission was supposed to ease tensions, Harrison was a little weary about it, himself. 

“If I recall correctly,” Christopher mused to himself, “both the Forriens and the Grintaka have applied for Federation membership, is that correct?”

“Yeah,” Keller confirmed after conferring with her station.  “The Forriens in 2377, the Grintaka in 2382.  Both were rejected because of this dispute.”

“But both have now reapplied,” Harrison added.  “If we can somehow bring a favorable resolution to their dispute, their chances of being admitted are greatly increased.”

“I’m not too optimistic,” said Christopher.  “If this dispute has been going on since the 2370’s, or earlier, I highly doubt we can change the course of history.  But I’m willing to try, of course.”

And try was all they could do.  “Hail them,” Harrison ordered a moment later.

Christopher sat still in his command chair and waited for Bator to flick the image of an angry Forrien ambassador on the view screen.  But all he heard was a faint, fuzzy chirp of the tactical station refusing to follow the command.  He turned to see what had transpired.  “What the heck is going on back there?”

“I am having difficulty establishing a link with their communication systems,” said Bator a moment later.

Christopher sighed.  “We haven’t even begun and they’re not speaking to us already?  Open a channel on all frequencies.  If they won’t talk to us, at the very least they can listen.”

“Aye,” said Bator.

“This is Captain Alan Christopher of the U.S.S. Starlight.  We are here on behalf of the United Federation of Planets at your request to assist in your dispute with the Grintaka.  Please open a channel so we may further this discussion.”

Harrison watched the Captain count off the seconds in his command chair.  After about fifteen of them, the Captain turned back to the Phobian at tactical. “Well?”

“Still nothing,” said Bator.

“I think I might know why,” Keller said abruptly, though not bothering to continue her train of thought.

Christopher stared at her awaiting her data, but she remained mute.  “Are you going to share this incredible data with the rest of us, or do we have to guess?”

Erin shook off her distraction and returned her attention to the sensors.  “It is my professional opinion that the reason the colony isn’t responding is because the colony is not there…”

Chapter Two

At first, Christopher though he had misheard Commander Keller.  Perhaps, for the first time, his keen hearing had failed him…  “Gone?” he repeated, just to make sure. 

A few bleeps emanated from Keller’s station has she ran a series of secondary scans to confirm her earlier conclusion.  “Yeah, it’s long gone,” she confirmed after a moment.  “In fact, Alan, not only has the colony magically disappeared, so have all of the people in it.  I don’t have any Forrien life signs on sensors.  It’s like the colony never existed.”

Christopher folded his arms and sighed.  “The big hole in the ground where the colony used to be might clue someone off,” he grunted softly, wondering what could have possibly happened to the colony.

Numerous possibilities came to mind, the first being the most unnerving of them—Borg.  When they invaded the Federation in 2366, Jouret IV experienced a similar phenomenon.  But there hadn’t been any transwarp activity in the region for weeks, and no sign of Borg activity anywhere else in the Federation.  In fact, the Borg hadn’t been seen for years.  But it was about the only possibility that popped into Christopher’s mind…

Even without looking, Christopher could see Harrison was equally distressed with the situation.  The executive officer was shifted uncomfortably in his chair as he looked over the data on the computer screen between the two of them.  “How many people were on that colony?” he inquired a moment later.

There was a brief pause as Commander Keller looked into it.  After a few bleeps of the computer, she had compiled a report.  “It was a good sized place,” she said.  “According to our database, 38,000 people lived in that colony, most of them Forriens.”

 Christopher sighed wearily as he realized they had a mystery on their hands.  Such paradoxes gave him headaches.  Still, he liked to look at every situation objectively.  “And looking on the bright side, I suppose this ends their dispute with the Grintaka,” he admitted.  It was a grim, but true, look on the bright side.  With the Forriens gone, it would make it almost impossible for the Grintaka to have a dispute with them.  Then again, with races like the Grintaka, anything was possible.

Harrison turned to Christopher.  “I wonder if the Grintaka know anything of this disappearance.  It seems a bit convenient for them, doesn’t it?”

Christopher had to agree, and he nodded his head accordingly.  But he also had something to counter Harrison’s thoughts.  “Then again, it also could be nothing more than a stroke of luck in the Grintaka’s favor.  As far as I know, the Grintaka don’t have any weapon that could produce destruction on such a wide scale.”

“And if they do,” continued Harrison, “it means the Grintaka are much more of a threat than we have been led to believe.”

Loudly, Bator cleared his throat.  “Though according to intelligence reports I have read on them,” he interjected, “acquiring a photon grenade would make the Grintaka more of a threat than we believed.”

“That weak?” Christopher asked lightly, almost chuckling.  “Then I doubt they have the technology.  Which brings me to—”

“Yes, I know,” Harrison interrupted.  “The Borg.  It was the very first thing to cross my mind.”

It was the moment of truth.  Christopher rose slightly from his chair and looked over to Lieutenant Bator’s station. “Mr. Bator, any Borg activity within sensor range?”

He checked.  “Negative,” he reported a moment later.  “I am detecting no Borg vessels, or signs of residual transwarp activity within sensor range other than our own.”

Christopher allowed himself a brief sigh of relief.  At the very least, the Starlight would be safe for now, unless a cube or two jumped out of transwarp right on top of them.  He doubted that would happen, though.  “Have all nearby outposts scan for signs of Borg activity,” Christopher ordered.  “If this is the Borg, I want to be ready for them.”

“Until the threat is over, I suggest we go to yellow alert,” Harrison suggested quietly to Christopher as Bator carried out the orders.

The Captain nodded agreeably.  “Yellow alert, Mr. Bator.”  As the yellow alert lights activated around the bridge, Christopher sat back down in his command chair. “We’re out of the woods for now,” he whispered before turning to Commander Harrison.  “Matthew, why don’t you take a little stroll to the surface and see what the heck we’re dealing with?  Maybe a bit of first-hand analysis will help clear up the mysterious shroud shrouding this place.”

“As you wish,” said Harrison flatly.

Quickly, he rose from his seat and glanced over the senior officers on the bridge.  Upon seeing a few that would make for a decent away team, Harrison started for the turbolift, calling out their names as he went,  “Ensign Drayge, Lieutenant Bator and Lieutenant Johnson, you’re with me,” he said as he entered the lift.

It wasn’t exactly the team that Christopher would have chosen.  But he wasn’t leading the away team, so it wasn’t his choice.  Of course, he had every right to interfere, but Christopher liked to have a little faith in executive officer, even if his executive officer had little faith in him.  The Starlight’s officers were capable, and surely the mission would be accomplished.  

Ensign Neelar Drayge stood before a massive willow tree resting quietly on the rolling plain of Forren VI.  A light breeze swayed its leaves, as well as the grass and the flowers on the hillside.  On the distant horizon, Drayge could make out the rocky features of a small mountain range.  As he took in the fresh country air, Drayge would never have guessed that hours ago, the place had been weathering some sort of brutal attack…

Slowly, he stepped back to take in the sight, as it was truly a majestic scene.  The imposing mountains blending into the cobalt blue skies almost reminded the young Bolian of his homeworld.  But as he continued to step back, his imaginings were quickly shattered by a sudden falloff of ten centimeters or so… Nothing traumatic, especially for a grassy hillside—only his boots were no longer on a grassy hill.  Instead, Drayge stood in a sandy oasis…

It seemed like an odd place for a patch of dirt, in the middle of a vibrant green field, but sure enough, it was there.  Drayge kicked the rocky black sand around for a moment, watching it dance in the light wind, when he suddenly realized it was no ordinary patch of dirt.  It was what was left of the colony.

Drayge turned around from the serenity of the countryside to the reality of what had happened on Forren VI.  Only a couple of centimeters separated life and death.  Literally.  

On one side, grass grew, just like nothing had happened.  Life went on.  On the other side was a totally different story.  Pitch-black charcoal dirt went on for kilometers in almost every direction, and then, on the far horizon, Drayge could begin to see the resumption of the verdant field.  It looked as if something had come from above and swiped a giant swath of land, and indeed, Drayge knew that something probably had… 

He took a few hesitant steps into the black morass, the rocky sand crunching under his boots.  Slowly, he turned to his comrades and looked for their reactions to the situation.  Much like himself, they looked more than a little confused by it all.

“This land has been completely purged of every organic molecule it once possessed,” Johnson said as he gazed over his tricorder.  “Not even a single microbe was left behind.”

“What could do something like this?” Harrison mused as he surveyed the sandy terrain.

They had come down here expecting Borg.  In fact, Drayge had started preparing himself for a Borg invasion the second he heard the colony had disappeared.  But now that the Bolian stood in the middle of the dark, sandy debris field, he wasn’t so sure anymore.  He had seen destruction before, but never like this.  In a way, his nerves calmed down, realizing it was most likely not the Borg.  Then again, who could outdo the Borg?

Slowly, Bator stepped over a particularly rocky patch of sand, bringing himself to Harrison’s side.  “The attack pattern is not consistent with any known species, including the Borg,” he announced upon his approach.

Drayge had to concur.  From what he learned about the Borg at the Academy, when they attacked a planet’s surface, their tractor beams left considerable craters and extreme geological damage.  Clearly, that was not the case here. 

With that established, the postulation continued.  “Someone more advanced than the Borg, perhaps?” suggested Harrison.

Bator nodded his head in grim agreement, but Drayge, inspecting his own tricorder data, quickly pointed out something neither one had thought to consider.  “I’m detecting residual antiproton particles in the ground,” he said.

“And?” Harrison urged.

“I am familiar with such an attack pattern,” said the Bolian a moment later.  And he was, but at this point, Drayge was so uncertain about his postulation that broaching the subject was a bit premature.

But it was too late now.  Harrison quickly came about to face Drayge.  “You know who did this?”

He nodded slowly, not confirming or denying the statement.  “Right now, it’s only a guess—but I’ve only seen one thing do this sort of damage and leave behind antiproton particles.”

“Which is?”

“Maybe you’ve heard of it—the Crystalline Entity?”

Harrison nodded vaguely as he recalled such an entity.  “I’ve heard stories about it.  But the last I heard, it was destroyed by the Enterprise…E??”

“Enterprise-D, some twenty-five years ago,” Drayge corrected.  “And yes, it was destroyed.  But there was no proof that the entity that was destroyed was the only one in existence.  For all we know, there could be millions of them.” 

Now that the Borg were almost definitely out of the picture, tensions began to ease.  But Drayge wasn’t so quick to let his guard down.  He knew the Crystalline Entity was still a force to be reckoned with.   “I’m not saying this is for sure.  At this point, I’m still speculating.”

“Still,” said Harrison, “We’ve made some progress.”  

Drayge was about to agree, but before he could, Kendall Johnson pointed with his tricorder toward a small rock formation jutting out of the land a few hundred meters away from them.

“We could always ask the locals what happened,” he said.  “I’m picking up a very weak life sign up ahead.  It’s Forrien.”

Commander Harrison immediately gazed over at the formation.  “A survivor,” he said under his breath.  “Let’s move.” 

And without any hesitation, Harrison led the way toward the rock formation, trudging through the dark black sands that used to be the Forrien colony.  The destruction took some getting used to.  Not that it was very gruesome, but even the knowledge that 38,000 people had perished was enough to send a chill down Harrison’s spine.

As he looked to his side, Harrison realized he was not alone in his feelings.  Both Bator and Johnson looked quite uneasy as they treaded the rough terrain.  Drayge, on the other hand simply looked fascinated.  By what, Harrison was not sure.  “What is so interesting?” he inquired.

The Bolian looked around at the debris.  “Ever since I was a child,” he started, “I’ve been fascinated by the Entity, studied it at every chance I had.  I’ve even had several chances to see other attack sights, but the last attack was twenty-five years ago.  They’ve all been redeveloped.  This is my first real taste of the Entity.”

Harrison nodded.  “I see,” he said.  “So you’re some sort of Crystalline Entity aficionado, then?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Drayge admitted.

“Good,” Harrison said as they approached the entrance of the rock formation.  But now that they stood before the formation, the word “cavern” seemed a better way to describe what they were seeing.  As Harrison peered down inside the tunnel, he saw nothing but pitch black.  He couldn’t even begin to imagine how deep the cavern went into the planet’s crust.  No wonder the person down there hadn’t been killed.

“Hello?” called out Harrison as he gazed into the abyss.  His voiced echoed rampantly in the cavern for several seconds, but to his disappointment, no one echoed back.  “Is the survivor still alive down there?” he asked.

Johnson glanced at his tricorder.  “Yeah,” he confirmed after a moment.  “He’s about sixteen meters below the surface.”

“Well,” Harrison said, watching a few rocks crumble from the cave’s ceiling, “I’m not about to go down there and get him.”  As the rocks hit the ground, they kicked up some of the black ashes, creating a gaze around the lower half of the cave’s entrance.  Harrison was certain, now more than ever, that he would remain above ground.  Hence, he touched his communicator. “Harrison to Starlight.”

“Go ahead, Commander,” came Christopher’s voice a moment later.

“We are situated outside of a cavern that leads to the Forrien underground.  We’re picking up a single life sign about sixteen meters underground—but the caves look too unstable for to mount a rescue.  I suggest you attempt to beam him up.”

Christopher nodded as he absorbed the Commander’s words.  It seemed that answers might be right around the corner.  “I’ll see what I can do,” he replied before touching his communicator, effectively severing the link between them.  Then, he rose from his command chair and strolled over to Keller’s station.  “Erin, scan the area below the away team’s current position—about sixteen meters.”

“I would love to,” she said. 

“There should be a single life form sitting down there having a good old time,” Christopher further explained once she started the scan.

Keller stared patiently at the sensors for a few moments before something lit up 15.8 meters below the surface.  “I’ve got a single Forrien life sign,” she said.  “It’s really weak.”

But not dead.  Christopher smiled.  “Beam him and the away team back up to the ship,” Christopher ordered.  “Transporter room two.”

“Gotcha,” replied Keller as her fingers began to work her station.

Again, Christopher touched his comm badge.  “Christopher to Harrison—we’ve got him.  We’re beaming all of you back up to the ship.”

Within moments, Harrison found himself immersed in the shimmering blue lights of a transporter beam before arriving on the Starlight’s transporter pad beside Bator and Drayge.  In front of the trio were Kendall Johnson and a fifth individual that was undoubtedly the injured Forrien.

He was a tan-skinned humanoid, with short auburn hair that was slicked back from his forehead.  Just below his hairline was a small ridge that emanated on the bridge of his nose and traveled above his brow, curving gently around his eyes before disappearing. 

“Where am I?” he asked in astonishment.  

Apparently, his injuries weren’t as bad as sensors had indicated.  Harrison attributed it to interference from the caves, and turned his attention to the alien.  “You’re aboard the Federation Starship Starlight,” he said kindly.  “Apparently, someone attacked your colony, Mister…?”

The Forrien remained silent for several moments before blinking to the realization that he was being addressed.  “Hanati,” he said.  “Dorin Hanati, Director of Forrien Development in the Tukatu System.  And yes, someone attacked the colony down there.  At first we thought it was the Grintaka, but they have nothing that could produce such widespread chaos.”

Drayge nodded intently.  With the Borg, and now the Grintaka definitely out of the question, it seemed that the Bolian’s hunch might just prove correct.  “Did you see what did it?” he asked.

Hanati took in a deep breath as he recounted the incident.  “It looked like a giant snowflake.  It darkened the skies as it approached, firing pure white beams of death at the surface.  Before we knew it, the half the colony had been vaporized.  As I realized what was happening, I saw the cavern and hoped it would save me.  I tried to find some others, but they were absorbed before I could get to them.  It may sound selfish, but I decided to save myself.”

Harrison was inclined to disagree.  “If you hadn’t, no one would have survived, and we might not have ever discovered what really happened here,” he reminded the Forrien. 

At that moment, the doors to the transporter room hissed open, revealing Captain Christopher.  He politely acknowledged the away team before extending his hand to their new guest as he approached the transporter platform.

Slowly, Harrison joined the Captain’s side.  “This is Dorin Hanati,” he said as the Captain shook hands with the Forrien.

Christopher nodded, and introduced himself.  “Good to see you,” he said.

“Likewise,” said Hanati.

“I’m sorry about your loss down there,” Christopher said apologetically as he backed away from the transporter platform.

“Thank you, Captain, but your condolences are not necessary.  Fortunately, my family and I live in the Tukatu system with the bulk of the Forrien population,” Hanati explained.  “My purpose here was to discuss forming a colony on Tukatu VII.  However, with the ruling body gone, I suppose they cannot deny our request.”

“I would say so,” Christopher agreed, recalling his similar sentiment about the situation with the Grintaka a bit earlier.  “But I didn’t know that the Forriens had other colonies…”

“Just one,” said Hanati.  “Though the majority of the population lives there—well, all of it, now.”

“I’m curious,” said Christopher,  “If the Forren VI is—was—your people’s homeworld, why did so few of you live there?”

Hanati bobbed his head slightly.  “Fear of Grintaka invasion was probably the biggest reason, though a more long-term reason was the fact that the planet was dying.  In the near future, Forren VI would no longer be capable of supporting life.”

“I see,” said Christopher.  He had been unaware of that particular situation on Forren VI…not that it really mattered any more.  There was no population there to worry about.  So Christopher decided to get on with business.  “Mr. Hanati, if you’d like, we can assign you some quarters for the duration of your stay, or you can pitch a tent in the mess hall.  The choice is yours.”

Hanati was immediately confused by his choices.  He bit his lip, wondering whether or not to take the Captain seriously, but eventually turned to Harrison for some assistance.

Harrison frowned at Christopher’s lack of diplomatic finesse.  “He’s kidding,” explained the first officer tersely.  “I will have Lieutenant Bator assign you some quarters.”

Hanati nodded politely in Harrison’s direction.  “Thank you, Commander.”

Harrison produced a quaint smile, and motioned for Bator to lead the Forrien to his new home.  The Phobian nodded, and quickly led the way into the corridor, with Drayge and Bator following closely behind, leaving Harrison and Christopher alone.  Slowly, the Commander turned to Christopher.  “I don’t think that was an appropriate time for such humor,” he said quietly.

Christopher slowly backed away, frowning.  “Is that so?” he inquired.

“It is.”

“Well, then, I suppose I could turn the ship into a vile, insipid hole completely devoid of humor,” said Christopher.   “Lighten up a little, Commander.”

“I will do no such thing,” Harrison protested.  “Protocol dictates—”

“I know what protocol dictates,” Christopher interjected.  “But surely there’s a little breathing room included in there.  Now what did you find on the surface?”

The transition from one subject to another was very swift.  Harrison was still ready to debate the protocol issue, but clearly, that wasn’t going to happen.  So he decided to humor the Captain… “We may have trouble on the horizon,” he said.

Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “Borg?”

“No,” said Harrison.  “The Crystalline Entity.  It’s back.”

Chapter Three

“Yet again, everything appears to be working just fine,” said Hartman as she ran her medical tricorder over Rachael Meyer’s head for what seemed like the millionth time.

Rachael smiled, pleased with what she was hearing.  “Tell me something I don’t know,” she quipped.  “I feel fine!”

Quickly, Hartman placed her hand on Meyer’s shoulder to keep her seated.  “You’re not going anywhere,” she said sternly.  “I don’t care how you feel, your body still has a lot of recuperating to do.”

Meyer huffed.  “I’ve been in this sickbay for weeks!  Can I at least recuperate somewhere else, like my quarters?”

Hartman nodded. “Eventually.  But not today.  I want to monitor your condition for at least twenty-four more hours.  Then, if everything looks fine, you’ll be free to roam the ship.”

Hartman knew the next question that was going to come out of Meyer’s mouth probably even before Rachael did.  “And no,” she said before Rachael had a chance to speak, “that doesn’t mean return to duty.  That is still quite a ways off.”

Meyer frowned.  “How long?”

“A week,” said Hartman.  “Maybe two.”

That was the optimistic version.  Normally, Hartman was very blunt with her patients.  Had this been anyone else, she would have definitely told them their return to duty would not be for another month.  But Meyer was always speaking of optimism, and so, for the sake of humoring the counselor, Hartman provided her first optimistic diagnosis in ages.  Still, Meyer looked unimpressed.

“I guess I could catch up on some of those books Erin recommended.  King Queer is supposed to be an instant classic.  I’m doubtful of that, but you know Erin…”

Hartman didn’t actually.  But the book sounded absolutely revolting.  Who in their right mind would read such garbage?  In fact, while on the subject of Commander Keller, who in their right mind could be so cheerful and perky?  It was a question that had baffled Hartman for years… and would undoubtedly continue to do so for years to come. 

Suddenly, Meyer winced in pain.  “What is it?” asked Hartman, quickly putting her tricorder back to work.

“Nothing,” said Meyer as the pain subsided.  “It just felt like a headache.”

The tricorder had to disagree.  “It doesn’t look like ‘nothing,’” Hartman concluded.  “There is some strange activity in your mesiofrontal lobe.  It doesn’t look serious, but we should definitely keep an eye on it.”

“Are my neural pathways degrading again?”

“No,” said Hartman.  “I’m not certain what is going on.  I’ll need to run a few more tests before I can confirm anything.” 

“More tests…” Meyer grumbled.  “I’m not going to be out if here in twenty-four hours, am I?”

Hartman smiled faintly, but provided no response for Meyer.  As long as the counselor had hope of a timely departure, she wouldn’t be so inquisitive about leaving—which would give Hartman time to do what needed to be done, and hopefully get Rachael out of sickbay in twenty-four hours after all…

Ensign Neelar Drayge was situated to the left of Captain Christopher near the head of the table in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  Such a position was a far cry from the Bolian’s usual spot near the middle of the table, a safe distance from the Captain’s position.  Drayge found that though he was fond of Captain Christopher, he was more than a little intimidated by the man, for he broke the mold that Drayge had come to expect in Starfleet Academy.  

Still, Drayge would do his duty, and if that meant sitting beside the Captain, then who was he to argue?  “I’ve always been fascinated by the Crystalline Entity,” he explained to his peers, “but never in my wildest dreams did I think I would get a chance to study it up close and personal.”

“Not very may people dream about being vaporized by a giant snowflake,” Keller mused a moment later.

“Hey!  There’s nothing wrong with that!” Christopher blurted out a moment later.  “It’s perfectly normal.”

Harrison immediately expelled an exasperated sigh, undoubtedly a continuation of the hostility Drayge sensed between the two of them in the transporter room earlier.  That was another thing that made Drayge uncomfortable—the division that seemed to be forming in the ranks.  What was an Ensign to do?

Still, in spite of Harrison’s sigh, Christopher continued the meeting without incident.  “Well, Neelar,” he said, “it looks like your fascination with this baby is going to be coming in handy.”  Quickly, Christopher produced a PADD and tossed it on the tabletop.  “I’ve done a little digging of my own.  It turns out there have been three other attacks since Stardate 72646.”

Harrison grabbed the PADD and placed it under a bit of scrutiny.  “If the pattern continues in this manner, then we can assume the next assault shall occur somewhere within the Amizor System.”

Dorin Hanati, who had been seated silently beside Harrison, finally made his presence known.  His eyes grew wide, and his mouth opened.  “The Amizor System?”

Harrison nodded. “Indeed… Why?”

“That system is inhabited by the Grintaka.  You should let it strike—prepare to save the next target instead.”

Christopher frowned.  “I thought you called the Federation here to settle the dispute with the Grintaka?”

Hanati also frowned.  “I did not personally contact Starfleet Command, did I?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Trust me, I didn’t,” Hanati confirmed.  “The only reason the Forriens wanted the dispute settled was to gain entry into the Federation, so your scientists would help find a way to save Forren VI from destruction.”

“What was wrong with Forren VI in the first place?” inquired Kendall Johnson a moment later.

Hanati sighed.  “The planet was undergoing some sort of atmospheric reversion.  The oxygen molecules mutated into something our scientists did not recognize.  Whatever it was, we could not breathe it, and in a few centuries, all of the molecules would have been mutated.”

“The planet wasn’t dying then,” Johnson decided.  “It was simply changing… Interesting…  I wish we had some time to study it.”

“But we don’t,” Christopher interrupted.  “And now that the population on Forren VI is dead, there is no need for peace with the Grintaka, am I right?”

“Yes,” said Hanati simply.  “The Tukatu System is remote, even to the Federation, and it has no strategic value to the Grintaka.  If they do find us, we can handle them.”

“If you insist,” said Christopher.

To Drayge, the Captain sounded a little snappy.  Maybe it was Commander Harrison.  Maybe he just didn’t feel like arguing with Hanati at the moment.  Mr. Hanati’s mind seemed set in its thinking, and there was probably nothing Christopher could say to change it any time soon.  Either way, it was settled—the mission to forge some sort of peace between the Forriens and the Grintaka was over.

But in no way did that mean they were through dealing with the Grintaka.  “Despite your feelings about the Grintaka, Mr. Hanati, we are still going to pay our beloved friends in the Amizor System a visit.  I want to get to the bottom of this before anyone else is absorbed by the Crystalline Entity.”

Hanati immediately protested, “The Grintaka aren’t worth saving, Captain Christopher!”

Christopher stopped, and turned his full attention to the Forrien.  “Why?” he demanded.

For a moment, Hanati appeared to be at a loss of words.  He scratched his head and frowned even before attempting to fabricate some sort of a response.  “They are a violent, archaic society bent on conquering the universe!  The Entity may be doing everyone a favor by destroying the Amizor System!”

“That may very well be true,” Christopher allowed, “But the fact of the matter is, the Grintaka don’t pose much of a threat to anybody, yourselves included.  I do believe the reason you don’t want them saved is simply because you’re not too fond of the Grintaka.”

“And you are?” asked Hanati.

“I’ve never met one,” Christopher admitted.  “Still, I won’t just let one of their colonies be destroyed without giving them some sort of forewarning at the very least!”

“And what about your Prime Directive?  Does that not prevent you from interfering with other species development?”

“The Grintaka are a warp-capable species,” Christopher reminded.  “Warning them of their impending doom is hardly interfering…  It’s merely polite.”

“Perhaps,” Harrison suddenly interjected, “we should consult with Starfleet Command as to a course of action?”

Drayge knew that was what he would do.  And from what he knew of command protocol, it was also the required course of action.  He turned to Christopher and waited for a response.

In turn, the Captain turned his attention to Commander Keller, who glanced down at a PADD in front of her.  “We’ve got less than two days before the Entity could strike,” she said.  “Given our distance from any Federation outposts, it could take twice as long to get a response from Starfleet.”

Christopher nodded his thanks, and turned back to Harrison.  “No time,” he said flatly.  “We will proceed to the Amizor System—”

“Sir,” Harrison interrupted.  “I must protest.”

Seething, Christopher turned his gaze upon the first officer.  “I’ll note your protest in my log, Commander,” he said through clenched teeth.  

A bitter, dead silence slowly filtered into the conference lounge.  Drayge swallowed, and looked around at his fellow officers.  Judging by the looks on their faces, they were probably as confused as Drayge was.  That was comforting, at least…

But suddenly, the bleeping of Captain Christopher’s communicator fractured the awkward silence, “Bridge to Captain Christopher.”
Slowly, Christopher reached for his communicator, touching the shiny Starfleet emblem.  “Yes?”

 “We’ve just picked up the Crystalline Entity on sensors,” came the feminine voice on the other end.

“I’m on my way,” replied the Captain.

Quickly, Christopher dismissed the meeting and made his way to the bridge.  Drayge joined the others as they filed out behind him, but the young Bolian noticed that Commander Harrison remained seated, with a disturbed look on his face as he gazed out at the twinkling stars… Whatever was going through the Commander’s mind was most likely not something that Drayge would like…

“Alan, the Entity is headed straight for the Amizor System,” Keller reported as she took her place behind the operations station.

 “It’s moving at Warp 4.4,” Bator added.

“How far is it from the Grintaka colony?” Christopher inquired as he seated himself in the center seat.

“If it maintains speed—two days,” replied Bator.

“And at maximum warp, how far are we from the Amizor System?” Christopher asked.

“Even at transwarp speeds, we’re just over two days away,” said Drayge.

“Our transwarp speeds have been getting faster and faster,” Christopher noted, slowly turning his attention to the engineering station.  “Lucas, any chance you can boost it a little bit more?”

“Before he left, I was working closely with Talyere on adjusting our transwarp drive to Elorg specifications,” replied the chief engineer.  “Without him, I can’t be sure of my modifications, but I think I can get you a small boost without causing too much trouble.”

“I’ll take whatever you can get me,” said Christopher.  “Just get us to the Amizor System in less than two days.  Who knows, you might even get a golden star out of it…”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Tompkins said a moment later, though apparently oblivious to the golden star.  

Christopher shrugged it off, deciding not everyone was as excited by golden stars as he was.  “Have fun,” he replied, giving Tompkins authorization to proceed.  With that, the Captain turned his attention to the view screen.  “I think it’s time we had a little chat with the Grintaka.  Open a channel to the colony in the Amizor System, Mr. Bator.”

“Aye, sir.  Channel open.”

Christopher rose from his chair and took up a position beside Ensign Drayge.  “On screen.”

A moment later, a large, pale, gray-skinned Grintaka appeared on the screen.  He reminded Christopher of the Jem’Hadar bred by the Dominion, only his hair was more of a thick mane, like that of a Naussicaan.  Quite frankly, he was ugly, but Christopher managed a forced smile.  “This is Captain Alan Christopher of the Feder—”

The stone-faced Grintaka cut him off.  “I am Sovereign Leskit of the Grintaka Alliance.  What do you want from us?”  Not surprisingly, his voice was low and grainy.

“You may have noticed a large entity heading for your system,” Christopher started.  Again, Leskit cut him off.

“Is this some sort of threat?” Leskit bellowed.

“No,” Christopher assured him.  “But I’m warning you, the entity will destroy your colony unless we work together to stop it.”

Leskit frowned.  “The Grintaka can fend for themselves,” he said defiantly.

Dorin Hanati suddenly stepped into the Grintaka’s line of sight. “You cannot,” he assured the Grintaka leader.

Upon seeing the Forrien, Leskit’s nostrils flared, his gaze turned icy, and his lips cringed.  “Captain Christopher,” he said with a labored patience, “you encroach upon our territory in the company of our greatest enemy.  You send a massive entity to destroy our colony, and yet you claim that it is not an invasion?”

“If you’d just listen to him, you’d realize that it was far from an invasion—that same entity has destroyed the Forrien Homeworld,” Hanati countered.

The Grintaka showed no concern for the dead Forriens.  In fact, Christopher noticed a small grin on his lip.  “That is unfortunate,” he said.  “But the problems of the Forriens are no concern of mine.”

“They should be,” Christopher said firmly.  “That same problem is going to be in orbit of your world in less than two days—and without us, you don’t have a chance of stopping it.”

Leskit frowned.  “It would appear that you were not able to stop it in the Forren System.  What makes you think you can stop it here?”

“We didn’t encounter the entity until after the colony was destroyed,” explained Christopher.  “But we will do everything in our power to prevent any further deaths.”

It seemed for a moment as if Leskit may have actually been considering Christopher’s words.  But quickly, his own words knocked those hopeful thoughts down.  “The Grintaka do not need the help of outsiders to stop this alleged threat.  The decision is final.”

With that brief statement, the transmission was ended, replaced by the haunting view of the mysterious Crystalline Entity.  The giant snowflake charged through the void of space unchallenged as it moved toward its next target…

Chapter Four

It had been one of the most dreadful afternoons Rachael Meyer had lived through.  It seemed, that for the better part of five hours, Doctor Hartman subjected her to nothing but medical exam after medical exam.  Given all of the hours she had logged in the medical bay while on duty, Rachael had a good idea what was going on, but in the end, she suspected that not even Doctor Hartman was fully aware of the source of the activity in her mesiofrontal lobe.

Still, the Doctor at least pretended to know what was happening, and approached each exam with a firm, knowledgeable attitude.  And as she returned to Meyer’s biobed with the results of the final exam, Hartman still maintained that attitude.  “We’ve got a hell of a lot of new data on that Marian mind of yours,” she started, “but no concrete data on what is going on.  There is clearly some sort of activity in your mesiofrontal lobe that wasn’t there before I performed the procedure.  I’ve contacted Doctor Bentic, but he had nothing but some damn logic equations.”

She huffed, and dropped her tricorder into her lab coat’s pocket.  “Now, we know that the mesiofrontal lobe is associated with your telepathic abilities…have you had any telepathic experiences over the past couple of hours?”

“None,” said Meyer.  “I haven’t had a telepathic experience since the Rutanians attacked the ship last year.”

“According to these exam results, you should know what I’m thinking even before I do…”

“Well, I have no idea what you’re thinking right about now,” admitted Meyer.  “Is this going to harm me in some way?”

Hartman brought Meyer’s attention to the monitor above the biobed.  On the screen was a computer generated image of Meyer’s brain, with several highlighted sections indicating activity in the mesiofrontal lobe.  “As long as the activity stays where it is, I doubt there will be any problems.  But it probably won’t do that.  It could spread to your temporal lobe and your cerebral cortex within days, and at that point, cause your neural pathways to degrade.”

“We’d be right back at square one,” Meyer realized.  “What can you do to stop it?”

Hartman walked over to the island in the middle of the room and grabbed a hypospray from the table.  “A dose of peridaxon should inhibit any further activity,” she said as she approached.

Suddenly, as Hartman moved to inject Meyer, the light caught on the hypospray’s long, cylindrical body, flashing into Meyer’s eyes.

She blinked…

“They have Talyere!”

“They’re going to warp,” added Neelar Drayge a moment later.

The Captain rose from his chair. “Follow them, Neelar, maximum warp!” he shouted.

On the view screen, the Inkhezi was engulfed in a flash of white light as it jumped into warp.  But the Starlight was merely lurching… “Neelar, I can walk faster than this…”said Christopher.

The Bolian’s fingers flew over the controls as he attempted to execute the Captain’s orders, but to no avail.  The stars did not move.  “The engines aren’t responding!”

“What?!” Keller exclaimed.

“This is not good,” Christopher mumbled through clenched teeth.

Then, without warning, the lights disappeared, drowning the bridge in an insufferable pitch black darkness.  Rachael Meyer clung to her station so as not to get lost.  But something wasn’t right.  The station was vibrating.  At first, Meyer thought it was just the normal power flow; she just hadn’t noticed its veracity before.  

But suddenly, a tendril of energy lashed out at her, and before she knew it, Rachael felt a rabid stinging sensation emanating from her left shoulder and surging through her arm and chest.  And before she could react, another branch-like tendril of energy lashed out at her, wrapping its arms around her body and zapping it with a voracity that Meyer had never before experienced.  Everything around her was a blur that was slowly fading to black.

As she crashed to the floor, the last thing Rachael Meyer saw was the shrapnel of her exploding station raining down on her body…
…and Hartman drew closer with the hypospray.

Closer.

And closer.

Rachael knew it was going to strike…

She tried to move, but none of her limbs would comply.  No matter how much she willed it, they just would not listen.

And then, she felt the first piece of shiny debris hit her body.  And then another.  And another…

The shiny hypospray drew closer.  

NO!!! Meyer screamed in her mind.  It couldn’t be allowed to strike her!!  GET AWAY!!!

As Doctor Hartman started to inject the peridaxon into Meyer’s neck, she suddenly felt the hypospray begin to tremor in her hand.  “What the hell?” she demanded, watching the device jerk her hand around, growing more violent with each passing moment.

Quickly, she released her grip on the hypo, but instead of falling to the floor, it knocked Hartman’s hand and careening into the wall across the room with a force so great it left a considerable dent in the spot where it impacted. 

Slowly, Hartman approached the hypospray.  It was sitting immobile on the floor, crunched up into a ball of garbage that wasn’t even recognizable as a hypospray.  Carefully, she kicked it with her boot.  It rolled accordingly, but nothing more.  Feeling a little more daring, Hartman reached down and plucked the hypo from its resting place.  Still, nothing happened…

“That was different,” she mused before turning her attention back to Meyer.  “I’m guessing you had something to do with this.”

Looking more than a little dazed and confused, the Marian simply nodded.  “I think I did,” she said after an additional moment. “But I didn’t have any control over what I did with it.  I just told myself to get it away from me…and it went.”

Hartman clasped the remains of the hypo in her hand.  “Do you know why you wanted it away from you?”

“It triggered some sort of memory,” said Meyer.  Clearly, the exact details were a bit sketchy, but the pattern was holding true to the other telepathic experiences Meyer had experienced.  An event always triggered the experience…only this time, the experience was a bit more rampant.

“We definitely need to administer that peridaxon,” said Hartman.  “Unless you can get your telepathic abilities under control, I don’t want you walking around without it.”

“Maybe I should look away this time,” suggested Meyer as Hartman moved over to the island table to retrieve another hypospray loaded with peridaxon.

“I think that would be a good idea…”

It seemed that a new year couldn’t go by without some sort of major trial for Alan Christopher.  Two years ago, it was an encounter with the Borg in a transwarp tunnel.  Last year, it was the Elorg invasion and the military tribunal on Earth.  And now, it was Commander Harrison’s continued defiance.  Christopher could understand that the Commander was upset about being implicated as a spy, but it was clearly an accident.  Christopher had apologized, hoping that would quell any bad feelings between the two of them.  It had not.

And now, the rift between them was growing wider.  Harrison’s defiance was spreading to a plain, open defiance of orders, questioning him whenever possible.  Thankfully, the defiance seemed to be limited to good old Commander Harrison… for now.

Why couldn’t things ever run smoothly?  Was one peaceful, tranquil day too much to ask for?  

Suddenly, the door chimed.

“Come in,” beckoned Christopher.

As the doors parted, he was fully expecting Erin Keller to march through the doors with her usual infectious smile and warm persona…  If there was one peaceful, tranquil thing on the ship, it was her.  Even so, it was not Erin Keller that stood in the doorway, but another figure he had been hoping to see, Rachael Meyer.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” he inquired as she stood at the threshold.

She smiled, and slowly entered the room.  “I don’t know,” she admitted.

It wasn’t exactly a fair response, but Christopher decided not to press her for more details.  Instead, he chose to discuss something more relevant.  “So, what brings you to my humble abode?”

Hesitantly, Rachael seated herself on the edge of the chair nearest Christopher.  “Me,” she said softly.  “I think there’s something happening.”

Christopher blinked.  “As in?”

Given recent events, the list of choices was so long, he didn’t even care to speculate what could possibly be wrong with her.  But his gut told him that it was probably not something good.  So he braced for the worst.

“My mind abilities seem to becoming a more permanent presence,” she said somberly.

Her tone was unusual, given the topic.  In the past, Rachael had always discussed her abilities as a good, positive experience.  But for some reason, that did not hold true.  “What’s wrong?” asked Christopher.

“I can’t control it,” she explained.  

“Surely with a little bit of practice, your abilities will blossom into something extraordinary,” said Christopher.  “Don’t give up so quickly.”

Rachael frowned.  “In the blink of an eye, I mutilated a hypospray and sent it crashing into the wall,” she admitted.  “And I don’t have the slightest idea how I did it.  If I’m not careful, I could hurt somebody, Alan.”

That was indeed a valid point.  And if Christopher knew what she was getting at, it could definitely be used to weigh the situation’s magnitude. But since he did not, Christopher simply took it at face value.  “So you might hurt someone…do you want to be locked in your quarters for the rest of your stay?”

Rachael readily shook her head.  “No.  But I would like to know what’s happening to me…”

Christopher nodded sullenly.  “I wish I could answer that.  But this is one of those tricky situations, in which the answer is occluded in a shroud of mystery.  Quite frankly, I guess the only thing we can do is wait it out… deal with each situation as it arises.  We’ve been through far worse than a little bump on the head.”

Rachael smiled.  “We have,” she agreed.  She was about to continue, but suddenly, she winced in pain. 

Alan frowned.  “What is it?”  he inquired.

“A headache,” she said, gently rubbing her temples.  “It’ll pass.”

“Has this happened before?”

“Once.  Doctor Hartman said I should expect it.  It’s nothing to worry about.”  Rachael continued to rub her temples, but it didn’t appear to be helping her pain any.

“Maybe I should take you to sickbay?”

“No, I’ll—” She didn’t finish.

The pain suddenly flared in intensity, roaring through her mind like a supernova.  Rachael clasped the sides of her head as if it was about to explode, agonizing in pain before she simply let go, and crumpled to the floor.

Christopher immediately sprung into action, racing around to the front of his desk and helping her to her feet.  She was still conscious, and barely able to walk.  Gently, he pointed Meyer toward the doors.  “Christopher to sickbay,” he said after touching his comm badge.

“Go ahead,” came Hartman’s voice.

“There’s something wrong with Rachael.  I’m bringing her back to your beloved establishment,” he told the doctor as the two entered the bridge.

“All right,” said Hartman.  “We’ll be ready for you.”

“Sir,” Harrison called quietly before Christopher could reach the turbolift.  

Christopher halted, and gazed at his executive officer.  Harrison knew full well that he disliked being called ‘sir.’ “What is it, Commander?”

Harrison tersely referred Christopher’s gaze to Lieutenant Bator.  “The Grintaka have dispatched a fleet of ships to intercept the Entity,” reported the Phobian.

“They will not be able to damage it,” said Harrison, “But it will damage them.  The Grintaka have partially organic vessels.”

“Oh, goodie,” Christopher muttered under his breath.  Seeing that he was needed on the bridge, he motioned for one of the junior officers to take Rachael.  Quickly, Lieutenant Hataru rushed over.  “Take her to sickbay.  Doctor Hartman is expecting us,” he said as they exchanged Rachael’s weak body.  Hataru nodded, lifted Meyer from behind, and hastily thrust himself into the turbolift.

As the doors slid shut, Christopher felt the butterflies starting to coalesce in his stomach.  He trusted Hataru fully, but still, Christopher wished he could be there for his friend… But duty called.  “Open a channel to the Grintaka, Mr. Bator.”

“Aye.”

A moment later, Sovereign Leskit blinked into life on the view screen, still sneering with his overzealous sense of superiority.  Christopher forced a smile.  “Sovereign Leskit,” he said firmly,  “what are you doing?”

“Disposing of a threat,” Leskit replied bluntly.

Christopher shook his head defiantly.  “Your ships won’t be able to withstand a direct assault from the entity,” he explained.

Even so, Leskit looked unimpressed, and Christopher could see him moving to close the channel.  “Your ships are made of organic materials, are they not?”

Leskit paused.  “They are,” he confirmed.

“Then Crystalline Entity will cut them to pieces.”

Leskit frowned.  “Then how do you propose we destroy this threat?”

“We don’t,” said Christopher firmly.  “Fall back to your colony and evacuate your people to the moon in orbit of Amizor V.  Let us take care of the entity.”

Bad idea…  Christopher knew it the moment the words left his mouth.  And so did Leskit.

The gray-skinned Grintaka slammed his fists on the table before him.  “No!” he shouted.  And with that, Leskit severed the link.

Christopher let out a long, exasperated sigh as he plopped himself in the command chair.  That definitely could have gone better.  And then, as if to rub it in, Harrison coyly sat down beside Christopher, and smiled faintly.

“What is your plan?” he whispered, knowing full well that Christopher’s mind was a blank slate.

Quickly, Christopher gathered all of the data he had on the entity, so not to be portrayed as a fool for Harrison.  And luckily, something came to mind… “Was the Enterprise ever able to communicate with the Entity, Mr. Drayge?” he asked, making efforts to simply deny the existence of Harrison’s inquiry.

“Yes,” Drayge confirmed.  “They used a sort of graviton beam to send pulses toward it.  It responded by sending a similar pulse back to the Enterprise.”

Christopher smiled.  Not bad for five seconds worth of thought… “What did it say?”

Drayge shook his head.  “Unknown. The entity was destroyed before any coherent communication was made.”

“Sir,” Bator interrupted.  “The Grintaka have engaged the Crystalline Entity.”

They didn’t listen.  Somehow, Christopher knew Leskit wouldn’t order the ships to withdraw.  Now, countless many innocent Grintaka would die simply because they got in the way of the Crystalline Entity.

On the view screen, the giant shimmering snowflake came to an abrupt stop near the small fleet of Grintaka ships.  The ships themselves were not very impressive—small fighter craft by Federation standards with a small photon canon mounted on each of their four tiny warp nacelles.

The tiny ships launched a barrage of fluctuating green beams at the entity before it fired a single shot.  The beams were immediately absorbed, doing no damage whatsoever.

Slowly, the entity realigned itself so its bottom portion was facing the Grintaka fleet.  A strange white illumination pulsed down from the top and erupted into a massive beam when it surged out the entity’s bottom.

A moment later, the entire fleet was gone.

“The fleet has been destroyed,” Bator reported.  “No survivors.”

“It’s resuming a course for the Amizor System,” Drayge added.  “Warp seven.”

“Sir,” Harrison said insistently.  “Perhaps we should consider destroying the entity.”

Christopher didn’t consider the suggestion for even a nanosecond.  “No,” he said decisively.  

“Mr. Johnson,” said Harrison.  “How many people inhabit the Amizor System?”

“Nearly 500,000.”

Harrison turned back to Christopher.  “Five hundred thousand people are about to be quashed.  And if we can prevent it from happening, I strongly suggest we take that course of action,” he said forcefully, perhaps a bit more than he should have.

But Christopher insisted otherwise.  He was through taking crap from Harrison.  “Prepare the graviton beam, Mr. Bator.  Emit the pulse once we’re in range.”

“Aye,” said Bator in a calm, utterly neutral voice.

Suddenly, the call of Doctor Hartman broke the growing tenseness on the bridge.  “Hartman to Christopher.”

He touched his communicator.  “Go ahead, Sarah.”

“You’d better get down here.”

Without thinking, Christopher bolted from his command chair and headed for the turbolift.  He left the bridge in Harrison’s command, and for the first time, not knowing whether or not his orders would be followed.  It was a risk…one he would have to take.

As Christopher entered the sickbay, he immediately looked to the intensive care unit for Rachael.  When she wasn’t there, he assumed she was either okay…or dead.  Thankfully, in his next quick survey of the vicinity, he saw Meyer sitting comfortably on the edge of a biobed, fully awake.

“What is it?” he asked Hartman, who was approaching from the opposite direction.  

Despite Rachael’s seemingly good health, Hartman had a very grim look on her face. “The treatment is failing,” she said simply.

Chapter Five

“Failing?” Christopher repeated amidst a cloud of confusion.  “I thought everything had gone well?”

“It did,” Hartman confirmed.  “But apparently, we waited too long,” she said in a grim voice.  “My tests revealed that some of the neural pathways have continued to deteriorate in spite the treatment, while others have gone into a state of extreme regeneration.”

“Such as the mesiofrontal lobe,” Meyer concluded.  “Hence my increased abilities.”

They had come so close to a cure, only to be hindered by their greatest nemesis—time.  “How long does she have?” Christopher asked, matching Hartman’s grim tone.

But instead of a death sentence, Hartman handed Christopher a hypospray.  “That would be the only good news—at this rate, the degradation is treatable with simple medication.”

“For how long?”

“Indefinitely,” said Hartman.  “A simple injection of peridaxon each day will stabilize the pathways and allow her to live a normal life.  The only catch is, if she misses a treatment, she’ll die.”

Christopher cast a glance over to Meyer.  She smiled, apparently willing to accept this new twist in their continuing saga.  If it would keep her alive, it was worth it, Christopher supposed.

“The entity has entered orbit of Amizor II. It is beginning a descent into the atmosphere, ” reported Bator from his tactical station.  “And, we are within range to fire the graviton beam,” he added a moment later.

“We’ve arrived too late for communication,” said Harrison adamantly.  “Mr. Drayge, how exactly did the Enterprise destroy that thing?”

Drayge gulped.  He knew if he complied with Harrison, he would be violating a direct order from the Captain.  But Harrison was a good friend.  The young ensign had never faced a situation like this in his life.  The decision was a difficult one…  “They fired a dekyon beam at the entity,” he said nervously.

“Then we shall do the same,” said Harrison without hesitation.

On the view screen, the green blur of transwarp suddenly changed to the blur of stars at warp, and then, to stars at impulse.  The Grintaka colony was in sight, with the Crystalline Entity launching an all out assault from a low orbit.  And then, a potent dekyon beam sliced into the entity’s side.

And nothing happened.

Harrison watched in confusion as the entity slowly headed for them, unharmed by the beam that was supposed to kill it.  “What’s happening, Mr. Bator?”

“The beam had no effect on the entity,” he reported.  “It may have adapted since the Enterprise encountered it.”

“Perhaps,” Harrison agreed under his breath.

A moment later, Captain Christopher emerged onto the bridge and gaped at the sight on the view screen.  “What’s going on?” he demanded.

“The entity began attacking the colony.  We had no choice but to activate a dekyon beam and destroy it,” Harrison explained.  “It failed.”

“I see,” said Christopher, fighting to maintain his calm, collected manner.  “Mr. Bator, tell the Grintaka to get out of there, and then fire the graviton beam.  Now,” he added for added effect.

“The Grintaka are already evacuating,” reported the Phobian.

“Perhaps Leskit isn’t as stupid as I though,” Christopher grimaced as he seated himself in the command chair.

“The entity is coming to a stop,” Drayge said.

“It’s emitting a series of graviton pulses, directed at us,” Kendall Johnson added from the operations station.

“See if you can decipher them, Kendall,” Christopher urged.  “Our computer systems are a lot faster than those on board the Enterprise-D.  Maybe we can make something out of it.”

“Aye.”

Christopher sat and waited in silence as Kendall Johnson ran the necessary algorithms to decipher the message being sent by the Crystalline Entity, which now loomed ominously on the view screen.  The beautiful ‘snowflake,’ as it had been called, rotated gently about, and simply waited for the Starlight to respond.

But this delay was not without reason.  “Bator,” Christopher said, interrupting the silence.  “How much longer until the Grintaka are evacuated?”

“They are using industrial transporters to beam the residents to massive carrier ships in orbit.  At the rate they’re going, about two hours.”

Christopher nodded.  “I doubt we can chat with this thing for two hours,” he said.  Harrison looked at him a moment later, but did not need to speak his mind.  Christopher already knew what he was going to say.

“I’ve got a rough translation,” Johnson said abruptly.

Christopher smiled.  “Let’s hear it.”

“Why do you pursue us?” the entity asked in a grainy, distant-sounding voice.

“Can we send a message back?” Christopher inquired.

“I think so,” Johnson affirmed.

“We are trying to save the lives of the people living on the surface of the planet you are attacking,” Christopher said slowly.

Now that a translation had been made, communication with the entity would progress faster and faster.  Its response was almost instant,  “We mean no harm,” it said.  “We need them to survive.”

“I know,” said Christopher.  “But your attacks on our planets spark the very pursuit you’re trying to avoid.  Another of your kind was destroyed because of it.”

“We have no choice.  There are no nutrients in our domain.  They are all gone.  We must look for other sources to feed ourselves.”

“Where exactly is your domain?” Christopher inquired.

“Far away from here.  There are very few of us left.  Soon, there will be none.  We will do as we please until then.”

“Even at the cost of hundreds of thousands of lives?” 

“Our survival is paramount.”  

A moment later, a bright white beam lashed out at the Starlight, gently vibrating the vessel.  

“They are probing us with some sort of advanced beam,” Johnson explained.  “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” he added.

“It is penetrating our shields.  We will be vulnerable to its attacks,” Bator added.

Things hadn’t turned out the way Christopher had planned.  The entity wasn’t supposed to be a malevolent soul.  In his mind, it was an explorer, like himself.  He was wrong.  And so, he reluctantly gave in to Harrison’s suggestion. “Mr. Bator, destroy that thing before it can cause any more harm.”

“Sir,” Bator said quietly.  “The entity was impervious to our attack.  We cannot destroy it.”

“Yes you can,” Drayge said suddenly.  “Send a continuous graviton pulse to the entity.  It will cause it to ‘shatter.’”

Immediately, Bator complied.

On the view screen, an invisible beam shot out from the Starlight and struck the entity.  It’s limbs started quivering violently.  Many of the exterior arms shattered instantly, breaking away in a cloud of white dust.  Then, larger portions started to crumple apart until the entity’s entire structure blew itself apart in a massive azure explosion.

Immediately, Commander Harrison’s gaze fell upon the Bolian as he realized that dekyon beams were in no way responsible for the destruction of the entity.  Ensign Drayge had lied…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73043.2: With the Crystalline Entity destroyed, the Grintaka have been able to safely return to their colony on Amizor II.  But the question remains:  how many other Crystalline Entities are out there?  

Meanwhile, we are en route to the Tukatu System to deposit Dorin Hanati on the new Forrien Homeworld.

As Christopher strolled down the corridor to send Dorin Hanati on his merry way, he suddenly glimpsed Ensign Drayge approaching from the opposite direction.  Given the incident on the bridge earlier, Christopher thought it best they have a little discussion… “Neelar,” he said, pulling the ensign aside.

“Sir,” he said respectfully, squaring his shoulders and looking straight ahead.

Christopher allowed for the Ensign’s formality—this time, as he had had enough petty squabbling about protocol with Commander Harrison.  “I understand you lied to Commander Harrison on the bridge earlier about destroying the entity?” Christopher inquired.

“Yes,” Drayge admitted.  “I am prepared to accept any punishment you wish to exact upon me.  But I maintain that I was following a direct order from you…”

“To see that the entity was not destroyed,” Christopher finished for him.  “I thought as much.  For your information, and so you can sleep at night, I thought you would be glad to know that I won’t be placing any reprimands on your record.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“No, thank you,” Christopher told him.  “You know as well as I do that if the entity had been destroyed while in orbit of Amizor, the resulting explosion would have killed everyone on the surface anyway.

“Not only were you able to divert the entity away from Amizor, but you did it without Harrison knowing what you were doing.  Well done.”

Drayge reluctantly accepted the praise.  He wasn’t happy about lying.  He simply considered it a necessary evil.  “It is unfortunate the Entity had to be destroyed.  I was really hoping to learn more about it.”

“We have collected more than enough data to keep you occupied for a few weeks,” Christopher told him.  “I’m sure if you ask Kendall or Erin nicely, they’ll share it with you.”

“How thoughtful of them.”

“Indeed,” said Christopher.  “See you on the bridge, then.”

“Very well.”

With that, Christopher left Drayge behind and headed for the transporter room.  When he arrived, Dorin Hanati and Commander Harrison were chatting discursively in front of the transporter PADD—a discussion that abruptly stopped upon seeing the Captain.

“Captain Christopher,” said Hanati quietly.  Christopher sensed more than a little disgust in his voice.  

Still, the Captain acknowledged him with a quaint nod.  “Did you enjoy your stay?”

“No,” Hanati admitted bluntly.  Obviously, he did not care to extrapolate.

“If Mr. Hanati is among the Forrien majority, then I believe it best that they are considered allies of the Federation, not members,” said Harrison a moment later.

“The Forriens need their independence,” Hanati continued.  “Quite frankly, if I had been in command today, the Grintaka would no longer possess the Amizor System.  I’m not sure if that meets Federation ideals or not.”

“Well, I’m not sure if they’ll approve of my decision to destroy the Entity.  We’ll see…”

“We will,” said Hanati as he stepped onto the PADD.  “Energize.”

Christopher performed the duty himself, beaming the Forrien back to his home planet.  As the alien shimmered away, Christopher turned to his executive officer.  “What were you thinking?” he demanded.

Harrison approached the console.  “I was thinking about the citizens of Amizor II,” he snapped.

Christopher glared.  “Well you could have thought a little bit more.  If we had opened fire while the entity was still in orbit, the resulting explosion would have vaporized the Grintaka.  You would have murdered the very people you wished to save.”

Harrison looked unconcerned.  “I don’t care to hear your lectures.  The fact of the matter is, if you had taken action sooner, the entire situation—”

That was the final straw… “Why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off, Commander?  I’m sure Erin would love to fill in for you on the bridge.”

“I’m certain she would.”  With that said, Harrison turned on his heel and departed, leaving Christopher alone…in more than one way…
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