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Prologue

Ambassador Kaid was tired.

It was not the sort of fatigue one experienced after a long day’s work; this fatigue was of a completely different origin.  It lingered for days at a time, draining Kaid of his energy, and bringing morbid images of death and destruction to mind.  Normally, he enjoyed such gory thoughts, but now these mental images were only a reminder of his own life.  

Kaid’s past was a dark one.  He had personally exterminated seventeen unique civilizations.  Of course, he had no qualms about it—those species posed a grave threat to the Velora’s genetic purity and needed to be wiped from the face of the universe—and if given the opportunity to relive those events, Kaid knew he would not do anything differently.  It was his job to ensure a future for the Velora Aggregate.  And to his chagrin, it was the future of the Aggregate that brought Kaid to his current situation…

“… and the target is heading 1-6-1 mark 3.”

Sor Tovar had spoken.  That usually indicated that something of consequence was about to happen—or that Kaid’s mind had wandered a bit too far, and his executive officer was politely bringing him back into the fold.  Either way, Kaid knew it was time to bring his mind from the dregs of the universe.

The viewscreen depicted a relatively dense asteroid field.  The Adaris had entered the region several hours ago after tracking their target to a particularly large, craggy asteroid near the center of the field—but as he stared at the screen, Kaid saw neither the asteroid nor the ship.  “Where is the vessel?” he asked a moment later.

Tovar hastily moved to the large, triangular workstation behind Kaid’s chair and keyed a sequence of commands into the computer.  Seconds later, the image on the viewscreen changed to depict another similar view of the asteroid field—but with one major difference: a hellish, squid-like vessel hung in space just beyond the nearest asteroid, its forward section aglow with a fiery orange energy.

“It is waiting for us,” Tovar noted, carefully watching the ship.  “If we attack now, we may be destroyed.”

Despite his sudden tendency to nap on the bridge, Kaid was well aware of the dangers involved with the vessel.  “We must attack it now,” he said sternly.  “If the vessel flees, we may never catch it again.”

There was no argument from Tovar.  He immediately turned his eyes upon Vakal, the tactical officer situated at the aft workstation.  “Arm all conventional weapons and prepare to fire.  Helm, take us into weapons range.”

“Vakal,” said Kaid suddenly, “transfer some additional power to the forward shields.  I don’t want a repeat of last time.”  They were still repairing the damage sustained during the last attack, and Kaid didn’t want to make the same mistake twice.

“Aye sir,” said Vakal.  His deft fingers flew over the control interface, and moments later, he announced, “Shields and weapons are ready.”

Kaid’s heart rate kicked up a few notches at the prospect of battle, but given his recent bout of malaise, his body failed to produce the adrenalin rush that had driven him to victory so many times before.  “How long until we enter weapons range?”

“Thirty seconds,” said the helmsman.

“We are already in range of the alien bioship’s weapons,” added Tovar, “however, its systems are still charging.”

At this point in their previous engagement with the alien vessel, it had already taken out a large portion of deck nine.  “We must be wearing it down,” mused Kaid.  “Perhaps this time we will finally capture it.”

“We are about to find out,” said Tovar.  His voice was brimming with excitement—filled with drive and ambition.  It very much reminded Kaid of the way he used to be.

The alien ship slowly came about, shunting three large sails from its aft section as it forged its way into battle.  Kaid grabbed the arms of his chair and prepared for the worst.  “Shields?”

“At maximum,” Vakal reiterated.  “We’ll be in weapons range in ten seconds.”

Wiry tendrils of orange energy danced around the nose of the alien bioship.  “They’re preparing to fire,” warned Tovar.

Kaid nodded his acknowledgment.  “Brace for impact,” he said.  “Have damage control standing by.”

An instant later, the Adaris was under siege.  Kaid was able to glimpse a ragged tendril of blazing orange energy surge from the alien bioship, but little more.  The force of the impact prompted the Adaris to lose attitude control, and left the ship to haphazardly spin on its axis.  Still, as far as Kaid could tell, everything was relatively intact.  “What is our weapon status?”

“Ready to fire!” exclaimed Vakal.

Kaid nodded.  “Then do so!”

The deck plates shuddered as the alien ship fired again, and Kaid could feel his ship beginning to waver.  If Vakal faltered, there was a distinct possibility that the battle would be forever lost.  Then again, considering Vakal’s track record, Kaid knew that defeat was not a likely outcome.

Suddenly, the alien ship streaked across the viewscreen, its forward section again awash in orange light.  Knowing it would not be long before they were again under the gun, Kaid braced for impact while the rest of his crew worked to see the squid-like vessel brought down once and for all.

“Target locked!” exclaimed Vakal.  “Firing axionic energy charges!”

The ship jolted, and sparks rained down from the ceiling.  Kaid could see bright pulses of crimson light flash across the viewscreen, but they did not appear to strike anything more than rock—several asteroids promptly exploded into clouds of dust—and the alien vessel remained at large.

Kaid turned back to Vakal.  “I thought you had a target lock!?”

“I did,” he replied, still working frantically the controls.  “The ship altered its bio-signature.  Attempting to reacquire the target!”

“That should not be hard,” Tovar suddenly announced, staring at the viewscreen with a mortified look upon his face.

Kaid quickly came about to see the alien ship lurking dead ahead, its forward section brimming with energy.  “We won’t be able to sustain another hit to the forward section,” he soon realized.

“No need to worry!” replied Vakar.

Another barrage of axionic energy pulses promptly darted across the viewscreen, headed straight for the alien bioship.  It made a valiant effort to evade the pulses, but could not get out of the way fast enough.  Its organic brown hull absorbed the majority of the blasts, but the last few exploded more to Kaid’s liking, leaving the alien vessel’s hull blackened and charred.

“The alien weapon systems are offline,” Tovar said.  “Prepare for the final assault!  Remember, we want the vessel disabled, not destroyed!”

Vakar glared.  “I know our orders!”

Just when Kaid began to lower his guard, the deck began to vibrate once more.  His eyes immediately darted back to the alien ship, but the viewscreen clearly indicated the alien ship was dormant.  “What’s happening?”

“Another ship has just dropped out of warp… they’re right on top of us!” exclaimed Tovar.

And he was not kidding.  A massive vessel almost twice the size of the Adaris suddenly eclipsed the alien ship on the viewscreen—and Kaid immediately grumbled.  “What are they doing here?”

The answer was more concise than Kaid could have ever hoped, for the moment the question fell from his lips, a volley of verdant plasma torpedoes streaked from the new arrival’s torpedo bay and blasted into the Adaris’ shields.  They flickered, shimmered, and ultimately failed—along with the lights, and the majority of the workstations.

“We still have weapons!” cried Vakar.

“Helm control is nominal,” Tovar promptly added.  “And the helmsman is dead.”

They would have to grieve later.  For now, all that mattered was survival.  “Fire whatever weapons we have at our new friends,” Kaid ordered, unable to keep the sarcasm from slipping into his voice.

“I’ve got a lock on their engines,” said Vakar.  “If we—”

“Sir!” Tovar interrupted.  “The alien bioship is powering weapons again!”

Kaid’s heart skipped a beat.  Now he was beginning to get that adrenaline rush.  “Target?”

“Us!” said Tovar.  “And one more hit will finish us!”

“Then don’t let them get that chance,” Kaid said.  “Quickly!  Maneuver us behind our new friends and let them take the blow for us.”

“Aye, sir!”

Tovar made haste to move the Adaris out of harm’s way, his fingers dancing wildly over the control interface.  For a brief moment, Kaid thought they just might get away with it… But then the bioship fired, and all hell broke loose.

The bulkheads screamed as they began to shift beneath Kaid’s feet.  Fire rained down from the ceiling, and the majority of the remaining workstations went dead.  As a thick smoke filtered into his lungs, Kaid knew the damage to the Adaris was extreme.  The viewscreen was barely functional, its display garbled with fuzz—but Kaid could see enough to know that his plan had indeed worked. 

The battle was as good as over—but far from a decisive victory.  The Adaris was on the brink of destruction, the massive starship looming ahead of the Adaris was severely damaged, and the alien bioship was gone.

“Our target just jumped to warp,” gleaned Tovar from his barely functional workstation.

Crestfallen, Kaid slumped down into his ash-laden command chair.  “We’ll get that ship,” he assured his crew.  “It is only a matter of time…”

Chapter One

Kendall Johnson did not like his dress uniform.  White was never one of his favorite colors, and when combined with the gold trim running across the collarbone and down the front, it made for one of the most revolting pieces of clothing he had ever seen.  The only saving grace was the grayish-blue tunic worn beneath the dreadful jacket—yes, it was ugly, but not nearly as much as the rest of the outfit.

 Carefully, he tugged at the collar to straighten it, and then reluctantly gave himself a brief inspection in the mirror.  Save for the fact that his communicator was crooked, Kendall promptly deemed himself presentable.  He carefully adjusted his communicator and then stepped away from the mirror, dreading the coming hours even more than his insipid dress uniform… In fact, everyone was dreading the coming hours.

At 0900, the Starlight would rendezvous with the Vangshua’a’, a Fek’lhr-class destroyer sent by the Klingons to deliver the dreaded and evil Admiral Alexis O’Connor.  At 0905, she would meet with Captain Christopher for some sort of highly classified mission briefing, and then proceed to the reception in mess hall at 0930.  The reception that Kendall Johnson was required to attend, or—as the Captain so quaintly put it—be ejected into space.  

Kendall disliked his dress uniform, he loathed Admiral O’Connor, and he abhorred parties.  “Where are the Borg when you need them?” he grumbled, desperately trying to muster the enthusiasm needed to go to the mess hall.

However, it did not take long for Kendall to realize that he would be content to stand in the middle of his quarters all morning, debating whether or not to go to the stupid reception in the first place.  Then again, two sides were generally needed for a debate, and as he stood in contemplation, Kendall’s mind was decidedly one-sided: he did not want to go.

Besides, Kendall already knew exactly what would happen if he did go.  He would arrive, speak with Lucas for a short while, and ultimately wind up alone in a corner attempting to feign interest in the plant before him.  It happened at every party—with the one exception being the time Ensign Flora Sanders spilled a smoldering mug of raktajino all over his back.  

“That’s it,” Kendall whispered to himself.  “I’m not going.”  With that settled, he let out a sigh of relief and summarily retreated to the foot of his unmade bed.

And he sat.

He considered going down to the science lab, but since his shift didn’t start until after lunch, there would not be much for him to do in the first place.

And he sat.

The carpet was looking a little dingy.  The Starlight did have some automatic cleaning systems, but they could only do so much.  And Kendall could not recall the last time he cleaned his carpet.  He made a mental note to do so in the near future, when his schedule was not so hectic…

And he sat.

Hectic?  Who am I kidding?  Kendall laughed at the very notion.  Aside from his eight-hour duty shift each day, Kendall almost literally had nothing else to do.  He didn’t have any pet projects on the back burner to keep him occupied, nor did he have any sort of social activities.  And why not?  

And he sat… and the answer was suddenly plain as day.  He didn’t have any social activities because he avoided them.  Instead, he sat alone in his quarters and let the world pass him by.  Some people would immediately resolve to rectify this situation, but Kendall was a bit more cautious.  Did he even want to rectify the situation?  He did enjoy his solitude… but every now and then, he had to admit that a little companionship would be nice—and he didn’t really want to be ejected into space.

So Kendall Johnson rose to his feet, and slowly made his way to the reception…

The moment the mess hall doors opened, a daunting crowd greeted Kendall.  He had been expecting a large party, but nothing to this extent, leading him to believe that Erin Keller did most of the planning for the event. Kendall recognized most of the faces present, but there were more than a few people whom he had never before seen—probably members of Admiral O’Connor’s staff.  

In the far corner of the room, near the windows, a string quintet played an extravagant, sweeping rendition of Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker.  It set the mood for a classy, intelligent congregation, which was ironic when considering the guest of honor—whom Kendall had yet to spot.

Deciding it would be rather unbecoming of him to simply stand at the doors the entire time, Kendall made his way into the crowd, and almost immediately, he spotted Lucas and Jayla.  They were seated at one of the tables near the quintet, engaged in what appeared to be a very private conversation.  It was an odd time hold such dialogue, but then again, those two were a very odd couple… if they even were a couple.  Kendall was never sure.
The Captain and Commander Keller mingled in the center of the action, chatting pleasantly with some of the guests.  It wasn’t until Kendall saw Erin talking with a Klingon did he realize some of the Vangshua’a’ crew had boarded the Starlight with the Admiral.  Not wanting to have an… encounter with a Klingon, Kendall decided he would seek companionship elsewhere.

But to his chagrin, he had already exhausted his list of acquaintances.  He glimpsed Commander Harrison, Bator, and Neelar Drayge standing near the buffet table on the opposite side of the room.  Approaching them was not out of the question—and if he found that he lacked the courage to do so, he realized that he could just as easily divert his attention to the food… and then find himself a plant to analyze.

In his mind, Kendall plotted a course through the crowd, and then made his move, nodding pleasantly at several of his peers along the way.  When he suddenly spotted Talyere up ahead, Kendall made a minor course adjustment to avoid the dreaded Elorg—and in his haste to keep a low profile, stumbled into someone.

Though Kendall did not recognize her, he immediately felt drawn to her.  She had light brown, shoulder-length hair, a fair complexion, ethereal hazel eyes, and a perfect smile.  “Sorry,” she said bluntly, and then moved on.

Kendall gulped.  “It’s okay,” he stuttered as he stepped aside.  He wanted to say something more, but as usual, his nerves wouldn’t allow it.  But he didn’t have time to curse himself, for the moment the woman walked away, Kendall saw Erin waving at him.

Two years ago, such an occasion would have rendered his aforementioned nerves into a state of total shock and euphoria.  His feelings for Erin ran incredibly deep—and they still did.  But over the years, Kendall had learned to control them, and today, he simply smiled at Erin Keller, and waved back.

He assumed that would be the end of the exchange, and summarily continued his journey to the buffet table, but Erin apparently had other ideas—which was a good thing, since her Klingon companion was circling the table like a hawk.  Kendall immediately came about, and casually made his way to Erin’s side.

“Hey there, little buddy!” she greeted warmly.

Kendall couldn’t help but smile; somehow, just knowing that Erin considered him a friend always made his day.  “Hello, Erin.  How are you?”

She nodded, obviously pleased that he asked.  “I am quite well, thank you very much.  How are you?”

He chuckled, and afforded his boots a glance before looking back into Erin’s eyes.  “Better than I had anticipated,” he admitted.  “Especially since Admiral O’Connor doesn’t appear to be here.”

Erin rolled her eyes, and drew herself closer to Kendall.  “If only we could be so lucky,” she whispered, pointing in the general direction of the doorway Kendall had passed through earlier.

Considering the Admiral’s large size, Kendall thought she would be easier to spot, but as he gazed at the doors, he saw nothing.  

“Not there,” said Erin.  “The replicator.”

Kendall moved his eyes accordingly, and sure enough, the Admiral was there.  “You were pointing at the doors.”

“I was trying to be discreet.”

“And Erin is not know for her discretion.”

Kendall spun around to see Captain Christopher had suddenly joined them.  That in itself did not bother Kendall—he was quite fond of the Captain.  It was the company he kept that Kendall found distasteful: Talyere.  But thankfully, the room was filled with people, and if the Overseer had any etiquette whatsoever, he would keep any snide comments to himself.

“I can keep a secret!” Erin protested.

Christopher laughed.  “And I almost believe you…”

His lips parted, as if more words were to come, but nothing came out.  Kendall frowned, and almost began to wonder what was wrong.  But then, an instant later, all his curiosity vaporized.

“Captain Christopher!”  The sound of Admiral O’Connor’s strident voice made Kendall want to cover his hears.  The portly Admiral slowly waddled past Kendall a moment later.  She was munching on a very large doughnut, and had two more in her free hand.  “Captain,” she said as she chewed, “this is a good party.  I should visit more often!”

Christopher cringed.  He tried to hide it, but it was more than obvious—to Kendall, anyway.  “Oh yes,” said the Captain, “that would be lovely.”

O’Connor only laughed.  “I’m sure I can arrange for something,” she said indolently.  The woman had the attention span of a gnat, at the subject of her visit was already out of mind.  Instead, she shoved her way past Erin and came to a stop a meter or so from Talyere.  “Xi'Yor,” she greeted warmly.  “I hardly ever see you nowadays!”

“I do not often visit the Klingon Empire,” said Talyere flatly.  His voice had suddenly acquired an icy edge to it.  Kendall couldn’t begin to wonder why…

“I was very surprised to hear your people are the Borg,” O’Connor continued.  “You look nothing like a drone.”

Talyere expelled an exasperated sigh.  “Breen,” he corrected.  “My people and the Breen are the same species.”

O’Connor frowned.  “What?  Breen?  I’ve never heard of them.” 

“Obviously.”

“Captain Landsberg must have made an error in his report,” O’Connor brooded.  “I’ll have to talk with him.  Again.”  She shoved almost an entire doughnut in her mouth, chewed perhaps ten times, and then swallowed.  As she wiped the residual glaze from her face, her eyes suddenly lit up, and she turned back to Christopher.  “That reminds me, Captain, there’s someone I want you to meet!”

Christopher feigned interest as O’Connor continued to soil her sleeve.  “Oh?” he asked, managing a faint smile.

“Yes.”  The Admiral nodded agreeably and then turned her back to the Captain.  “Commander Reinbold!” she called into the crowd.  When nobody appeared at her side, O’Connor grumbled, waited five seconds, and called again: “Commander Reinbold!” 

Still nothing—and O’Connor, being incredibly impatient, was growing weary.  She started to make her way into the crowd in search of the elusive Commander Reinbold, but was only able to waddle a few meters before stopping to catch her breath—and in that instant, the woman Kendall had bumped into earlier suddenly appeared at O’Connor’s side.

“Yes?” she asked.

O’Connor smiled.  It was a hideous sight.  Her teeth were yellowish, her left-front tooth was chipped, and there was doughnut stuck to her gum line.  Kendall would have turned away, but the woman—Commander Reinbold—managed to keep his interest.  O’Connor casually placed one of her flabby arms around Reinbold and carefully guided her to Captain Christopher.  “Commander Reinbold,” she said, “this is Captain Christopher.”

Christopher smiled cordially, and offered his hand—which Reinbold promptly shook.  “Nice to meet you,” he said.

Reinbold matched Christopher’s smile.  “Likewise,” she said.  “You throw a hell of a party.”

“I know,” Christopher chirped.  “But I can’t take all of the credit, Comman—”

“I’m sure you two will get along wonderfully,” O’Connor interrupted.  There was an uncanny sense of pride in her voice that Kendall could even begin to explain.  “And if you two decide to get married, I would be happy to perform the services.”

In that instant, Christopher’s smile faded.  “I’m already getting married!” he exclaimed.

O’Connor furrowed her brow.  “To whom?”

“Erin,” he said, nodding at Keller.

A genuine look of disgust spread across O’Connor’s face.  “Her?” she bemoaned.  “I’m just trying to get you someone a little better, Captain Christopher.  I’ve heard that she sleeps around.”

The look of surprise that summarily fell upon Erin Keller’s face lasted only a moment.  “Excuse me?” she summarily demanded, sounding more angry than surprised.  

“I don’t mind your bed hopping, Commander.  I just don’t want one of my good officers to be stuck with you.”  And then O’Connor laughed it off as if nothing had happened.

Erin was beyond upset—and perhaps more aggravating to her was that O’Connor continued to appear oblivious.  Thankfully, Captain Christopher intervened before anything… explosive could happen.

“Admiral,” he said as warmly as he could muster, “why don’t we discuss the mission?”

“We can’t talk about that,” she protested.  “It’s classified!”

“Do you expect me to operate the entire ship by myself to get the mission completed?”

O’Connor considered Christopher’s words for a brief moment, and then cast him an icy glare.  “No,” she said, and without any preamble, delved into the mission briefing.  “Several weeks ago, the Klingons detected something strange in the Chi’dan Sector.  I talked to the council and they agreed to let me investigate.  It turns out that there is a derelict Species 4726 ship wandering near the edge of Klingon space.  And we’re going to capture it.”  She summarily motioned back to Reinbold.  “The Commander is an expert on Species 4827.  Why don’t you two get better acquainted before the mission?”

“That would be lovely,” said Christopher flatly.

O’Connor gave Reinbold a gentle pat on the back and whispered, “If this doesn’t work out, I can still call Captain Landsberg.  He’s much better looking, anyway.”  She laughed, and then waddled back toward the replicator.  In her wake, she left a considerable void.

A minute had passed, and nobody had spoken.  It was as if O’Connor’s terse statements sucked all the life from that part of the room.  But finally, Reinbold turned to the Captain and said, “I’m sorry about that.  The Admiral is not known for her tact.”

“Or her honesty,” added Erin bitterly.

Reinbold quaintly nodded.  “Anyway,” she said softly, “the bioship was last spotted in the M’Kieru Sector, near the Romulan Neutral Zone.  We’ll need to make some modifications to the Starlight today, so we’ll set out for M’Kieru first thing tomorrow morning.”  She paused for a moment, smiled, and added: “I’ll see you later.”  With that said, she turned on her heel and departed.

Christopher’s brow promptly furrowed.  “Is it just me, or did I just receive orders from a Lieutenant Commander?”

Erin half-smiled.  “Did you like that, Alan?” she inquired.  “Want to trade me in?”

He shook his head playfully.  “Not just yet…”

The repairs were taking longer than expected.  The alien bioship had caused far more damage than Kaid had expected, and combined with the damage from the Garidian attack, the Adaris was in terrible shape—just sitting in the asteroid field.  And Kaid was beginning to loathe those asteroids; if he had to stare at them for much longer, he was quite certain he would go insane.

Unlike a vast, scintillating starfield, asteroids were not very interesting to look at.  They were just gigantic rocks, floating in the vacuum of space.  There was little awe or wonderment associated with asteroids.  Day after day, year after year, they simply existed… much like Kaid.

He could recall a time when his life had meaning—a time when he felt like more than an automaton of the Velora Aggregate.  It was during the war to rid the universe of the Kandari.  The crusade was noble and the cause was just, for the very existence of the Velora was at stake.  It felt like a lifetime ago, and in essence, it probably was.  In this lifetime, Kaid felt like little more than an old warhorse, trotted out on occasion to chase shadows in the night.

Or bioships, as was the case today.  And on that note, Kaid decided he should not allow his mind to wander too far from bioships and Garidians.  Though the crusade was far from noble, it was Kaid’s to command, and he would see it through to the end, no matter what.  “Tovar,” he called, “where exactly is the bioship?”

“Near the M’Kieru Sector,” he gleaned from his workstation.  “However, our triaxial oscillation drive is still offline.  It is a two-day journey using conventional methods.  Of course, the bioship will likely be gone by that time.”

Kaid shook his head wearily.  “And, no doubt, in the Garidians’ possession. Captain Pentara has been watching us.  She is learning from our mistakes and when she makes a move on the vessel… ” He didn’t even want to think about it.  “We need reinforcements.”

Tovar shook his head.  “The communication system is still offline,” he said.

“Naturally,” grumbled Kaid.  “Well, get it online.  And soon.  If we are to complete our biogenic weapon in a timely fashion, we need that bioship…”

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74447.2: The Starlight is en route to the M’Kieru Sector to intercept a derelict Species 8472 bioship that has been wandering near the Klingon/Romulan border for the past several weeks.  If successful, our mission has the potential to increase our knowledge of the utterly alien species exponentially.  

Being the Captain of a starship entailed a lot of responsibility.  The job required patience, diplomatic skill, and a lot of bravery things Alan Christopher felt he had in abundance.  But aside from the obvious, a Captain always had to be aware of his crew’s need, and at this moment, it was obvious they needed something to do.  The journey to the M’Kieru Sector was not likely to be an exciting one, and given the silence on the bridge, it would be a very long journey unless he did something to spice it up.  Of course, Christopher had something in mind.  “I spy something purple…”

The silence continued, and judging by the look of disbelief on Matthew Harrison’s face, Christopher easily reached two conclusions.  First, the entire bridge crew thought he was insane.  Second, and perhaps more disturbing, none of them were familiar with ‘I Spy.’

“It’s a game,” explained Christopher.  “I spy something, you have to guess what it is.  It’s really easy.”  His eyes quickly darted about the bridge, assessing the crew’s reaction.  Bator was still mulling over his console; Jayla Trinn was quietly snickering; Erin was trying not to smile; Neelar was discreetly surveying the bridge—possibly for something purple; and Matthew, he simply sat, shaking his head.

“What type of purple?” asked the first officer after a long moment.  “Is it more like a lavender or a fuchsia?”

Christopher nearly groaned.  “It is purple,” he repeated.  “If it were a frilly shade of orchid, I would have said as much.”

Harrison nodded.  “Is it the carpeting?”

“That’s not even purple!” Christopher said.

“What about this button?” asked Drayge, pointing at the control interface on the helm.

Christopher smiled enigmatically.  “Nope.”

The Bolian stared at the helm for a moment longer, then moved his down about five buttons—to the next purple one.  “What about this one?”

Christopher’s smile widened.  “That would be a definite…no,” he said. 

“Alan,” interjected Erin before anyone else had a chance to guess, “this is pretty stupid.”

Somehow, he had been expecting that—just not so soon.  “Do you have anything better to do?” he inquired, turning his placid gaze upon Erin.

She shrugged.  “No.  But you’re ruining my concentration.”

“If you’re not doing anything, then what, exactly, are you concentrating on?”

Erin paused, and took a thoughtful moment to consider her words.  “I’m playing Metrix,” she finally admitted.  “And I’m probably going to lose because of you.”

“Oh, how terrible,” said Christopher, his words drenched in sarcasm.  “I was under the impression you were doing something important, such as… oh, keeping an eye on the sensors that way we’re not suddenly blown out of the sky by an armada of rabid bioships.”

“If something appears on sensors, I have them programmed to interrupt my little game,” Erin said.  “Besides, Bator’s got me covered.”

At hearing his name, the Phobian’s head suddenly bolted upward.  “Yes, of course,” he said, though Christopher couldn’t tell if Bator knew what he was agreeing to or not—not that it mattered.

Moments later, the Captain heard the turbolift doors hiss open; an instant later, he could almost literally feel the life being sucked out of the room.  One did not need to be a telepath to know that she just entered the bridge…

“Captain Christopher,” snapped O’Connor, her strident voice filling the bridge even before the doors slid shut behind her.  “Captain Christopher, what is going on here?”

Slowly—very slowly, Christopher turned his head away from Erin, and watched as O’Connor toddled from the turbolift near his ready room.  She carried a deeply concerned look upon her face, and a large, greasy stain on the front her uniform.  “Are we boring you, Captain Christopher?  I’m certain I could find something for you and your crew to do until we reach the Macaroni Sector.  And Captain Christopher, where is that status report I wanted?  You should have had it completed five hours ago!  Command is already on my tail about its tardiness, but as usual, I stuck up for you and said that we’re having trouble with our long-range communications.”

“Oh, how magnanimous of you,” said Christopher, feigning a gregarious smile—it wasn’t as difficult as one would have imagined, either.  Imagining O’Connor using long-range communications to tell Starfleet they were having trouble with long-range communications immediately brought a smile to his face.  Still, he could tell right now that the next couple of days were going to be dreadful beyond belief.

O’Connor folded her flabby arms upon her chest.  “So where is that status report, Captain Christopher?”

Christopher’s smile faded.  “You never said anything about a status report to begin with.  And if you did, I wasn’t in the room.”

Exasperated, O’Connor threw her arms up in the air.  “I try to work with you people,” she moaned, “but all I ever hear are excuses…  Heaven forbid you have to do a little work around here.  Over the past few months, I’ve served on eleven Klingon garbage scows that were cleaner than this ship.  Your performance level is unacceptable, Captain Christopher, and if you keep it up, I will have to take command of this ship.”

If that were to happen, Christopher was relatively certain it would be the shortest command tenure in the history of Starfleet.  O’Connor would have a mutiny on her hands before she could scarf down a doughnut.  And something told Christopher that Starfleet Command wouldn’t be too harsh on anyone for their actions.  

“This is a very important mission we’re on, Captain.  We need that Species 4258 ship, and if you screw this up, I’m going to have to place two reprimands on your record.”

Christopher nodded, as if her threat actually frightened him.  “If this mission fails, I would expect nothing less than four reprimands.”  Or six.  Ten.  It wouldn’t matter.  Starfleet Command would promptly remove the reprimands once they realized O’Connor had issued them.

But the Admiral only smiled.  “See how good I am to you?” she inquired, sounding almost pleasant.  How she reached the rank of Admiral remained a mystery to Christopher.  How she reached Lieutenant was a mystery.  But unlike most other mysteries, this was not one that Christopher felt compelled to solve…

This mission was probably not the most important one Kendall Johnson had been a part of thus far in his career.  And it was likely that he would see an even more important one at some unforeseen point in the future.  But this mission was going to be different from any other mission Johnson had participated in; he was going to prepared for every possible contingency—and not only was he going to make himself able to solve those problems, he would going to make certain he would do so flawlessly.  And that meant a lot of research…

Species 8472 was first encountered late in the year 2373, engaged in a brutal war with the Borg.  Their ultimate defeat left the species with the impression that the denizens of the Milky Way posed a serious threat to their continued survival, and Species 8472 subsequently established several military installations throughout the galaxy in preparation for war.  By 2375, they had probed several cultures, including Earth’s, and were preparing for an invasion with the USS Voyager intervened.  The subsequent dialogues opened by Voyager’s Captain Janeway created a fragile peace, and all preparations for war were terminated.  Twenty years later, Species 8472 affirmed their desire for peace with the Federation by helping to fend off a Romulan invasion of Aurillac VII.

Kendall blinked, and quickly glanced at the page count on the bottom of the computer screen.  There was already plenty of data on Species 8472—sixteen pages worth, not including the classified data—and he would have to read through all of it if he wanted to keep to his resolve.  Well, perhaps not all of it.

The history of Species 8472 was not going be of much help on this mission.  Since they were dealing with a lone bioship without a pilot, interaction with the species was unlikely.  What Kendall needed to focus his attention on was the inner-workings of the bioship.

He scrolled down a few pages, glanced at a few images of the hideous tripedal species, and then made his way to the schematics.  There was a fair amount of data—not as much as he would have hoped, but certainly enough for him to figure out the basics.  Uncertain where to start, Kendall simply picked a topic at random, and then decided to go from there.

But he got no further than the first few lines of text before the doors to the science lab hissed open, admitting Commander Reinbold.  She stood at the threshold for a brief moment, looked around, and then approached Kendall.  “I’m looking for the chief science officer.”

Apparently, she had not studied the crew manifest.  “That would be me,” said Kendall softly, providing a nervous smile.  “Can I help you?”

Reinbold looked at Kendall as if he were lying.  Perhaps she didn’t believe he was the chief science officer… of course, had she looked at the crew manifest, there wouldn’t even be a problem.  Still, Reinbold said nothing to protest Kendall’s statement.  “You and I are going to be working closely on this mission.  I just wanted to make sure you were well versed on the subject matter.”

Kendall glanced at the image of the bioship in the corner of the screen.  “I’m working on it,” he said.  “I’ve had a fair amount of experience with the species… but… I do get a little… nervous when they’re around.”

Reinbold smiled.  “Don’t we all?”

Kendall couldn’t recall seeing the Captain, Erin, or Bator cowering in fear, but then again, they were all rather brave.  It took a lot to frighten them.  And he suspected Reinbold had the same nerves of steel—but unlike some people on the Starlight, she was kind enough not to bring Kendall’s shortcomings to light.  His level of admiration immediately jumped.

“When we reach the M’Kieru Sector, we’re going to need to do two things: get the ship to drop out of warp, and then modify its bioelectric field so we can lock onto it with a tractor beam.”

“We won’t be able to do any of that from here,” Kendall quickly realized.

“Not without getting the ship pissed off, anyway,” said Reinbold.  “It is organic in nature—so much so that it’s almost a life form in itself.  And like all other living things, if it thinks its in danger, you can bet it’s going to protect itself.”

“I’ve… um, glanced at the propulsion systems,” said Kendall, motioning toward the computer screen beside him.  “Getting it to drop out of warp shouldn’t be hard, but… modifying its bioelectric field is presently beyond my abilities.”

Reinbold sighed.  “I have very theoretical idea on how to do that, but little more.  If worse comes to worse, we can improvise.”

That idea did not sit well with Kendall.  He had enough trouble working with a plan; working without one was almost guaranteeing a disaster.  Of course, Kendall didn’t want to reveal all of his flaws to Reinbold in one sitting.  Besides, he was beginning to feel is brain go numb, and very much doubted he would be able to reveal those flaws in the first place—Kendall was smitten.

Reinbold had done nothing to elicit such feelings.  In fact, Kendall didn’t even know her first name.  But she was so beautiful… so kind… and Kendall was so lonely.  But he didn’t want to embarrass himself with any kind of admission just yet.  All he had to do was concentrate.

“Improvise,” he repeated.  “Sounds good to me.”

“Good,” said Reinbold warmly.  “I have a feeling you and I are going to make a pretty good team.”

Those last few words did it.  Kendall could feel the brain freeze taking place.  He had to say something intelligent, and quickly, before it was too late.  But even as he opened his mouth, Kendall knew that no good was to come of it.  “I do too think… I think we’ll make a team… that’s good.”  

Reinbold smiled warmly.  “Well, I’ve got a lot of work to do before we reach M’Kieru.  I’d best be on my way.”

“Yes, you should,” Kendall blurted, not realizing how stupid it sounded until it was too late.  Hoping to save face, he quickly added, “We need to be at our best in the coming days.”

 “Agreed,” said Reinbold.  Apparently, she didn’t particularly care how stupid Kendall’s words were.  She just turned on her heel and made her retreat for the doors.  “I’ll see you later, Lieutenant.”  And then she was gone.

And Kendall was very uncertain, to say the least.

With long-range communications still relatively dysfunctional, news from the Velora Aggregate was hard to come upon.  Kaid had spent most of the evening attempting to get at least something, and to his chagrin, the only shred of data he came upon pertained to the pending assault on Forcas III.   Having heard enough about the attack from his crew, Kaid immediately discarded the data, and instead diverted his attention to some of the other garbage he stumbled upon amidst his searching.

Of most interest was an installment of the Federation News Service.  Kaid had intercepted it early in his quest for new from Velor Prime, but immediately disregarded it.  But now that it was the only thing left to hold his interest, he decided it would be worth reading after all.

On Earth, the new Federation Council Chamber was nearly completed.  If Kaid recalled correctly, the old chamber was attacked and destroyed by the Garidians.  In light of his own recent encounters with them, Kaid was more than ready to declare them one of the most prominent menaces in the quadrant. 

He quickly skimmed through several screens of additional data.  Doctor Dana Horner confirmed the presence of several Parasauralophus skeletons on the Tertiary side of Earth’s K/T boundary, giving credence to the existence of the Voth Empire…  A freak tornado on Cestus III killed six people and injured fourteen others… 

Kaid began to feel his eyes glaze over—all of the data was dreadfully boring to him—until he spotted the very last piece of information: two Vulcan transport ships were destroyed in the Zhargosia Sector—cause of destruction, unknown.

Kaid frowned…  The Velora lost a destroyer in the Zhargosia Sector late last year—cause of destruction, unknown.  It was probably a coincidence, but some sixth sense told Kaid that it was anything but… This was worth looking into.  It was worth the attention of the Velora Aggregate.  There could be some sort of strange anomaly at Zhargosia that could give the Velora an edge.  Then again, it could be a hostile alien force, or something beyond Kaid’s comprehension—but he would not have the chance to find out.

The door chimed, and in an instant, Kaid’s concentration was shattered.  He looked up from the computer screen for the first time in hours, and turned his attention to his chambers’ door.  “Enter.”

The door slid into the wall and admitted a tall, shadowy figure from the corridor.  “Ambassador,” said Tovar a moment later, “we are nearly ready to depart.”

It was the first good news Kaid had heard in several days.  Even so, it managed to instill only a small amount of emotion, and Kaid simply nodded his acknowledgement at Tovar.  “Set course for the M’Kieru Sector at your discretion.”

Tovar nodded, but did not move.

“Is there something more?” asked Kaid.  As far as he was concerned, the conversation was over.

Still, Tovar remained.  He hesitated for a long moment, but ultimately took a few steps into Kaid’s chambers, prompting the door to slide shut behind him.  “If I may speak freely, sir?”

“By all means,” said Kaid, slowly turning his attention away from the Zhargosia Sector.  “What is on your mind?”

“You, actually.”  Tovar was testing the water.  He paused for a long moment to judge Kaid’s reaction to the initial statement, and only continued when he felt it safe to do so.  “You have not seemed yourself as of late, Ambassador.”

Kaid had been expecting this conversation for quite some time.  He had tried to act normally while on the bridge, but it was impossible for him to hide his malaise forever—and inevitable that it would become apparent to those he knew best.  “You are correct, Tovar.  I have not been myself.”

Again, Tovar hesitated.  “May I ask why?”

In all his imaginings of this moment, Kaid had something profound to say about his state of mind—a few eloquent words that adequately described his situation.  But now that he actually had a chance to speak, his mind was blank.  “I suppose it started many, many years ago, after the Kandari War—I cannot say for certain… But at some point in time, the Velora Aggregate began to waver.”

“Waver?”  The doubt in Tovar’s voice was obvious.  “With all due respect, the Aggregate has never been more powerful.”

“That is not in dispute,” said Kaid.  “We are a powerful people—a force to be reckoned with—I shall grant you that.  But the Velora Aggregate of today is not the same entity I knew all those years ago.

“Take our current mission, for example.  We are to reacquire the bioship, complete the biogenic weapon, and use it on the denizens of Forcas III.”

Tovar frowned.  “Your point being?”

Kaid expelled a weary sigh.  So many things were changing, and none of them for the better.  “Forcas III is of little interest to the Velora.  It has no strategic value, and its denizens pose only a marginal threat to our genetic purity.  We should not be attacking them.”

“Marginal or not, it is still a threat,” said Tovar.  “We should take this opportunity to eliminate it.”

“No,” said Kaid, shaking his head.  “During the Kandari War, there were plenty of marginal threats—but we did not eliminate them.  It was not the Velora way.  But now… now, we are simply using our genetic problems as an excuse for conquest.”

“Are you suggesting we not attack Forcas III?” asked Tovar.

“I am not suggesting anything,” said Kaid diplomatically.  “At the moment, we don’t even have a weapon to attack with.  Making any decisions about the attack now would be premature.”

“Of course,” said Tovar quietly.  His tone was almost unreadable, but Kaid thought he noted a slight waver.  Tovar did not agree with Kaid’s views.  He wanted conquest… He wanted bloodshed.  And if he maintained his attitude, he would have both.
Kaid only sighed.  “Set course for the M’Kieru Sector.”

Chapter Three

Silence at the dinner table was rare.  On most nights, Erin and Alan had so much to talk about that the food on their plates grew cold.  But tonight was different.  Erin had a lot on her mind—much more than usual—and it was beginning to weigh her down.

At the moment, Admiral O’Connor’s rude remarks about her sleeping habits dominated Erin’s thoughts.  Though she tried not to think about it, she simply couldn’t help it.  It was a bald-faced lie, and it had hurt her deeply; Erin couldn’t even begin to imagine how someone could think such things about her, let alone share them with a group of people.  

Another matter, one that was far more important, also weighed heavily on Erin’s mind—and in the long run, it was probably much more important than the opinion of some bitchy admiral.  But adoption was not an easy process, and the task of adopting Angela suddenly seemed far more daunting than it had a few weeks ago.

“I contacted the Morning Star Adoption Institute this morning,” Erin said softly, picking at her mostly uneaten salad.  It was the most she had eaten… or spoken since she and Alan had sat down to eat.  “They sent me an adoption application for us to fill out.”

Alan looked up from his salad with some interest.  “And?”

“It is very complicated,” she replied.

Alan took a bite of his salad.  “How hard could it be?” he asked.  “Fill out a few forms, send it to the Institute, they send us Angela.  We’ll see her next week, no problem.”

Prior to contacting the Institute, Erin had thought the same thing.  But as she glanced over the expansive application, she quickly came to the realization that adoption was a complicated process.  “It’s probably going to take us a week to figure out that application.”

Alan’s glint of interest slowly started to fade.  “What could they possibly need to know that would take a week for us to figure out?”

Erin smiled knowingly.  He was in for a surprise.  “What is your philosophy of child rearing?” she asked, quoting the application.

The interest on Alan’s face was all but gone, replaced with a rather blank look.  “I don’t know… Don’t let the kid crawl into the warp core…  no jumping on the bed… and make sure they eat their broccoli.”

“And we have a lot of work to do,” Erin said.

“Well if it’s so complicated, why don’t we try getting ourselves a child the old fashioned way?”

“Alan, we’ve been trying the old-fashioned way for almost a year.  The first time was a fluke caused by that illness Xi'Yor gave you.  We both know that our two species are genetically incompatible, and that we’re never going to be able to have a child together.  Adoption is our only hope.  The system works; it takes time, but it works.  We just have to have a little faith in it, that’s all.”

Alan paused for a moment.  He stared at his plate instead of Erin, which was unusual, but given the uncomfortable subject matter, she was glad he was speaking in the first place.  “Did you ever think that we might be rushing into this?”

At first, Erin didn’t understand the question.  They wouldn’t be able to rush even if they wanted to.  There were plenty of forms and agents to get through.  It would take the better part of a year…   But then she suddenly realized that Alan wasn’t speaking of the forms or faith in the system.  “Are you saying you don’t want to adopt Angela?”

“I’m saying that parenthood is a big step, Erin.  I don’t know if I’m ready for it.”  For the first time in the years she had known Alan Christopher, Erin sensed a bit of trepidation in his voice.  This from the man who could face hundreds of Elorg ships in battle and journey to the end of the universe to stop the nefarious Yelss…  

“You’re never ready to be a parent, Alan.  It is a big step.  But it’s one that we can take together.”  

He produced a faint smile.  “You’re probably right, of course.  But I still need to think things through.  I didn’t join Starfleet to raise a family.  I’m on this ship to explore the strange new worlds…. to seek out new life and new civilizations.  You know the mantra…  And boldly going to change the baby’s diaper is not a part of it.” 

“I understand,” said Erin softly.  “I know that having a family is not something that is very important to you.  But it matters a lot to me—and I would very much like to have one again.  You don’t know how lucky you are, Alan, to have a family that loves you… I’ve had this big void in my life since my parents died, and now that Brian is gone, things are very difficult for me.  I would give just about anything to have them back… But since that’s not possible, you are my family now, Alan.  And I will still love you no matter what happens with this adoption thing… but keep me in mind when you make your considerations… Please?”

Slowly, Alan reached his arm across the table, grabbed Erin’s hand, and squeezed.  “Anything for you.”

Every day, Alan Christopher made hundreds of decisions.  Most were mundane—something as simple as deciding what to have for lunch—but on occasion, Christopher found himself with a truly perplexing situation that could change the face of the universe.  Some of those decisions were difficult to make, but in the end, Christopher could sleep easy at night—because ultimately, those decisions had little bearing on his existence.  But this decision was different; it would have a direct impact on all aspects of his life…

After finishing dinner with Erin, he lingered around their quarters for a long while, trying to make some sense out of parenthood—and more specifically, if he even wanted anything to do with it.  But for some reason, that atmosphere was simply not conducive to extreme contemplative thought.  Thus, Alan decided to go for a walk.

At first, Alan simply wandered aimlessly throughout deck seven, his course as random as his thoughts.  On occasion, he would encounter one of his officers; he would greet them accordingly and then continue his mindless journey.  But after awhile—after passing the astrometrics lab for the third time—Alan realized that the wandering was getting him nowhere.  He needed some direction—not only in his journey, but also in his thinking.  And that direction ultimately brought him to the mess hall.

He had been expecting the lounge to be bustling with activity, but was mildly surprised upon discovering all but one table was empty.  It was one of the small tables near the window, occupied by a single inhabitant—Commander Reinbold.  Though he had come here specifically to get away from everything, Alan felt compelled to approach her.

He quickly ordered a Ka’Tulan Sunset from the replicator and then made his way across the lounge.  “Excuse me, Commander.  Mind if I join you?”

Reinbold looked up from her half-eaten sandwich and motioned for him to sit with brief nod of her head.  “You’re the Captain.  You can do whatever you want.”

He paused, not ready to sit down until he was sure he was truly welcome.  “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

“Not really,” she admitted.  “I just get caught up in my work sometimes.  A break would be nice, actually.”

Relieved, Alan pulled out the chair across from Reinbold and seated himself.  “And for the record, this is not a date.”

Reinbold smiled.  “I’m not looking for a date, anyway,” she said.  “So when are you getting married?”

It was a very good question—Alan asked himself the same question all the time.  “Around the end of the year… I guess.  Erin can’t make up her mind.”

Reinbold took a small bite of her sandwich and nodded agreeably.  “Judging from the party she threw the other day, Commander Keller likes to do things on a large-scale.”  

Alan smiled knowingly.  “Nothing is simple for her.”

“Well, if I ever get married, I’d just wake up one morning, seek out the nearest Admiral, and have a quiet ceremony in the mess hall.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Alan replied.  “But Erin lives in this dream world where the universe is a safe place, and everyone is happy.”

“Is she delusional?”

“No.  She’s optimistic.”

Reinbold shrugged.  “Same thing, isn’t it?

The sentiment nearly brought a smile to Alan’s face.  “Have you met our Doctor?”

“No, why?”

“I think the two of you would get along wonderfully, Commander.”

Reinbold took a few bites of her sandwich.  “You can call me Megan if you’d like,” she said a moment later.  “I can tell you’re not very formal.”

Alan nodded.  “And you’re very observant.  Are you sure you’re not a counselor?  We could use one, you know.”

“I’m hardly a counselor,” said Megan.  “But I do have a son, and over the years, I’ve become pretty good at figuring out what’s on his mind… and how it works.”

When he first spotted Megan Reinbold, Alan had felt compelled to speak with her—it was some sixth sense guiding him in the right direction.  And now he knew why he was pointed to Megan.  “I didn’t know you had a son.”

“Well, I didn’t tell you, now did I?”

“I suppose not.  How old is he?”

Megan hesitated for a moment, and if the question had been more difficult, Alan would have assumed she was debating some intricate point.  But this was a straightforward, easy question.  Still he waited patiently, and a few moments later, Reinbold looked met his gaze and said, “Fifteen.”

Alan had to admit, he was surprised.  Megan looked far too young to have a child that old.  “Father time has been good to you.”

She produced a faint smile.  “Thanks,” she said.  “But I’m as young as I look.  I just made a few… mistakes when I was younger.”

“We all make mistakes,” said Alan with a shrug.  “And you’ve apparently flourished.  You’ve made quite a name for yourself with Starfleet… and you’ve managed to impress Admiral O’Connor.  I just have to ask how you did it. Erin and I are thinking about adopting a daughter… I’m just… not sure about it.”

Megan’s smile widened to something that looked a little more genuine.  “Your life will never be the same, there’s no doubt about it.  Children will open your mind to a whole new universe.  One that’s happier… more imaginative… more optimistic.  Then, of course, they turn into teenagers and everything goes to hell, but it’s definitely worth it.  And entirely possible.”

Suddenly, the red alert klaxon sounded, and crimson lights began to flash throughout the mess hall.  “Harrison to Christopher—we have reached the M’Kieru System.”

The Captain slapped his communicator.  “Oh goodie.  I’ll be on the bridge in a few minutes.  Christopher out.”  

* * *

Matthew Harrison couldn’t help but feel a little nervous.  Even though the bioship on the viewscreen was still several thousand kilometers away, it the sleek, organic vessel was still a haunting sight, and allies or not, Species 8472 was not an alien race he cared to deal with.  Nevertheless, Harrison bottled up his emotions and kept them in a place far, far away from his better judgment.

“The bioship is heading 1-1-8 mark four,” said Neelar Drayge after a moment. 

The bioship was almost paralleling the Romulan Neutral Zone—not that they had to worry about the Romulans, but it was still a good thing to take note of.  “What is the vessel’s speed?”

“Warp 4.1,” Drayge reported, just as the turbolift doors admitted Captain Christopher and Commander Reinbold.

Harrison nodded politely at the both of them, and then turned his attention back to Drayge.  “Match the bioship’s course, and then bring us into transporter range,” he ordered.

After taking his seat, Captain Christopher spent a long moment gazing at the bioship.  “It’s kind of ugly, don’t you think?”

“I suppose,” said Harrison, though in all reality, he had not even considered the vessel’s aesthetic qualities—and he very much doubted the possibility of Species 8472 giving much thought to the matter, as well.

 “Captain,” Drayge interjected, “we’re holding position at 20,000 kilometers.” 

Christopher nodded agreeably, but quickly deferred to Commander Reinbold for confirmation.  “Are we going to need to get any closer?”

Reinbold—sitting at one of the workstations behind ops—quickly checked her data.  “That should be fine for now.  But unless you have a tractor beam that can reach 20,000 kilometers, you’re going to need to get closer at some point in time.”

“We’ll hold off until the bioship has been secured,” said Christopher.  “If we anger it, I want to be as far away from that baby as possible.”

“The bioship doesn’t have any breathable atmosphere,” Commander Keller said a moment later.  “Everyone that beams over there is going to need to wear an environmental suit.”

Christopher nodded, and the order to assemble an away team was on the tip of his tongue—but the sudden emergence of Admiral O’Connor from the turbolift quelled any words the Captain might have said. 

Immediately, the Admiral frowned.  “Why wasn’t I informed that we reached the Species 7842 ship?  I specifically ordered you to call me when we arrived.”

“We haven’t arrived yet,” said Christopher flatly.  “We’re still 20,000 kilometers away.  And you never gave such an order in the first place.”

O’Connor huffed.  “I did so!  If you would get off your high horse and listen to me once and awhile, maybe you’d hear me, Captain Christopher.  You think you’re so damn smart, but I’ll teach you a thing or two…”

The Captain sighed.  “I’m afraid we don’t have time for that.”  He quickly turned his attention to Commander Reinbold.  “Megan, assemble your away team and meet me in transporter anteroom two.  Matthew, the bridge is yours.”

And with that said, Christopher made due haste to vacate the bridge, leaving Harrison to deal with Admiral O’Connor himself.  The Commander sighed as he watched the Captain leave, and then began to seat himself in the command chair.  He theorized that if he remained silent, O’Connor would leave him alone.

To his chagrin, the theory was rather flawed.  The moment the doors hissed shut behind Commander Reinbold, O’Connor stood before the command chair, glaring at Harrison.  “Commander Harson,” she said sternly, “we both know that Captain Christopher is an incapable commander.”

Harrison gulped.  He already did not like the direction this conversation was taking—but he had another theory…  “Yes, of course.  He is the most dreadful commanding officer I have ever served under.”

And O’Connor smiled, showing her yellowed teeth for the first time that Harrison had ever seen.  “I like you, Commander Harson.  We make a good team, you and I.  And that’s why I need you to keep an eye on Captain Christopher.”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “I have been doing so for years, Admiral.  Trust me, it is not an easy task.  Without me, this entire vessel would decay into a state of anarchy.”  Even as he spoke, Harrison realized that there was some truth to his statements.  He was the enforcer of protocol on the Starlight, after all…

“This is an important mission,” O’Connor continued, “and I don’t want Captain Christopher to screw it up.  I need an experience commander on that bioship—someone who can get the job done.  And that person is you.”

Harrison slowly nodded his understanding.  “As you wish, Admiral.”

* * *

Over the past several decades, Starfleet had made considerable advances in the design of their environmental suits.  Still, it seemed that no matter how advanced the suits became, they were still bulky and awkward.  Nevertheless, Alan Christopher tried not to complain too much, since the suit was giving him atmosphere to breath, which was much more than the bioship he was about to visit.

He was gathered in the transporter anteroom with Megan, Kendall, and Lucas; the four of them had spent the past couple of minutes suiting up while Megan explained their objectives on the bioship.  It seemed simple enough—they had to get the ship out of warp, and modify its bioelectric field.  And since Alan didn’t know how to do any of that very well, his job was simply to stand guard.

He was just about ready to adorn his least favorite part of the environmental suit—the helmet—when the anteroom doors slid apart, revealing Matthew at the threshold. “What are you doing here?” asked Christopher, unable to hide the surprise in his voice.

Harrison seemed a little uneasy, but it was nothing unusual.  Everyone was a little uneasy at this point in the mission.  As he stepped into the room, he carefully grabbed an environmental suit from the alcove near the doors.  “I needed to get away from Admiral O’Connor,” he explained.  “After a mere two minutes of exposure, she had already managed to numb my mind.”

“Well,” said Christopher, “I suppose we could use another hand.  Suit up and meet us in transporter room two.”

Harrison grabbed his suit and nodded agreeably.

* * *

 As the shimmering blue transporter beam released her from its grasps, Megan Reinbold couldn’t deny the fact that she was excited.  For seven years, she subjected herself to every shred of data that pertained to Species 8472, and absorbed all of it into her mind.  And this moment was the culmination of all that hard work.

There were no individual rooms on the bioship; it was essentially one long corridor separated into large, open chambers by the fleshy, rib-like bones arching down from the spinal column embedded in the ceiling.  The floor was brownish in color, and very squishy; the same could be said for the walls, and just about any other surface on the ship.

“I’m not detecting any life signs on the ship,” said Captain Christopher, still gazing at his tricorder.  Those readings were expected, of course, since the ship was allegedly derelict—but Species 8472 tended to wreak havoc on sensors, and knowing the ship was truly abandoned undoubtedly put the entire away team at ease.

There was a small hole in the wall a few meters up ahead; embedded in the hole was a small, but utterly complex workstation; its brown and orange hues melded perfectly with the rest of the ship.  Reinbold carefully pulled a tricorder from her belt, flipped it open, and scanned the workstation.  “It looks like that will do the trick,” she determined after a moment.  “Mr. Johnson, let’s go.”

Johnson, however, maintained his statuesque stance, and stared blankly down the murky corridor.  Reinbold frowned, and maneuvered herself into his line of sight.  “Lieutenant!”

He blinked—and for an instant, Reinbold could see the terror in Johnson’s eyes.  “Sorry,” he said softly.  “I was… just nervous.”

“Relax, Kendall,” said Tompkins, “we’re the only ones here.”

“I know that, and you know that, but my stomach has not digested the tricorder data just yet,” said Johnson quietly.

“Perhaps you should simply concentrate on our mission,” suggested Commander Harrison.

Reinbold nodded agreeably.  “We have to get this thing out of warp.”

“And the sooner the better,” Christopher added.  “Even though the Romulan Empire is virtually destroyed, I still don’t like hanging around the Neutral Zone.  I’m pretty certain they still have a few Warbirds left, and quite frankly, I have no desire to encounter them if we happen to violate the zone.” 

The Romulans were of little concern to Reinbold.  The awesome force of the bioship would undoubtedly be able to destroy anything the Romulans had to offer.  And besides, she didn’t think the Romulans had much to offer in the first place.  “Lieutenant Johnson,” she called, changing the subject to something a bit more suitable, “we’re going to need the 8472 translation matrix.”

“I was not aware that we had a translation matrix,” said Commander Harrison.

Johnson pulled a sleek black tricorder from his belt and handed it to Reinbold; she quickly traded tricorders with him, and then flipped the new one open.  “I’ve spent the past six years working on the matrix,” she explained.  “Unfortunately, it’s huge.  Species 8472 has such a complex language that it is unlikely any human could learn it, even if they were exposed to it from birth.”

“I’d like to have a crack at it,” said Christopher a moment later.  “Ka’Tulans have a knack for languages.”

“But you’re not telepathic.  Even if you could speak the language, 8472 couldn’t speak to you,” said Reinbold.  “So don’t waste your time.  Se habla español?”

Christopher nodded.  “Hablo un poco.  Mi compañero de cuarto en la Academia era de España, y él me enseñó todo necesitado para saber.  Tristemiente, no ha viendo en práctico demasiado de meneudo.”

“Que peña.”  Reinbold fiddled with her tricorder for a moment, and then began to wave it in front of the workstation. Almost immediately, the tricorder responded, but the data that floated across the screen was anything but useful. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Johnson.

“There’s something wrong with my matrix,” said Reinbold.  “It’s only translating about half of the text…”

“I can take a look at it if you want,” Tompkins proffered.

“That’s okay,” said Reinbold.  “There’s enough data here for us to work with… and besides, we don’t have time to waste.”  She quickly turned her attention back to the tricorder and its enigmatic data.

“If I recall correctly,” said Johnson, “we’ll need to access the third module in the primary hierarchy to reach the propulsion system.”

Reinbold was impressed.  “You really did study those schematics,” she said as she accessed the third module.  The computer produced a series of quiet, organic bleeps, and then the interface changed.

Johnson carefully reached for the interface, and slid his fingers across a small rectangular bar in the corner.  The action brought up a schematic of the bioship that seemed to indicate their current heading and velocity.  “This looks like the right screen.”

Primary hierarchy, third module.  It looked good to Reinbold.  She carefully tapped at the controls until a small window popped up—Reinbold recognized it as velocity control.  “I’ve got it,” she exclaimed.

“Good,” said Christopher.  He tapped a large pink button on his environmental suit’s forearm.  “Christopher to Starlight, we’re about to drop out of warp.”

“Acknowledged,” said Admiral O’Connor a moment later.

“The bioship is dropping out of warp,” reported Neelar Drayge.  Had Captain Christopher been here, he would have already had the Starlight moving at impulse, but since he did not wish to anger Admiral O’Connor, he waited for her to give the word.

And waited.

And waited.

“Sir,” he finally said, “if we don’t drop out of warp, we’re going to leave the bioship behind.”

O’Connor cringed.  “Then what are you waiting for?”

“I don’t know, sir,” said Drayge, deciding it safest to play dumb.  “We’re dropping down to two-thirds imp—”

A shrill cacophony from the tactical station abruptly silenced Dragye.  “Admiral!” called out Bator, his voice filled with alarm.  “A heavily armed vessel of unknown origin has just dropped out of warp.  They—”

The bioship on the viewscreen suddenly flitted away, replaced by the image of an unpleasant-looking woman.  She had intricately pointed ears, a considerable ridge above her brow, a shock of blazing white hair, and an attitude that immediately put O’Connor in her place.  “This is Captain Pentara of the Garidian Warbird Avacar!  Remove your crew from the alien bioship and withdraw at once!  This is your final warning.  If you do not comply, you will be destroyed.”

And just as quickly as she appeared on the viewscreen, Pentara disappeared, leaving a considerable amount of fear in her wake.

“Red alert!” exclaimed O’Connor.  “All hands to battle stations!”

Chapter Four

“What do we know about the Garidians?” 

Admiral O’Connor’s question was simple enough, but not one that Erin Keller could easily answer.  “Not much,” she admitted.  “We’ve known them as allies of the Romulans for over fifty years, but first contact didn’t take place until stardate 47111.1—in the M’Kieru Sector, of all places.  Their Homeworld is an M-class planet called Garid, located about twenty-five light years from here.  I guess their entire society is based upon the dictates of the Five Scrolls.  Not much is known about them, and at this time, it’s not really important…

“Until recently, the Garidians have been loyal allies of the Romulans—but after the attack on Aurillac VII two years ago, they realized the Romulans were not viable allies, and have been trying to distance themselves from the Empire ever since.  And when the Romulan Empire collapsed earlier this year… we all know what happened.”

Bator nodded agreeably.  “And it should be noted, that while the Garidians distanced themselves from the Romulan Empire, they have not distanced themselves from Romulan technology.  That Warbird is comparable to a D’deridex class ship.”

O’Connor nodded her understanding—it was a very convincing maneuver—and for a brief moment Keller almost felt safe under her command.  But then O’Connor huffed, mulled over her options, and then finally made her decision: “Arm photon torpedoes.”

“Photon torpedoes?” Bator repeated skeptically.  “I should remind you, the Starlight is equipped with a full compliment of transphasic torpedoes.”

“Don’t get smart with me,” snapped O’Connor.  “Just arm the torpedoes.”

Bator groused inwardly for a moment, but said nothing to continue his protest.  Instead, he did as he was ordered—and if it got them all killed, at least Admiral O’Connor would go down with the ship.  “Torpedoes armed.”

“That wasn’t so difficult, now was it?” asked O’Connor before tapping her communicator.  “O’Connor to Commander Harson!  What is your status?”

Harrison quickly tapped the appropriate button on his suit’s forearm and replied, “Commander Reinbold and Lieutenant Johnson have nearly completed making modifications to the vessel’s bioelectric field.”

“I don’t know how much time you’re going to have,” O’Connor said. 
“We’re going to need at least another five minutes,” Reinbold estimated.  “Possibly more.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” O’Connor groused, “but I can’t guarantee anything!”

And that much was obvious the moment O’Connor signed off.  The bioship promptly rumbled beneath Harrison’s feet, and the already faint lighting dimmed.  Though it was not likely to do him much good, Harrison immediately plucked the phaser from his belt.  Perhaps the added sense of security was all he really needed…

“Direct hit,” announced Bator.  “Shields down to ninety-one percent.”

  O’Connor nodded.  “Mr. Bator,” she said evenly, “return fire!”

“Aye!”

Within moments, a string of fiery photon torpedoes emerged from the Starlight’s torpedo bay; they fiercely charged across the viewscreen and into the Garidian vessel’s shields, causing a considerable explosion—but nominal damage. The Garidian vessel quickly came about and hunted down the Starlight with a vengeance, firing countless streams of green-yellow energy in the vessel’s direction.

O’Connor’s heart was racing.  It had been many years since she commanded a starship during battle… and she feared her skills had deteriorated, but thankfully, the Garidians weren’t very good with their targeting sensors.  Of their numerous volleys, only one grazed the Starlight’s shields.

“Target their weapons array!” O’Connor ordered as she watched the Garidian vessel dramatically waltz across the view screen.  As far as she could tell, they were attempting to bring themselves nearer to the bioship.

“Target locked,” called out Bator.

O’Connor waited a brief moment for the Garidian vessel to get back into her line sight—she wanted to see this battle played out to its finish, because nobody was going to take that bioship from her.  But O’Connor’s need for theatrics was her greatest error.  The Garidians fired first, and O’Connor watched in horror as the yellow-green burst of energy hurtled at them.  “Evasive maneuvers!” she cried, but her actions were too little, too late.

The ship rocked violently as it absorbed the impact of the Garidian weapon.  O’Connor clung onto her chair for dear life, but the energy created by the impact was so great, she eventually lost her grip and went careening to the floor.  Within seconds, an odd black haze encroached upon her vision, and she was finding it very difficult to return to her chair.

“Shields are down to seventy percent,” announced Lieutenant Bator.  He was either unaware of O’Connor’s predicament, or didn’t care much for his commanding officer, because there was almost no concern in his voice.

“The Garidians are coming around for another pass,” Drayge announced. 

“If we were to arm transphasic torpedoes, it is likely our offensive would prove more effective,” Bator said moments later.

O’Connor heard most of the Phobian’s words, but her continued struggle on the floor kept her from responding coherently.  Instead she grunted something along the lines of, “Do it,” and then continued to work her way back toward the command chair.

Bator’s hands quickly flew over the controls, and before the Garidians had another opportunity to fire, a full spread of transphasic torpedoes stormed out of the Starlight’s torpedo bay.  O’Connor watched as the golden dots of light hurtled toward the Garidian ship, and couldn’t help but smile when the forward section of the vessel burst into flames.  “Those are some pretty good torpedoes,” she promptly proclaimed.

“The Garidians’ tactical array has been destroyed,” said Bator, oblivious to O’Connor’s commentary.

“They are retreating,” added Keller.

O’Connor was struck with surprise.  She had expected to be destroyed, given the general level of idiocy on the Starlight.  Still, she was not about to complain.  Finally able to grab hold of the command chair, she slowly heaved her bulbous body into its grasps and made herself comfortable.  “Stand down from red alert,” she ordered, “and see that the bioship is secured.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74453.6: We have successfully secured the alien bioship, and are currently en route to the Klingon Science Station at Chion’doxa, where it will be transferred to the USS Blair for further analysis.  

It had been an incredibly long day, and Kendall Johnson was ready for it to come to a close.  His performance on the bioship had been acceptable, and for the most part, his comments were intelligent.  But there were moments—especially in the beginning—when he failed utterly in his quest for perfection… and for some strange reason, those few moments of doubt were the ones that kept replaying in Kendall’s mind.

All I need is a good night’s rest to clear my mind, he decided as he made his way through the myriad corridors of deck four.  Sleep often cleared Kendall’s mind—and when it didn’t, sleep just as easily became an excellent way to avoid the problems plaguing his mind in the first place.  But since these problems were relatively minor, Kendall suspected his night would be pleasantly restful.

He walked a little further before coming upon an intersection in the corridor.  Kendall was just about to make a sharp right-hand turn, but his course was summarily diverted when he glimpsed Commander Reinbold up ahead.

“Lieutenant,” she called out warmly—she even quickened her pace to join up with Kendall. 

He paused, and waited for Megan to approach, and then acted as nonchalant as possible.  “Yes?”

“Good work back on the bioship,” she commended.  “I don’t know if I could have gotten all that done without you.”

Kendall could feel his face blushing.  “It was nothing, really.  You had everything under control…”

“Still,” said Megan pleasantly, “you made my job a whole lot easier.  We make a good team, you and I…”

Kendall smiled.  Well, he thought he smiled; that was what he intended to do, anyway.  He wasn’t sure exactly what was on his face, but since Megan didn’t recoil in disgust, Kendall decided that it wasn’t anything too terrible.  He wanted to say something more, since Megan had provided such a wonderful segue to do so, but Kendall found his brain was as dysfunctional as his facial muscles.  Nothing new there…

“Well,” Megan finally said, clasping her hands together, “I’d better get going.  When we reach Chion’doxa, I’m going to be transferring to the Blair… so I should probably go and gather my belongings.”

Kendall nodded agreeably.  “Good idea.”

Megan lingered for a moment longer, apparently waiting for Kendall to say something more.  She smiled pleasantly, smacked her lips, sighed, and finally began to retreat.  “See you around,” she said softly.

Kendall nodded blankly.  “Bye…”

And then he kicked himself for being so stupid…

For as long as he could remember, Sor Tovar had considered Ambassador Kaid an honorable and revered member of the Velora Aggregate.  A man who knew what was best for their people, and had did whatever was necessary to achieve that state of perfection.  But in light of recent events, Tovar was beginning to have some doubts.    “Tell me, Vakal, what is more important than the expansion of the Aggregate?” he suddenly prompted from his station behind Kaid’s vacant chair.

The question had caught Vakal by surprise.  “Admittedly, very few things come to mind,” he said quietly.

Tovar nodded.  “Much as I suspected.” He tapped a few commands into his workstation, and then approached Vakal.  “The Ambassador is beginning to think otherwise,” he whispered, though his words were conveniently loud enough for most of the bridge officers to hear.  “He believes the Velora are losing their way…”

Vakal immediately furrowed his brow.  “Are you certain?”

Tovar nodded.  “He said it himself.  I believe he is even having doubts about our mission… but we need that bioship…” 

“After the Garidians attacked our base last month, I believe that much is obvious.  We need new weapons to counter these new threats…”

“I agree.”  

The sentiment surprised Tovar, and he immediately came about to see Ambassador Kaid standing near his command chair.  Though he had no idea how much of the conversation Kaid had heard, Tovar suspected the Ambassador had heard far too much.  Nevertheless, he decided to downplay the conversation as little more than banter.  “And we will be getting that new weapon promptly,” he said.  “We should be entering the M’Kieru Sector in less than a minute.”

Kaid nodded approvingly.  “Where is the bioship?”

Tovar hastily returned to his post and checked the sensors.  What he found was marginally disturbing.  “The vessel is no longer in the M’Kieru Sector.”

“Where is it?” asked Kaid.  “To the Garidians have it?”

That had been Tovar’s initial thought, but when he conferred with the sensors, he was provided only more questions.  “No… the bioship appears to have been intercepted by a Federation starship.  They are currently heading for a Klingon base in the Chion’doxa System.”

Kaid sighed wearily.  “That is in the heart of the Klingon Empire,” he soon realized.

“Shall I set an intercept course?” asked Tovar, his fingers poised to make the necessary course corrections—but to his chagrin, Kaid’s answer was swift in coming.  In fact, the Ambassador seemed to ponder their course of action for a long while…. It was almost as if he were considering something other than retrieving the bioship. 

“Both the Velora and the Garidians have been attempting to capture that bioship for several months now, and neither one of us has managed to succeed,” Kaid said slowly.  “But the Federation comes along out of nowhere, and captures it in a matter of hours.  They must know something we don’t.  If we are to succeed, we need that knowledge…”

Tovar could sense what Kaid was getting at.  Perhaps the Ambassador wasn’t as soft as he appeared….  “Captain Pentara’s ship was disabled by the Federation,” he gleaned from sensors.  “They’re currently holding position 2.4 light years away.”

“Hail them,” said Kaid immediately.

Tovar complied, and seconds later, Captain Pentara appeared on the viewscreen.  Her face was smudged with ash, her hair was soiled with dirt and other debris, and she was clearly not happy to see Kaid.  “If you are here to gloat, Ambassador, I would not be so quick to do so.”

Kaid shook his head.  “No, Captain, I am not here to gloat.  In fact… I have a proposition for you…”

Chapter Five

After the past couple of days, Matthew Harrison was ready for a break.  Even though retrieving the bioship had proven a relatively easy task, wandering about in a stuffy environmental suit always drained his energy.  Thus, much like the rest of the crew, Harrison was about to settle in for a good night’s sleep—when his door suddenly chimed.

He promptly dropped the sheets in his hand and came about to face the door, wondering who would dare bother him at this late hour.  The Captain had done so several times before, wanting to discuss some matter of consequence in private before speaking about it with the rest of the crew—and since there were more than a few matters of consequence on Harrison’s mind…    “Come,” he said softly, awaiting Christopher’s arrival.

But as the doors parted, it instantly became obvious that the Captain had better things to do, for his figure certainly did not match the rather large one standing in the doorway.  “Commander Harson,” said O’Connor, her voice betraying no emotion.

Since he had no idea what he was up against, Harrison immediately put his shields up, preparing for the worst.  “Admiral,” he greeted, attempting to sound pleasant.  “May I be of assistance?”

O’Connor stepped inside Harrison’s quarters, and the doors immediately slid shut behind her.  She performed a brief visual survey of his quarters, and immediately frowned at their rather dark, Gothic appearance; nevertheless she did not voice her opinion, and continued to stroll deeper inside.  “Commander,” she said, “you did a good job on the bioship today.”

Curious as to where this was going, Harrison only nodded.  If he knew the Admiral as well as he thought he did, most conversations that started off on a high note usually ended on a considerable low.

“Your efforts kept Captain Christopher in check today,” she continued,  “and because of that, our mission was a success.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison agreeably.  “Had we not intervened, the entire mission would have been a disaster,’ he lied.  

But that, apparently, was exactly what O’Connor wanted to hear.  A warm, but devious smile spread across her greasy face, curving her hairy upper lip in the most unsightly fashion.  “I want you to continue watching Captain Christopher,” she said.  “He needs guidance.  Lots of it—and I don’t have time to give it to him.  Report anything unusual to me, and whatever you do, don’t tell anyone about this mission.”

Harrison was definitely not likely the direction this conversation was taking.  “What, exactly is the goal of this mission?” he asked cautiously.  He didn’t want to overstep any boundaries that would jeopardize the newfound trust O’Connor had instilled in him, for he was certain he could use this trust to his advantage in the distant future.

O’Connor chuckled.  “Over the past year, I have gotten a rather distinct feeling the Captain Christopher does not like me,” she admitted.  “I don’t want to say too much more, but there are going to be some changes around here…”

Harrison gulped.  Often times, change was good, but in the context Admiral O’Connor seemed to be implying, Harrison was not so certain change would be a good thing.  But if he had any chance at stopping it, he had to play along.  “Change is good,” he finally managed to say.  “It is most drab when things begin to stagnate.  I shall be here to facilitate whatever changes you wish to bring about.”

The sentiment prompted O’Connor’s smile to broaden.  “You know… you’re one of my favorite people, Commander Harson.  I wish I had more like you,” she said.  Chuckling, she casually added: “And we will, soon enough…”

Whatever O’Connor was planning did not resonate with Matthew Harrison.  She seemed to be suggesting changes on a rather large scale, and changes that were not likely to benefit the Starlight or its crew.  He would have to broach this topic with the Captain, and soon, before it was too late…

“I’m heading to the mess hall for some doughnuts,” O’Connor said suddenly.  “Would you care to join me?”

Every instinct in Matthew Harrison’s body told him to decline the offer.  It was late, and he could probably use his fatigue as an excuse not to go.  But as he opened his mouth, Harrison duly noted that the words he spoke did not coincide with his instincts:  “That would be lovely.”

Curled up next to Alan in the warmth of their bed, Erin was usually the essence of tranquility.  On most nights, nothing could disturb her—and if something did, she always felt safe knowing that Alan would take care of it for her.  But on this night, something was wrong.

She had lain quietly beside Alan for many hours now, desperately trying to fall asleep.  She tried to think of things that would make her happy and put her mind at ease—the wedding, Angela, seeing her friends, drinking hot chocolate… But nothing seemed to work, and ultimately, Erin spent several hours staring at the shapely contours of Alan’s back.

To the best of her knowledge, she hadn’t forgotten to do anything before going to bed.  She brushed her teeth, used the sonic shower, made a brief entry in her personal log, fed the cat—

—Erin’s eyes immediately darted to the foot of the bed. 

It was empty.

She quickly placed a cold hand on Alan’s shoulder and shook until he rolled over onto his back.  “What?” he grumbled, rubbing his vivid turquoise eyes.

“Where’s Cleo?”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled.  “Probably eating or something.  Go back to sleep.”

Erin shook her head.  “Cleo never eats this late at night.  He should be down by your feet!”

“Maybe he changed his mind?”

“What if he ran away?”

Alan shrugged.  “Well, he couldn’t have gone too far…”

“Alan!” she whined.  

“Erin!” he said, mimicking her whine.  “What do you want me to do?”

“Would you check the internal sensors for me?”

“No,” he grumbled, rolling back onto his side.  “Just go back to sleep.”

“You’re a shit, did you know that?”

“Yes.  Now go back to sleep.”

Slowly, Erin tossed her warm covers aside and crawled out of bed.  She stood for a brief moment to collect her thoughts, and then made her way to the computer terminal on the wall.  “Computer,” she said, “scan for feline life signs.”

The computer happily chirped as it complied with Erin’s order, processed for a brief moment, and then displayed an image of the Starlight.  “There is one feline on the ship,” it proclaimed.

“Where is it at?”

“Deck seven, section forty-seven.”

Clear on the other side of the ship.  Erin was just about to suggest to Alan that he go and fetch their beloved little kitty, but before she could even open her mouth, the ship rocked beneath her feet; out the window, she could see flashes of verdant light—followed shortly by a large Garidian Warbird.  “Our friends are back, Alan…”

The red alert klaxon began to sound, and Alan emitted a long sigh.  “Don’t they know I’m asleep?”

“Apparently they don’t care.”  She grabbed her uniform’s jacket from the floor and slipped it on over her shoulders.  “I’m going to go get Cleo.  I’ll meet you on the bridge.”

His eyes still glazed, Alan slowly stumbled out of bed and groped the floor for his uniform.  “Works for me,” he grumbled, just as the ship rumbled again.  “No good Garidians…”

A few minutes later, Alan Christopher emerged on the Starlight’s darkened bridge.  Since it was the middle of the night shift, the only member of the senior staff present was Neelar, who volunteered to work a few shifts each week.  He presently sat in the command chair, looking more than a little unsettled.

“The Garidians have returned,” he said as the Captain approached.  “And they brought some friends.”

Christopher’s mood dipped another few notches.  “How many Warbirds?” he inquired.

Drayge shook his head.  “None—but they’ve been joined by a Velora destroyer.”

“Velora?”  Christopher wasn’t entire surprised; after all they did find a Garidian corpse aboard a crashed Velora ship a few weeks ago.  At the time, the Garidian’s presence was a bit of a mystery, but now it appeared quite obvious that they were both after the bioship.

He turned to the tactical station, where Ensign Flora Sanders was stationed.  She was a competent officer, but Christopher wouldn’t feel entirely at ease until Bator arrived.  “Flora,” he said, “hail them.”

“No response,” Sanders replied after a moment of tapping at the controls.  But then the computer provided a series of bleeps, and Sanders’ face grew pale.  “No, wait Captain, they are responding…”

Christopher quickly turned on his heel, surprised at her report.  But given the look on the Ensign’s face, Christopher suddenly realized that the enemy was not responding in the traditional method.

“They’re charging weapons,” clarified Sanders after a moment.

“Do the same, Ensign,” Christopher called out, plummeting his behind into the command chair and grabbing its arms in anticipation of an attack.  “Neelar, get us the heck out of here, maximum warp!”

“Aye, Captain!” said the Bolian.  His deft fingers flew over the control interface, but his efforts were too little, too late.

Christopher saw a streak of shimmering pink light soar across the viewscreen, and before he knew it, the deck jolted under his feet with such magnitude, that his death-grip on the arms of his chair failed to keep him in place.  He sailed to the floor and rolled a couple of times before stopping himself with his hands just behind the helm.

Quickly, Christopher grabbed the back of Drayge’s seat and pulled himself to his feet.  “Report!”

“Warp engines are offline!” Drayge promptly announced.

“The Velora are using some sort of phased polaron beam!” Sanders shouted over a cacophony of explosions.  “It went right through our shields!”

The Velora were known for such technology; their handheld phasers could easily phase someone completely out of existence in the blink of an eye—and if they had somehow managed to adapt that technology to their primary weapons, Christopher knew the Starlight was in deep trouble.

Drayge suddenly pointed to the sensor display on the helm.  “We’ve got over 600 hull microfractures on decks two through six, and a hull breach on deck three.”

Christopher winced at the report.  If they took too much more beating, those fractures could easily open into a very large hull breach.  “Evasive maneuvers, Neelar!  Put some distance between us and them.”

He nodded.  “Aye, Captain!”

“Captain,” said Sanders a moment later, “I suggest we fire back!”

Christopher turned to her.  Normally, he would have no objections to such a course of action, but they were so terribly outgunned that fighting didn’t seem like a viable option.  But as he said, Sanders was competent, and if she made the suggestion, there was likely a good reason.  “If you think you can hit them, and do some damage, have fun.  Fire at will.”

Sanders nodded, and quickly went to work at the controls.  Within seconds, Christopher watched as a large string of transphasic torpedoes hurtled across the viewscreen and crashed into the Garidian vessel, calling forth a considerable explosion of fire.  The Warbird’s hull was heavily damaged, and its port nacelle was venting drive plasma—but much as Christopher suspected, it was still very able to fight.

Quickly, the Garidian vessel came about, and fired.  Christopher closed his eyes and held his breath in anticipation of the onslaught, but to his relief, Neelar saw the blast coming, and brought the Starlight out of harm’s way.  Even so, Christopher could feel the hull lurching beneath his feet.  He looked back expecting to see Lieutenant Marizex at ops—but instead, he saw Jayla Trinn manning the station; Marizex was on the floor, apparently injured.  “What’s going on?”

Trinn looked down at sensors.  “The hull breach on deck three has widened to include parts of deck two.”

That meant that deck one was next, something Christopher couldn’t allow to happen.  “Transfer all available power to the emergency forcefields!”

The Velora fired again, catching Christopher off guard.  He crashed to the floor amidst the chaotic rumblings of the ship, landing hard on the palms of his hands.  Given the pain, Christopher was certain that he had broken his left wrist.  But there was no time to think about it.

The bridge was in shambles.  Power was failing, and the raging fires scattered throughout the command center provided the majority of the light.  Above, several EPS ruptures spewed plumes of a white haze into the air, reducing the already poor visibility.

“Phasers are offline, and shields are down to nine percent,” Sanders shouted over the cacophony.

“Lovely,” Christopher muttered as the ship shook again; on the viewscreen, he saw the shields flicker—and then fail altogether.  “Send a distress call to the Klingons, and then fire at will!”

“Aye, Captain!”

Neither order was carried out.

Suddenly countless pillars of hazy green light sprung up around the bridge, swirling about until they revealed armed Garidian warriors.  

“We’ve got intruders on all decks!” Trinn shouted before grabbing her phaser.

Christopher did the same and immediately took aim upon the nearest Garidian.  The guard saw Christopher’s actions and tried to duck out of the line of fire, but he didn’t need to.  The suddenly deck jolted, sending everyone to the floor.  At first Christopher thought they were being fired upon, but then he remembered the widening hull breach.  “Everyone off the bridge!” he shouted, knowing that deck one would soon be exposed to the harsh vacuum of space.

With his one good arm, Christopher pull himself back to his feet, grabbed Neelar, and then rushed to the aft turbolift where Trinn and Sanders waited with the wounded Marizex.  A flash of green light soared past Christopher’s shoulder and struck the wall, followed closely by three more blasts—one of which struck Neelar square in the back.

He screamed wildly as pain surged throughout his body, and promptly fell to the floor.  Simultaneously, Christopher felt a rush of anger—nobody could hurt one of his friends and get away with it.  Oblivious to the pain in his wrist, he whipped out his phaser and opened fire on the Garidians, taking out two of them before the rumbling deck brought the rest of the Garidians to the floor.  Moments later, a deafening roar filled the air, and gigantic fissure opened near the viewscreen. 

Christopher turned to the turbolift doors.  They still hadn’t opened, and he had the distinct feeling that they were not going to open.  “Jayla,” he said, “use the manual override on the doors.  We need to get out of here… now!”

The Trill immediately peeled away the keypad near the door, revealing another auxiliary unit underneath—this one equipped with a small lever.  Trinn frantically tapped at the controls, and then pulled the lever, prompting the doors to part a couple of inches.  She promptly dug her fingers into the opening, and with Sanders’ help, shoved the doors aside.

“I can’t even see the turbolift!” Trinn shouted as she peered into the shaft.

“Then get climbing,” Christopher shouted back.

Trinn nodded, and quickly descended into the lift via the ladder that ran the length of the tube.  Sanders helped Marizex to his feet and guided him down into the shaft before she herself exited the bridge, leaving Christopher alone with Drayge.  He carefully lifted Neelar from the floor and draped the Bolian’s limp body over his shoulder before heading into the turbolift shaft—knowing that if things did not go well in the coming hours, he may never again see the bridge of the Starlight in one piece…

To Be Continued…

The battle has only just begun!

On February 08, 2002,

Witness the epic conclusion…
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