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Prologue

“This thing is a hell of a lot nicer now that it doesn’t vaporize everything,” said Lucas Tompkins to Bator as they stood before the sleek, black Phobian escape pod that had delivered Bator to the Federation several decades ago.  Tompkins was referring to the fact that whenever he had gone to deactivate the pod, its security protocols had prompted it to vaporize his tools, which was quite annoying from his point of view.

Nevertheless, Bator shared his opinion.  “I, too, like it better dormant,” he said.  “But it is still unsettling,” he added a moment later.  “The fact that this thing has the power, and the will, to transmit potentially life-threatening signals has actually helped me decide what to do with it.”

“Trash it?” Tompkins suggested.

Bator nodded.  “Yes.  Who knows what kind of advanced mind control features it has?  Quite frankly, I don’t care to find out.  Phobian technology is obviously too advanced for the Federation to handle at the moment.”

“You’re right,” Tompkins agreed reluctantly.  Had he not had such a bad experience with it, he might have argued otherwise, but since it took such bold steps to prevent its violation, he was certain the Federation wasn’t ready to learn its secrets.  “Starfleet won’t be happy about this, you know.”

“They’ve had plenty of time to study it,” Bator reminded him.  “I’m sure they’ve already reached the same conclusion.  And if not—it’s my escape pod.  Commander Harrison and Captain Talbot said it was mine to do with as I please.  If I choose to destroy it, that’s my prerogative.”

“You’re right, of course,” Tompkins admitted.  “I just hope Starfleet Command sees it that way.”  Tompkins knew how Command was about acquiring new technologies.  They loved to tear them apart piece-by-piece, and put them back together, hopefully with a better understanding of how it worked and how to reproduce it.

But rarely did they have the opportunity to study such an advanced piece of technology that wasn’t buried under hundreds of meters of rock, or so old and decrepit that scanning it would break down its chemical structure.  Because of that, the data they are able to glean from the wrecks was often little more than a clue or a hint to point them in the right direction.

This was far more dangerous.  And far more advanced.  Given the growing hostilities in the Kilka Sector, Lucas knew they would snatch up this find in an instant—and probably vaporize every tricorder in the building trying to open the hatch.  For the time, it was best to just leave it alone…

“I’ll tell Commander Harrison we’ll need to use a real torpedo to destroy this thing,” said Tompkins.

Bator nodded.  “The pod is composed of a silicon-copper-yttrium polymer, so the torpedo shouldn’t require any special detonation reprogramming,” he said a moment later.

“All right,” Tompkins said.  “With any luck, in a few hours your pod will be nothing but a few stray atoms.”

“Good.”

It was fifteen hundred hours.  On any other day, this would mean very little to Matthew Harrison.  If it did, it was probably nothing earth shattering.  But this day was different.  Exactly seven days ago, at fifteen hundred hours, Captain Christopher and Erin Keller set out to search for their rogue class-nine probe.

According to both Christopher and Harrison’s flight plans, the trip should have taken five days.  When day six arrived, Harrison didn’t panic.  He knew the Captain liked to adventure.  Perhaps he and Erin had gone on one.  He assured himself that the probe traveled deeper into the inversion nebula.  

That was day six.  Now it was day seven.  And now he was worried.  As he looked around, Harrison noticed he wasn’t alone in his feelings.  None of the crew seemed to be at their usual ease.  It was time to take action.  “Mr. Johnson,” Harrison said abruptly.  “I am beginning to wonder whatever happened to our dear, beloved Captain.  Is there any sign of the Dark Star on long range sensors?”

“No,” he said instantly.  Apparently, Johnson had been conducting his own search prior to Harrison’s order.  But the first officer didn’t say anything.  He simply took the news to his seat and sat on it.  “But there are severe ion storms in the region.  They have greatly decreased long range sensor efficiency.”

“Where did they go?” Harrison asked out loud.  It wasn’t exactly a rhetoric question, but no one answered it.

Chapter One

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73228.1: With the conclusion of our combat simulations with the Alexander at hand, we have begun a search of the region for Captain Christopher and Commander Keller, whose shuttle disappeared a few days ago.  Starfleet has authorized the Alexander to aid in the search.
In the astrometrics lab, Commander Harrison stood before a large computer generated image of the inversion nebula in the Lukarris System.  Though only a simulation of the actual thing, the crimson nebula still contracted violently and swarmed with violent ion storms.

As he gazed at the haunting nebula, Harrison understood how someone could get lost inside it.  “What were their last known coordinates, Mr. Johnson?”

Johnson was situated at the main computer station in the lab, located in the center of the room.  He pecked away at the controls and a moment later, a blue line zipped across the screen and stopped near a flashing red marker at the edge of the nebula.  “Right there,” he said.  “About 4,000 kilometers inside the nebula.”

“And what were the last known coordinates of the probe?” Harrison inquired next.

Kendall drew up another set of data.  A moment later, another marker, this one orange, flashed in the same spot as the shuttle’s last known coordinates.  “They must have retrieved it,” Johnson surmised.  “I’m not picking it up anymore.”

“Could the ion storms be hindering your readings?”

“Yes, but the activity has died down substantially in the last couple of hours.”

Harrison sighed wearily.  “All right.  Assuming one of these ion storms disabled the Dark Star, what is the most likely path they would have been forced down?”  He hesitated as he asked the question, as he felt he already knew the answer…

Johnson quickly ran a few calculations on the astrometric computer.  He input a small collection of data and allowed the computer to conjecture a new course.  Slowly, it drew a line heading deep inside the deadly inversion nebula, just as Harrison had feared.

“It looks like heading for the Lukarris System is our best bet,” Harrison decided after looking at the nebula on the screen for several moments.  “Unless you’ve got any other conjectures you’re not sharing with me?”

Kendall shook his head.  “That’s it,” he stated.

“I will tell Ensign Drayge about our new course,” Harrison said as he turned his back on the viewscreen.  “In the mean time, I want you to find out all you can about that nebula.  When we get there, I don’t want to be caught off guard.”

Johnson nodded happily as he started pouring over the astrometric data they had already accumulated.  “Think of it, a science officer studying interstellar phenomenon.  What will you have me do next?  Start conducting experiments?”

Harrison grinned.  “I would watch what you wish for, Lieutenant, or you may find yourself conducting experiments on the waste extraction systems…”

Kendall smiled.  “I think I’ll stick to charting interstellar phenomenon.”

“A fine idea…”

Before the advent of the transwarp drive several years ago, the trip to the Lukarris System would have taken several days.  But now, only a few hours later, Commander Harrison sat in the command chair watching the ominous nebula on the viewscreen.  Only this time, it was no computer simulation.  

The nebula looked much more ominous now than it did in astrometrics a few hours prior.  The red mist hovered hauntingly over the pitch-black interior, allowing no starlight to pass through from the other side.  And one detail the simulation left out was the random bolts of white energy that crackled inside the nebula, illuminating it in mysterious shades of magenta and pink.

“Any sign of them, Mr. Johnson?” asked Harrison.

Johnson sighed with frustration.  “Ion storm intensity has increased by five hundred percent,” he said.  “It’s going to take several hours to scan the interior of the nebula.”

It seemed as if their investigation had already taken a turn for the worse.  A lot could happen while they scanned the interior for one small ship, including the very real possibility that it could be destroyed.

The help of the Alexander would cut that estimate in half, but the sensor sweep would still take hours.  Hours they couldn’t afford to lose.  “Proceed, Lieutenant.  Coordinate your efforts with the Alexander.  Commander Tompkins, the bridge is yours.”

Tompkins, who was seated at the engineering station, slowly rose from his work and walked down to the command area.  “Well, when did hell freeze over?” he asked Harrison.

The first officer huffed.  “It’s merely a cold snap,” Harrison assured him. “I’ll be in the mess hall if you need me.”

Rachael Meyer wasn’t hungry at noon when everyone else was eating lunch on this dark day.  She could only think about her friends, who had suddenly disappeared, leaving very little behind in the way of clues.  So, when noon arrived, Meyer simply continued with her work to help keep her mind on other things.  That was, until she ran out of work to do.  With her mind constantly wandering to her missing comrades, Meyer finally decided grabbing a bite to eat might help to distract her once more.

But once she arrived in the mess hall, no one was there.  The lights were off, the day’s lunch already recycled into the replicator system, and the galley crew had returned to their quarters.  Only the haunting red glow and occasional crack of plasma energy from the nebula illuminated the darkened room.  With her Ka’Tulan Sunset, a bright orange beverage, she leaned up against the windowsill and watched the maelstrom before her.

From this distance, it was almost a peaceful sight.  But Meyer knew that the nebula’s extremely violent nature was the sole thing keeping it in existence.  As the thought crossed her mind, a massive arm of white energy branched out of the nebula, ripping outward and fizzling somewhere beneath the Starlight.  The warm glow illuminated the mess hall for several seconds before it died down.

The action repeated several times inside the nebula, causing pink and red light to spew outward, and then just as quickly return to the soft, haunting tones of the inversion nebula.  

Suddenly, Commander Harrison interrupted her solitude and atonement.  “Thinking about the Captain?” 

She jumped back from the window, nearly loosing her Sunset in the process.  “I didn’t hear you come in,” she admitted, setting the glass down on the table beside her.  The orange liquid still swayed from side-to-side.

“What is that?” Harrison asked.

“It’s called a Ka’Tulan Sunset.  Don’t bother trying it,” she said hastily.

“Why?”

“Instant death might be a good reason,” said Meyer.  “Ka’Tulan food doesn’t agree very well with Terrans,” she explained a moment later.  “Most of them will give you a very unpleasant bout of nausea.  This will give you death.”

Harrison looked at the fairly innocent looking beverage in horror.  “I had no idea.”

“If the Captain ever invites you to his quarters for dinner, you know you’re in trouble,” she joked a moment later.  “If he’s here to invite you.”

Harrison sighed.  “I am relieved to hear that I am not the only one on pins and needles around here.  The crew is worried about him, but they appear most optimistic that we will find him.  I, unfortunately, have this…bad feeling.”

Rachael looked to his eyes sympathetically.  “Me too.  But you seem to be forgetting Erin.  I’m worried about her, too.”

Harrison swallowed a bit of guilt before shrugging it off.  “I think I’ve enjoyed the peace and quiet,” he admitted.

“Well, Commander, aside from Alan, like it or not, Erin is the single person on this ship I feel I can talk to anything about.  And now, both of them are gone.”

He smiled.  “You are holding a conversation with me, are you not?”

Rachael agreed.  “I suppose.  But there are many things we don’t talk about.”

“Such as?”

Rachael wasn’t sure if she wanted to bring the subject up.  But Harrison wanted to know… “It may seem ridiculous, but I have considered the possibility that their little disappearance wasn’t an accident.”

Harrison frowned.  It came as no surprise to Meyer that he didn’t catch her drift.  “Go on,” he urged.

“When I had my accident a few months ago, it was a very hard time for both of them.  And so, they spent a lot of time with each other.  Ever since then, it feels as if the two of them have been growing closer and closer, while their other relationships are starting to fall apart.”

Harrison’s jaw dropped as the pieces fell into place for him.  “You believe that the two of them are… involved?”

Rachael nodded.  “Yeah.  So did the Elorg impersonator who replaced you…  Though I hope you take it a little better than he did.”

Harrison pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Certainly, Counselor, this is none of our business.  Our primary concern should be locating them.”

Rachael grabbed her Sunset and sipped down the last drops of it, watching a maelstrom of activity spew out a mass of plasma from the nebula.  “I agree,” she said quietly.  “But I’ve got this bad feeling things aren’t going to end happily ever after for any of us…”

Rachael absorbed Harrison’s drilling glare.  He hoped she was wrong.  She hoped she was wrong.   But that darn feeling…

Jeremy Talbot stared silently at the haunting inversion nebula before him.  Never before had he witnessed such a phenomenon.  And given his ship’s tendency to conduct more diplomatic missions than scientific, he would likely never see another.

Normally, such phenomenon didn’t elicit this degree of wonder with Talbot or his officers, but this nebula in particular—it’s mysterious colors, it’s erratic nature—seemed to have the entire crew entranced.  

But one quiet bleep shattered their lucid trance.  “I’ve got something,” said the tactical officer. “Over 24,000 kilometers inside the nebula.”

Talbot jumped.  “Is it a ship?” he asked impulsively before considering if a ship could survive a trip that deep into such a violent terrain.  At the very least, he gave a starship a fair shot, but the Dark Star?  Without enhanced shielding, it would probably be torn to pieces.

“It’s a ship,” confirmed the officer.  “A big ship,” he added a moment later.

“Definitely not Christopher, then,” he surmised.  “But…maybe they saw the same ship and went to investigate?”

“It is possible,” confirmed the tactical officer.

“Then let’s take a look.  Hail the Starlight.”

“On screen,” said Lucas Tompkins, who was sitting comfortably in the command chair as the message displayed.  “Captain Talbot, have you found something?”

“Yes and no,” said Talbot.  “We’ve found a ship, but not the one we’re looking for.”

“I’ve got it,” Kendall Johnson reported a moment later.  “Bearing zero-one-seven, mark six.  It’s…big,” he added a moment later, confirming the data found by the Alexander.

“Can you be more specific?” demanded Tompkins.

“No life signs, no energy output.  It seems like the ship has been sitting there for years.”

“It very well may have,” Talbot informed them.  “I think we should investigate further.  Can your shields protect you if you go in that deep?”

“Not a problem,” Tompkins assured him. 

The sensors suddenly went off.  “I am detecting a very faint tachyon field just on the other side of the nebula.  The readings are consistent with that of the Dark Star’s transwarp systems,” Bator announced instantly.  There was a hint of relief in his voice, but he masked it well.  

Tompkins felt the same wave of relief run through his veins, but he didn’t roll out the red carpet just yet.  Nor did he feel like commanding the ship any longer—he felt the big decisions should be left to the big guys.  “Get Commander Harrison up here.  I’ve got this feeling that things are taking a turn for the worse…”

Chapter Two

The sudden chain of events had caught Commander Harrison off guard.  The last thing he was expecting was a massive, unidentified alien starship to be hidden inside the nebula.  Additionally, the nearby transwarp signature also seemed odd.  If they had retrieved the probe and entered transwarp, they why didn’t they return to the ship?

Harrison knew both the Captain and Keller enjoyed a good adventure, but he also knew Christopher would inform them before taking an extended excursion.  Unless of course, Rachael Meyer had been right, and the two of them were…  Harrison did not want to think about that at the moment.  Instead, he figured he’d let someone other than himself do the thinking.

As expected, Admiral T’Lari appeared on the viewscreen, smiling warmly as usual.  In their previous conversations, Harrison found himself unnerved by T’Lari’s eternally calm demeanor.  Now, he found it to be one of her best qualities.  Out of all the Admirals in the fleet, Harrison found he could talk to T’Lari more easily than any other—because of that warm demeanor.

“Commander Harrison,” she said warmly.

“Greetings, Admiral,” he respectfully replied.

“I take it the combat simulations have gone well?’

“They have.  We had a rocky start—”

“I heard,” T’Lari said, grinning a bit.  “We all make mistakes,” she assured him.  “Lucky for you, it was only a simulation.”

Harrison forced his pleasant demeanor back to the surface.  “Lucky for me,” he repeated. 

Without any further banter, T’Lari dropped her smile and got down to business.  “What can I do for you, Commander?”

“We have a situation,” Harrison started out.  “It would seem there is a massive alien vessel inside this nebula.  But, we have also found signs of transwarp signatures nearby—those we believe belong to the Dark Star.”

“The Alexander is still with you, is it not?”

“Yes—but if one of us stays behind to guard the alien ship, we won’t be able to cover as much territory searching for the Dark Star.”

“In other words, you want more ships?” T’Lari surmised.

Harrison rolled his eyes. “Yes,” he admitted, but given the look on T’Lari’s face he wasn’t going to get them.

“I can’t spare too many more ships from the Kilka Sector,” she said bluntly.  “Have an away team secure the alien ship, and leave them a shuttle with enhanced shielding.  I’ll bring the Windcress to join the search,” she decided with very little thought.  Given her job, Harrison guessed she was probably good at making quick decisions.

“As you wish,” he said.  “Starlight out.”

T’Lari smiled respectfully once more before terminating her end of the communication.  Once she was gone, Harrison turned to Tompkins, who had been sitting in the first officer’s seat the entire time.  “Commander, this mission is yours.  Take a small team over and check things out.”

He nodded.  “Kendall!  You and Jayla meet me in the shuttle bay in five minutes,” he barked. 

Clearly, Johnson wasn’t thrilled at his choice in away team members, but still, he complied without a single complaint.

After a brief trip to the alien craft aboard the Shuttlecraft Mollmann, Tompkins, Johnson, and Trinn materialized on board the alien ship.  And the first thing they noticed was nothing at all.  The entire bridge was pitch black.  Not even a damaged power cell cast the slightest bit of illumination.  

And so, Johnson reached down for his phaser rifle and flipped its flashlight to the on position.  He noticed his comrades doing the same thing.  Slowly, Kendall panned the command area with his light, looking for anything out of the ordinary.  He didn’t see anything.  

From what he could glean from the parts not shrouded in darkness, the bridge was set up in much the same manner as most Federation starships: a command area surrounded by science and tactical stations, with additional workstations along the walls.  A setup almost too familiar.

Johnson watched as Trinn started moving for the computer station behind the command chair, known on the Starlight as mission ops.  She flashed her light on it and gasped upon seeing the text on the panel.

“What?” Tompkins inquired.

“This is a Jem’Hadar ship,” she said.  “Look at this text,” she said, showing Tompkins the telltale text.

And suddenly, something in the back of Tompkins’ mind clicked.  He hadn’t been able to put the pieces together until he saw both the alien ship, and the writing on its inside.  “I know what this ship is,” he said more to himself than to anyone else. 

“You’ve seen this ship before?” Trinn inquired.

Tompkins was quick to deny that.  “No.  But I’ve heard about it.  Supposedly, at the end of the Dominion War, the Dominion and the Breen clandestinely commissioned a new type of vessel capable of firing weapons while cloaked.

“No one has ever seen the ship and lived to tell about it, making it a sort of legend.  A lot of people even doubted its existence, mainly because the Dominion stopped using it after only a few missions.”

“Why?” asked Kendall.

“No one knows,” said Tompkins grimly.  Though he himself wasn’t sure of the ship’s existence, this was the first conclusive evidence that showed him the legend was more than just a rumor.  Tompkins was determined to find out if this was indeed the legendary ship, and if it is, why did the Dominion stop using it?

He slowly scanned the bridge once more with his light before reaching the conclusion that before anyone started investigating anything, they needed to restore power to at least a few parts of the ship.  He scanned the walls with his light until he stumbled upon the outline of a door.  “We need to get some lights on,” he told the others as he headed for the doors.

Beside him, two other beams of light started migrating for the same exit.  Tompkins wasn’t exactly sure where he was heading.  Without the turbolifts active, it would probably take days to reach engineering on a ship this big.  He would have to find another way to start feeding power to the ship’s systems.  “Keep an eye out for a power distribution node,” he said as he forced the doors apart via the manual override beside the door’s controls.  “If we can find one of those, we should be able to get partial power to at least some of the bridge systems.”

“Do you think there is any power left in the ship’s systems to operate them?” Trinn asked.

“I don’t see why not,” replied Tompkins.  “Unless the Dominion purposely drained the ship’s systems.”

“They might have,” said Trinn.  “I haven’t seen any Jem’Hadar—dead or alive.”

The thought of living hadn’t crossed Tompkins’ mind.  He simply assumed that they were all dead, and that they would stumble upon a mass grave down one of the corridors or inside a back room.  Not a thought he enjoyed to think about, but definitely one he had considered…

Tompkins finally finished playing with the door controls.  As he stepped back, the doors hissed open a few feet and stopped.  Forcefully, Tompkins shoved them all the way open and stepped into a corridor adjacent to the bridge.  

Much like the bridge, it was pitch black.  Not until Johnson shined his light down the corridor did they even know which way it would lead them.  It turned out to be a very long, straight corridor lined with doors on both sides, branching off into additional corridors at its end.

Tompkins pulled out his tricorder and waved it about.  “Damn Founders,” he muttered.  “Why can’t they build a normal ship?”

Trinn mimicked Tompkins’ actions and started searching for the elusive power distribution node herself.  “I think I’ve got something.  It’s five decks down.”

Tompkins sighed as he put his tricorder back in its holster.  “Let’s move.”  He set into a fairly steady pace down the long corridor until he reached the fork in the road.  

“There’s an access tunnel behind that wall,” Trinn said, pointing straight ahead.  The Dominion had gone through some trouble to conceal it, as the hatch was completely camouflaged with the rest of the wall.

But they didn’t have time to fool around preserving the ship.  Without hesitating, Tompkins raised his phaser and adjusted its settings, increasing it to level sixteen—vaporize.  He pulled the trigger, and a bright orange beam shot into the wall.  As the illumination died down, the wall was gone, revealing the elusive access tunnel.

Tompkins peered inside to see if it would take them where they needed to be.  Once he was satisfied that it would suffice, he crawled inside and started climbing down the ladder.  As he descended, Tompkins noticed the grips becoming cold and clammy, drenched with a slimy fluid.  He took a minute to wipe his chilled hands clean on his uniform before continuing his descent.  “Watch your grip!” he warned the others.  “There must have been a plasma leak down here.  The grips are covered in some sort of liquid.”

“Wonderful,” called out Kendall from above.

“Do you want to beam back to the shuttle?” Trinn asked Johnson sarcastically.

“I’m fine,” he said.

As they drew nearer to the distribution node, the cold bitterness of the air did not subside one bit.  Tompkins was certain that this was no plasma leak, but given Kendall’s jumpy state, and Trinn’s flat out bad mood, he decided to keep the observation to himself. 

“Here it is,” Trinn said, pointing down a dark corridor with her phaser.  

Tompkins peered down it to see a large workstation positioned at the end of the corridor.  “That is a strange place for a distribution node,” he said quietly.

“Nothing about this ship makes any sense,” said Kendall as he hesitantly took a few steps toward the node.  It was a simple workstation like any other; only it concealed a massive power distributor behind it.

Tompkins quickly scanned the station with his tricorder.  “This will do,” he said, plugging his tricorder into the station to power it.  Working under the bright light of Trinn’s phaser-mounted flashlight, Tompkins rapidly pecked away at the cumbersome Dominion controls.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” she said.  “Then again…” She didn’t need to finish that thought.  

A moment later, the ship seemed to come to life.  The hum of the engines, the stations and the emergency lights all activated at once.  The ship was still dark, but not dreadfully so.  The stations were still inactive, but not completely.  And the engines probably wouldn’t get them out of the nebula.  But it was a start.

No one was more relieved to leave the nebula behind than Matthew Harrison.  Its disturbing behavior, its ominous colors, its massive size, all of it kept him in a constant state of flux.  But now that he was back in open space, it set his mind at ease.  “Mr. Drayge, find those transwarp signatures and set a course, maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir,” said the Bolian.

“Wait!” Bator shouted a moment later

Harrison bolted from his seat.  “All stop! What is it?”

Bator’s eyes were large with surprise.  “I’m reading two Cardassian vessels on a direct intercept course.”

Surprise indeed, Harrison thought, nervously sunk back into his seat.  “On screen,” he ordered.

At first, only the Alexander filled a small portion of the viewscreen.  But a moment later, the view shifted, and the starfield was blocked by the ominous sight of two large Cardassian vessels.

Harrison wiped his sweaty palms on his pants as Bator announced, “The lead ship is hailing.”

“On screen.”

A moment later, a stone-faced Cardassian appeared on the viewscreen.  “This is Gul Kadar of the Cardassian warship Ti’shar.  You are to withdraw from this sector at once.”

“This is unaligned space,” Harrison retorted, attempting to sound firm and diplomatic. “We have as much right to be here as you do.”

Kadar briefly glanced to one of his officers out of sight, and then returned his attention to Harrison.  “Withdraw at once, or be destroyed!” he reiterated.

“They have locked weapons,” Bator said quietly.

“Your two ships are no match for my two ships,” Kadar said deviously.  “This is my last warning. Withdraw, or face the consequences.”

Harrison slowly raised his hands in defeat. “As a matter of fact, we were just leaving,” he slowly told the Cardassian.  “Mr. Drayge, resume course, maximum warp,” he added quickly.

With a hauntingly neutral look on his face, Kadar slammed the station in front of him with his hand, effectively terminating the comm channel.

Harrison sighed nervously and looked to his fellow shipmates for a reaction.  They were mostly silent, except for Bator.  “They must know about the vessel inside the nebula,” he suggested.

“And they want it,” Harrison added.  “What are they doing now?”

“Holding position,” said Bator.

“They won’t do that forever…”

Chapter Three

A cold sweat dripped down Lucas Tompkins’ brow as he stormed back up the slippery, wet access tunnel in search of the mysterious vessel’s bridge.  His phaser clanked against the side of the hatch with each step, and his tricorder jammed into his side.  

But with every moment he spent on board the mysterious vessel, the more suspicious he grew of it.  Something wasn’t right here.  Perhaps the bridge, now that it had power, would hold some answers.

As he ascended through the decks, the clammy air began to warm, and the slimy, cool liquid covering the ladder began to lessen.  Soon, he felt the warm residual heat left over from vaporizing the wall to access the hatch.  It felt good.

He hopped out of the access hatch and into the corridor, performing a quick visual survey of the area while he waited for Trinn and Johnson to emerge. Even in the light, the place was still eerie.  The few emergency lights that had activated on this deck still blinked intermittently, and in combination with the organic sounding groans from the engine, the sounds sent a chill traveled down Tompkins’ spine.  He let out a quiet sigh as Trinn emerged behind Johnson.  

“I still don’t like this place,” said Johnson as he headed for the bridge.

The bridge was barely illuminated by a few ambient violet lights on the ceiling.  Possibly alert lights, or something of a similar function, they provided barely enough light to see.  The stations, on the other hand, were fully illuminated, allowing any officers present to perform their work adequately.  But there were no officers—not now at least.

Tompkins slowly approached the aft section of the bridge, where his tricorder told him an engineering station as situated.  “Jayla, I want you to scour this ship’s database.  Find out as much as you can about it.  Preferably, why the Dominion left it here?

“Kendall, this ship’s computer systems are beyond anything we’ve ever seen.  Find out about them.

  Seeing Kendall’s weary nod, Tompkins turned to the nearest station.  “I’ll see what I can do about moving this hulk.”

As Tompkins set into work on the awkward Dominion controls, he had a very short wait before Trinn started spouting information.

“This is an Asirex-class destroyer,” she said, “commissioned in 2375 under the command of a Vorta named Braxis,” she read from the readout.   “According to this, it was the first and only vessel of its class.”

“‘First and only,’” Tompkins repeated under his breath.  “Why?”

To that, he got only a blank look from Trinn.   “According to this, the ship was abandoned because of a problem with the cloaking device,” she said.

“That’s hardly a reason to abandon ship,” said Johnson.  “From what I’ve read, the Dominion would never give up that easily!”

“Which means whatever happened hear is far worse than the Founders wanted us to know,” said Lucas grimly.

“What?” Kendall asked.

“It’s a false log entry, Lieutenant,” said Trinn, as if the thought was as clear as day.  “It looks as if the crew made haste to erase several other files.” 

 “Can you restore the files the Founders are covering up?” asked Tompkins as he pounded away at the engineering station, hoping for even a shred of information, as nothing of any use was forthcoming.

“A parity trace scan should be able to reconstruct any deleted files,” Johnson said quickly.

“Do it.”

In the relative silence that followed, Tompkins was able to concentrate on retrieving data on the Dominion ship’s engines.  Like most every thing else, the data appeared to have been tampered with, as it showed specifications for a large Jem’Hadar battleship.  But unlike the data Kendall was retrieving, this data was completely wiped from the computer core, so there was no hope of getting it back.

For only the briefest of moments, the thought of going to the engine room crossed his mind.  But rapidly, the thought of what strange horrors were housed in the ship destroyed his curiosity.  Get in, and get out, he reminded himself.  

When suddenly, a burst of garbled noise filled the air for a fraction of a second; it seemed to emanate from every direction.  Tompkins quickly spun around to see what it was. 

“The files are a bit fragmented,” said Johnson sheepishly.  “I’m recompiling the data.”

“While the computer is doing that, would you mind checking the volume?  The last thing I want to hear is a dreadfully boring Vorta commander ramble off his logs with the volume at full blast,” said Tompkins.

“It’s a little known fact that the real reason the Dominion abandoned ship is because they couldn’t find the volume controls,” said Johnson as he poured over the controls in search of the obscure volume controls.  Had he taken the time to learn how to speak in Dominion tongue, he could simply order the computer to adjust the settings.  But he didn’t, and the computer would acknowledge his commands as English, translate them into Dominion, and decide he didn’t have the authorization to make the changes.  “You think it would be such a simple task,” he said as he struggled with the controls.

“It undoubtedly is,” said Trinn flatly from her own station. 

After a few more minutes of playing with the controls, Johnson finally accessed the volume controls.  Buried under a series of related subroutines, the actual task was, as Trinn had suggested, terribly easy.  “I think we’re ready to go.”

Tompkins turned away from his station and faced the viewscreen.  “Then let’s see what Braxis had to say about his ship.”

SHIP’S LOG, COMBAT DATE 52765.9:  Despite our best efforts to tame this vessel, we are continually plagued by system failures and power overloads.  Containment fields on decks forty-three and fifty failed earlier today, resulting in the loss of seventy-one crewmembers.  While the core continues to run at peak efficiency, I am less than enthusiastic about seeing the results when we tap into its vast energy.

SHIP’S LOG, COMBAT DATE 52770.2:  After engaging a small Federation fleet in the Sira Idun Cluster, Third Sel’metiklan has informed me there was a problem with the cloaking device during the battle.  Stray tachyon emissions may have allowed one of the Federation vessels to lock onto our readings and track us.  While the entire fleet was destroyed, word may have been sent to Starfleet Command.  Should that be the case, the time may be nearing for us to put this vessel to the test…

SHIP’S LOG, COMBAT DATE 75778.4:  Our greatest fears have been confirmed.  A Federation task force near the Trinexx Sector has set a course to investigate a strange tachyon phenomenon near the Lukarris System.  That phenomenon is us.  With the ship still not completely under our control, the usage of the vessel’s unorthodox weapons may prove to yield consequences deadly to both the Dominion and the Federation.  

Even before our commission, the war was going well for the Dominion, and it shall continue to do so after our destruction.  Technology of this magnitude should never have fallen into Dominion hands.  Therefore, I am bringing the ship into the nearby inversion nebula, where it will be destroyed.

On behalf of my crew, I should like to acknowledge their bravery and devotion to our haphazard mission.  May they die well.
The last log entry terminated in a sea of distorted lines and annoying distortions.  But all three sat in awe at the revelations.  They knew something was wrong.  This had only proven it.  But the Vorta commander was careful not to reveal too much.  He must have known the possibility of the ship falling to enemy hands was a real threat, and didn’t want to divulge much of anything to them.

Tompkins firmly decided that Braxis had not bequeathed any vital information to them whatsoever.  Even before he had seen the logs, Tompkins knew something on the ship was not right.  But at the very least, he now knew why the ship was here.  Now the only question that remained was, why didn’t the Dominion ever come and get it?  The war had gone on for three months after the given stardates…

But there was no time to consider those possibilities.  A sonorous rumble suddenly sounded from many decks below them.  It gently rocked the massive ship from stem to stern, and sent the already unstable lighting into a random flicker.  As his station faded out of existence, Tompkins sighed nervously.

“What was that?” Johnson asked.

“I don’t know, Kendall,” replied Tompkins.  “But I don’t like it,” he added slowly reaching for his phaser-rifle.  As he grabbed the phaser, he felt a firm hand grab his shoulder.

“That won’t be necessary,” said the voice.  It wasn’t that of Johnson or Trinn.  It was a deep, monotone voice, that of a changeling.

Quickly, Tompkins dislodged the Founder’s grip and turned about to see his face.  But the darkness prevented him from seeing anything more than a shadow of his metamorphic figure.  “Where did you come from?” he asked the Founder forcefully.

“Behind, obviously,” he replied in an eerie calm.  “I am called Seleyar.  Welcome to hell.”

Tompkins suddenly felt the cool clammy air from the lower decks rush into the bridge.  “What do you mean?”

Seleyar chuckled.  “This vessel harbors a dangerous secret which has the potential to destroy both the Federation and Cardassian Union,” he said quietly. 

Again, Tompkins felt the ship rumble under his feet.  “What is it?” he demanded, wanting to know why the Founder had even bothered to mention the Cardassians.

To this, the mysterious Seleyar had no response.  Tired of the Founder’s silly games, Lucas stepped forward to grab him, but to his surprise, Seleyar was gone.  He quickly pulled out his phaser and swept the room with its flashlight.  There was no sign of the changeling.  “Where did he go?” Lucas asked himself.  

“I don’t know about you,” said Kendall nervously, “but I’m for getting out of here.”

“For once, I’d have to agree with him,” said Trinn.

This Dominion ship was possibly one of the greatest finds the Federation had ever made.  But given all they had experienced, and the grim platitudes spouted by the mysterious Seleyar, Lucas had to agree.  “Tompkins to Mollmann,” he said after slapping his comm badge.

After waiting several moments in silence, Tompkins repeated his hail.  Still nothing.  

“It’s still out there,” Trinn reported from the science station.  “Maybe there’s something wrong with the computer,” she suggested.

At the moment, Tompkins was unconcerned with what was wrong with the shuttle.  He just wanted out.  “Use the Dominion’s transporter and beam us over there,” he ordered.

“Sure,” Trinn responded.  She immediately went to work at accessing the Dominion transporter systems, when the computer erupted in a loud beep telling her she couldn’t.  “The ship has raised its shields,” she said in surprise.  “There’s some sort of lockout—I can’t lower them.”

Kendall joined her at the science station.  “See if you can reroute the transporter subroutines to the secondary systems,” he suggested.

Trinn shot him an icy glare and started his suggested course of action.  Only to be stopped dead in her tracks when the ceiling lit up in a blinding white light.

All three of them used their hands to shield the light as it slowly probed the bridge.  As it drew nearer to the trio, the light took on a reddish-orange hue and started making a vapid humming sound.  

“It’s a baryon sweep!” Tompkins realized as it started moving across the bridge with increased haste.  

“If we don’t get out of here, we’ll be toasted,” Kendall said quietly.  

Tompkins sprung into action, heading for the corridor they had traveled down earlier.  But the baryon sweep enveloped the door before he could get to it.  Quickly, he came about and headed for the other door near the engineering station.  “This has to be a turbolift,” he decided.  “It looks like this is a low-level sweep.  Any deck below this one should be unaffected.”

Trinn sighed.  “I hope you’re right,” she said as she and Johnson joined him at the doors.

“So do I,” he said, tapping the button alongside the door.  Nothing happened.  As the fiery red baryon sweep drew closer and closer, Tompkins started frantically pounding on the controls.

“It’s not coming!” Trinn shouted as the rushing noise of the sweep increased the nearer it came.  “Use the manual override!”

Tompkins looked back at the baryon sweep.  It was less than three meters away.  “It’s too late for that!” he decided.   “Stand back!”

Trinn looked at the ever-nearer baryon sweep.  “Are you trying to get me killed?”

Tompkins pulled his phaser.  “Shut up and do it!” 

Without waiting to see if they complied, Tompkins set the phaser to maximum and pulled the trigger.  An intense stream of intense orange energy blasted outward and vaporized the door.  

“Let’s move!” Tompkins shouted as the baryon sweep consumed the last few meters of the bridge.  He dove into the turbolift headfirst, crashing into the floor beside Trinn and Johnson.  Quickly, he slammed his fist against the control panel, and the turbolift went into motion as the baryon sweep finished its deadly run.

Inside the lift, there was no sign of any continued baryon sweeps.  Letting out a sigh of relief, Tompkins slumped down on the side of the lift and tried to calm himself down.  Had they waited a few more seconds…

Chapter Four

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73241.5:  The Cardassian vessels continue to maintain their position outside the Lukarris System after our confrontation several hours ago.  If they are aware of the vessel in the nebula remains a mystery.  The only certainty is the fact they wish us away from Lukarris. 

Meanwhile, we have continued our search for Captain Christopher after meeting up with Admiral T’Lari’s flagship.  We have had little luck as of yet. 

It was a rare occasion for Matthew Harrison to be the lowest ranking officer in the conference lounge—or it least it had been since his promotion to executive officer.  At any given time over the past four years, Harrison was one of the highest-ranking officers.  But not now.

Sitting beside Harrison at the sleek black table were Admiral T’Lari and Captain Jeremy Talbot.  From what Harrison had been told, Talbot was usually a fairly easy-going guy.  From his own person experience, the same could be said for T’Lari.  But congregated at the table, both were stone faced and serious.

“Have you any idea what the Cardassians were after?” T’Lari asked.

“Our best guess is the ship inside the nebula,” said Talbot.

“There is nothing of value elsewhere in this vicinity,” Harrison added.  “The Lukarris System has to be one of the least strategic places in this entire region.”

“Unless the Cardassians know something we don’t,” T’Lari grimaced quietly.  “Could there be anything of value in the nebula itself?  Gas that can be harvested and used for fuel or weapons?  They are desperate for resources…”

“No,” said Talbot.  “It doesn’t have anything out of the ordinary inside it.  Nothing the Cardassians would be interested in, at least.”

With most of the other options explored, T’Lari decided their original theory was the best.  “Then it must be the ship they’re after.  How did they know it was in there?  According to your logs, Captain, you didn’t spot the vessel until you entered the nebula, correct?”

Talbot nodded his agreement.  “Even then, it was in a level one sensor sweep.  I doubt the Cardassians routinely run in depth analyses on minute spatial phenomenon.  They must have known it was there beforehand.” 

“And just didn’t want us to get our hands on it,” Harrison concluded.  “But…”

“We’re not getting anywhere,” T’Lari decided. “We won’t have any answers until we’ve reviewed the data from the shuttle.”

“What about the Cardassians?” Talbot inquired.

“We have three heavily armed starships,” said T’Lari bluntly.  “That should be enough firepower to distract the Cardassians long enough to retrieve the shuttle—should this come to blows.”

“Let’s hope it does not,” said Harrison.

T’Lari stared out the window at the slowly drifting starfield.  They had dropped to impulse and now, the stars seemed to creep by.    “What about Captain Christopher and Commander Keller?  Have you any leads?”

“We were heading to what appeared to be a transwarp opening a few light years from Lukarris,” said Talbot as he handed T’Lari a PADD with their findings on it.  “But we don’t even know if it was them.”

She studied the PADD briefly before saying, “It looks like this trajectory could lead to Sector 19328.”

Talbot frowned at her analysis and listed a few other possibilities,  “Or the Ritan Sector.  Or the Ktarian Sector.”

T’Lari held her hand and dismissed his arguments.  “You are not thinking like Captain Christopher,” she told him.  “There was a rogue comet passing through Sector 19328 several days ago.  Given his affinity for spatial phenomenon, and his compulsiveness, I’d say that’s where he went.”

Commander Harrison agreed.  “Furthermore that was the comet our class-nine probe had intended to study in the first place.”

“You see?” said T’Lari.

Talbot chuckled.  “I see.”

After taking a long breather in the turbolift, Tompkins, Johnson and Trinn finally emerged from their haven several decks below the bridge.  Here, in the heart of the mysterious starship, the cool, clammy atmosphere was even more apparent, and the enigmatic cries of the engines loomed even closer.

The lights flickered on and off at random intervals, and the carpet was fully saturated with liquid.  A light blanket of fog hovered over the floor, churning aimlessly as the trio passed through it.

“We need to find the shuttle bay,” Tompkins told them as they rounded a sharp corner.  “We’re going to ‘borrow’ a shuttle from the Dominion.”

“Easier said than done,” came the voice of Seleyar.  The esoteric shape shifter seemed to emerge from the darkness beside them in perfect stride, continuing to bring his habitual forecast of doom.  “I’ve been on this vessel for twenty years, and have yet to escape,” he told the group.  “You, too, shall fail.”

“We’ll see about that,” said Tompkins, turning to the Founder.  But like their previous encounter, Seleyar was gone without a trace.  Only this time, Lucas didn’t care.

“I wish he’d stop doing that,” said Kendall with equal parts of fear and annoyance in his voice.

Trinn poked him with her phaser.  “Just shut up and stay focused,” she said forcefully as they came to yet another intersection.  “Which way?” she asked.  When suddenly, something pelted her shoulder.  Carefully, she took her finger to investigate, finding a runny red liquid on her fingers when she returned it to her face.  “Oh, hell,” she muttered softly upon realizing what it was.

“What?” Johnson asked.

Trinn hesitantly flashed her phaser upward.  A single Cardassian body was somehow affixed to the ceiling, covered in blood, and dripping a fair amount of it to the ground.  She cringed with disgust and quickly lowered her weapon.  “Let’s move,” she suggested.

“The shuttlebay is this way,” Tompkins said, trying to ignore the gruesome sight behind them. A Cardassian… Seleyar had mentioned them, and suddenly, one had appeared… What was going on?

He led them straight down a long corridor lined with rooms.  At this moment, he had no desire to find out what was inside those rooms, as it was probably not something anyone would enjoy seeing.

At the end of the corridor was a set of large gray doors, sealed tightly shut by a locking mechanism similar to that on board Federation starships.  With only a small amount of tinkering, Tompkins unsealed the doors.

They quietly opened, and the group stormed into what they thought would be the shuttlebay.  “This isn’t the shuttlebay,” Trinn muttered quietly as she and Johnson took several steps onto the bridge.

“No kidding,” said Tompkins.  “Follow me,” he said, leading them back into the corridor.  He flashed his light down the corridor.  It too had changed.  Instead of a straight corridor leading back to the intersection, it was a short one that curved to the left at its visible end.

Dazed and confused, Tompkins threw his tricorder to the ground. “What the hell is going on here?”

Chapter Five

With the Starlight, the Alexander and now the Windcress charging back to the Lukarris System at high warp, Harrison knew another uneasy conversation with Gul Kadar was inevitable. 

Two hours had passed since they resumed course for the inversion nebula, and as of yet, the Cardassians had made no attempt to communicate.  Still, Harrison prepared for the coming conversation, though he didn’t show his nerves.

“Status, Ensign?”

Drayge briefly looked over his display console.  “We will be in the Lukarris System in another hour,” he said. 

Harrison sat silently for several moments and simply watched the stars streak by at high warp.  Before anyone said anything, Harrison knew something was about to happen.  Attempting to look natural, he rose from his seat and started pacing, when the tactical station erupted in a shower of bleeps. 

“We are being hailed,” said Bator.  “It is Gul Kadar.”

“On screen,” Harrison snapped.

A moment later, the streaking stars changed to the stoic image of Kadar.  “Do you really think one vessel can make a difference in battle, Commander?” he asked deviously.

“No,” Harrison admitted.  “But we don’t want a fight.”

The Cardassian frowned.  “Then why are you here?”

Harrison thought about making up some sort of obscure excuse, but the Cardassians would undoubtedly find out it was a fallacy.  So, he tried out the truth.  “We have a vessel inside the nebula.  We want to retrieve it, nothing more.”

“Only a fool would send a vessel inside an inversion nebula,” Kadar replied.

“They’re investigating an unidentified alien craft,” Harrison explained.  “We would have never left them alone, but of course, you had other plans for us.”

Kadar frowned again.  Harrison could tell he was on the edge of anger, but the Cardassian managed to control himself.  “You know about the alien vessel inside this nebula?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “We’ve already claimed it for the Federation.  It’s ours.”

Kadar nodded negatively.  “No, it ours,” he protested.  “We captured it from the Dominion during Legate Damar’s rebellion twenty years ago.”

“They why did you leave it in the middle of a nebula?”

Kadar ignored the Commander’s question and continued on an inquisition of his own.  “Your men, they didn’t beam aboard the ship, did they?”  His voice was filled with uncanny concern.  

“Yes,” said Harrison slowly.

Kadar’s eyes grew wide.  “Then we must make haste to get them out.”

“Why?”

“As long as they are on that ship, your crewmembers are in grave danger,” explained the Cardassian with a deadpan seriousness Harrison could not ignore.  It was undoubtedly the truth.

“We should split up,” Tompkins suggested as they rounded yet another terribly familiar corridor. They had been walking in circles for several minutes now, and didn’t seem to be accomplishing anything.  “Anyone who reaches the shuttlebay uses the shuttle’s systems to beam the everyone else out.”

Without any discussion, Trinn and Johnson set into motion at the next intersection, both going in opposite directions.  Tompkins continued moving straight through the corridor, when the shadowy figure of Seleyar started walking in stride beside him.  “It’s a risky plan,” Seleyar whispered.

“It’s one we have to take if we want to get out of the hellhole,” Tompkins countered as he charged through the dark, damp corridors.  His boots sloshed about in the muck beneath his feet, leaving a trail of goo in his wake.

“Why don’t you go left up here?” Seleyar suggested as they came upon another intersection.

Not trusting the Founder one bit, Tompkins took his own instinct and turned right.  Still, Seleyar followed him, continuing to spout out unwanted directions and forecasts of doom and no escape.  Tompkins ignored the shape shifter’s blubbering and continued to take his own route.

But in spite of his efforts to evade the cold, moist air, Tompkins only seemed to delve deeper into it.  With each turn, the air grew more brisk and laced with the strange liquid.  The floor became completely covered in goo, and the lights faded to nothing more than gentle green presence barely glowing from behind the walls.

Suddenly, Tompkins noticed he wasn’t walking in goo anymore.  It was a very mushy ground that seemed to pull his feet downward.  Pinkish in color, it now covered the floor, the walls, and even the ceiling in places.  It pulsed with movement and was obviously the source of the haunting groans they had been hearing.  

Slowly, Tompkins followed the pink mat into a large spherical chamber that looked like it had been the engine room.  Only now, there was no warp core: a large pink, fleshy organ beat steadily in its place.  It dripped with the mysterious slime, and seemed to be continually oozing outward.  “This ship is alive,” Tompkins finally realized, turning to Seleyar for answers.

But he would get none.  Seleyar forcefully grabbed Tompkins by the shoulders and shoved him up against the slimy wall.  Lucas had little time to resist, since the floor offered no traction.  

“You cannot leave,” Seleyar said in a haunting voice that echoed throughout the chamber.  His eyes acquired an unearthly red glow as he slowly breathed down Tompkins’ neck.  “You will become one,” he said, his voice deteriorating into more of a strident organic sound.

Suddenly, the vessel burst into a loud cataclysmic rumble.  The organism at the heart of the vessel started pounding rapidly, sending streams of slimy tendrils out from its core.

As Seleyar backed off for a moment to watch the alien vessel come to life, Tompkins took the opportunity to grab his phaser and jab it into the Founder’s back.  “Let us go!” he demanded.

“Never!” Seleyar whispered as he simply faded out of existence.  

Tompkins knew not where the Founder—if that was his true nature—was going when he performed his disappearing act, nor did he really care at the moment.  Instead, he bolted for the corridor in search of the others.

Johnson charged through the corridors, keeping focused on his task of finding the shuttlebay.  Never did he stop to look around, out of fear that he would be the one to unearth the stockpile of corpses.  Given Trinn’s experience earlier, he knew they were here…somewhere.

Despite his best efforts, Kendall failed to find the shuttle bay.  Like earlier, he seemed to be going in circles.  He would leave markers behind to trace his path, only to come up upon them from behind a few moments later.  He would go left and come out in the same corridor he had just left.

Discouraged by the ship’s nature, Kendall started wandering aimlessly until he found himself lost.  “Great,” he muttered as he kicked a puddle of slime.  As the goo settled back down onto the floor, he heard a something behind him: a muffled clunk, like something hitting the wall.

Quickly, he drew his phaser and shined the light down the corridor.  Only the corridor was now a large wall.  But the thumping continued, this time, coming from the left.  He quickly aimed his light down that corridor, and caught a glimpse of a figure sneaking by.

Then another thump.  Quickly, Kendall turned to see a light at the end of the corridor.  As he drew his phaser from one corridor, and down the new one, the light disappeared.  He sighed and resumed monitoring the original corridor.  As he did so, the light returned.

It wasn’t impossible.  Perhaps there were a series of mirrors reflecting the light.  But it wasn’t very likely. 

But before he could pursue his line of thought, Kendall found himself being pummeled by the shadowy figure he had seen earlier.  “Don’t move!” she shouted once he freed himself from the shadow’s grasp.

“Johnson!” shouted Trinn from the floor.  “Is it you?”

“Of course it’s me,” replied Kendall.

“What’s my middle name?”  Trinn demanded.

“What?”

“What is my middle name?” she repeated.

It was a stupid question.  “You don’t have one,” he said.

She sighed and pulled herself back to her feet.  “Then it is you,” she said.  “I encountered something that almost looked like you a few minutes ago.  I had to be sure,” she explained.  “But I found the shuttle bay.  Let’s go.”

Kendall sighed with relief and followed Trinn down the corridor.  “Almost?” he asked once they set into motion.

“Your double was much better looking,” she explained.

“I see,” said Kendall quietly.  Then, he slapped his comm badge.  “Johnson to Tompkins.  We’re heading for the shuttlebay.”

“Make it quick,” he said before his transmission was cut off in a sea of static.

“The ship is actually a rare space-dwelling organism,” explained Kadar.  “The Breen found it living inside a nebula twenty years ago.  Working in collusion with the Dominion, they fitted it with engines and corridors, and eventually a crew.  They harnessed its incredible powers and natural cloaking ability for use against the Federation.”

Harrison listened intently as the Gul explained the true existence of the ship.  “Go on,” he urged.

“Apparently, they lost control of it,” he said grimly.  “The ship’s commander believed returning it to a nebula would put it at ease, and he was right.  But apparently, the arrival of a new crew has awakened it.”

With each passing moment, Harrison felt a knot forming in the pit of his stomach.  “How do we stop it?”

Kadar nodded.  “The ship?  We have no way of defeating it in combat.  But if your crew members are freed, it cannot function.”

“Do you have any ideas on how we do that?” Harrison inquired.

Kadar’s stoic expression still remained neutral, but he was not able to mask the bit of excitement in his voice.  “As a matter of fact, I do.”

Slimy, wet sludge collected on the back of Lucas Tompkins’ uniform as he charged down the Dominion vessel’s erratic corridors in search of refuge from the tendrils chasing behind him.  But despite his fastest pace, the branch-like arms managed to keep up with him.

As he charged down a relatively straight corridor, Tompkins took the opportunity to turn back and fire a few shots at the tendrils.  Phaser beams lashed outward, striking the crawling arms.  The entire vessel seemed to emit a strident, ear-piercing scream as the tendrils retracted.

Tompkins stopped for a moment to catch his breath, only to realize he was back where he started—the engine room.  “Going somewhere?” Seleyar asked demonically.  Quickly, he nodded his head, and several tendrils crept down from the ceiling, wrapping their slimy ends around Tompkins’ phaser.

He refused to let go, but the sheer strength of the massive offshoots soon overpowered him.  He lost his footing in the soft, tissue-like mat, and fell to the floor.

Slowly, Seleyar’s shadow loomed over Lucas’s body.  As the Founder peered over the fallen officer, he clenched his fist and smashed it into his other hand.  As if Seleyar had commanded it with that simple motion, tendrils emerged from the creep and seductively looped themselves around Lucas’s body, strapping him to the soft, mushy floor.

Seleyar said nothing as he continued to gaze into Tompkins’ eyes.  His terribly evil gaze seemed to drill a hole straight through Tompkins’ head.  As the tendrils tightened their grip, for the first time, Lucas believed he was going to die…

Johnson followed closely behind Trinn as they entered the shuttlebay.  Several shuttles were in the darkened bay, many submerged in the mysterious fluids of the organism in the engine room.  The small Jem’Hadar shuttle Trinn was headed for was clearly of standard Dominion design, and only partially submerged.

She stopped outside the door and touched the controls.  Slowly, they slid apart, allowing the two officers to enter the shuttle.  They both headed straight for the cockpit and sat down in the front.

“The layout it similar to that of a type-four shuttlecraft,” Trinn said as she looked over the controls.  “Flying this thing should be a piece of cake.”

“So you say,” said Kendall with far less confidence.

Trinn quickly went to work on her side of the cockpit.  “I’m bypassing the pre-launch sequence,” she told Johnson.  “I doubt anyone on the bridge will give us clearance to leave, anyway.”

“Then how are we getting out of here?” Johnson asked as the engines suddenly came to life.  Slowly, the shuttle elevated from the goo and hesitantly wavered about a few meters in the air.

“You might want to hang on,” said Trinn as she input their course.

Johnson’s eyes bugged out.  “I see,” he said as he grabbed the station in front of him.  A moment later, the wall started looming ever closer.  

Trinn smiled as she pressed the start button.

Thrown back into their seats by the sudden inertia, Trinn and Johnson were now in the hands of the shuttle’s computer as they slammed through the shuttle bay’s door.

Johnson watched in horror as they hit the wall.  A massive plume of bright orange flames rushed over the cockpit window before large pieces of shrapnel crashed down on them a moment later amidst the sonorous boom of the explosion itself.

As they emerged into the vacuum inside the Dominion vessel’s shield perimeter, Trinn wasted no time in getting back to work.  “I’ve got a lock on Commander Tompkins,” she said before Johnson was back in his chair.  “I’m beaming him aboard.”

Quickly, Trinn pecked away at the controls, then stopped and turned her head to the back of the cockpit.  A moment later, tiny azure bubbles started swirling amidst a glowing blue aura that was slowly solidifying into the shape of Lucas Tompkins.  He was lying on his back and covered in sludge as his body materialized in the back of the cockpit, but he looked unharmed.

“Welcome back,” said Trinn.

Lucas wiped the layer of sludge away from his face and cast it on the floor.  “It’s good to be back,” he said.  “You think you could have cut that any closer?” 

“It could have been arranged,” Johnson joked, though he, more than any of them probably wanted to get away from this forsaken place.  

Suddenly, the Dominion vessel came about.  Trapped inside its shield bubble, the away team had nowhere to run.  But they still had a trick or two left up their sleeves.  “Set a collision course, Kendall,” Tompkins ordered quietly. 

“Are you nuts?” Johnson protested.

“We can still beam to the shuttle,” Trinn reminded him.  “But that still doesn’t get us out of this thing’s shield bubble.”

Tompkins pointed to a small blip on the sensors.  “It looks like there are five vessels on an intercept course,” he said.  “If they can knock out the shield generators, we can escape.”

Wearily, Johnson complied with the order.  “I’ll target the warp core,” he said.  “Assuming it stays in the same place.”

The image of the Dominion vessel’s central core was still vividly present in Tompkins’ memory.  “It will,” he said inwardly. 

“I can control this shuttle from our shuttle,” Kendall said as he finished plotting the course.  “We can beam back whenever we want.”

Tompkins stood straight up as he said, “Then by all means, energize.”

“Red alert, all hands to battle stations!” Harrison called out from the center seat on the Starlight’s bridge.  Their target loomed on the viewscreen amidst the violent crimson ruptures of the inversion nebula:  the Dominion ship.

All around him, the lights dimmed to red alert status, and a dull tone sounded several times, warning anyone who missed his first call of the impending battle.

“The ship is coming about,” Bator reported from tactical.  “Heading one-eight-one mark four.”

“Lock weapons,” Harrison said steadily. “Prepare to fire.”

A moment later, the communication system crackled as an incoming message was passed through the buffers.  “This is Admiral T’Lari to the fleet:  I am uploading target coordinates to your tactical stations now.  Fire on my mark.”

The Starlight drew nearer and nearer the Dominion ship; falling beside the Starlight in formation were the Alexander and the Ti’shar.  All three ships were ready to fire.  All they needed was authorization to do so.  And they received it.

“Fire!” T’Lari ordered.

Yellow and orange phaser beams lashed outward, striking the much larger Dominion vessel’s shields.  Immediately following were several rounds of quantum torpedoes, all of which were absorbed in a massive explosion, again on the shields.  At first, the assault didn’t seem to be working, but as the fleet persisted, the Dominion shields started to flicker.

“That’s our cue,” Tompkins said slowly as he watched the barrage of quantum torpedoes crash into the Dominion vessel’s shields.  When the first of the torpedoes started to punch through the shields, Tompkins knew it was time to go.  “Let’s move, Kendall!”

“Yes, sir!” 

By touching one single button on the helm, Johnson sent the tiny Jem’Hadar shuttle into motion.  Fast motion.  He programmed the craft to engage its engines at maximum.  And it did so, leaving a streak of violet light in its wake as it smashed into the immense Dominion craft.

Tompkins was almost certain he heard a shriek as the orange explosion engulfed a small portion of the vessel’s hull.  Slowly, the hull plating started to corrode away, bursting off at the seams as the beast inside lived its final moments.

Section by section, the ship was engulfed in flames.  As the beast died, it finally lowered its shields, allowing the fleet’s weapons to perform their maximum damage.  Tompkins let out a sigh of relief as he gave to order to take them home.

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 73246.8: Our away team has returned to the Starlight, confirming the disturbing news Gul Kadar shared with us in regards to the malevolent entity that, until recently, was shrouded by mystery on the Dominion ship.  Our scans show the craft was completely destroyed.  Kadar and his ships have returned to Cardassian space, and the Starlight, with the Alexander and Windcress, is headed for Sector 19328 in search of Captain Christopher.
“It was literally the closet I’ve ever come to hell,” Tompkins told Harrison at their customary table in the mess hall.  

“Whatever really happened on board that ship must have been terrible,” Harrison grimaced.  “Do you suppose there are any more of these things out there?”

Lucas frowned.  “It was a space-dwelling organism,” he said grimly.  “It had to have come from somewhere.  Hopefully, that somewhere is far, far away.”

Harrison took a sip of his coffee.  “Kadar claimed they found the organism at the edge of Cardassian space.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Kadar seemed to be an honest man,” Harrison said quietly.  “But in retrospect, I don’t think he was telling us the whole truth.  He seemed far too eager to destroy it.  Whether or not it was for our benefit, or for some other reason, I’m not sure.”

“Damn Cardassians,” Tompkins said under his breath.  “Nothing is ever simple with them, is it?”

“I suppose not,” Harrison agreed.  “Kendall was saying something about a Founder still on board the ship when it was destroyed…”

“Seleyar.”  The devious face of the smug little Founder was still a clear image in his mind.  “I’m not sure he was a Founder,” Tompkins admitted.  “He looked like a one, but he was much, much more than that.”

“Kendall didn’t mention that,” Harrison said quietly.

“Kendall didn’t spend as much time with Seleyar as I did,” Tompkins said slowly.  “Quite frankly, he scared the hell out me.  I didn’t say it, but he was…evil.  And determined.”

“I guess it’s a good thing he’s dead,” Harrison said.

“One can only hope,” said Tompkins with an utter seriousness.

Light years away, two limp bodies were piled carelessly upon one another on the floor of a dark, claustrophobic cell.  Both were unconscious, and had been for some time.  The cell was illuminated by one small, barely operational power cell dangling from the ceiling, illuminating only the red stain on the floor below it. It appeared as if someone had tried to rub it out, but the stain only spread.

A thin layer of dust and dirt covered the walls and floor.  The upkeep in the cell was less than stellar.  But it was the least you could expect in a prison…
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