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Prologue

For the first time in weeks, Rachael Meyer seated herself amidst Neelar Drayge, Bator and Erin Keller around their customary table for breakfast.  Today was the day she had been looking foreword to for quite some time—her return to duty.  Doctor Hartman had given Rachael permission to return to duty at her checkup last night, and the Marian had been waiting in anticipation ever since.

The return to duty meant that Rachael would finally reclaim some amount of normality in her life.  She would be back, doing what she loved: counseling.  Whatever inhibitions she had toward working at the science station had vanished in the weeks since the accident.  She would remind herself to never succumb to the lure of the science station again…

Making the transition from vegetable in sickbay to active duty was easy, since Rachael readily noted that the conversation picked up right where it left off—absolutely nowhere.

“Brian is such a jerk!” Erin exclaimed, slamming her hands on the surface of the table as she went off on her brother’s latest misadventure.  From what Rachael could gather, Erin’s brother was some sort of explorer, though he didn’t serve on a Federation starship.  “His ship was heavily damaged by an ion storm last week in the Calandra Sector.  I told him not to go there, but does he listen?  No!  Now he’s stranded on Deep Space Nine waiting for some guy named Morn to deliver him a particle emitter for his deflector.  I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t be waiting around for some guy named Morn for any reason!”

“The sultry men on Risa are more her style,” Rachael quipped.  “They all have such cute butts!”

Erin hesitated for a very short, curious moment before snapping out of her trance.  “Yeah,” she lied.

In her mind, Rachael could just barely detect the lie.  And within a few moments, she lost whatever telepathic link she had with Erin.  Rachael decided not to mention this incident, but couldn’t help but wonder why Erin would lie about the men on Risa.  She usually jumped at the chance to praise their good looks.

“So how are you feeling, Rachael?” Neelar cut in before anyone else could speak.

Rachael glanced over to Erin, and noted she looked somewhat relieved in the change of topic.  Something is up, she assumed.  “I’m feeling a lot better, though I’m not too terribly fond of taking peridaxon every single day for the rest of my life.”

“Better safe than sorry,” said Erin.

Rachael nodded.  “I guess so.  My head is still ringing, my bones ache, and the last few months are all a bit hazy, but Doctor Hartman assures me that it will pass.”

“That’s good,” said Drayge.

Rachael saw his lips parting to speak again, but no words came out.  The Bolian was distracted by something behind her.  And it was infectious.  Soon, Bator was looking at the same spectacle.  Slowly, Rachael turned around to see Captain Christopher entering the mess hall—and coming their way.  “This is a surprise!” she exclaimed.

Erin blushed ever so slightly.  “I guess I invited him to join us,” she admitted, pulling up another seat from an adjacent table and handing it to the Captain.

He took it, and inserted himself between Bator and Erin.  As he sat down, Rachael saw the Captain catch the unnerving gaze of Matthew Harrison from across the room.  He was sitting with Kendall, Lucas and Jayla, all of whom were still locked in some sort of conversation.  Rachael ignored Harrison, and turned her attention back to Alan.

At least she knew why Erin had been resistant to the Risan men.  But there was something more.  Rachael had invited Alan to breakfast on countless occasions, and not once did he bother to show up.  And now, presumably on Erin’s first inquisition, he magically appears.  Rachael forced a smile on her face, and rejoined the conversation.

“Oh!  You didn’t get anything to eat,” Erin grimaced as she looked at Alan.

“I’m fine,” he insisted.

“Breakfast—”

“—is the most important meal of the day,” he finished.  “I know.  I ate before I got here.”

Erin sighed.  “You don’t come to breakfast and not eat! It’s impolite!”

Alan quickly looked over his companions, and his gaze immediately fell upon Drayge.  “Neelar isn’t eating,” he protested.

“I don’t eat breakfast,” admitted the Bolian.

Confused, Alan shifted his gaze back over to Erin.  “I don’t seem to be following your line of reasoning.  It’s impolite of me to eat and then not eat, but Neelar can not eat at all and get away with it…”

Erin followed through the Captain’s preamble, nodding intently along the way before concluding with a big, conclusive nod.  “It sounds to me like you get it.”

“Trust me, I don’t.”

Matthew Harrison clenched his jaw and sighed as he watched the banter between the Christopher and Keller.  It made him convulse.  “Those two appear to be getting quite friendly,” he grumbled.

“It’s probably nothing,” said Lucas Tompkins in his usual, stern demeanor.  “You know Erin, she’s a very friendly person.  How could you not be friendly around her?”

Matthew shifted his gaze over to Lucas.  “You don’t know her like I do,” he said softly.  Their feud went all the way back to the Phoenix Project of years ago, a long, treacherous journey that resulted in more pain and suffering than anyone wanted to recall, including Harrison.

He folded his arms nodded, unable to accept the events that were unfolding around him.  Harrison readily noted that Kendall Johnson held a similar, disgruntled look on his face.  The Captain was after all, encroaching upon territory that Kendall had only dreamed about.

For years, Kendall Johnson had dreamed of a romantic night with Erin.  And when he finally was rewarded that night, it ended in the worst possible way—rejection.  Johnson hadn’t been too bitter about it, until now.  Harrison could see the look of disgust on the Lieutenant’s face.  He understood completely.

Suddenly, a considerable bout of laughter emanated from Keller’s table.  Harrison peered on, seeing the Commander’s face practically falling into the Captain’s lap as she doubled over.  The Captain grinned, and gently patted Keller on the back

“You call that nothing?”  Harrison demanded of Lucas once the laughter started to die down.

He shrugged indolently.  “Does it really matter?”

Whether it did or not, Harrison was too blinded by his anger to think clearly in the first place.  Though he didn’t respond—there wasn’t time.

The red alert klaxon suddenly made itself known.

Quickly, everyone vacated the mess hall and proceeded to their stations.

“Report,” demanded Christopher as he emerged from the turbolift with the rest of the command staff following closely behind.

Christopher stopped in tandem with Harrison at their respective seats, and turned to the tactical station, awaiting Bator’s report.  Given the look on the Phobian’s face, it wasn’t good.

“One Gorn heavy cruiser is on a direct intercept course,” he said.  “Their shields are up and their weapons are armed.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Lovely,” he muttered.  The Gorn had never been friendly with the Federation, but aside from a brief skirmish on Cestus III, they had never been openly hostile.  And since they were dozens of light years away from Gorn space, Christopher knew this wasn’t some random attack.  They had to have some good reason for coming this far.

Another sensor alert.

Again, Christopher turned to Bator, and again, the Phobian was thoroughly perplexed.  “One Ka’Tulan science vessel is decloaking off our starboard bow.”

And suddenly, the situation’s magnitude grew by leaps and bounds.  Obviously, the Gorn were pursuing the Ka’Tulan ship, and being a member of that species, Christopher couldn’t help but wonder why.  “Hail them,” he ordered.

“They are hailing us,” said Bator before he could comply with the Captain’s order.

Christopher turned on his heel to face the view screen.  “On screen.”

Seconds later, two Ka’Tulans popped into view, one male and one female.  The male was in his forties with a mangled mat of wiry, thinning brown hair and a physique that was less than perfect.  His eyes were a pale shade of turquoise that seemed to glisten when he smiled, revealing his set of almost perfect teeth.

The female was a petite young woman with dark, shoulder-length hair and a winning smile, but her most noticeable features were her blazing pink eyes, which looked very relieved upon seeing Christopher. “Captain!” she exclaimed.  “My name is Tallera.  This is Navek,” she said, motioning to her partner.  “We need to seek refuge on your ship.  There’s no time to explain, but it is a matter of utmost imp—”

The transmission abruptly ended, replaced by an image of the massive Gorn cruiser locking the small Ka’Tulan craft in the green maelstrom of a tractor beam.

“The Gorn are emitting a rotating EM pulse,” said Keller from ops.  “They’re jamming our transmission.”

“What is the Gorn vessel’s armament?” inquired Harrison.

“They are heavily armed,” said Bator with due haste.  “They have superior firepower, however their maneuvering abilities are limited.  If it comes to blows, both sides would take a beating.”

Christopher pulled in a lungful of air, and slowly began to pace before his command chair.  Tallera’s plea for help sounded urgent—and she was a Ka’Tulan.  This matter with the Gorn just became personal.  Tallera and Navek would get all the help they needed…

Chapter One

Christopher stood behind the helm and pondered the situation for several moments, watching the massive Gorn vessel on the view screen.  He had never seen one up close, but now that he had, he wished he had more than just the Starlight’s arsenal behind him.  “I wonder what the are the Gorn up to?” he inquired to nobody in particular.

Harrison grumbled.  “I wonder why the Ka’Tulans are in violation of the Treaty of Algeron,” he sneered, referring to their illegal use of a cloaking device.  

Christopher knew that the Ka’Tulans had never experimented with cloaking technology, and given the Romulans’ current state, it was even less of a likelihood they were given one.  “Never mind that,” he said, shrugging off Harrison’s concerns.  “These people are in trouble, and we’re going to help them.”  He turned to Bator.  “Hail the Gorn.”

“Aye, Captain.”

There was a brief silence as Bator complied with Christopher’s order, and an even longer silence as they waited for the Gorn to respond.  Christopher shifted his weight from one leg to another, fearing they would ignore his calls, when a Gorn commander finally appeared on the view screen.

He was a bulky green fellow with large bloodshot eyes and a very reptilian snout.  His teeth stuck out of his mouth at odd angles and his nostrils secreted a generous amount of mucus.  Christopher smiled politely.  “Gorn Commander, I’m Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.  You have viola—” 

The Gorn flared his snotty nostrils and produced some sort of high-pitch grumble. “This is an internal Gorn affair,” he said slowly, in a strident voice.  “Withdraw at once or be destroyed!”

Christopher squared his shoulders, attempting to make his own stature more intimidating.  Somehow, he knew it didn’t work.  “You are holding a Ka’Tulan ship in a tractor beam.  That gives me every right to interfere!”

The Gorn slammed his fist on the control station before him, and moments later, blinked out of sight, replaced by the familiar site of his ship holding the Ka’Tulans in a tractor beam.  Though upon closer scrutiny, Christopher noticed the Ka’Tulan vessel oscillating strangely.

“Alan,” said Erin suddenly.   “The Ka’Tulans are driving their warp engines too hard trying to escape.  Their warp core is going critical.”

He compressed his lips.  “We need to get them out of there!”

“We can’t do that as long as the tractor beam is in place,” reminded Bator.  “We’ll need to disrupt the beam somehow.”

Countless ideas suddenly popped into Christopher’s mind but he wasn’t sure if they were any good.  Several factors had the possibility to hinder his plans.  He turned back to Keller.  “How long until their core goes critical?”

She checked her data.  “About fifty seconds.”

Immediately, most of Christopher’s plans were quashed, the exception being the one he disliked the most.  Normally, Christopher would have given another knock on the door to diplomacy, but given the time constraints and the Gorn Commander’s demeanor, he decided against it.  “Lock phasers, Mr. Bator.  Target their tractor beam emitter and open fire!”

Moments later, the Starlight’s yellowish-orange phaser beam lashed out from the long, curving phaser banks and struck the Gorn vessel with explosive force.  Christopher held his breath and hoped the quick assault was enough to rattle the mighty Gorn vessel, because if it wasn’t, the Ka’Tulans would be dead, and in all likelihood, so would he.

“The beam is broken,” said Keller.

Christopher breathed a quick sigh of relief.  “Drop our shields!  Beam them out of there!” he ordered, watching the ominous Gorn vessel come about to face the Starlight.

“Got ‘em!” called out Erin moments later.

And not a moment too soon.  Christopher plunged back into his chair and grabbed onto the arms.  “Shields up!”

The Gorn opened fire.  Countless balls of swirling green energy blasted the Starlight’s shields like a raging summer storm.  Holding onto his chair with a death grip, Christopher managed to keep himself out of harm’s way just long enough to see the Gorn ship eclipse the exploding Ka’Tulan craft—then he fell to the floor.

“Evasive maneuvers!” called out Harrison, still clinging to his chair.  “Pattern delta-four!

“Aye, sir!” replied Drayge.

On the view screen, the stars quickly swerved left, then right as the Starlight danced around the bulky Gorn vessel, keeping ahead of it’s firing line by only fractions of a second.  Christopher took the break in the action to crawl back into his command chair and reassess the situation.

Quickly, he came to the determination that fighting the Gorn would get them, if anything, destroyed.  But the Gorn seemed thoroughly content with that option as the Christopher saw several more of the green blurs of energy dance across the view screen.  He turned to Bator.  “Mr. Bator, quantum torpedoes!  Target their weapons array!”

Bator quickly complied.  “Target locked!”

Christopher nodded, and turned back to the view screen.  “Fire!”

The view screen switched to aft view, and moments later, a string of blazing azure torpedoes hurtled out of the Starlight’s upper weapon-platform, and careened into the Gorn vessel’s shielding.  A massive sphere of green light flickered around the ship as the shields absorbed the blast, and for a moment, Christopher thought they had utterly failed—when the ship started to drift ever so slightly.  Moments later, an eruption of flames burst through the hull and danced about until being quashed by the void of space.  

“Their shields are down to eighty-seven percent,” said Bator.  “Weapons are off line.”

Christopher smiled.  “Good.  Neelar, get us out of here, maximum warp!”

Within seconds, Christopher saw a magical blurring of the stars on the view screen, followed closely by a flash of white light.  They were at warp, out of harms way…for now.  Relieved, he rose from his chair and turned to the others.  “Look at the time!  It’s barely fifteen minutes past oh-seven hundred!  We still have plenty of time to squeeze in our morning meeting,” he mused.  He took a few steps toward the doors to the conference lounge, to the left of tactical, when he turned to Keller.  “Have our Ka’Tulan friends stroll on up here.  The Gorn are rather disgruntled.  We need to know why.”

With the entire senior staff assembled around the table in the conference room, it was a snug fit.  But now, with two additional bodies added to the mix, things were beginning to get a little crowded.  Still, Christopher wanted everyone to know what was going on, hence, there was no need to exclude anyone.

Tallera, sitting to Christopher’s left, spoke immediately.  “Thank you, Captain,” she said warmly.  “We are grateful that you saved us from the Gorn.”

“Well, we didn’t have anything better to do,” quipped Christopher.  “Still, it had better have been worth the trouble.  Upon our illustrious departure, our friends, the Gorn, were not very pleased.”

The question had seemed simple enough, but as he looked on to Tallera and Navek, all Christopher received was silence.  Navek cast a curious gaze on his companion, his eyes probing hers for some clue as to their course of action.  Tallera met his gaze and shifted uncomfortably in her chair before turning to Christopher.  “Before we continue, Captain, we would appreciate it if you dismissed the rest of your staff.”

Skeptical, Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “Why?”

Again, there was some curious eye contact between the two visitors.  Christopher sensed some tension, and some sixth sense almost allowed him to understand what was going on.

“This is an internal Ka’Tulan affair,” said Navek in his gravelly voice.  

Christopher nodded, and turned to his crew.  “You guys can ease on out of here,” he said, motioning toward the doors.  “My people are in dire need of my undivided attention.”

All of them were hesitant to move, but much as he had expected, it was Erin to the rescue.  She smiled in his direction and rose from her seat, leading the others back to the bridge.  As they silently filed out, Christopher turned to face his guests.  “What is it?”

Navek’s eyes darted down into his vest, but the man made no movement until the doors hissed shut behind Rachael Meyer.  Then, Navek slowly reached into his vest and pulled out a small hexagonal container.  He carefully set it on the table in front of Christopher and opened it.

Inside was one tiny concentration of blazing white light.  Christopher recognized it immediately.  “An omega molecule,” he whispered.

Omega was believed to be the most powerful substance in the universe—one or two of the molecules had enough energy to power an entire planet for centuries.  But they were rare, and highly unstable.  One small molecule could destroy a starbase and cause subspace ruptures, making warp travel impossible.  

Hence, the Federation established the Omega Directive, a protocol suppressing any knowledge of the molecule to any person below the rank of Captain, and requiring the immediate destruction of any Omega molecule encountered.

And now, Christopher sat only centimeters from one of the dreaded molecules.  At any moment it could explode, and decimate everything within a ten light-year radius.  But Christopher wasn’t the least bit worried.   “How did you get it?”

“The Gorn were experimenting with it,” said Tallera.  “They found it in a remote trinary star system about three hundred light years from their territory.  By the time they got back to their space, it was already destabilizing.  One of our stealth fighters intercepted them, and stole the molecule, but the Gorn detected it, and destroyed the fighter.  Navek and I managed to escape with the molecule.”

Christopher nodded.  “Obviously you’re using some sort of shielding.  Otherwise, we would have had an omega alert—we didn’t.”

“Our ship was equipped with duodynetic flux shielding.  It hid the molecule from long-range sensors,” said Navek.  Then he pointed to the molecule’s current residence.  “Its current container is only a short-term, short-range shield.  Any vessel beyond its two light year range can detect the molecule…”

“That would be most vessels,” said Christopher.  “Lovely.”

“Luckily, we’re in a remote region of space,” said Tallera.  “Getting the molecule to our outpost on Zephyrus IV should be a fairly simple task.”

Immediately, Christopher cringed.  “Zephyrus IV is three weeks away at transwarp!” he said.  “I can almost guarantee we’d be detected by the Federation.”

The Zephyrus System was a very remote star system located well beyond the borders of Federation space, and as far was they were concerned, it was an uninhabited, barren star system not worth exploring.  It had no natural resources of value, no habitable worlds…nothing but one small Ka’Tulan outpost…

“We need to get there,” Tallera persisted.

“I know,” said Christopher.  “And we will get there.  But I can’t just pack my bags and go on vacation to some remote star system on a whim.”

“Then how?” asked Navek.  “We must take action soon!”

Now it was Christopher’s turn to shift uncomfortably in his chair.  “Starfleet protocol requires me to inform them of this situation.  After that, I’ll be authorized to take any means necessary to rid of the molecule.”

Tallera cringed.  “Starfleet!  Surely they’ll want to know what happened to the molecule!  Our outpost on Zephyrus IV will be exposed.”

Christopher shook his head, denying the statement.  “Not if I contact Admiral Jalana,” he said cryptically.  “She’s the highest ranking Ka’Tulan in Starfleet.  She’ll understand the need to get our goods to Zephyrus.”

Tallera compressed her lips.  “Are you certain?”

“She’s a Ka’Tulan,” Christopher reiterated.  “Enough said.”

Tallera still looked unconvinced, but Navek was clearly much more optimistic.  He placed his hand on her shoulder.  “I’ve known Jalana for many years,” he assured his companion.  “She has never failed me in the past.  I’m certain she won’t let us down now.”

Tallera was calmed somewhat by Navek’s words but not entirely.  Clearly, she wanted to keep the Federation as far from this as possible.  So did Christopher, but in situations of this magnitude, his protocol wasn’t as lax as normal.  

He closed the lid on the omega molecule and gave it back to Navek.  “Take it to sick bay,” he said, quickly adding, “It’s safe.  Doctor Hartman lived on Ka’Tula Prime for years.  She’s been entrusted with our secret, and as far as I can tell, has divulged it to no one.  You can trust her.”

Tallera nodded. “What should we do with the molecule once we’ve arrived?”

The answer was simple, “Hide it.”

The death of Captain Brantley had come as a surprise to everyone on the U.S.S. Explorer.  Nobody on board had had even the slightest notion that she had been captured and replaced by the Elorg.  And so, while Jason Towner had been expecting a promotion to Captain, he hadn’t expected it to be so soon—and definitely not a promotion to command the Explorer.  

Of course, he had been the logical choice.  The loss of a commanding officer is always traumatic for a crew.  The murder of one is even worse, and is definitely not a time for dramatic changes.  Hence, Towner was given command of the ship in order to preserve some sort of order.

Still, it was a rigorous transition from being executive officer to commanding officer.  Immediately, Towner was briefed on a plethora of classified situations, bestowed with new access codes, another pip on his collar, and more than a little bit of excitement, despite the circumstances.  

And Towner was very glad he had paid such close attention in those briefings, because suddenly, amidst the quiet atmosphere of the Explorer’s mission in Sector 50325, the subject matter of one of those briefings suddenly came to fruition.

Every station on the bridge suddenly froze, and an eerie silence filtered in as the crew examined the upside down “U” of omega plastered on the monitors before them.  Aside from Towner, none of them had the slightest idea what was going on—though Towner wished he didn’t.  He’d been a Captain for only a few weeks, and already one of the most major crises known to the Federation was thrust upon his shoulders.

Slowly, he rose from his chair and wandered to the operations station ahead and to the left of the conn.  Gently, he moved Lieutenant Montgomery, the operations officer, away from his station, and then cleared the omega from the screen.

“Sir?” asked Montgomery.

Towner brought up the sensor readings, completely ignoring Montgomery’s inquiry.  He was hoping that this was all a mistake—a false alarm, and that they could resume their mission in a few moments, and laugh they situation off as a fluke.

But it was no fluke.  Towner gazed over the data in disbelief.  It was no sensor glitch.  Sensors showed an omega molecule on the U.S.S. Starlight, several light-years away.  Towner turned to the Ensign to his right.  “Markson,” he said, “set a course for the Starlight.  Maximum warp!”

Chapter Two

Reaching Admiral Jalana was not as easy a task as Alan Christopher would have suspected.  Apparently, she was a very busy woman; Christopher had to pull some strings, call in some favors and in one case, simply use his cunning and charm to talk his way into a meeting with her.  He couldn’t fathom what Jalana was doing that was so important, but it had cost Christopher every last ounce of influence he had—which was nominal in the first place, given his record.

But finally, after a scintillating chat with Lieutenant Sakarii, the assistant adjunct to Jalana’s secretary’s aid, Christopher cut his way through the red tape, and finally got his way to Jalana, and was simply waiting for her to initiate contact.

It was, naturally, a long wait.  It always was.  But this time, it seemed even more dreadful than usual.  It must have been the direness of the situation.  Finally, Jalana popped onto the screen.

She was an older woman with short, reddish-brown hair and trim build, exuding a powerful, yet calming atmosphere.  When she spoke, it was with a powerful, authoritative voice, “Captain Christopher.  This had better be good.  I don’t usually concern myself with the affairs in your region of space.”

Christopher nodded, knowing that if he wanted a more immediate response, he should have contacted the region’s coordinator, Admiral Chekote.  Then again, Chekote wasn’t a Ka’Tulan, and wouldn’t understand the uniqueness of the situation.  “I was hoping you would make this one exception,” said Christopher.  “I think you’ll find it worthy of your time.”

Jalana nodded indifferently.  “We will see.”

Christopher smiled.  “It will be.”  He paused, and took in a deep breath before continuing, “We found an omega molecule.”

Immediately, Jalana’s eyes widened, and whatever disgruntled feelings she had coming into the conversation vanished.  “Definitely worthy,” she said softly.  “How does the molecule look?”

Christopher sighed.  “We’re analyzing it right now,” he said, “but considering stole it from the Gorn, I fear the molecule might not be very stable.  The Gorn aren’t exactly known for their gentle touch.”

The Admiral nodded.  “Agreed.  You have my permission to do whatever needs to be done to secure the molecule at our outpost in the Zephyrus System.”

“We’re three weeks away from Zephyrus IV,” said Christopher.  “And I don’t think we’ll be heading there until we get a new containment module for the molecule.  I don’t know how long that’s going to take.”

“Well,” said Jalana amidst an exasperated sigh,  “there is a Delta Cepheid variable six light-years from your current position.  The planetary nebula should hide omega from other vessels’ sensors until you’re ready to go.”

Christopher quickly glanced at his own astrometric data.  The Plexion Nebula was the proposed hiding place, and from what he could glean from the data, looked to be a good one.  “Agreed.  We’ll be there in a few hours.”

“Good,” said Jalana quietly.  “We need that molecule in the Zephyrus System more than the Federation needs it destroyed.  I’ll make sure to keep this event quiet.”   She reached for a control panel out of sight.  “Jalana out.”

Once she was gone, Christopher pulled in a lungful of air.  A sixth sense told him that a bad situation was about to descend into something far worse.  But there was no going back now.  His people needed that Omega molecule, and Christopher was bound and determined to get it to them—at any cost.

Slowly, he rose from the comfortable confines of his chair, and left his ready room, emerging on the bridge with a black cloud following close behind.  “Neelar,” he said, heading straight for the helm, making an effort to avoid eye contact with Harrison. “Set a course for the Plexion Nebula, maximum warp.”

Christopher waited a few seconds while Drayge complied, during which, Harrison quaintly made his way to the Captain’s side.  “May I inquire as to why we are making this journey?   It seems a bit out of the way if you ask me.”

“Well, I’m not asking you,” said Christopher, yet to look Harrison in the eye,  “so don’t concern yourself with it.”

Sensing the tension developing, Drayge suddenly cleared his throat.  “Course set,” he said.

“Engage,” Christopher quickly ordered, before Harrison could object.  With that said, the Captain turned on his heel and headed for the aft turbolift.  “I’ll be in sick bay,” he said as he crossed the threshold between the bridge and the lift.

Harrison expelled an exasperated sigh as the Captain departed.  As he made his way toward his chair, Harrison saw Commander Keller slink away from her station, and join the Captain in the turbolift.  It didn’t surprise him one bit.  They probably weren’t even going to sickbay…

“Sickbay,” Alan said softly as the doors slid shut behind Erin.

She smiled pleasantly, and took a few cautious steps closer to Alan before calling out, “Hold turbolift.”

She took a few more steps closer, and Alan felt his pulse quicken.  What was going on? he wondered.  Not wanting to do anything stupid, he decided to maintain his calm, and let Erin lead this conversation.  She initiated it, after all.

But when she spoke, it was the last thing he had expected.  “I know about omega.”

A plethora of questions suddenly flooded Alan’s mind.  He opened his mouth, and heard one of those questions manifest itself in his voice, “How?”

“Starfleet gave my parents a special dispensation to study the molecule.  They hoped my parents’ knowledge in particle physics would allow them to find a way to keep omega stabilized long enough for it to be put to practical use.  I…glanced through their notes on occasion.”

“And?”

She paused.  “They transferred to the Phoenix a year later and died.” 

“Ah,” said Alan softly.  “You can’t get too much done when you’re dead.”

“No, you can’t.  But before they died, my parents did quite a bit of research, especially in detection of Omega molecules.  There’s one nearby.  Not close enough to elicit an omega alert, but it’s close.”

Alan forced a smile to his face, unsure whether he should tell her the entire truth.  But he didn’t get a chance to make a decision.

“Is it in the Plexion Nebula?”

“No,” he assured her.  “There isn’t anything in that nebula except hydrogen and all a whole bunch of other interstellar goodies.  It’s just a hiding spot.”

Erin’s eyes grew wider with curiosity.  “For what?” she inquired softly.  “An internal Ka’Tulan affair, perhaps?”

“No,” said Alan defensively.  “It’s nothing.  Really.  I thought you trusted me?”

“I do,” she replied.  She tucked a lock of stray hair behind her ear and took a few steps closer to Alan, closing the gap between them.  “I trust you with my life.  But the others, like Harrison, don’t, and that worries me.”

Erin wasn’t a worrier.  Despite his good memory, Alan couldn’t come up with another time when she had expressed this feeling.   Within moments, he felt a knot forming in his stomach, as her worry transferred to him. What am I getting us into? he wondered.  “Omega is only going to make things worse.  I’m bound by Starfleet protocol not to tell the others, and with Matthew so volatile…  This is not good.”

“No…it’s not,” agreed Erin.  “So what are we going to do about it?”

Normally, he would welcome whatever assistance Erin could render, but in this situation, those were the last words Alan Christopher wanted to hear.  Though there wasn’t anything inside of the Plexion Nebula, it was definitely a part of a much larger internal Ka’Tulan affair—one that was not something he wanted Erin, or anyone else for that matter, to be involved in.

 But for some reason, Alan couldn’t bring himself to tell her “no.”  There she stood, an infinitely patient ray of sunshine, filled with drive and ambition, warmth and laughter.  Through their darkest moments and the most difficult situations, through hell and high water, Erin Keller had been there.  And she wasn’t about to go away now because of some dark secrets.

Slowly, Alan reached for the communicator on his chest, and plucked the tiny Starfleet insignia off, clasping it in his hand.  “From this point foreword, anything we do is off the record.  If you join me, it’s not because you’re Commander Erin Keller, and it’s your duty; it’s because you’re Erin Keller, and you’re my friend.”

Her eyelids fluttered for a moment as she squared her shoulders and considered the proposition.  For a fraction of a second, Alan thought she might not accept.  But then, without any hesitation, she reached for her communicator, and removed it.  “Best friend,” she corrected as she closed the communicator in her hand.  

Alan couldn’t dispute the truth.  “Computer, resume turbolift,” he said softly a moment later.

A human with knowledge about the Ka’Tulans and omega was not exactly music to Tallera’s ears.  Despite all of the assurances Captain Christopher could give, the idea didn’t exactly sit too well.  This was an internal Ka’Tulan affair, after all.

Even so, if a human was their only hope of getting to the Zephyrus System, so be it.  Tallera decided that she would simply be more cautious than usual—if such a thing were possible.  Her job was of the utmost importance to all Ka’Tulans, and extreme caution was always a prime factor in her every action.

But, Tallera’s state of mind quickly eased upon meeting Sarah Hartman.  The Starlight’s doctor had proven to be extremely blunt about her experiences on the Ka’Tulan Homeworld.  Hartman proved to be quite knowledgeable about omega, and thoroughly dedicated to keeping it’s involvement with the Ka’Tulans a clandestine matter.  

With her fears allayed, Tallera allowed Navek to begin working with Hartman, putting the molecule under close scrutiny to determine its level of stability, energy output, and a myriad of other items that would help Tallera in her quest to reach Zephyrus IV.  

Much as she had expected, the molecule was not a very stable one.  The Gorn had not treated it well.  There was no doubt in Tallera’s mind that had they not intercepted the molecule, a large portion of Gorn space would no longer be traversable at warp speeds.  Whether the Gorn knew it or not, Tallera had done them a considerable favor by stealing the molecule.

While the molecule wasn’t in pristine condition, Navek readily pointed out that it was a veritable powerhouse.  They had the potential to harness trillions upon trillions of megajoules of energy once they reached the Zephyrus System.

As she heard the doors to sickbay open, Tallera smiled, knowing that they had just struck “gold.”  She glanced up, and saw Captain Christopher entering—but gasped upon seeing he wasn’t alone.  Tallera recognized the female at his side to be one of the senior officers, and given the look of her pale brown eyes, she was no Ka’Tulan.

“Tallera,” said Christopher evenly, “this is Erin Keller.”

Tallera forced a smile to her face, but didn’t bother to hide the disgust in her voice.  “May I ask what she is doing here?”

“Helping us,” he replied.

“But she’s a human!”

Christopher shook his head in defiance.  “Does that really matter?  If we want to get the job done, we’re going to need all the help we can get.  Erin is one of the most intelligent people I know—and I trust her with my life.”

Tallera was inclined to reiterate the fact that Keller was a human, but somehow doubted it would do any good.  “Very well,” she grumbled, turning on her heel and retreating back to the isolab.  “We’ve analyzed the molecule and—”

“It’s on the ship!?”  Keller exclaimed, looking to Christopher in disbelief.

He smiled quaintly.  “Oh, yeah.  We transported that little critter over here hours ago.”

Keller’s face still indicated disbelief.  “Why didn’t we have an omega alert?”

Instantly, Navek held up the small hexagonal container holding omega.  “This containment module shields the molecule from short-range sensors.  Our ship shielded it from long-range sensors.  If we hadn’t been intercepted by the Gorn, we would have gotten away without incident.”

Keller quickly closed the space between herself and Navek, and carefully plucked the container from his hands, placing it under close scrutiny. It was made of some sort of crystalline substance that she didn’t quite recognize—though it did glisten favorably in the medical bay’s harsh lighting.  “That’s pretty nifty.”

“The Ka’Tulans have made considerable advances in terms of the omega molecule,” said Navek.

Keller looked up from the container.  “Have you?  Why haven’t you shared your research with the Federation?  They are terribly interested in that sort of stuff.”

Before Navek could say anything further, Tallera stepped between them, and grabbed the glistening container from Keller’s hands.  “We haven’t told the Federation about our advances, because we aren’t advancing technology.”

Keller frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“We’re advancing our species,” Navek added quickly, eliciting a nasty glare from Tallera.

But clearly, Keller was as lost as ever.  Tallera chuckled under her breath.  So much for Keller being exceptionally intelligent… 

Christopher patted the pathetic human on the back.  “Don’t worry about it, Erin,” he said.

She turned to him.  “Worried?  No.  Curious?  Yes.”

The stern face of Admiral Robert Chekote appeared on the view screen in Jason Towner’s ready room.  This being the first time Towner had contacted an Admiral, he had been hoping for a pleasant encounter that would go without a hitch.  Chekote didn’t exactly look like an evil demon, but he was definitely hardened by protocol.

“Can I help you Captain Towner?  Is there a problem with your mission?”

He nodded.  “With the mission?  No, sir.  But there is definitely a problem.  We just had an omega alert.”

Chekote immediately tensed up.  “Source?”

“The Starlight,” said Towner.

Immediately, Chekote’s eyes widened.  He glanced over some unseen sensor logs, and frowned.  “The Starlight hasn’t reported anything unusual to me.  According to sensors, they’re en route to the Plexion Nebula.”

“There was no mistake, sir,” said Towner.  “The Starlight is in possession of an omega molecule.”

Chekote shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and his eyes returned to some supplemental data nearby.  He conferred with it for several moments before returning his attention back to Towner.  “According to the subspace relay communication logs, the Starlight has been in contact with Admiral Jalana.  I’ll find out why.  Your new orders are to proceed to the Plexion Nebula to ensure the destruction of omega.  Understood?”

Towner nodded.  “Yes, sir!”

“Good.  I’ll contact you once I have more information.  Chekote out.”

Matthew Harrison gazed at the streaks of white light soaring across the view screen, and expelled yet another disgruntled sigh.  They were heading for a less than interesting Delta Cepheid variable star, on a mission that had no apparent purpose—all of this on the Captain’s whim.  Apparently, their previous mission was null and void.

And so, with no idea what they were doing, Harrison sat in the command chair and watched those stars streak by, drawing them ever closer to the Delta Cepheid and its nondescript nebula.  

And he sat.

And he sat.

And he sat.

Finally, the sitting was disrupted by the familiar sound of the doors sliding apart behind Harrison.  He hoped it would be the Captain with some answers, but when the executive officer rose to greet him, he was immediately greeted by the ever-timid Kendall Johnson.  

“Commander,” he called out.  “Where’s the Captain?  I can’t seem to contact him.  The computer says that he’s deactivated his communicator.”

Harrison nodded.  That was the other thing that he found disturbing about this mission.  “I’m aware of that,” he replied.  “The Captain has been in sick bay with Commander Keller, Doctor Hartman and the Ka’Tulans for the past three hours.”

Johnson’s eyes widened.  “Doing what?”

Harrison shrugged.  “I don’t know.  The Captain has decided not to include the likes of me in this mission.”

Johnson frowned, and quickly came up to the mission ops station.  “Excluding us from his personal affairs is one thing,” he whispered, “but don’t we have the right to know about our mission?  We seem to be operating in the dark.”

“Very dark,” Harrison agreed.  “But I’ve not been wasting my time spent in this darkness.  I do believe I’ve created a plan that could get us some useful information from the inside…”

“Really?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  He touched his communicator.  “Harrison to Meyer.”

The counselor was on good terms with Christopher, Keller and Hartman.  Hence, Harrison knew that having her try to infiltrate this secret organization would not draw too much suspicion.  It would simply appear to be a natural desire to see what her friends were up to.  But of course hidden in Rachael’s good intent would be Harrison’s own hidden agenda…

Chapter Three

Walking at his usual quick pace, Alan Christopher made his way through the doors of main engineering, and, as nonchalantly as possible, hunted down Lucas Tompkins.  Over the past several hours, Christopher noted that the tension on the ship had grown exponentially.  His very presence in engineering drew more curious gazes than usual.

Still, Christopher pretended to be oblivious, and approached the chief engineer at the master control station in the middle of the room.  “Lucas,” he said softly, stopping at Tompkins’ side.

Tompkins’ eyes darted from one monitor to another while his fingers danced on the control panels.  He sighed, performed a few last minute procedures, and then looked up to see the Christopher standing at his side.  “Captain,” he said.  “What can I do for you?”

Seeing that engineering was bustling with a fair amount of activity, Christopher motioned for Tompkins to follow him to a more secluded corner away from the action.  He led Tompkins to a quiet workstation on the far side of the warp core, and quickly went to work tapping away at the controls.  “I have a special project for you,” said the Captain softly as he worked.

Tompkins grunted softly.  “What is it?”

Christopher raised his head and looked around.  Seeing they were alone, he cleared brought up a schematic of a small hexagonal module on the screen before them.  “Before we go any further,” said Christopher evenly, “I need to know where we stand.”

“What?”

He stepped closer to Tompkins.  “You may have noticed this place is brimming with tension thick enough to cut with a phaser beam…”

The chief engineer expelled a long sigh, and folded his arms.  “It has been suggested by some of our more…paranoid crew members that there is a situation developing.  I’m not so sure about it myself.”

Christopher nodded.  “Until this morning, I was confident that it would blow over in a few weeks.  But now I’m not so sure.  Our current situation is effectively pushing all of the wrong buttons.  There is a rift in this crew, Lucas, and before we go any further, I need to know where you stand.”

The chief engineer immediately tensed up, and took a cautious step back.  But he knew where his loyalties were.  “I’m with you.”

Christopher smiled, and let out a long sigh of relief.  “Good.”  He turned back to the schematics beside him.  “Now that that’s out of the way, take a look at this baby.”

Quickly, Tompkins delved into the schematics for the containment module, nodding favorably the entire time.  “This is a relatively complicated module,” he said,” but I think I could have it completed it about six hours.  Maybe less.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “Take all the time you need.”

Tompkins nodded, and started to move away to begin his task, when Christopher noticed him stop dead in his tracks, and turn back.  “Captain,” he called out.

“Yes?”

“If you don’t mind my asking… what is this containment module for?”

The one question Christopher was hoping Tompkins wouldn’t ask, but of course, the one that always came up.  “I can’t tell you right now,” he admitted.  “Maybe when this current situation is over.”

Lucas nodded.  “Fair enough.  I’ll contact you in six hours.”

Christopher nodded, and made a quiet departure from engineering, leaving Tompkins to his work.  For his part, Tompkins lingered near the warp core and brooded over what had just happened, and what might happen because of it.  He was now involved in the situation at hand, as were most of his acquaintances.  The minor detail being, he was involved with the other side.

But it was the only sane thing to do.  Kendall and Jayla and Harrison were all acting out of some extreme emotion.  Harrison was upset about Christopher’s handling of the Elorg situation.  Kendall was upset about losing Erin and watching her make friends with the Captain.  Jayla was upset over the Captain’s actions regarding the symbiont last year.  But they were all paranoid, and using this situation as an excuse to exact some sort of revenge; Lucas wanted nothing to do with it.

He shrugged off the disgust he was feeling, and quickly walked back toward the busier areas of engineering, only to find Jayla Trinn running some sort of shadow maneuvers behind him.  Tompkins stopped dead in his tracks, allowing Trinn to bump into him, and then turned to face the Trill.  “Jayla?”

“What was that all about?” she demanded.

He raised a curious eyebrow.  “What was what all about?”

She frowned, and looked back toward the warp core.  “The Captain was just here.  That!”

“It was nothing,” he assured her.

“It didn’t look like nothing.  It looked like a personal mission if you ask me.  According to the Captain, he shouldn’t be involved in personal affairs.  At least, that’s what he told me last year.”

She was getting as paranoid as Kendall; the last thing this ship needed was another Kendall Johnson.  “Whatever it was, it was strictly between myself and the Captain.  If it was of any concern to you, I would let you know.”

Trinn licked her lips.  “I’m sure you would.”  She produced a curious smile, and sauntered away, leaving Tompkins to his work.

It wasn’t like Rachael Meyer to conspire against her best friends.  Something in the back of her mind constantly reminded her of this as she prepared to go on duty.  It felt wrong.  But Commander Harrison did have a valid point—whatever Alan was doing, he shouldn’t be doing it with such secrecy.  He was abusing his position as commanding officer by leading them on this superfluous mission.

But Rachael knew Alan better than most.  Whenever he did something of this magnitude, he always had his reason, and Rachael knew it was usually a very good reason.  Only in the past, she was aware of those reasons.  This time was different.  Though he hadn’t gone out of his way to not tell her, he most certainly hadn’t been very forthcoming in the first place.  

Rachael sighed…Erin.  That was why she was in the dark.  Good old Commander Keller had been extolled with the secrets this time.  Realizing she was nearly at the doors to sickbay, Rachael shrugged it off, and proceeded to begin her infiltration.

Not that her efforts got very far.  Immediately upon entering sickbay, Rachael was intercepted by Doctor Hartman.  “You’re early!”

Rachael nodded.  “I wanted to get a jump start on today’s tasks,” she lied.

Hartman folded her arms, clearly making an effort to block Rachael’s view of the isolab in back.  “Well, we don’t really need you right now.  Nobody has been in here all day.”

Rachael forced a smile to her face.  Hartman definitely wasn’t making her job any easier.  “It’s okay.  I don’t have anything better to do,” she said, desperate to find an excuse to stay.

Hartman frowned, and bobbed her head for a moment as she thought of something for Meyer to do.  “Okay,” she finally grumbled.  “There are some bio-nitrate samples in cargo bay two that need to be catalogued.  Get them, and work with Commander Krantz in the biometrics lab.”

“…Okay,” said Meyer softly.  This assignment was obviously busywork to the fullest extent.  Whatever was going on in sickbay, Hartman wanted Rachael having nothing to do with it.  And clearly, she wasn’t going to find another way in, so reluctantly, Meyer turned on her heel and retreated to the corridor.

Once the doors slid shut behind her, Meyer started heading for the turbolift, and touched her communicator.  “Meyer to Harrison.”

“This is Commander Harrison.  Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

She ducked into a dark corridor to keep her conversation relatively private.  “I just left sickbay.”

“And?”
“And, whatever they’re doing in there is so important, I’m not even needed as a nurse.  I was assigned to catalog bio-nitrate samples instead.”

“Drat!” exclaimed Harrison.  “Try again later.  They’ll have to let you in sooner or later.”
“I’ll try,” said Meyer.  “But in the mean time, I’ve got plenty of other work to do…”

Matthew Harrison’s assessment of the situation just went from bad to worse.  The utter exclusion of Meyer from the group indicated to him that whatever the Captain was doing, it wasn’t something he wanted people to know about.  He had a few ideas as to what that might be, but none of them were worth bring up with the others without any evidence to support them.

He would simply bide his time, and watch for any clues that might shed some light on the situation at hand—whatever it may be.  And when the time came, Harrison would do what needed to be done.  But that time wasn’t now.  

Suddenly, a sensor alert sounded from the back.  Harrison rose and turned to Bator at tactical.  “What has transpired?”

Bator looked down at his data, and then came back with a curious look in his face.  “The U.S.S. Explorer has set a direct intercept course for the Plexion Nebula.  Additionally, they are hailing us.”

Harrison smiled.  Answers may be closer than he thought.  “On screen,” he said, turning to face the view screen.

Moments later, Harrison was greeted by Captain Jason Towner, Captain Brantley’s former first officer.  “Commander,” said Towner, “I need to speak with Captain Christopher at once.”

Harrison sighed.  “Unfortunately, that is not possible.  Captain Christopher and a few others have been locked in sickbay for most of the day with some Ka’Tulan scientists.  Their comm badges have been deactivated.”

Towner didn’t bother to hide his surprise.  “Ka’Tulans?  What are they doing there?”

Harrison shrugged.   “We don’t know.  When they arrived, the Ka’Tulans made it clear that this was an internal Ka’Tulan affair, and had the majority of the senior staff excluded from their briefings.  Nobody knows what is going on.”

To this, Towner looked less surprised.  Perhaps he had the answers Harrison was searching for.  “Do you know what is happening?” he asked.

Towner didn’t immediately reply.  He brooded for several moments, before squaring his shoulders and pulling in a lungful of air.  “To an extent,” he admitted.  “But I have a strange feeling that not even I know what is going on.  The Ka’Tulans definitely complicate the equation.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know yet,” said Towner.  “If you transmit your sensor data, I’ll review it, and clue you into anything I discover.  In the mean time, proceed to the Plexion Nebula.  The Explorer is five hours away.  Whatever happens, don’t let Captain Christopher steer you out of the nebula.”

Harrison nodded, feeling as if Christopher’s plans might just be on the brink of falling apart.  “As you wish,” he said to Towner.  “We’re transmitting our sensor data now.”

Towner looked to one of his officers out of the field of view and nodded after a brief moment of conferring.  “We’ve got it,” he said.  “See you in five hours. Explorer out.”

The pieces weren’t exactly coming together, but after some digging, Admiral Chekote at least had some pieces to put together.  Of course, the data he found was hardly sufficient evidence to point any wrongdoing at the Starlight and its crew.

They had an encounter with a Gorn heavy cruiser on Stardate 73124.2.  The vessel was damaged, and turned back to Gorn space, where they proceeded to file a formal protest for the attack.  Conveniently for both the Starlight and the Gorn, the exact details on the attack were sketchy, though from what he could glean, there was a third ship somehow involved in the entire incident.  Captain Christopher’s log entry was a bit vague to be entirely certain.

After this encounter with the Gorn, the aforementioned communiqués with Admiral Jalana had taken place.  Somehow, the record of the communication degraded, and was not able to be retrieved.  Whatever was discussed would forever remain a mystery to Chekote unless he could devise a more advanced type of parity trace scan to resolve the lost data.

Even so, Chekote guessed that whatever was discussed, the end result was a diversion to the Plexion Nebula, a course of action that continued to remain a mystery.

And so, with all of these mysteries culminating at Admiral Jalana’s desk, Chekote decided it was finally time to pay the good Admiral a visit.  If previous events were any indication of the coming conversation, Jalana would be thoroughly evasive in her responses.  But Chekote was ready.  Jalana wouldn’t have the chance to be evasive with him.

Standing patiently outside the doors to Jalana’s office, Chekote rang the chime and awaited further instruction.  To his dismay, he was utterly ignored.  He tried again, but to no avail; Jalana continued to ignore him.  She was being more evasive that Chekote had anticipated.

Deciding that Jalana was never going to answer, Chekote tapped a quick sequence into the control padd—the lockout override sequence.

“Authorization required,” said the computer flatly.

“Chekote-4-7-Beta-Rho.”

And moments later, the doors hissed open, revealing to Chekote the Admiral’s vacant office.  He took a few hesitant steps in, gendering that perhaps the Admiral was visiting waste extraction.  She was not, and Chekote frowned.  “Computer, locate Admiral Jalana.”

It chirped.  “Admiral Jalana is in her office.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “Oh really?”

Chekote quickly scanned the room another time, thinking that he had somehow overlooked the Admiral.  Maybe she passed out, and was on the floor?

Once he was satisfied that she wasn’t, Chekote slowly approached the Admiral’s desk to take a quick gander at her most recent log entries before resuming his search—only to find Jalana’s communicator sitting in the seat of her chair, engulfed in an ominous teal aura.

He blinked, and did a double take, suddenly realizing that the mystical teal energy danced across much of the chair like a dying flame, haphazardly limping around.  Dazed, Chekote watched the aura cycle through many exotic shades of azure before simply fading away into the depths of the chair.

Once it was gone, he quickly grabbed a tricorder from Jalana’s desk and ran it over the chair.  The device chirped happily as he scanned, but showed nothing out o the ordinary.  As far as the tricorder was concerned, it was scanning a plain old chair.  No residual energy, stray particles… nothing showed.

Hastily, Chekote moved to recalibrate to a more sensitive setting, but before his fingers could even begin to make the necessary adjustments, his communicator chirped. 

“Admiral,” came a female voice, “we’ve just received word from Outpost 33—a heavily armed Gorn vessel has just crossed the Federation border.”

“Where are they heading?”

“They’ve set a course directly for the Plexion Nebula.  At their current speed, they’ll arrive in two days.”
One word suddenly crossed Chekote’s mind—revenge…

Chapter Four

“Once Lucas is done, we’ll take the Dark Star and stroll on over to Zephyrus IV,” Christopher said quietly to Tallera in the quiet confines of sickbay.  

Initially, she had had some reservations about seeking out help from the Starlight.  It was a crew of mostly humans, and much as she had expected, Captain Christopher had included several humans in their efforts to reach Zephyrus IV.  But after demonstrating their worth, Tallera was beginning to change her conceptions about the humans—well, at least the few that had been assigned to work on the project.

“Very good,” she said, haphazardly fiddling with a padd in her hands.  “Do you have a timetable for us to go by?”

Christopher nodded indecisively.  “Not a definite one,” he admitted, but quickly added, “but I’m not totally in the dark.”

Tallera smirked.  “That’s good to hear.”

“It’ll be at least two hours before Lucas is done with the new containment module for omega.  At that point, we’ll venture to the shuttle bay, transfer the molecule to its new home, and leave for the Zephyrus System at maximum warp—until we clear the nebula, then it’s good old transwarp for the rest of our little ride.

“I’m guessing that we’ll be gone within three to four hours,” he concluded.

Or so Tallera thought.

“Longer,” he said under his breath, “if Commander Harrison decides to intervene.”

“I could flood the corridors with anesthezine,” Hartman grumbled as she stepped into the lab.  “That’ll put Harrison’s whimpering to a stop.”

Christopher rolled his eyes.  “And leave the ship unmanned inside of a nebula,” he reminded.  Shields, of course, were dysfunctional inside nebulae, and an unconscious crew would leave the Starlight a prime target for any soul with a grudge against the little ship.

“Okay, do it your way,” Hartman muttered.  “Just don’t come crying to me when Harrison screws up your plan!”

Christopher produced a faint smile, and turned to face the Doctor.  “Whatever happened to your endeavors to become more pleasant?  I get the feeling they found their way out the nearest airlock…”

“You’re right.  They did.”

“I like you,” Tallera suddenly chimed in.  The comment drew looks of surprise from both Christopher and Hartman, Christopher’s jaw practically dropping to the floor.  “The Doctor is a no-nonsense type of person who does what needs to be done.  You should take a few lessons from her, Captain.”

“I do what needs to be done!” Christopher protested.

Tallera nodded.  “You do,” she admitted.  “But your approach is a bit…‘whimsical’ for my taste.  Just do it, and get it over with.  I can live without the theatrics.”

Hartman smiled and gazed at Christopher.  “I like her, too.”

“Perhaps the two of you would like to be alone?” he said flatly.  The conversation was not going favorably for Christopher, and he had a feeling that if it were to continue, his ‘whimsical’ attitude wouldn’t save him.

But suddenly, as if a saving grace, Christopher saw the medical bay’s doors sliding apart, and the delicate Erin Keller stroll through them, smiling pleasantly as she entered.  Upon locking eyes with him, Keller waved sheepishly, and grinned even more.

Christopher readily returned the favor, but the moment was suddenly shattered by Hartman’s interjection, “Why don’t you two just get a room, and get it over with?”

Christopher was relieved that Erin hadn’t been in earshot of the comment.  He turned a bit red, and glowered at Hartman.  “I’m just being polite, Doctor.  Nothing more.”

“Then why don’t you wave and smile every time you see me?”

“Your foul mood turns my stomach,” he lied, slowly inching for the isolab’s exit.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get ready for our little journey.”

With that said, Christopher quickly vacated the isolab, and made haste to compose himself as he drew nearer to Erin’s side.  “Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” she replied.

There was a silence, and for the first time, they shared a very awkward few moments, during which, Christopher could feel his heart racing—his stomach was turning, too…but not in the fashion he had mentioned earlier.  Was Erin feeling the same way?

“So…” he said, drawing out the word as long as possible just to buy more time to think of something to say. 

Erin nodded.  “So…”

“What…brings you to sick bay?” he finally decided.

Erin bit her lip, and smiled.  “Um…”  She knew the real reason was to see Alan, but somehow, that didn’t seem like the right thing to say.  “Just checking in on omega,” she lied.

Alan nodded politely.  She wasn’t here to see omega.  And if she were, she definitely wasn’t making any effort to reach the isolab.  Alan smiled, and decided to spare her the need to make another excuse not to visit omega.  “It’s not about to blow up,” he said, suddenly realizing that his words weren’t exactly his most eloquent.

Erin didn’t mind.  “That’s good,” she said.  And it was, because she realized that she didn’t have a tricorder, or even a PADD to check with.  Alan didn’t seem to notice, however.  “So where are you heading?”

“My quarters,” he replied.  It was there first time there wasn’t a strange pause between speakers.  Alan smiled, realizing that perhaps he was overcoming his disorientation.  “Since we’re not in imminent danger of destruction, perhaps you’d…like to join me.”

Join me… The words echoed throughout sickbay for several seconds, and Erin felt her mouth go dry.  Despite that, the words she wanted to say were already on her tongue, “I would love to.”  Then, without any hesitation, she wrapped her hands around Alan’s and led him out of sickbay.

After spending hours in the biometrics lab with Commander Krantz, Rachael Meyer had finished her busywork assigned by Doctor Hartman, and reported back to the Doctor, hoping to be let into the circle.  She wasn’t.  And after a third try a bit later, Meyer finally decided that if Harrison wanted in, he was going to have to find another way.

“The third time is obviously not the charm,” she told Harrison, who was sitting in the Captain’s seat on the bridge.  With his seat vacant, Meyer indulged, and sat in the Commander’s normal spot.  He didn’t seem to mind.  “I’m certain they won’t tell me a thing.”

Harrison shook his head and sighed.  “Drat,” he called out.  “We’ll have to attempt something other than this clandestine infiltration, then.”

“It would seem so,” said Rachael.

Slowly, Harrison tapped on the arms of the command chair, brooding over a course of action.  Finally, he rose and turned to Bator.  “Where are they now?”

The Phobian quickly checked his sensors.  “Doctor Hartman and the female Ka’Tulan are in sick bay.  Commander Tompkins and the male Ka’Tulan are in main engineering.”  He paused, then added, “Captain Christopher and Commander Keller are in his quarters.”

Harrison saw Kendall Johnson roll his eyes, then added, “In extreme proximity to each other.”  

The Commander didn’t exactly need to be acquainted with that detail, but he could definitely understand Johnson’s disgust in reporting it—and he would know what to expect when he arrived.

Harrison quickly rose from his seat, catching a curious gaze from Meyer.  “I’m going to get some answers,” he explained before wandering off toward the turbolift.

After reaching his quarters, Alan strolled immediately to his sofa and plopped down into its soft cushions, taking a few moments to relax before the long, arduous journey to Zephyrus IV.  He wasn’t looking foreword to the journey, but knew that it was a necessary evil if he wanted his people to endure.

And as Erin sat down beside him, Alan suddenly realized that if they were to continue this budding relationship, he would have to reveal his every last secret.  There would be no dark secrets between them—not even this, the darkest secret he had.  But as he felt Erin resting her head on his shoulder, Alan decided that it could wait a while longer…

“We have been through so much in the past couple of weeks,” she murmured.  

“We have,” agreed Alan.  In fact, it was that multitude of hours they had spent together that resulted in their current situation.  “I don’t think I would have gotten through it without you.  Rachael’s situation…Angela’s situation…Matthew’s situation…  But through it all, you were there.”

“And I still am.”

“That you are.”

She lifted her head and looked Alan in the eyes.  “Does that make you happy?”

Alan quickly ran a list of companions through his mind.  Quick, not because he made haste to do it, but because it was a very short list—and getting shorter.  But even before the turbulence in the chain of command, Alan had often wondered if he would find a true friend.  Sure, he was popular with the crew, but not to the point where they would congregate.  Hence, Alan realized the answer to this question was easy.  “No.  Being with you doesn’t make me happy.”  He inserted a dramatic pause, allowed his words to sink in, and continued, “Being with you is like a dream come true.”

Erin smiled, and returned her head to his shoulder.  “That is so sweet!” she exclaimed.  

The door chimed.

Gently, Alan cast Erin’s head aside, and rose from the sofa.  “Come in,” he said evenly.

The doors parted and to Alan’s surprise, revealed Matthew Harrison’s stark, disgruntled figure standing at the threshold, his arms folded and his face bearing a stern frown.  Without even waiting to be welcomed in, the executive officer thrust himself into Christopher’s quarters, remaining silent until hearing the doors slide shut behind him.  “What is going on?”

Christopher gulped, and took a few baby steps back.  Should he play stupid, or simply evade?  Wisely, he chose to evade, since playing stupid would probably just fuel Harrison’s fire.  “I can’t tell you.”

His gaze immediately fell upon Keller.  “But you can tell her?”

Not wanting to drag Erin into this, Christopher sidestepped, blocking her from Harrison’s view.  “Have a little faith in me, Matthew.  I’m not doing this just to add some excitement to my life.  I have a reason for my secrecy!”

“Extralegal affairs, no doubt!” he tersely accused.

Christopher took yet another step back.  The problem was, Harrison was technically right.  He had every intention of getting rid of the omega molecule, but just not in a manner outlined by the Federation’s little handbook.  But in the end, the molecule would be gone, and the Federation would be happy.  “Whatever happened to that eternally loyal, cautious Commander Harrison I met when I came on board last year?  He would trust I am doing this for a greater cause, and would understand my actions…”

“Perhaps,” Harrison conceded.  He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, and sighed.  “Then again, perhaps I was blinded by loyalty.  I wanted someone to follow.  To learn from.  To befriend.

“Instead, I watched my efforts fall by the wayside as Commander Keller befriended you.  I was betrayed, and incarcerated, and now I’m being lied to! Enough is enough!  Either you tell me what is going on or…”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Or what?”  Now that he knew what was bothering his executive officer, Christopher realized that the Commander was treading some pretty thin ice.  “Tell me, Matthew, what have I done to lose your trust?  I need to know.”

He frowned.  “I told you!  I was betrayed and—”

“No,” Christopher interrupted.  “I lost your trust long before Captain Brantley accused you of being an Elorg infiltrator.  There’s another reason…”

“I’m the reason,” Erin suddenly said from behind, still seated on the sofa.  “He doesn’t trust me—and by default, I don’t think he trusts you, Alan.”

Christopher’s squared shoulders deflated as he cast a weary gaze upon Harrison, desperately hoping it wasn’t true.  But given the look on the Commander’s face, Erin had hit the nail on the head.  But just as Christopher opened his mouth to speak, Harrison blurted out the worst possible thing…

“Well, I wouldn’t need to be so paranoid if you would stop sleeping with her!”

Christopher’s jaw dropped, his eyes bugged out, and his heart skipped several beats.  “Matthew.  Harrison.”  The words dripped out of his mouth like those of an angry parent’s.  “That is the most vile, tactless thing you have ever said.”  He motioned for the doors.  “Get out!”

Harrison didn’t budge more than a centimeter.  “Not until I get some answers.”

Christopher was furious—an occurrence that was so rare, he couldn’t recall the last time it had happened.  “Well, you’re not getting any,” he snapped.  “Now leave, before I relieve you of duty!”

Without another word, Harrison turned on his heel and marched out the doors, fuming.  Immediately, Christopher turned to Keller.  “What was he thinking?”

She shrugged.  “He wasn’t,” she said.

“You can say that again,” Christopher grumbled.  He touched his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins.”

“This is Tompkins—go.”

“How’s our little container coming?”

“It’s almost done.  I’d say another fifteen minutes or so.”
“Good,” said Christopher.  “We’re going to need it as soon as possible.  Bring it to the shuttlebay when you’re done.  I’ll meet you there.  Christopher out.”

“Expecting trouble?” Keller asked a moment later.

“Expecting?” Christopher chuckled.  “I’m counting on it.”

As he watched Commander Harrison storm through the parting turbolift doors, Bator knew that whatever had transpired in the Captain’s quarters did not have the intended effect.  Either Harrison heard all of the wrong answers or, the more likely scenario, gotten nothing at all.  Either way, the Commander was fuming.

“Prepare a security team,” said Harrison through clenched teeth as he passed by the tactical station.

Bator looked skeptically at the Commander.  “Might I ask why?”

Harrison stopped dead in his tracks.  “I intend to take command of the ship,” he said candidly.  “Captain Christopher is withholding information from us.  The Starlight could be in grave danger at this moment, and we don’t even know it!  In fact, we don’t even know why we are approaching this nebula!  Do we?”

“No, we don’t,” said Trinn from the engineering station. 

“I’m sure the Captain has his reasons,” said Drayge softly.

“So he claims,” Harrison agreed.  “But until he justifies this mission to the Plexion Nebula, those reasons are irrelevant!”  He proceeded to walk to the Captain’s chair and sit.

Mutiny.

Bator suddenly wanted nothing to do with Harrison.  He was certain Drayge shared his feelings, but as he looked around the bridge, the Phobian couldn’t readily determine the loyalties of anyone else, aside from Johnson and Trinn, who were adamantly supportive of Harrison.  Hence, Bator knew that if he wanted to stop this mutiny, now would not be a good time to do it.  Then he realized that as long as he left his true loyalties in the dark, he had a chance at foiling Harrison’s plan from the inside… If the right opportunities presented themselves, it just might work.

Suddenly, the computer buzzed with activity, and Bator’s plotting came to an abrupt halt.  He gazed down at his sensors to see nothing but trouble.  “Sir!  The Gorn are back!”

Chapter Five

“Shields up! Red alert!”  Harrison called out as he saw the ominous Gorn vessel looming amidst the murky pink haze of the Plexion Nebula on the view screen.

Immediately, the lights dimmed to the alert levels, and the alert klaxon sounded, but Harrison felt something wasn’t right.  Missing, more like it…

“Sir,” said Bator, “might I remind you that shields and sensors are rendered virtually useless by the nebular gases.”

Harrison sighed unevenly.  That was the missing link.  “Noted,” he said.  He had almost forgotten about that one minor detail.  It was remedied easily enough.  “Ensign, take us away from the nebula, maximum impulse!”

The young Bolian readily carried out the order, but the helm did not comply.  Instead, all that sounded was a fuzzy bleep, indicating they weren’t going anywhere.  “The Gorn have us in a tractor beam,” Johnson reported.

“They’re hailing us,” Bator added.

Harrison rose from his seat, and slightly hesitant, ordered, “On screen.”

Within moments, a large Gorn commander blinked into view.  Harrison couldn’t tell if it was the same one they had encountered earlier, or an entirely different creature.  From what he knew, all Gorn looked alike.  “Where is it!?” demanded the Gorn in a strident, yet gravelly voice.

Harrison frowned.  “Where is what?”

Apparently, it was the wrong thing to say.  The Gorn’s nostrils flared, and his eyes grew beady with anger.  “The molecule…”

Trailing behind Tallera and Navek, Christopher strolled into the shuttlebay with Commander Keller and approached the Dark Star sitting nearby.  Standing at the aft section of the craft was Tompkins, holding a sleek black container that glistened even under the shuttlebay’s harsh lighting.  It was egg shaped, though flat on the bottom so it wouldn’t roll around.

As he saw the Captain approaching, Tompkins twisted the container’s mid-section, opening the module for its incoming cargo.  He indicated that the cargo should be placed on the stand in the flat bottom half, and covered with the top.  Simple enough.

“Will it do?” asked the engineer.

Navek took the container and presented it to Tallera.  She carefully inspected it—once visually, then again using her tricorder.  Neither inspection elicited much emotion, nor did it create much criticism.  Tallera simply looked, adding, “It will suffice.”

“Oh, goodie,” said Christopher.  He opened the Dark Star’s hatch and indicated for everyone to get inside.  “The Dark Star has been equipped with the technology needed to shield Omega from long range sensors.  All we have to do is transfer the molecule to its new home, and we’ll be good to go.”  He haphazardly slapped a control panel in the aft section and closed the hatch, then turned to his human companions.  “I hope you two don’t mind a little vacation…”

“We know you have the molecule!”  said the Gorn.

Harrison cringed, watching a generous glob of saliva trickle down the reptile’s chin.  “If we do, we know nothing about it!” he said in his own defense…though he was starting to suspect that Captain Christopher just might know about this elusive molecule.

The Gorn clenched his jagged, crooked teeth and growled.  “If you do not return the molecule to us, we will take it by force!  This is your final warning!”

Harrison gulped.  “Allow me a m—”

“No excuses!” roared the Gorn.  His clawed hand crashed down on the console before him, and the communication ended moments later.

“They’re charging weapons,” said Bator evenly.

Harrison admired the Phobian’s calm, considering a few well-placed blasts inside of this nebula would be enough to incinerate any vessel.  Still, he wasn’t ready to surrender just yet—the Gorn were as vulnerable as they were.  “Mr. Bator, target phasers on the tractor beam and fire!”

“Aye!”

Within moments, a yellow stream of energy surged from the Starlight’s phaser strips, and without the protection of its shields, the Gorn’s hazy green tractor beam ended in a fiery explosion, tainted with the pink gas of the nebula.  The Gorn vessel quickly came about and hunted down the Starlight with a vengeance, firing countless streams of green-yellow energy in the vessel’s direction.

Harrison’s heart was racing.  One fateful hit to the aft section of the Starlight would be enough to obliterate the entire ship, but thankfully, the Gorn weren’t very good with their targeting sensors.  Of their numerous volleys, only one grazed the Starlight’s hull.

“Target their weapons array!” Harrison ordered as he watched the Gorn vessel dramatically waltz across the view screen.

“Target locked,” called out Bator.

Harrison waited a brief moment for the Gorn vessel to get back into sight.  He wanted to see this battle played out to its finish.  But his need for theatrics was his greatest error.  The Gorn fired first, and Harrison watched in horror as the yellow-green burst hurtled at them.  “Evasive maneuvers!”

In the murky pink haze of the Plexion Nebula, Harrison wasn’t graced with the sight of diving stars.  Instead, he saw more of the cloudy pink haze swirling about the view screen—and then he saw darkness.

The ship rocked violently as it absorbed the impact of the Gorn weapon.  Harrison clung onto his chair for dear life, but the energy created was so great, he eventually lost his grip and went careening to the floor.  Within seconds, an odd black haze encroached upon his vision.

“Hull breech, deck fourteen, section eleven!” called out Johnson from ops.  “Emergency forcefields are not in place!”

The ship rumbled again.  Harrison could tell it wasn’t the Gorn firing on them—it wasn’t violent enough.  Which meant it had to be deck fourteen decompressing, rampantly blowing its atmosphere out into space.  Luckily, there wasn’t anything of consequence on deck fourteen, but if the Gorn got off another shot, their luck could change in an instant.

Quickly, Harrison pulled himself into the command chair and hung onto the arms with a veritable death grip, so not to repeat his previous fall.  “Mr. Bator, target their— ”

Sparks rained down from the ceiling as the lights flickered on and off.  The ship jolted wildly under Harrison’s feet, but his grip on the chair kept him anchored, and firmly in place as the Gorn fired yet again.  Harrison slowly craned his neck to Bator for a status report, but the thick haze of smoke that had filtered in the bridge left him with a poor view of the Phobian’s station.  “Report!” he demanded anyway.

“Heavy damage to deck six, section thirty!” he replied after a moment.  “Structural integrity is down to eighty-one percent!  Phasers are off line!”

“Drat!” Harrison grumbled, but before he could utter another word, the quick-thinking Gorn beat him to action.  Seconds later, the view screen was filled with the sight of their tractor beam once more.  Harrison could tell it was emanating from a different location, obviously a backup beam, but without phasers, attacking it would be a difficult task…

Suddenly, the computer blared a sonorous warning siren.  “Intruder alert!” it exclaimed.

“Gorn!” Johnson quickly clarified.  “Nine of them are on deck five!”

Harrison bolted from his chair.  “Bator, get security to deck five at once!”

Even through the murky haze, he could see the Phobian’s affirmative nod, but there was little action on the Phobian’s part—because even before he could carry out the orders, he was greeted with another sensor alert.  “Another vessel is entering the nebula!”

Harrison’s thoughts immediately suspected Gorn, but then he realized there was another vessel out there, headed for this same spot.  “The Explorer!”

Almost immediately, the large Nebula-class starship swooped across the view screen, gracefully lashing out at the Gorn vessel with a barrage of unexpected phaser fire.  The resulting explosions across the Gorn vessel’s hull cut their link to the Starlight, setting the smallest of the three vessels free.  “Fire at will!” Harrison shouted to Bator.

Seconds later, a string of vibrant blue quantum torpedoes hurtled across the view screen, crashing into the Gorn ship’s hull.  It fractured oddly in several places, as ominous orange-pink explosions engulfed the enemy vessel.  Within a few seconds, the entire ship blew itself apart, spewing debris in all directions.  Harrison expelled a sigh of relief, but knew that only part of his troubles were over…

Holding the sleek black container in his hands, Christopher gazed at the newly transferred omega molecule one last time before enclosing it in its new home.  With the molecule now safe, he handed the container to Navek, and smiled.  “Don’t drop it,” he grinned.

Navek looked at the container and grinned.  “Don’t worry,” he replied.

Confident that omega was safe, Christopher motioned for Keller and Tompkins to venture with him to the cockpit in the front to begin their journey.  Quickly, he slipped into the cockpit station on the left and input a new course away from the Plexion Nebula, and toward the Zephyrus System.  “Course laid in,” he said, looking to Keller.

“Well, we aren’t cleared for departure,” she said, looking at the closed shuttlebay doors.

“Not surprising,” said Christopher.  “We’ll have to fix that.”  Quickly, he input a series of override sequences into the computer, and moments later, the massive doors to the shuttlebay slid away, revealing the murky pink hues of the Plexion Nebula.  “Well, we are now.”

“Then I suggest we leave,” said Tallera from the aft section.

Christopher smiled quaintly, and keyed in the departure sequence, bypassing the preflight protocols in favor of a speedier exit.  “Here we go!”

The Dark Star slowly rose from the floors of the shuttle bay and hovered a meter or so off the ground before creeping toward the vastness of space before it.  After a moment, the engines flared, and the ship went into motion, eliciting a ZAP from the forcefield as it crossed the threshold between ship and space.

But they didn’t get very far.

“We’re being hailed,” said Keller only seconds later.  “It’s the Explorer.”

Christopher sighed.  If he replied, he would have a lot of explaining to do.  Then again, he realized that if he didn’t, he would have to explain even more.  So reluctantly, he patched the call through to the station in front of him, seeing the face of Captain Towner a few moments later.  “Captain,” he greeted politely.

Towner nodded. “Captain.”  He sighed, then continued, “What are you doing?”
“I’m getting rid of omega,” replied Christopher evenly.  It wasn’t a lie… but then again, it wasn’t the entire truth.

But as fortune would have it, Christopher didn’t have time to tell the entire truth.  Before he could even think about it, he saw a single quantum torpedo detonate several thousand meters in front of them—a warning shot from the Starlight, no doubt.  But how far would Harrison go?  Would he actually open fire on the Dark Star?  Christopher didn’t want to find out.

He turned his attention back to Towner.  “Captain,” he said, “we need to get out of here in one piece.  Cover us!  Open fire on the Starlight if you have to, just make sure we get out of here in—” 

Another torpedo, this one much closer than the last.  Christopher gasped as they traveled through the wake of the explosion, having a distinct feeling that the next shot Harrison took would be even more accurate.  Not only would that destroy the Dark Star, but the resulting explosion would destroy the Explorer and the Starlight, and to top it all off, make warp travel impossible for light years in any direction of the Plexion Nebula.

To Christopher’s relief, Captain Towner seemed to realize this fact, too.  Even if the Captain had his doubts about Christopher, at least he knew better than to allow the Dark Star to be destroyed.  “We’ll distract the Starlight until you’ve cleared the nebula.”
Christopher nodded.  “Works for me.  Dark Star out.”

The Dark Star jolted one more time before the two Federation starships dramatically careened in front of the tiny vessel, the Explorer attacking the Starlight with a generous barrage of phaser fire.  Christopher winced as he watched a stream of cloudy blue drive plasma explode from the Starlight’s port warp nacelle, creating a hazy blue trail marking the ship’s path.  They were distracted to say the least.

But so were his companions on the Dark Star.  When Christopher looked up, he saw Navek standing a few meters away.  “The attack is destabilizing the molecule,” he said.  “We may not make it to the Zephyrus System.”

Keller quickly grabbed Christopher’s arm.  “Alan, if that thing blows up…”

“I know, Erin,” he said.  “But it won’t blow up.  We can use it for something else…”

She frowned.  “Like what?”

Christopher pulled in a very deep breath, and pulled Keller close.  Now every last secret would be out in the open.  “What I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this ship.”

Both she and Tompkins nodded.

Christopher shifted unevenly in his chair, and began, “Millions of years ago, Ka’Tulans existed as non-corporeal life.  We possessed advanced psionic powers that were unparalleled throughout the known universe.  But living as clouds, there wasn’t much we could do with our abilities.

“Then we discovered the omega molecule.  We don’t know how exactly, but we absorbed it into our genetic structure.  After millions of years of evolution, omega allowed us to assume corporeal states.  At first, we could revert to our non-corporeal state with ease, but as the millennia passed, the Ka’Tulans favored their corporeal form.  While they could still revert to a non-corporeal state, once there, they had no idea how to get back.  Hence, they lost their heritage and their psionic powers, and gained a dependence on Omega.”

Both Tompkins’ and Keller’s eyes were wide with disbelief.  “Are you saying you need to be infused with omega molecules to exist?” asked Erin cautiously.

“To some extent,” Christopher admitted.  “Once every forty years or so, every Ka’Tulan visits the outpost on Zephyrus IV to be exposed to an omega molecule.  Without this exposure, our genetic structure begins to break down, and we revert to that lovely little non-corporeal state… We’re essentially phased out of existence if we’re not exposed.”

“Now how do you plan to use this molecule?”  Tompkins inquired.  Christopher knew that prior to a few moments ago, the Commander had never heard of Omega—luckily, he seemed to be quick to catch on.

Christopher cleared his throat, and glanced over at his fellow Ka’Tulans.  “These two are more than just omega-hunters,” he said softly.  “They’ve spent the past several years tinkering with Omega, looking for a way to restore our psionic abilities.”

“And the Federation knows nothing of any of this?” Tompkins asked softly, as if someone might overhear.

“They know about omega,” said Christopher.  “But not what we’re doing with it…”

Erin pulled in a deep breath.  “Alan,” she said, “this could get your people expelled from the Federation.”

“It’s a risk we’re willing to take,” Tallera interjected.

The helm suddenly bleeped.  Christopher looked down at the sensors, and saw that they had finally cleared the nebula. Omega hadn’t exploded yet, and with the risk of an attack dwindling, Christopher decided that they could make it to the Zephyrus System without incident.  “I’m taking us into transwarp.”

Within moments, a blanket of green energy swirled around the Dark Star as it streaked into transwarp.  With a flash of white light, they were on their way to Zephyrus IV.  Little did they know, danger was lurking close behind…

* * *
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