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Prologue

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74638.4: After a three-week voyage, the Starlight is in orbit of Gamera II, a remote Federation settlement at the edge of explored space.  We have arrived not only with supplies for our fledgling colony, but with a fair amount of excitement.  It’s not every day one gets to help build a world from the ground up…
Gamera II was not the most exotic world Alan Christopher had seen.  In fact, if he were allotted one word to describe the remote planet, drab would no doubt be among the first to cross his mind.  It was—for the most part—flat.  The gently rolling hills stretched all the way to the horizon with little fanfare, all of them covered in browning green grass.  The flora and fauna consisted of wiry trees and small bushes, their leaves varying shades of pale green.  And of course there was the expansive firmament above, a vast and endless sky painted a hundred shades of the palest blues.  It seemed that Mother Nature had boring on her mind when Gamera II came into existence.

And as he stepped onto an earthy stone walkway Christopher was relieved to see that dreadfully monochromatic theme would endure in the Federation’s new colony.  Though only a few buildings had been erected, they were all of the same design: sleek grayish compounds with gracefully angled roofs and little in the way of any other decoration.  The Captain certainly hoped the colonists would spruce things up later on—but as he listened to Lucas Tompkins chat with the colony’s director, Koji Nakata, Christopher decided to keep his hopes low.

“…and—if you can envision it—at the end of this street, we plan on erecting a Zen garden.  It should serve as a good focal point for the colony, don’t you agree?”

Tompkins nodded politely in response to Nakata’s statements.  Christopher could tell his chief engineer was nearly put to sleep by the man, but listening to his plan for the colony was a necessary evil—that way future supply vessels could bring the appropriate goods.  “So,” asked Tompkins, “where are you going to be putting the bar?”

Nakata raised a quizzical brow.  “Bar?” he said with a laugh. “Not on my colony.”

“Heh… That’s too bad,” said Tompkins softly.  “I could really use a drink right about now.”

Though he occasionally shared a bottle of wine with Erin Keller, Christopher was not normally one to go out and get drunk.  But after spending all day with Koji Nakata, the Captain was beginning to see some virtue in Tompkins’ sentiment.  “When we get back to the Starlight,” he whispered to Tompkins, “I’ll pull a bottle of the good stuff out of storage for us.”

A smile immediately spread across Tompkins’ face.  “You are the man, Captain.”

“I can’t argue with that,” he replied, nodding agreeably as Nakata went off on another one of his verbose tangents—this time regarding the exact specifications of some statue he wanted to erect.

Had Nakata not already spoken about the colony for three hours long, Christopher supposed this particular discourse wouldn’t have been so bad.  The statue seemed to be the most interesting thing Nakata had mentioned thus far.  But he didn’t really need to dictate the entire life history of the patch of ground the statue would sit upon.

Christopher very much wanted to say something to speed the conversation along, but etiquette simply did not provide an opportunity.  “…and on the vernal equinox,” Nakata was saying, “the shadows cast by the statue will fall directly onto this very path, and…”

And Christopher communicator suddenly bleeped.  “Harrison to Christopher.”

Hearing the Commander’s voice was like a godsend from the dreary blue heavens above.  Christopher smiled politely, and tapped the Starfleet insignia on his chest.  “What is, Matthew?”

“Commander Keller informs me that the sensors have been properly recalibrated.  We can begin our work at any time.”

Christopher nodded agreeably.  “Do you need any help?”

“No,” said Harrison crisply.  “I believe the situation is under control.”

Christopher frowned.  Wrong answer, Matthew, he grumbled in his mind.  “Very well.  Have fun.”

“I am uncertain about the enjoyment factor, but we shall proceed.  Harrison out.”

Forcing a smile back to his face, Christopher turned his attention back to Koji Nakata.  “You were saying?” he asked, feigning enthusiasm.

Though Captain Christopher had deemed Gamera II the most drab planet in the known universe, Matthew Harrison was well aware of the planet’s one redeeming quality: dilithium.  It was the precious mineral used to regulate the matter/antimatter reaction aboard most starships, and it was found on only a handful of planets in the Federation. Gamera II was almost literally bursting with it—and the fact that the planet remained unclaimed for such considerable amount of time was nothing short of a miracle.

Naturally, there were a few drawbacks, the most notable being the dilithium’s purity—or lack thereof.    That was where the Starlight came in.  For the past several hours, Commander Keller and Lieutenant Bator had been reconfiguring sensors to accurately map the dilithium deposits.  Once they had an accurate record on file, the Federation could easily begin to mine the purest veins, and set up refineries closer to the tainted ones.  Naturally, the colony would flourish.

“So far, so good,” announced Commander Keller as the first bits of data began to trickle in.  “But it’s going to take awhile.  There’s so much dilithium down there the sensors are having trouble penetrating it all…” She tapped a few commands into her workstation and then turned a whimsical gaze upon Harrison.  “You and Bator could probably go and play on the holodeck for an hour or two…”

“We do not play,” Bator promptly announced—taking the words straight from Harrison’s tongue.

“The very fate of Lordaeron hangs in the balance,” Harrison continued.  “If anything, we are on a mission of the utmost importance.”

Keller grinned.  “And if you fail, you can always hit the reset button.”

The Commander had a valid point, but it was not one Harrison cared to dwell upon.  Failure was never an option to begin with.  “If you were to join us once, perhaps then you could understand the importance of our most noble quest.”

“Are you saying you want me to join you on the holodeck?” Keller inquired sheepishly.

“It seems to be so,” Harrison replied.  It was amazing how things changed.  Years ago, he would have found the simple task of interacting with Erin Keller to be dreadful—and now he found himself inviting her into his most treasured world of magic.  “We are… friends, Commander—and any friend of mine is welcome to fight alongside me in the name of all that is good.”

She nodded politely.  “That’s very kind of you, Matthew.  I just might take you up on your offer—as long as I have a decent part.”

“According to the Captain, thou art the fairest princess in all the land,” he continued.  “I believe that part would fit you well.”

Keller’s smiled widened.  “That’s so sweet,” she chirped.  “But it looks like our fun is going to have to wait.  If we’re going to bring a sample aboard the Starlight to study, we might not be able to beam it up—there’s too much rock in the way.”

“We may have to drill for it,” Bator added.  “If we were to modify our phasers, I suspect we could easily clear away enough rock.”

Harrison was a bit crestfallen—he had indeed been looking forward to spending some time on the holodeck.  But duty called.  “Proceed with the modifications,” he ordered.

On most days, Megan Reinbold would not complain about doing research in a sparse, drab forest on some backwater planet light years from civilization.  But doing research was only one of her jobs; raising a teenaged son was the other, and when the two jobs crossed paths, Megan found that she almost never enjoyed the results.  “You were supposed to be doing research,” she said sternly to her son.

Justin shrugged indolently, and brushed a few dead leaves out of his vivid green hair.  “I was doing research,” he said.  “On the female body.”

In a manner of speaking, that was research—Megan had to give him that much.  “But it was not the research you were supposed to be doing.  You are way too young to be doing that kind of…research.”

“It’s no big deal, Mom,” he said softly.  Given his tone, he was obviously trying to downplay his actions.  “We only did it twice.”

“Twice?!” exclaimed Megan.  She had not intended to let that slip out, but as she reviewed the other thoughts racing through her mind, that was perhaps the only one she wanted Justin to hear.  She paused for a moment, and then grabbed the boy’s muscular shoulders.  “You are grounded,” she said sternly.

The words hardly resonated with Justin.  He was grounded so frequently that it was hardly a threat anymore.  He simply shrugged Megan’s hands off his shoulders and continued wandering through the browning forest.  “Oh no,” he said sarcastically.  “Please don’t ground me.  Why don’t you just send me to Starfleet Academy?  I’ll bet Admiral Miseric is still looking for some new recruits…”

Anger began to flow through Megan’s veins.  If there was one thing she hated, it was being mocked.  “If you don’t adjust your attitude, Admiral Miseric is going to be the least of your concerns, Mister.”   

He quickly came about with a tart reply on the tip of his tongue, but when his mouth opened, nothing was said.  Instead, Justin frowned and asked,  “What’s that?”  

He was pointing at something behind Megan.  She slowly turned around and—at first—saw nothing.  But as her eyes searched the browning trees and underbrush, they eventually fell upon an elaborate gray obelisk standing in the foliage nearby.  It was about a meter tall, covered in wiry vines, and shrouded in mystery…

Chapter One

Though Captain Christopher had wasted a considerable amount of time discussing Gamera II’s dreadfully boring qualities, Sarah Hartman had not been convinced by his ramblings.  She had known the Captain for a long time, and—as he deftly demonstrated on numerous occasions—he tended to exaggerate.

The muted, earthy tones of the planet’s surface were indeed drab.  The browning trees, the pale green grass and the faint blue sky seemed to coalesce into one massive blob of gray.  But beneath the drab exterior, Hartman and her away team had begun to uncover a vast world of mystery—a mystery that started with a simple gray obelisk.

It had taken some time to peel away the intricate web of slimy brown vines attached to the obelisk.  Given the brown stains they left behind, it was obvious many of the vines had called the small tower their home for many decades—and that was unfortunate.  The damage caused by their presence was irreparable, and though Hartman considered herself an able archaeologist, she was no miracle worker.  Thus, deciphering any ancient messages on the surface would be next to impossible.  

“I thought this place was uninhabited,” said Justin Reinbold after a long moment of silence.

Hartman nodded.  “With the exception of the Federation colonists, it is uninhabited,” she said.  

“Then how did that thing get here?” 

“It’s possible that someone else has visited this world,” said Megan Reinbold.  She gazed at the crumbling gray obelisk for a moment, and then turned to Kendall Johnson and Neelar Drayge for their opinions.  

“Uhh… Maybe it’s a natural formation,” suggested Johnson with a casual shrug.  “There doesn’t seem to be anything too special about it.”

Actually, Hartman had visited several worlds with curious natural formations similar to their obelisk.  But for some stupid reason Captain Christopher’s analysis continued to linger in the back of her mind: it was a boring planet—and interesting obelisks just don’t naturally appear in such places.  “No,” she said softly.  “There was someone else here on this planet at some point in time.

Hartman carefully knelt down beside the obelisk and brushed some of the dirt from its rough, slimy surface.  She could feel some gentle curves carved into the stone, but the alien text was meaningless without something else for Hartman to compare it to.

“Anything?” asked Drayge.

Hartman rose to her feet and said, “No.”  She stared at her dirtied hand for a moment before wiping it clean on the front of her uniform.  “But I’ve been studying things like this for a long time.  If we search the area, we’re likely to find more obelisks like this one.  At that point, we should be able to begin finding some answers.”

The others nodded agreeably, and immediately began to spread out in search of additional obelisks.  Hartman did not know how easy it would be to locate them—if they even existed—but with five pairs of eyes scouring the terrain, she felt confident the odds were in their favor.

She took a moment to scan the obelisk with her tricorder.  It bleeped cheerfully as it recorded the necessary data, and then grew silent a few moments later.  Hartman briefly gleaned the data and then—after seeing nothing of interest—put the scanner away.  “Hartman to Christopher,” she called out a moment later.

“What is it, Sarah?”

“Believe it or not, we’ve found something of interest in the forest,” she said.  “An ancient stone obelisk, about a meter tall, covered with some alien text of unknown origin.”

“Do you need a hand investigating that puppy?” Christopher eagerly inquired.  “I’d be more than happy to stroll on over…”

“No,” Hartman affirmed.  Though Christopher would have been an asset to her investigation, she had other plans for the Captain.  “I’ve got the situation under control.  I just wanted to let you know what was going on.  However, you could make yourself useful… for once…”

“Oh?” asked Christopher cautiously.

“Yeah.  See if the villagers know anything about this.  If they can point us in the right direction, we might be able to get our answers faster.”

“…Yes, ma’am.  Christopher out.”

* * *

A small, decrepit obelisk was hardly the greatest archaeological find, but on a world as dreadful as Gamera II, Alan Christopher wasn’t about to balk.  Besides, it would serve as a pleasant diversion from Mr. Nakata’s continuing discourse on his fledgling colony.  Christopher’s only fear was that Nakata would never give him a chance to broach the subject.

Lucas Tompkins and Koji Nakata stood about five meters ahead of Christopher, very near a decrepit, leafless tree.  Nakata was still speaking, and as he approached, Christopher was not surprised to hear the man was still talking about the potatoes he was going to plant in the spring.  Poor Lucas, mused Christopher.

“…and I suspect our cabbage patch will flourish.  The soil conditions are excellent for cabbage.  Do you like cabbage, Mr. Tompkins?”

The chief engineer promptly shook his head.  “No.”

Nakata frowned.  “That is a shame. I think that you...”

“Excuse me,” Christopher suddenly interjected.  He had been looking for a pause in the conversation, but when it became obvious Nakata was not going to shut his mouth, Christopher realized he would have to interrupt the conversation—for lack of a better term. 

Nakata turned his dark eyes upon Christopher.  “Yes, Captain?  What is it?”

“As you know,” said Christopher slowly, “several of my officers have been analyzing the forests to the north of here.”

“Yes,” said Nakata softly.  

Given Nakata’s discursive track record, Christopher had been expecting a far more elaborate response.  Nevertheless, he wasn’t about to encourage the man to speak any more than was necessary.  “Well… the away team has apparently found an ancient stone obelisk deep within the forest.  Might you know anything about it?”

Nakata took a long moment to consider the question, and Christopher briefly thought he might have found a topic that was distasteful to Nakata.  But then a glint of curious enlightenment fell upon his face, and the words began to flow.  “Tens of thousands of years ago, Gamera II was inhabited by a primitive civilization.  Little is known about them or their culture—only that they died out nearly ten thousand years ago because of a considerable drought.  In fact, so severe was the drought, the planet is still recovering.”

Christopher nodded attentively.  “Do you know of any other ruins?  An ancient city, perhaps?”

“No,” replied Nakata abruptly—perhaps too abruptly.  “We have scoured the planet a hundred times.  There is no evidence of ruins anywhere.  They could have been destroyed by a natural disaster.”

“Or obscured from sensors by the dilithium,” Tompkins suggested—and if that were the case, then the Starlight’s mapping mission would no doubt provide some answers.

Jayla Trinn emerged from the turbolift and onto the Starlight’s bridge.  For the past couple of hours, the young Trill had been monitoring their situation from engineering—content to let the bridge crew do what needed to be done.  But as she watched the data trickle in, Trinn noticed an unsettling trend developing.

“Commander,” she said loudly from the mission operations console, “I think we might have a problem.”

Commander Harrison immediately rose from the command chair.  “Oh?” he inquired softly, beckoning for her to continue.

Trinn nodded, and tapped a few commands into the workstation, and a moment later, a nondescript section of Gamera II’s brownish-green terrain appeared on the viewscreen.  “This is the data we collected from the planet’s surface about two hours ago,” said Trinn.

“The Gandrian Plains,” confirmed Erin Keller.  

“Right,” said Trinn.  Her eyes lingered on the viewscreen a moment longer before she drew up another map.  It was another brownish-green area—only this time, a small stream cut through the center of the viewscreen.  “This is Gerudo Valley,” Trinn stated matter-of-factly.  “You’ll note that the topographical scan is just fine.  But have you looked at the more in-depth analyses?”

Keller shook her head.  “I’ve glanced at them,” she admitted, “but Bator and I have been concentrating our efforts on reconfiguring the phasers.”

Trinn tapped the console one last time, and the computer promptly peeled away the faint verdant hues of the valley.  In its wake was nothing but digitized brown fuzz.  “The data is corrupt.”

Commander Harrison’s eyes widened.  “Obviously,” he replied.  “Mr. Bator, how are the sensors operating?”

The Phobian promptly conferred with his workstation.  “Sensors are operating within normal parameters,” he announced a scant moment later.  “Perhaps something beneath the surface is interfering with our scans… The dilithium, perhaps?”

“I guess it’s possible,” Keller agreed.  “If there’s a really big mass of dilithium under that teeny-weeny valley, it could easily screw up sensors.”

Commander Harrison shook his head.  “Our initial scans of the region did not detect any dilithium in this valley, nor did the data provided by Mr. Nakata.”

“It could be buried under hundreds of meters of rock,” said Keller,  “and in a passive scan, sensors have difficulty penetrating massive amounts of rock.”

“One can never discount the sheer power of nature,” mused Harrison softly.

Technology had progressed considerably over the past couple of decades, but Jayla Trinn was always humbled when something as simple as a rock brought their mission to a standstill.  “So what are we going to do about it?”

 Harrison pondered the question for a brief moment before turning an inquisitive gaze upon Bator.  “What is the status of our phasers?”

“The modifications are nearly complete,” he replied.  “We should be able to fire them momentarily.”

An approving smile fell upon Harrison’s face.  “Excellent work,” he commended.  “And if we were to direct a phaser beam at the nefarious terrain in question?”

“It should destabilize the rock enough for us to get some good sensor data,” said Keller.

“And what of the terrain itself?” asked Harrison.  “I do not wish to rain chaos upon the planet’s surface; in my opinion, the ecosystem is far more important than any dilithium deposit.”

“And you need not worry,” Bator assured him.  “If we drill a vertical shaft at the barren north end of the valley, damage should be nominal.”

There was still some risk of a catastrophe—and no matter what they did, Trinn knew that nothing could be done to eliminate that risk.  But she had worked alongside both Bator and Keller for a considerable amount of time, and had placed a great deal of faith in them on numerous occasions; she had yet to be let down.  If Harrison had half as much faith, he would sanction the drilling.

He gazed at the image on the viewscreen for what seemed like an eternity—but after a few seconds, Commander Harrison nodded his head agreeably.  “Lock phasers on our target.”

Bator was ready, his hands already poised to make the necessary calculations.  “Target locked,” he promptly announced.

Harrison nodded his acknowledgment.  “Fire.”

Moments later, a ragged beam of yellow light charged across the viewscreen with a fury beyond imagination.  It pulsed and crackled and—on more than one occasion—nearly flitted out of existence.  But ultimately, the beam endured, and the entire bridge crew exhaled a collective sigh of relief.

But they may have let their guard down too soon…

Jayla Trinn nearly jumped out of her skin when her workstation suddenly began to bleep.  She quickly muted the strident cacophony and poured over the newfound flood of sensor data.  To her chagrin, none of it was good.  “I’m reading a small buildup in the phaser banks.”

“Impossible!” Bator exclaimed.

And Trinn had to agree.  Bator had requested an engineering team to reinforce the phaser banks just last week.  She had led the team herself, and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt the work performed had been flawless—of course, the sensors dared to disagree. 

The lights briefly flickered, sparks erupted from countless workstations, and the deck plates suddenly began to vibrate.  Trinn held onto her workstation in preparation for something much more catastrophic, but to her relief, the rumblings never coalesced into anything more than a nuisance.

“Can you terminate the phaser beam?” Harrison shouted over the rumbling.

Bator shook his head.  “Yes!  I already have!” he exclaimed.  “But the beam has entered some sort of feedback loop.  The majority of the energy we directed at the surface is being shot back at us!”

Harrison turned to the ensign at the helm.  “Mr. Narshe,” he called, “get us out of here!”

The young Bajoran frantically tapped at the control interface, but Trinn knew his efforts would prove futile.  Mission ops was barely responding to her commands; she couldn’t imagine the helm being much more responsive—but thankfully, the renegade phaser beam flitted out of existence a scant moment later, and state of relative calm subsequently returned to the bridge.

“Report,” demanded Harrison an instant later.

“We sustained minimal damage,” Bator gleaned from sensors.  “Phasers and transporters are offline, and there appears to be a minor fluctuation in the attitude control system.”

“Sickbay reports no casualties,” Keller crisply added.

“Very good,” said Harrison.  The relief in his voice was evident.  “Now would you care to inform me what transpired?”

Commander Keller smiled.  “I would love to inform you, little buddy, but to be entirely honest, I don’t know what the hell happened.  As far as I can tell, our equipment worked perfectly!”

Though she had seen the sensor data with her own eyes, Trinn was not convinced.  It certainly confirmed Keller’s statement, but then again, the same sensors also claimed a patch of digitized brown fuzz existed beneath the surface of Gamera II.  “What if our sensors are damaged?  We did skirt that ion storm near Antrikis Delta last week.”

“It is possible that our sensors sustained damage,” Bator conceded, “but did you not run a level three diagnostic the very next day?”

It took a moment for the memory to fall into place, but once it did, Trinn could not deny it.  “Lieutenant Kinsey and I performed the diagnostic.  Lucas wasn’t happy with the results, and we ran another diagnostic the next morning.”

“The problem is not aboard the Starlight,” Bator concluded. It was a hasty conjecture, but in all likelihood, it was also the truth.  

“Well,” said Harrison softly, “something is wrong somewhere, and we must endeavor find out what it is before something truly catastrophic occurs…”

Chapter Two

It did not take long for Sarah Hartman to locate the second obelisk.  It was about fifty meters from the first one, had roughly the same dimensions, and adorned the same enigmatic text upon its sleek gray surface.  Hartman did her best to decipher the mysteries of the spire, but inspiration was not fast in coming.

Less than five minutes later, Neelar Drayge hailed her with news of a third obelisk, and soon thereafter, Commander Reinbold alerted Hartman to the presence of a fourth.  Half an hour later, Sarah Hartman reunited with her shipmates at the location of the fifth tiny tower.

“This one is the same as the other four,” Hartman immediately realized.  The obelisk was so similar to the others that she didn’t even need her tricorder to make the determination.  “This is getting us nowhere,” she wearily grumbled.

“You can say that again,” Justin Reinbold icily remarked.  He kicked at the dirt with his muddied shoe and watched intently as the soot careened into the side of the nondescript landmark.  “If you as me, this whole damn quest has been nothing but a waste of time.”

Hartman was almost inclined to agree.  Though she was an able archaeologist, she was not a patient one, and the fact that they had yet to turn up a single clue was rapidly eating away at her desire to continue.

“This is research in its finest moment,” Neelar Drayge commented a moment later.  “Here we are, lost in the middle of an alien forest, surrounded by a mystery tens of thousands of years old… and it’s up to us to solve it!  This afternoon has been anything but a waste of time.  It’s been enlightening exposure to the universe.”

Justin scoffed at the sentiment.  “It’s been hours of exposure to a bunch of Starfleet dorks,” he corrected.  “Who really gives a damn about a bunch of old rocks?  Not me!”

Hartman smiled faintly at the boy.  She like him.  He had a fiery, pessimistic attitude, and didn’t give a damn about anything but his own interests.  Sarah could recall a time when she was just like Justin Reinbold, but serving on the Starlight had mellowed her.  She missed that fiery pessimism…  “So, Mr. Reinbold, what do you give a damn about?”

He shrugged, and kicked at the dirt some more.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Women, I guess.  Video games…  You know, stuff that matters.”

“Yes, of course,” said Hartman.  When they returned to the Starlight, she suspected she would have a great deal to discuss with the boy.  For now, Hartman’s primary concerns rested within the obelisks.

She carefully pulled a sleek black tricorder from her pocket and flipped it open.  A wealth of data immediately began to flow across the screen, and Sarah took a moment to review it before turning her attention to Kendall Johnson.  “According to this, there appears to be about fifty meters between each marker.”

Johnson glanced at his own tricorder and nodded.  “Correct,” he stated.  “They all lie within this forest, they all have the same inscriptions, and… um, well, they’re all composed of a lazon/dolomite conglomerate.”

“Lazon and dolomite,” Hartman repeated.  Both terms sounded vaguely familiar, but it had been years since Hartman’s last geology class.  “How is that relevant?”

Johnson shrugged.  “I… I don’t know.  But what’s interesting is that the nearest lazon/dolomite rocks are located more than three hundred kilometers away… in the Gerudo Valley… on the other side of a river.”

Hartman’s eyes wandered back to the obelisk, and suddenly, its height was a lot more impressive.  She couldn’t even begin to how the hell they managed to move five large slabs of stone across that distance.  “But why did they do it?”

Not surprisingly, Hartman’s question was greeted with silence.  There were numerous structures on Earth that harbored similar mysteries—Stonehenge and Easter Island immediately came to mind—but they were built in the open, and at least had obvious solar and lunar connections.  But this mystery was buried deep within the heart of a drab forest; Hartman saw no such connections here.

She sighed.  Maybe she wasn’t looking hard enough…

“Doctor,” came Megan Reinbold’s voice a moment later.  She held a tricorder in her hand, and given the look on her face, it held something fairly substantial.  Hartman quickly abandoned her ponderings and approached Reinbold.  

“What?”

“Take a look at this.”  Reinbold turned the tricorder to Hartman’s face.

The Doctor immediately turned her eyes to the proffered data, but a stray beam of pale sunlight cast an annoying glare on the tiny screen.  She carefully adjusted the tricorder to a better vantage point, and then took a look at the diagram.

As far as Hartman could tell, it was a sketch map of the forest: a smattering of trees and bushes, numerous winding trails, and five yellow dots arranged in a rough circle near the perimeter.  Each dot represented an obelisk.  Hartman almost grinned, but the action was marred one lingering question,  “Why didn’t I think of that?”

Reinbold shrugged.  “You have a lot on your mind.  We all have a lot on our minds.  It’s understandable.”

It wasn’t actually.  But Hartman wasn’t about to argue.  As Justin Reinbold so succinctly pointed out, they had already wasted too much time wandering around.  What they needed now was some decisive action.  And on that note, Hartman began to walk.  “We should check out the center of this circle,” she said.

Neelar Drayge quickly retraced the Doctor’s footsteps, followed closely by the others.  “There’s always something good in the middle,” he mused.

Hartman paused, and turned to the Bolian.  “There’s always something in the middle,” she reaffirmed, “but it’s not necessarily good…”

* * *

“…and finally, we are going to need two more industrial replicators.”

Alan Christopher stood in the long shadows of a half-finished housing module with Lucas Tompkins and Koji Nakata—and he was certain that after hours of exposure to Nakata’s mindless prattle that his ears had betrayed him.  The alleged betrayal stemmed from two tiny words: ‘and finally.’

They had come and passed quickly—so quickly, in fact, that Christopher almost failed to notice them.  It was a very subtle precursor to the end of a conversation—but given Nakata’s affinity for words, Christopher initially suspected his mind had erred.  But then he suddenly realized that the conversation had indeed terminated.  Nakata was silent.

And again, Christopher couldn’t believe his ears.  Where was the fifty-minute discourse on the benefits of industrial replicators?  The molecular structure of Nakata’s brother’s boss’s favorite recipe?  Where was the life history of the facility that would create the unit in question?  Christopher supposed it was possible Nakata did not know any of that, but given the past several hours…

“It was a pleasure speaking with you, Captain Christopher,” said Nakata cordially.  “In case you missed one or two things, I will have a list of our requests forwarded to your ship tomorrow morning.”

It took all Christopher’s will to stifle the urge to laugh.  Of Nakata’s myriad requests, Christopher could barely recall any of the items mentioned—save the industrial replicator.  Nevertheless, he feigned a pleasant gaze and nodded agreeably.  “I’m sure it will come in handy,” he said.

With a placid smile upon his face, Nakata nodded in Christopher’s general direction and said,  “Until we meet again.”  He allowed his parting words to linger in the air for a moment before swiftly turning on his heel to make a steadfast retreat into the night.

Christopher intently watched Nakata retreat, and once he was certain the loquacious director was out of range, turned to Tompkins and said,  “That was unusual.  Given the first part of our meeting, I would have thought the latter half would have dragged for at least 3.8 eons.”

“Heh… Well, I’m not complaining,” said Tompkins with a shrug.  “Let’s just get the hell out of here before he changes his mind.”

Christopher raised a dismissive hand and then firmly placed it upon Tompkins’ shoulder before he had a chance to move.  “We’re not going anywhere,” he said, lowering his voice.  “I know we were both half asleep the past couple of hours, but you didn’t need to be awake to see that Nakata was acting odd.”

A crestfallen look immediately graced Tompkins’ face.  “Then maybe I was out cold,” he quipped.

“Or maybe our friend just got tired of talking to us,” Christopher added.  “But ever since we mentioned the obelisks in the forest, Mr. Nakata has been a bit tight-lipped.”

Tompkins arched a curious eyebrow.  “You think he’s hiding something?”

Christopher shook his head.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “But I wouldn’t be surprised if he was.”

“So what are we going to do?  Spy on him?”

“No,” Christopher abruptly replied.  He wasn’t that desperate for answers.  At least not yet.  Before he turned to some of the more rash courses of action that flitted across his mind, Christopher knew he should first take the most prudent course of action—and he promptly tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight.”

There was an immediate crackle, followed by a few seconds of static before Commander Harrison’s voice filled the air.  “Yes, Captain?”

“Is everything alright up there?”

“For the most part,” Harrison replied.  “The phaser banks inadvertently overloaded during a routine drilling operation and caused minor damage to several systems.  We are presently investigating the cause.”

That entire statement gave Christopher a moment’s pause.  Phasers were one of the most reliable components on any starship, and the chance of them inadvertently overloading was nominal—and Christopher suddenly found himself in a very suspicious mood.  “Be sure to check them for sabotage,” he said cautiously.

“Sabotage?” exclaimed Harrison.

Knowing dearest Matthew would want an explanation, Christopher immediately offered one.  “I don’t have anything concrete just yet,” he said quietly, “but I have a funny feeling that there is something more going on here than we’ve been led to believe.”

Of all the words in his vast lexicon, ‘sabotage’ was among Matthew Harrison’s least favorite.  Everything about it had a well-deserved negative connotation, and its mere mention immediately put the commander on a heightened state of alert.  But until the Captain had evidence more concrete than a ‘funny feeling,’ Harrison was content to proceed normally.  Besides, a dose of normalcy always tended to keep morale high and tension low—and on that note, he abandoned the warmth of the Captain’s chair.

“Status report?” he crisply demanded.

Bator promptly looked up from the exposed bowels of the tactical station.  “Phasers are still offline,” he muttered, “however, there is no indication of sabotage.”

“Saboteurs are often very intelligent,” Harrison reminded.  “Be certain you are very, very, intelligent, Mr. Bator.” 

The Phobian flashed Harrison a half-smile.  “That should not be difficult, sir.”

Harrison nodded approvingly before wandering over to Commander Keller and Lieutenant Trinn at operations—and before he even had a chance to inquire, Trinn came about with her status report.  “It’s going to be at least another hour before transporters are back online,” she said.

“However, our biggest problem is the attitude control,” Keller continued.  “I’m having quite a bit of trouble repairing them—and the longer they’re out of commission, the more erratic our orbit gets.”

“We’re not in any danger,” Trinn affirmed, “but that will severely hinder our abilities to map the planet’s surface.  And given enough time, it could pose a threat to the ship.”

Harrison nodded.  “As in?”

“Oh, we could quite easily crash into the surface,” said Keller nonchalantly.

“Then make attitude control your top priority,” Harrison replied.  The last thing he wanted to do was take a manic Starlight on a wild ride through Gamera II’s atmosphere.  “If we need to retrieve the away team, we can always send a shuttle.”

“Agreed,” Keller replied.  She took several moments to study the information on her workstation, and Harrison began to creep away—but before he could move an inch, Keller’s deep brown eyes looked up from the console and froze him in place.

It wasn’t the evil gaze Harrison was accustomed to seeing—but it was a forceful one that clearly indicated Keller had something important to say.  Harrison had little choice but to listen.  “What is it?” he asked.

She pointed at the data on her console.  “I’ve been studying the data we have collected thus far,” she said evenly.  “None of it’s very exciting until we intervene with our little phaser beam.”

“And?”

Keller quickly cleared the data from her screen.  “After we fired the phaser beam, what is the first thing you remember happening?”

“The ship jolted,” said Harrison.

Keller nodded agreeably.  “And then what?”

Curiosity began to overcome Harrison’s mind.  “The lights dimmed,” he cautiously replied.  “What are you getting at?”

“A few things, actually.  First, your memory is faulty—the lights dimmed before the ship rumbled; second, there was a momentary power drain at the exact moment the lights went dead.”

“That is certainly curious,” Harrison admitted.  “Power levels do not decrease in such a manner without some sort of third-party intervention.”

Keller grimly agreed.  “Which leads me to believe there’s something more down there than just dilithium.”

“Like what?”

She shrugged.  “I wish I knew…”

* * *

Deep within the heart of darkness, shrouded in a lush veil of vegetation, were the gaping jaws of an immense stone gateway.  It was intricately sculpted in the shape of a face; many of the delicate details were still covered in vines and foliage, but its large, ominous mouth was still exposed, and beckoned only the most adventurous travelers into its underground lair.

And as he stood at the threshold to the mysterious underside of Gamera II, Kendall Johnson was not feeling adventurous.  Nevertheless, he had the distinct feeling that his newfound lack of enthusiasm was not shared by the others—and that he would have the opportunity to view the great mysteries below whether he wanted to or not.  He only hoped there weren’t any monstrous bats…

“This is a hell of a thing,” Sarah Hartman mused as she peered into the dark caverns below.  She carefully aimed her wrist beacon into the labyrinth and flitted its narrow beam about the darkness, but it revealed nothing of consequence—but in the wake of such and incredible find, the Doctor was not discouraged.  “A hell of a thing,” she repeated.

“I’m reading a series of caverns down there,” Neelar Drayge gleaned from his tricorder.  “They extend for hundreds of kilometers—and they don’t appear to be naturally occurring.”

Kendall’s eyes widened.  “You mean, a group of ancient people actually dug these caves?”

Megan Reinbold chuckled and turned to Kendall.  “Hey, Grog,” she said, her voice mockingly gruff, “are you doing anything the next couple centuries?  I think we need to spruce the place up with some huge stones and a cave system.”

Though he didn’t laugh, Kendall certainly was left wondering what this ancient civilization’s real reason for erecting the landmark could have been.  He took a few hesitant steps closer to Justin Reinbold—who was already a good meter inside the ominous mouth—and began to let his mind wander.

According to the data provided by Captain Christopher, the planet was afflicted by a severe drought several thousand years ago.  The drought slowly killed the planet—and ultimately forced its denizens into extinction.  But it was a slow process—decades passed before even a miniscule change occurred—but gradually, the surface became dilapidated.  “They had to go underground to reach water,” he suddenly realized.

Hartman immediately turned her light beacon upon Johnson.  “Agreed,” she said.  “They were forced underground out of necessity.  But why the elaborate shrine?”

“Maybe they worshipped Undine,” said Justin.

The suggestion received more than a couple blank looks, but Sarah Hartman was among those casting the curious gaze. “Undine is a mythical water spirit that becomes human when she falls in love with a human male,” Hartman explained.  “Very good, Mr. Reinbold.”

He nodded bashfully.  “Thanks.”

Johnson tried not to look overly surprised, but that small sentiment was the first bit of civility Justin Reinbold had uttered in his presence.  Was it possible that Sarah Hartman could actually have a positive affect on somebody?  For a moment, Kendall though he had seen everything—but then he peered back into the uninviting cavern before him.

As he waded into the darkness alongside Sarah and Justin, a breeze of musty, cool air rushed over his body.  Water still dripped from unseen stalactites, and echoed ominously throughout the otherwise silent cave.  Feeling anything but safe, Kendall immediately drew the phaser from his belt and set it to a heavy stun setting.  He didn’t like caves, and didn’t want to risk being caught off guard in the event of an unfortunate incident.

After negotiating a few nondescript corridors of grayish rock, the cavern abruptly opened into a cavernous area with two distinct paths—one to the left, and another to the right.  “We should split up,” Hartman suggested a moment later. 

That was the last thing Johnson wanted to hear—but he was in no mood to argue.  Not that he would argue even if he was in the mood, but that was beside the point.  Hartman was in charge, and if she wanted to split up, then they would do just that.

The Doctor inched toward the cavern on the left.  “Lieutenant Drayge, Mr. Reinbold, you’re with me,” she said sternly.  She shined her light at Megan Reinbold for a brief moment before angling the luminous beam into the second cave. “Commander Reinbold, you and Mr. Johnson can go that way.  Report back to me every ten minutes.”  She moved the light back to Johnson.  “And don’t do anything stupid…”

Chapter Three

When he accused Koji Nakata of deception, Alan Christopher had felt confident about his words.  He also felt very confident about their course of action—in fact his mind had been peppered with cunning ploys to expose the director as a… … deceptive person.

And thus, the setbacks began.

What was Christopher trying to expose?

He didn’t know.  Save his funny feeling and an odd change in Nakata’s behavior, Christopher did not have much to go on.  He still suspected Nakata was uncomfortable with some regard of Doctor Hartman’s romp in the forest, but really, Christopher could find no motives.  Nakata had absolutely no reason to sabotage the Starlight—not an obvious one, anyway—which basically left his investigation back at square one.

Thus, he wisely decided to set the investigation—for lack of a better term—aside for the time being, and focus his mind on other things.  And as he wandered the streets of the Gamera Colony with Lucas Tompkins, Christopher’s mind promptly turned to one startling statistic: “I think that in three years, this is the first time you and I have had a chance to talk.”

Lucas frowned, and promptly shook his head.  “It can’t be,” he groused.  

“Really?” asked Christopher sarcastically.  “Then name six other times we’ve chatted like this.”

Tompkins’ frown immediately deepened—and Christopher’s coy smile widened.  “Name one.”

“I’m thinking!”

“You’re going to be thinking a long time, then.”

And on that note, Tompkins shrugged off his allegedly deep thought.  “It’s been a hectic three years,” he admitted.

“The war,” immediately popped out of Christopher’s mouth.

Tompkins nodded agreeably.  “And I usually like to spend my free time with a beautiful woman in my bed.  No offense, Captain, but you are hardly a beautiful woman.”

A wry grin fell upon Christopher’s face.  “Thanks.  I think.”  He paused for a thoughtful moment to gaze at the golden sun on the horizon, and then continued,  “And you need not tell me I’m a beautiful man.  First, I already know that—and second, it wouldn’t sound too good coming from you in the first place.”

“So…” Tompkins said, drawing out the word as long as possible before finally settling on a topic.  “What about your little girl?  Angela?  When’s the little squirt coming aboard?”

Good question.  “I wish I knew,” said Christopher.  “Erin and I completed the adoption forms not too long ago.  We sent everything in to the Morning Star Institute, and are still waiting to hear from them—though I must admit, I’m a bit nervous.”

“Heh… Who wouldn’t be?  You’re about to become a dad.  I mean, there’s crap in the diapers, whining, crying, temper tantrums, bad dreams, monsters under the bed…” He paused mid-sentence, and suddenly cast a candid smile in Christopher’s general direction.  “I envy you.”

“You could always ask Jayla to marry you,” Christopher quietly suggested.  “Have you ever thought about that?”

Tompkins shook his head.  “No,” he said bluntly.  “I can’t see myself settling down with one person for the rest of my life—I mean, that’s hopefully going to be a hell of a long time and…”

“You like the variety,” Christopher finished.  “The excitement.  I know how it goes.  When I was younger, it seemed like I had a new girlfriend every week… well, maybe every month—year if you want to get technical, but that diminishes my story a bit.  But come to think of it, I can’t recall the last time I had been with someone before Erin.  Anyway, the fact of the matter is, people change.”

“Obviously.  I’m eagerly awaiting the day I’m just like you,” Tompkins sarcastically replied.

Christopher rolled his eyes at the sentiment—and something odd immediately caught his eye.  It was some sort of spiked tendril poking up through the ground.  It was dark green, about three inches thick and thoroughly ominous.  “What the heck is that?”

Sarah Hartman slowly shined her wrist light on the rough cavern wall.  She could count at least a dozen of the prickly tendrils, all of them intertwined in an intricate maze of rock and vine.  “Whatever it is, this place has plenty to spare,” she said, just as another small tendril poked through the rock.

“It can’t be a plant,” Neelar Drayge summarily noted.  “There isn’t any light down here.”

Hartman nodded.  “And I don’t think it’s a plant,” she agreed.  It was little more than a distraction, keeping them from their true mission.  She might take a moment to study the tendrils later, but for the time being, Hartman was far more interested in further exploration of the caves.

Briefly, Hartman turned to make certain everyone was accounted for—and sure enough, they were.  Light from Drayge’s beacon still flooded the clammy corridor, and Justin Reinbold’s hair was still glowing a faint shade of fluorescent green.  Hartman nearly scoffed at the boy’s ridiculous hair, but decided it would ultimately prove best to say nothing.  She quickly turned on her heel and continued to lead the trek deeper into the cavern.  “I hope you’re taking note of all this, Mr. Reinbold.  This is the kind of research you came to gather in the first place…”

He shrugged indolently and hastily trudged past the Doctor.  “Yeah,” he grumbled.  “Whatever.”

Hartman immediately paused.  The kid had a thick skull; getting through it was going to be a difficult task.  It had been a long time since she had last attempted to mold a young mind, but Hartman felt she was up for the challenge.  She slowly started after Justin, but got no further than a few steps before the floor began to tremor.  “An earthquake?” she asked, turning her gaze to Drayge.

The Bolian immediately accessed his tricorder.  “No,” he said, furiously tapping at the keys.  “The nearest fault is over five hundred kilometers away, and it doesn’t appear to be active.”

The cave trembled again, spewing small stones and particles dust from the ceiling.  Hartman felt a few of the larger projectiles pelt her shoulder—and immediately, she knew something was very wrong.

The very second the caves began to tremor, seven forceful words fell from Kendall Johnson’s lips: “We need to get out of here.”

And as the sonorous rumblings grew more violent, Megan Reinbold was inclined to agree with her partner.  “I am liking this planet less and less with each passing moment,” she said, making haste to retrace their path through the murky corridors.

Kendall didn’t say anything as he came up alongside Megan.  He simply walked in some sort of manic trance, desperately hoping they would make it back to the surface in one piece.  He would hate to die an excruciatingly painful in the middle of some musty, forsaken cave on a backwater planet.  

A thunderous rumble suddenly swept through the cave.  The craggy floor immediately shifted beneath Kendall’s feet, and a harsh stone rain fell from the ceiling.  He balanced himself against the wall to keep from falling, but the constantly swaggering earth eventually sent him to his knees. 

“Are you okay?” Megan shouted over the noise.

Kendall tried to assess his condition, but stared into the abyss of darkness before him, he was certain of only one thing: “I’m not dead yet.”

“And you’re not going to die.”  Megan swiftly wedged her hands under his armpits and made haste to drag Kendall out of harm’s way—and right over the top a sharp stone.

Kendall heard his uniform rip at the very same moment pain began pulsing through this lower back—and it was at that moment he realized that he had not been injured to begin with.  Not wanting the feral stone to incur any more damage, Johnson quickly scrambled out of harm’s way.

He crouched down about a meter from the deadly rock and carefully surveyed the painful injury with his left hand.  Almost immediately, Kendall felt the warmth of his blood trickling from the wound.  “Ouch,” he said softly.

“Sorry,” said Megan a moment later.  She almost sounded sincere.

Almost.

But Johnson didn’t care.  He simply sat and applied gratuitous pressure to the wound.  He was still attracted to her after all, and he didn’t want to risk saying something stupid—so perhaps silence was the best option.  But the cavern had other ideas.

After less than a moment of calm, the tremors picked up right where they left off—a harrowing cacophony of chaos in a tumultuous sea of dark.  Large stones began to crash from the ceiling, the ground began to crack, and the walls were slowly beginning to crumble.  Suddenly, the pain in Kendall’s back was little more than an inconvenience.  He was immediately on his feet, storming though the rocky corridors at full speed.

In the distance, Kendall could see the faintest inklings of a light at the end of the tunnel, and his speed summarily increased in hopes of reaching that light sooner—but he got no further than a few more steps.  The craggy reddish wall beside Kendall suddenly exploded, spewing rocks and dust into the air as a massive slimy tendril charged through the opening.  Kendall slammed on the brakes, reached for his phaser, and immediately fired upon the horrific obstruction.

Vivid orange phaser fire arced through the darkened cavern and lanced the gargantuan tendril—but nothing happened.  Johnson hastily fidgeted with the phaser controls, increasing the unit to level sixteen before firing again—only to receive the same discouraging results…

The moment he saw the ominous little tendril poke its ugly head through the surface, Alan Christopher knew trouble was on the horizon—and in a matter of minutes, the tendril grew from the size of a weed to that of large bush.  He could hardly believe what he was seeing—and as the spiky tendril continued to expand, Christopher’s angst grew right along with it.

“According to my tricorder,” said Christopher slowly, “it’s alive.”

“A plant?” suggested Tompkins.

Christopher handed his tricorder to Tompkins.  “That was my initial guess, too,” he admitted, “but then I took a look at its cellular structure.”

“There’s no cell wall,” said the chief engineer after a brief moment of study.

“And it’s about ten times larger than your average plant cell,” Christopher continued, “with a fairly nice plasma membrane.  No… this is anything but a plant.  These are eukaryotic animal cells, which means whatever is at the other end of that tendril is a living, breathing entity with a mind all of its own.”

Tompkins’ eyes narrowed.  “You think this might be something worth hiding?”

Christopher nodded.  “The thought had crossed my mind.  What do you say we—”

The ground suddenly jolted with anger, violently throwing Christopher and Tompkins to the ground as a gaping chasm opened in the center of the Gamera Colony.  The few unfortunate buildings closest to the widening chasm were immediately consumed, while the delicate houses still under construction on the outskirts of the rift collapsed, spewing dust and debris into the air.  

Erin Keller did her best to mute the cacophony of sensor alerts filling the bridge—but so numerous were the cries of terror that she could not keep up with the computer’s call.  “There’s some sort of alien entity coming to life down there,” she quickly gleaned from the data flitting across her screen.  “The entire colony is being destroyed!”

“Destroyed?!”  Matthew Harrison was immediately on his feet.  “We must retrieve everyone from the surface, now!”

Another sensor alert—a chasm had opened in the Gerudo Valley.  Keller took note of the warning and then turned back to Harrison.  “Transporters are still offline,” she reminded.

“Drat!”  He clenched his fists in frustration and gently pounded them on the metallic rail behind the command chair.  “What about the shuttlecraft?”

“There are hundreds of people down there,” said Keller evenly.  “Our shuttles can only beam up two people at a time—and this entity is causing so much electromagnetic interference that I’m not even sure the shuttles’ inferior transporters could handle it!”

Jayla Trinn’s head suddenly popped up from the other side of Keller’s station.  “Commander,” she said to Harrison, “I think I can have transporters back online in five minutes.”

Harrison nodded approvingly.  “Most excellent!” he commended.

But Trinn quickly refuted the praise.  “There’s a catch,” she cautiously added.  “It’s a quick fix.  The transporter will only have a range of two—maybe three kilometers.”

Erin Keller did not think she needed to point out the fact they were several hundred kilometers above the surface—and in fact, she didn’t.

“We’re still having trouble with our attitude control,” Trinn reminded.  The nefarious phaser feedback loop had done quite a number on that particular system.  “If we were to land the ship on the surface—within two or three kilometers of the Gamera Colony, we could easily beam up the entire population in a couple of minutes—and at the same time give the attitude control thrusters some rest so we can get them repaired.”

Harrison hesitated only for a moment.  He seemed to have his mind made up, but it was clear he wanted some sort of sign that his decision was the right one—and he promptly turned his gaze upon the helm.  “Ensign Narshe?” he asked.  “What are your thoughts?”

The Bajoran nearly froze at the sentiment of landing something as massive as the Starlight.  For him to speak coherently would be nothing less than a miracle, but somehow, the young Ensign managed.  “I managed to land an Intrepid-class starship twice in the Starfleet Academy flight simulator,” he said.

That did not do much to bolster Erin Keller’s confidence in Narshe’s abilities—especially since there were a series of six tests in the flight simulator.  Of course, she didn’t wish to hurt the Ensign’s feelings, so Keller expressed her concerns in as gentle a manner as possible—besides there were plenty of other compelling reasons to stay in orbit.  “I don’t know if this is such a good idea, Matthew.”

Harrison immediately came about.  “Oh?”

Keller nodded.  “According to sensors, there are giant chasms opening up all over the planet’s surface.  Huge tendrils are emerging from the underground and destroying the Gamera Colony… If we land, we could find ourselves in a heap of trouble real quick!”

“And if we don’t land, we are risking hundreds of innocent lives,” Harrison reminded.  “Including the Captain’s!  We can either bring him back to the ship in a transporter beam, or in a coffin.  If you ask me, the decision is not a difficult one to make…”

And when it was put in such blatant terms, Erin could hardly argue—besides she couldn’t think of a better plan.  “I guess it’s a risk worth taking, then.”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “Mr. Bator, condition blue!”

Chapter Four

Wispy white clouds floated across the majestic blue sky on the Starlight’s viewscreen. Coupled with the ship’s gentle swaying motions and the soothing calm of the azure alert lights, it was the apex of serenity.  But Matthew Harrison was ready to lose his lunch.

It would certainly be embarrassing to relinquish command of the ship to Erin Keller under such circumstances, but Harrison knew he might not have any other choice.    He had landed dozens of shuttles without incident, but something about the Starlight’s rocking motions simply did not agree with him. He hoped that if he closed his eyes and relaxed, he could will away the queasiness, but not even that seemed to work.

“How much longer, Mr. Narshe?”

The Bajoran quickly checked the sensors.  “A minute or two,” he reported.

A minute.  Harrison could last that long.  Perhaps even two minutes.  But any longer than that would be pushing it—he wasn’t certain how much more his stomach could take.  He just hoped he didn’t look as bad as he felt…  Then again, thinking about such things only made him feel worse; it was best to simply concentrate on work.  “How does our landing site look?”

“I’m not detecting anything out of the ordinary,” said Keller.  “We should be safe when we land—however, the chasms on the surface seem to open at will, so we might not be safe for very long.”

“We’ll need at least two or three minutes to beam up all of the colonists,” Trinn added.  “I don’t know how long we’ll need to repair the attitude control systems—but if things start to look grim, we could just leave.”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  Since they would have the colonists on the Starlight, they would no longer need to stay near the planet.  They could simply retreat to territory beyond the planet’s gravitational pull, where attitude control wouldn’t matter.

The ship suddenly rumbled as they passed through a region of heightened turbulence.  Normally, the slight jostling wouldn’t have bothered Harrison, but this time he was almost certain he was going to vomit.  He immediately grabbed his stomach and willed his lunch to stay put—and to his relief, it did.  

For now.

But moments later, the ship jolted again, this time with a bit more fervor.  Harrison’s neck quickly snapped from one side to the other amidst the rumblings; he recovered just in time to glean a massive rolling plain on the viewscreen—and it was approaching fast.

“Matthew,” Erin abruptly called, “I’m detecting a few weaknesses in the terrain now.  There could be a new chasm opening.”

He clenched his fists and gently pounded them on the arms of the command chair.  “Double drat…  What if we simply held position two kilometers above the surface?”

Jayla Trinn took only a few moments to consider the proposition.  “That should work,” she said.  “And transporters are ready to go when we’re within range.”

Harrison turned his gaze to Narshe.  “Distance, Ensign?”

The Bajoran promptly checked his sensors.  “We’re still about thirty kilometers above the surface,” he reported.

Harrison couldn’t help but frown.  That was about twenty-eight kilometers too many.  His stomach was only growing more agitated with each passing moment, and for an instant, he thought about making a run for waste extraction—it would be very undignified to vomit on the bridge.  But the nanosecond he began to make his move, the ship came to a halt, and Harrison’s troubled stomach began to relax.  

“Holding position 1.8 kilometers above the surface,” Narshe crisply reported.

Harrison rose to his feet.  “Lieutenant Trinn,” he called.  “Energize!”

One moment, Alan Christopher stood amidst a chaotic world of terror—the ground constantly trembled and the sky was dark with smoke from the countless fires raging in the collapsing buildings.  The next moment, Christopher stood beside Lucas Tompkins in the Starlight’s cargo bay along with dozens of other colonists.

His first instinct was to get to the bridge.  He needed an update on the situation.  Had the entire planet been ravaged by the entity?  What caused the attack to begin with?  Was Erin okay?  But as his footfalls began to carry him to the doors, Christopher’s second instinct told him not to go.  He knew he could find just as many answers here in the cargo bay.

“Lucas,” he said, turning to the engineer, “get to the bridge.  Find out what’s going on and let them know we’re okay.  I’m going to have a chat with Mr. Nakata…”

Tompkins nodded, turned on his heel, and made a hasty retreat through the doors, leaving Christopher to his investigation.  He quickly weaved through the growing crowd—and was relieved to see that at least some of the away team made it back intact.  Kendall Johnson and Megan Reinbold were among those beamed from the surface—but as he peered around the cargo bay, Sarah and Neelar, and Megan’s son were nowhere to be seen.  But Christopher wasn’t overly concerned.  It was a large cargo bay, after all…  But it wasn’t large enough to hide Nakata.  

The colony’s director stood near the center of the action, talking quietly with a group of unsettled colonists in an attempt to allay their fears.  “…we’ll be back on the surface in no time,” he was saying as Christopher approached.  Somehow, he didn’t think Nakata’s words would prove true.

“Mr. Nakata,” he sternly called, “we need to have a little chat.”

He politely excused himself from the colonists’ and then turned to Christopher, nodding agreeably.  “We do,” he said softly.  “This is a terrible day for all of us.  In fact, I was just telling Mr. and Mrs. Voranik—”

“We don’t have time for this,” Christopher interrupted.  He was in no mood to listen to Nakata’s ramblings—and now that they were on his turf, Christopher wasn’t about to play the nice little diplomat.  “What the heck is going on down there?”

Nakata shrugged innocently, and produced an innocent look of confusion on his face.  “I don’t have the slightest idea,” he said quietly.  “It all happened so suddenly…”

Christopher forced an almost pleasant smile to his face.  “It did happen suddenly,” he conceded, “but I’m having a hard time believing you’re complete in the dark.  In fact, I think you knew about our less-than-friendly little life form all along.”

Nakata cautiously cast a glance back at Mr. and Mrs. Voranik.  They appeared to be somewhat interested in the conversation, and at seeing that, Nakata carefully nudged Christopher away from the crowd.  “Sensors have a very difficult time penetrating all of that dilithium.  If I recall, your own sensors did not detect anything until it was too late…  What I saw on sensors appeared to be little more than a blip.  You can understand…”

“So you did see it?”

Nakata nodded.

“I’ve read the reports you submitted to the Federation regarding Gamera II.  You didn’t mention this little blip once.  Certainly it warranted a mention, and since you are so very thorough, I highly doubt you forgot…”

Nakata pulled in a lungful of air and summarily expelled it in amidst a weary sigh.  “In case you haven’t been paying attention to your history, in the past thirty years, the Federation has waged three very bloody wars and survived two costly Borg incursions.  Thousands of starships have been destroyed—and as grim as it sounds, I would be willing to bet we’ll lose thousands more in the coming decades. 

“It takes resources to build these starships, Captain.  Resources like dilithium—and quite frankly, we are running out of resources within the Federation.  If we don’t expand, we are going to die.  If the Federation learned of a little life form beneath the surface of Gamera II that could possible be harmed by our mining efforts, they would close up shop and go somewhere else.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” said Christopher.

“And then the Garidians will seize the planet,” Nakata whispered.  “Or the Velora.  Or some other race that couldn’t care less about the welfare of an underground beast… And while they are building a fleet of starships with this dilithium, we are still scouring the galaxy for another source.  We sure will be sorry when they come to conquer us…”

Though he hated to admit it, Christopher was beginning to see Nakata’s point.  “Still,” he said softly, “you risked hundreds of lives by setting up a colony here.”

“No,” said Nakata adamantly.  “The entity was dormant until your people fired at the surface.”

“And what makes you think it wouldn’t have awakened when the Federation started mining?”

“The mining process uses far less energy than your phaser beams,” Nakata evenly replied.  “We could have stripped the planet clean before it could have flinched a muscle.”  He paused for a dramatic moment, and then whispered, “It’s not too late.”

Christopher arched a curious brown.  “Oh really?”

Nakata nodded agreeably.  “All we have to do is fire a couple of quantum torpedoes at the surface.  The blast would easily put the beast into submission.”

“Kill it?” exclaimed Christopher.

“No, of course not,” Nakata assured him.  “You can’t kill it that easily.  The torpedoes would simply put the beast back into submission and allow the miners to get their job done.  Think about it, Captain… the dilithium on this planet could keep the Federation running for the next twenty years!”

Only twenty years?  “And then what?”

Nakata shrugged.  “We move on.  We’ll have found another source by then.”

Christopher smiled unassumingly.  “Of course…”

A dead end.

After hours of wandering aimlessly through a seemingly endless supply of dank, dreary caverns, that was the last thing Neelar Drayge wanted to see.  But sure enough, their path had come to an abrupt and decisive end.  “This is unfortunate,” said Drayge quietly.  “Maybe Commander Reinbold had better luck?”

“It didn’t sound like it the last time she checked in,” said Hartman.  “When was the last time she checked in, anyway?”

Drayge glanced at the chronometer on his tricorder.  “Twenty-two minutes ago.”  A good twelve minutes late.  It wasn’t unusual for an away team to be a couple of minutes tardy with their status reports, and twelve minutes wasn’t exactly anything to get upset over—but Drayge couldn’t help but think something might be wrong.  The caves had been rumbling rather violently…

But that was not something Drayge cared to think about.  Slowly, the young Bolian snapped his tricorder shut and began to slide it back into the holster on his belt—when he paused, and flipped the tricorder back open.

Though he had instructed the scanner to stop taking readings the moment they reached the dead end, the data displayed on the screen was still relevant—and though he hadn’t given the data much thought a moment ago, he did glance at it.  And something was odd.  “I’m reading metallic alloys about ten meters up ahead…”

Hartman frowned.  “What?  That’s impossible!”

“Then prepare to be amazed,” said Drayge softly as he showed her the tricorder.

The Doctor immediately grabbed the scanner from his hand and placed the information under close scrutiny.  She frowned, she grumbled, she sighed, she grumbled some more, and then she pulled the phaser from her belt and fired at the craggy wall blocking the path.

Several large hunks of rock immediately clamored to the ground amidst a cloud of dust and debris—but for the most part, the wall remained intact.  The Doctor frowned, increased the phaser to level sixteen, and fired again.  This time, the vivid orange phaser beam streaked into the rock and immediately vaporized it.

As the dust and debris settled, a warm crimson light still glowed along the edges of the newfound tunnel.

Justin Reinbold quickly stepped inside, followed closely by Hartman.  Drayge was a bit more hesitant to follow, but—not wanting to get left behind—he did so, and moments later found himself standing at the edge of an impressive underground city…

Chapter Five

“…and that… is that.”

Alan Christopher sat at the head of the sleek obsidian table in the Starlight’s conference lounge—and having spent the better part of the past five minutes explaining the situation to his subordinates, he was happy to give his mouth a rest.

Thus far, he had made no decisions as to the future of Gamera II—mainly because he simply could not make up his mind on any particular course of action.  There was no strong case pulling him in any particular direction—and as he crew sat in silent contemplation of his words, Christopher found enlightenment continued to elude him.

Matthew clearly had something on his mind, though.  Christopher could sense the words on the tip of his executive officer’s tongue; Matthew was—no doubt—taking a moment to organize his thoughts.  “We should abandon the planet,” he said moments later.  “If extraction of the dilithium is going to upset the ecosystem, we have no right to be there.”

“And what about the Garidians?” Christopher prompted.  “If they find out about this planet, they’ll be crawling over it like… like a fly on dung.  And what about us?  Admittedly, there are not very many planets left with appreciable amounts of dilithium.”

“Obviously,” said Harrison, “the Federation is going to have to find another way to power the matter/antimatter reaction.  Be it twenty years or two, the time is coming when we will be required to do just that.”

“The Federation has already been exploring some options,” said Lucas Tompkins a moment later.  “There are a dozen or so theories floating around Starfleet Command right about now, but they’re only theories.  Even if we were to devote all our resources to the development of a new system, we might not make the twenty-year deadline…”

“What about trilithium?” asked Christopher.  “Or tetralithium?”  Both minerals were employed by other species—such as the Velora and the Romulans—to power their engines in some way.  It wasn’t a difficult stretch of the mind to see if it could be applied to Federation technology in some useful fashion.

But Tompkins shook his head.  “Trilithium is too unstable for my taste,” he said, “and tetralithium is both toxic and scarce.”

“And if we attempted to use it, the Velora would undoubtedly be on our case,” added Megan Reinbold.  “We can’t risk angering them.  Not now.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  After the Starlight’s encounter with the Velora several months ago, the Aggregate would undoubtedly make use of any opportunity to strike at the Federation.  Of course, this information didn’t help the current situation in any way, shape, or form…

Christopher heaved a weary sigh and—perhaps out of habit—turned his eyes upon Erin Keller for her thoughts.  She flashed him a faint smile and said, “I would have to agree with Matthew on this one.  I mean… it’s not like abandoning this planet is going to spell our doom or anything.  It isn’t the only planet in the quadrant with dilithium.  The Federation still has tons of it stockpiled… and there are still thousands of other planets out there in need of exploration.”

“And what about our nemeses?” prompted Christopher.  “We need the dilithium, and if we don’t use it, they will…”

Erin shrugged.  “Then I guess you have to decide which is more important—Gamera II and its ecosystem, or the Federation’s stockpile of dilithium…”

Sarah Hartman could not believe her eyes. 

She stood on a catwalk, at the edge of a craggy precipice overlooking an expansive underground city.  Much of the establishment was carved into the rock face on the opposite side of the catwalk; there were literally hundreds of windows visible for as far down as Hartman could see.  A plethora of pipes, shafts, and catwalks crossed the gap between the two sides of the cavern, and there were still dozens more vertical pipes weaved into the intricate maze.

“Are there still people here?” asked Justin Reinbold.  

Given the chugging sound emanating from below, it was obvious many of the city’s facilities were still operational, and more than a few of the windows in the wall were lit—but as Hartman gazed at her tricorder she was left feeling rather puzzled.  “Either the people that live here aren’t people as we know them… or they simply had very efficient energy consumption policies—because I’m not detecting a damn thing on my tricorder.”

“Neither am I,” said Neelar Drayge.  He suppressed a faint sneeze, and carefully placed the sleek obsidian tricorder back in the holster on his belt.  “But I would be willing to bet the people that lived here are gone.  There is so much dust in the air…”

Hartman slowly nodded her agreement.  She had no reason to doubt the Bolian’s claim—and she didn’t exactly want to find a reason.  Though it wasn’t likely to be the greatest archaeological find the galaxy had ever seen, Sarah knew the place certainly warranted some attention.  For her part, she wanted to immediately begin scouring each and every centimeter of the place in search of history—but there were protocols to follow.

Lots of them.

And everything would be set into motion by one simple action—she tapped her communicator.  “Hartman to Starlight.”

There was a pause—and for a moment, Hartman thought that the strange vines were still disrupting communication with the ship.  But after a few moments of fuzz and crackling, Captain Christopher’s voice cut through the clutter.  “Sarah,” he said crisply, “where the heck are you?  We’ve been running constant sensor sweeps ever since the attack—we can’t find you anywhere”

Hartman smiled faintly.  “Hoping I was dead?”

“Yes,” said Christopher.  “We’ve all been wanting a new, more personable doctor for many years,” he said playfully.  “But I suppose we’ll just have to keep you around for awhile longer.”

“You’ll manage,” she crisply replied.  “And if you must know, we’re presently standing in the midst of an expansive underground city…  The people that used to live here were far more advanced than anyone could have imagined.”

“I’ll bet,” said Christopher, his voice hinting at excitement.  “We’ll realign our lovely little sensors and beam you out of there in a few minutes.  Christopher out.”

“If you must,” said the Doctor.  She promptly tapped her communicator to close the connection, and then took one last look at the city.  After such an uncertain start, she was glad to see things finish on such a high note… 

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74641.5: In light of the recent discoveries beneath the surface of Gamera II—both archeological and zoological—I have submitted a report to the Starfleet suggesting we withdraw from the planet in order to preserve its natural wonders.

After recording his log entry, Alan Christopher was ready to close the book on what had turned out to be a very long day.  But as he began to settle into his nighttime routine, Christopher suddenly remembered that he owned Lucas Tompkins a drink.  After today, he owed himself a drink—and on that note, Christopher pulled an authentic bottle of Romulan ale from the storage bins in the mess hall, and promptly summoned Lucas to join him. Five minutes later, the two of them sat in the sparsely populated mess hall sharing the potent blue beverage.

Christopher had to admit, the stuff certainly had a lot more kick than the wine he and Erin shared on occasion—and he tried not to look like a wimp as he downed it, but given the wry look that fell upon Tompkins’ face, Christopher failed miserably in his efforts.

“I’ve never been a heavy drinker,” said Christopher softly as he set the half-empty glass back on the table.  “When I’m drunk, I tend to do some really stupid things.  I don’t remember any of them, of course… but from what I’ve heard, I should be glad I don’t remember.”

Tompkins chuckled.  “Heh… That bad, eh?”

“Oh yeah,” said Christopher.  He took a very small sip of his beverage.  “Erin, on the other hand, goes right to sleep.  One minute we can be chatting pleasantly, and the next, she’s out cold.”

“Maybe it was the conversation,” quipped Tompkins.  “I’ve heard some of the things you talk about and—no offense—you can rival Mr. Nakata at times.”

“No offense taken,” Christopher replied.  He was well aware of his verbose nature—though he didn’t think he was quite as bad as Nakata.

“Speaking of Nakata,” Tompkins continued, “I ran into him in the corridor a few hours ago.  He was pissed.”

Christopher was not surprised.  The man had spent years getting ready to strip Gamera II of its resources, and now that it was being turned over to archaeologists instead of engineers, Nakata had every right to be angry.  “And what about you?”

As he considered the question, Tompkins took a swig of his ale.  “I probably would have reached a different decision,” he admitted after a moment.  “If the Federation doesn’t find another vast deposit of dilithium soon, we could be in deep trouble if another war rolls around…”

That much was true.  But the presence of Starfleet archaeologists would at least ensure the planet would not fall to one of the Federation’s nemeses.  There would be a constant Starfleet presence in the Gamera System for as long as it was necessary.  “I suppose if push comes to shove, and we do stumble into another war… we could always use the dilithium.  But even then, it won’t last forever…”

“We’re definitely going to need some new alternatives,” Tompkins agreed.  “But that’s still several years away.  In the meantime, I suggest we focus on some of our more pressing matters—like your bachelor party.  Now I know Commander Harrison is your best man, but between you and me, any party he throws is going to be a snore.”

Christopher could only begin imagine.  He and Harrison might have had a lot in common, but they also had a plethora of differences—and the definition of a good party was one of them. “So are you volunteering to give dearest Matthew a hand?”

Tompkins grinned.  “I’ll throw you a party you’ll never forget,” he said—but as his eyes wandered back to the bottle of Romulan ale on the table, Tompkins abruptly changed his tune. “Then again, maybe you will forget it…”

“Just make sure I don’t do anything that will upset the wife,” Christopher mused as he pictured Tompkins’ party in his mind.

“I can’t guarantee anything,” said Tompkins wryly, “but I’m sure no matter what happens, everything will work out in the end.”

“Of course,” said Christopher with a smile.  “Everything will turn out just fine.”

And in the long run, it always did…
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