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Prologue

Cape Canaveral, Florida

August 20, 1977
Wispy cirrus clouds streaked across the deep azure sky, scattering rays of golden sunshine across the lush Florida coastline.  A gentle breeze floated through the morning air, barely strong enough to disturb the thick foliage hugging the sandy shore—but enough of a presence to occasionally disturb the otherwise placid inlet.  It was a perfectly peaceful day.

Almost.

Chaos—and a piece of history—loomed on the distant horizon.  Beyond the mess of ferns and palm trees on the distant shore, a massive plume of roiling white smoke suddenly billowed over the treetops and high into the cerulean sky.  As the rampant cloud continued to tear through the surrounding forest, its thunderous shockwave promptly followed, shattering the restful calm that had pervaded the day thus far.  

Suddenly, a fiery beacon of blazing light ascended from within the hellish midst of the billowing clouds.  It surged skyward, quickly rising above its murky beginnings, creating it’s own towering maelstrom of thick black smoke as it hurtled upward in a manic blaze. It flashed red as it broke the sound barrier—a sonorous BOOM soon followed—and then gradually faded into the azure skies.

The thunderous cacophony gradually faded; within minutes, the sound of tiny waves lapping ashore could be heard above an array of exotic birdcalls.  The gentle breeze swiftly dispersed the ominous dark cloud on the horizon, and an hour later, the peaceful status quo was restored.

But thousands of kilometers away, a tiny probe hovered over the brilliant blue-green sphere that was planet Earth, slowly toiling its way through the cosmos in the name of scientific research.  Voyager 2 had ascended to the heavens.  Its odyssey had begun…

For years, it drifted through the solar system, guided by unseen gravimetric forces between the planets.  One minor push in this vast ocean of nothingness was enough to guide Voyager for millions of kilometers.  And after a series of pushes over a multitude of years, a gigantic ringed sphere loomed ahead: Jupiter.

It was a planet vast beyond comprehension, a massive liquid sphere of rusty beige and creamy white, roiling with crimson storms that were easily larger than Earth.  Voyager quietly ambled past Jupiter, gathering information on the giant world and its myriad moons before moving on to another ringed world on the distant horizon.

Now billions of kilometers from home, Voyager 2 turned its sights upon the majestic rings of Saturn.  The thin disk of dust and ice shimmered in the pale sunlight as the massive golden world made its way around the sun.  The probe took note of proceedings, and forged ahead.

After observing both Uranus and Neptune, Voyager 2’s mission officially drew to a close.  But the craft continued to drift through the remainder of the solar system, and unofficially, the mission continued.  Headed towards the outer boundary of the solar system in search of the heliopause—the beginning of interstellar space—Voyager 2 was destined to walk the Milky Way for all of eternity… 

Sol System: Sector 001

USS Odyssey: NX-14

May 1, 2167
“Captain.”

Subcommander Vasar’s icy-cool voice had caught John Sheridan off guard.  For the past several hours, his eyes had been fixed on the sleek computer screen before him, pouring over the wealth of data pertaining to their present mission.  All the while, Sheridan thought he had been only mildly immersed in the data—he had long ago memorized the vast majority of it, and this review of the information was more nostalgia than necessity—but apparently, his interest was rooted deeper than he thought, for Sheridan had not realized his first officer stood before him until her monotone voice shattered the silence.

Sheridan immediately glanced up at the Vulcan and smiled.  “Yes, Vasar?  What can I do for you?”

Without any preamble, Vasar immediately delved into her reasons for the intrusion, frequently referring to the padd clutched in her left hand.  “According to the Vulcan High Command, another Vulcan transport has disappeared near the edge of the Sol System.”

Vasar carefully placed the padd on Sheridan’s desk for him to review, but the Captain trusted his first officer’s ability to relay the data, and left the padd to sit.  Besides, he was already quite familiar with this particular bit of information, though attaining that sense of familiarity was far less joyful than his review of their present mission.  Over the past few months, Vasar had recounted several instances of starships allegedly disappearing near the Sol System, all of them spontaneously gone without a trace.

“The Laraq is the third vessel to disappear this month,” Vasar continued, her tone shifting to something bordering stern.  “The Andorians have also reported two similar instances.”

Sheridan flashed a reassuring smile.  “It’s probably nothing,” he said evenly.  He tapped a few commands into his computer, and then turned the monitor for Vasar to inspect.  “Our sensors have detected some odd interspatial fluctuations around the Kupier Belt,” he said, pointing to the diagram on the screen.  “I’m sure it’ll die down in a few weeks.”

Vasar was not impressed.  “I am familiar with the sensor readings,” she tersely stated.  “And I do not share your optimism; neither does the Vulcan High Command.  The anomalies have persisted for several weeks, and show no sign of dissipation.”

Sheridan shrugged.  He didn’t know what to tell her, and quite frankly he didn’t care.  His job description did not include pleasing the Vulcan High Command.  “Tell them to take it up with the Federation Council,” he finally suggested, sincerely hoping it was the last he would hear of the topic—and thankfully, it was.

“Captain Sheridan,” came Commander Sinclair’s voice over the intercom.  “We’re approaching our final destination.”

Sheridan rose from his seat.  “I’m on my way,” he crisply replied, already making his way for the exit.

Vasar remained at the Captain’s desk for a long moment, her eyes still lingering upon the padd she had placed there moments earlier.  If she had so much as a shred of interest in their present mission, she was easily able to bury it under a mound of Vulcan logic.  Still, she must have realized that pursuing her agenda would ultimately prove fruitless, for she hastily plucked the padd from Sheridan’s stark gray desk, and followed him onto the bridge.

“Report,” Sheridan demanded as he strode toward his seat in the center of the bridge.

“We’ve just entered visual range,” Sinclair replied almost immediately.  

Excitement pulsed through Sheridan’s body as he settled into the command chair.  “On screen,” he ordered, his eyes already locked on the viewer.

Moments later, a small probe blinked onto the viewscreen.  When compared to modern probes, the ghastly three-armed probe on the viewscreen certainly qualified as a proverbial dinosaur—but in its day, Voyager 2 was the apex of scientific technology.  And now, hundreds of years and billions of kilometers from home, its mission was finally coming to an end.

Sheridan couldn’t help but smile.  “It’s hard to believe that thing’s still going strong after all these years,” he mused to nobody in particular.

“Nuclear-powered devices often have life spans in excess of two-hundred years,” Vasar unnecessarily reminded.  She sat at her nearby science station, still holding the padd in her hands—no doubt hoping to continue discussing the padd’s contents once Voyager 2 was safely in the Odyssey’s cargo bay.

Sheridan expelled a weary sigh, and tried to dismiss Vasar’s sentiments without acknowledging them, but the thought of the long conversation looming on the horizon prevented him from remaining silent.  “Leave it to a Vulcan to drain all the excitement from the room,” he chuckled, knowing quite well that the statement would only open the door for Vasar to share even more of her sentiments.

At first, Sheridan was uncertain if he liked Vasar or not.  She was a bit of a cold fish, after all—even for a Vulcan.  And though she had mellowed over the past few years, she was still very much a stick in the mud—but one that Sheridan had come to admire.  And while they would often get into heated discussions, the Captain was ultimately left with a lingering impression that the admiration he felt for Vasar was not unrequited.

She slowly arched a curious brow and said, “I was simply stating a fact.” 

“Well in the future, keep those facts to yourself,” Sheridan quipped, effectively finishing the conversation.  

Vasar looked as if she might say something else—her lips seemed to quiver for a moment, as if words were on the verge of being spoken—but ultimately, she remained silent, and instead turned her attention to the science station before her.

And Sheridan summarily turned his attention to Commander Sinclair.  “Are we ready?” he asked.

Sinclair briefly conferred with the computer before affirming the Captain’s statement with a brief nod of his head.  “Grapplers are standing by,” he stated.  

The prospect of bringing a piece of history aboard the Odyssey gave rise to a new wave of excitement.  Sheridan was virtually on the edge of his seat waiting for the probe’s arrival, when the ship suddenly shuddered.  At first, Sheridan assumed the grapplers had ejected from the hull—but when nothing approached the probe on the viewscreen, he turned to Sinclair for an explanation.  “What happened?”

Confusion immediately befell the Commander’s face.  “I’m not sure,” he said, moments before the science station was inundated with sensor alerts.

Sheridan immediately came about to face Vasar.  “Subcommander?”

She was hunched over her workstation, apparently well into her study of the newfound sensor alerts.  “There is some sort of interspatial fissure is opening beneath the ship,” she reported after a moment.  “It is similar to the anomalies that are allegedly dissipating in the Kupier Belt.”  For a Vulcan, the sarcasm in her voice was unprecedented—but not unwarranted.

The ship rumbled again, jostling Sheridan about his chair in the process.  He carefully wrapped his hands around the arms of his chair, and then looked to the helm.  “Lieutenant Franklin,” he called, making certain his voice sounded calm and collected, “see if you can break us free…”

“Aye, sir!”  Franklin had been furiously pecking at the helm controls even before Sheridan’s order—but now that the Captain had officially ordered action, the helmsman’s hands almost flew over the keypad.  

The maneuvering thrusters roared as Franklin commanded them to drive the Odyssey forward, but beyond the sonorous theatrics, nothing happened.  “The gravimetric forces are too strong,” Franklin announced seconds later.  “We can’t break free!”

Sheridan wasn’t about to give up so easily.  “Go to full impulse,” he snapped.

Franklin moved to comply, but before he could take any action, the ship jolted again, this time more violently than before.  The lights fluttered wildly, and the deck seemed to veer in odd directions before stabilizing—and when it finally did, Voyager 2 was no longer on the viewscreen.

“The fissure has widened to five hundred meters,” Vasar announced.

“The probe?” Sheridan inquired.

Sinclair didn’t even need to access sensors to determine Voyager’s fate.  “It’s gone,” he stated.

Sheridan would have cursed, but as he glanced at the viewscreen, he quickly realized that the probe was the least of his concerns.  The gaping maw of a colossal violet maelstrom loomed ahead, and the Odyssey lingered at the edge of its swirling threshold—gradually creeping closer to its doom.  “Oh hell,” he muttered.

Wisps of violet light gradually pinwheeled around the massive fissure, quietly summoning the Odyssey into its murky domain.  The tiny ship valiantly struggled, making every effort to break free of the distortion, but to no avail.  The bands of energy feeding the distortion closed around the Odyssey like a noose, and in the blink of an eye, it vanished.

The rift was gone.

The probe was gone.

The Odyssey was gone…

Chapter One

USS Starlight
Stardate 74989.5
As far as Alan Christopher was concerned, Earth did not extend much beyond the city of San Francisco.  Though he visited many places during his tenure at Starfleet Academy, the time Alan spent at those myriad locations was always brief—never more than a couple of hours (save the remote wilderness training in the Canadian Rockies, but that was another story altogether).  San Francisco was his home, and that was where he tended to stay.  Thus, when Erin suggested they visit Earth for their honeymoon, Alan found the notion most appealing.

The better part of twenty years had passed since his days at the Academy, and though Alan’s subsequent life was peppered with infrequent visits to Earth, none of them had lasted more than a few days.  But now, he would have three entire weeks to explore Earth’s greatest wonders.  Relatively speaking, three weeks was hardly a drop in the galactic bucket of time—but with Erin at his side, Alan was certain they would make the best of their three weeks in paradise.

Alan stood at the foot of his bed, carefully going through his limited wardrobe in search of the clothes he would bring to Earth.  “The first thing I’m to do when we get to there is… probably go to the bathroom,” he playfully announced.  “Yes, the Aztec is a fine ship, but between you and me, it’s facilities are a bit… lacking.”

Erin giggled.  Alan briefly allowed himself to believe that his cunning statements about the Aztec’s facilities had instilled the laughter, but given the commotion on the bed, he knew that was not the case.

Sitting in Alan’s travel bag less than a meter away was his special helper—dearest Angela—and though she was dreadfully cute, Alan duly noted that everything he put in the bag was summarily thrown out, making his helper anything but helpful.

Erin smiled, and quickly sat down on the bed beside Angela.  “What are you doing, silly?”

The little girl giggled, and swiftly stood up to give her mommy a hug.  “I’m digging,” she stated.

“For what?” Erin inquired, drawing herself closer to the girl.  “Treasure?”

Angela shook her head, and happily went back to her digging.  “I’m gonna get a cookie,” she proclaimed.  “They’re blue!”

For some reason, Alan did not recall placing the said cookies in his bag—nor did he have a chance to check, for the pleasant tweedle of the door chime suddenly lanced the air.  In his mind, Alan could already hear Matthew delivering some sort of status report that was totally irrelevant—and with that in mind, he was almost tempted to turn to Erin and ask, “What door chime?”

But better judgment soon kicked in, and Alan soon vacated his position at the foot of the bed, and casually strolled into the main chamber.  “Enter.”

Moments later, the doors parted, and Riana Christopher stepped inside, bringing with her all the warmth and kindness that Alan had been blind to only a few days prior.  Suddenly, he felt guilty for even thinking about ignoring the chime.

Riana slowly approached her son with a kind smile upon her face.  “Alan,” she said softly, “our ship is scheduled to depart for the Kilka Sector in half-an-hour.  Is Angela ready to go?”

Alan peered back into the bedroom.  Angela and Erin were still playing on the bed—as far from ready as possible.  Of course, he had come to expect that from women and had anticipated this tardiness; Angela’s bags were packed and ready to go.  Alan gestured to a bright pink bag on the table near the dining area.  “All of Angela’s things are in there,” he said.  “Now, remember, she doesn’t like carrots.  Her favorite dolls are Flotter and Eyeore, and she likes to hear a story before…”

Riana smiled, and carefully plucked the bag from the table.  “Alan,” she politely interjected, “you outlined all of this in that fifty page report you gave us yesterday.”

Actually, it was forty-seven pages, but Alan was not about to argue.  It was an extensive report, and that was probably just the point that Riana was trying to make.  “I’m just concerned about Angela, that’s all…”

Riana’s smile widened, and she placed a caring hand upon Alan’s shoulder.  “Don’t you worry,” she assured him.  “Once upon a time, your father and I had to put up with you and your sister.  We might be a little rusty, but I’m sure we can handle one little girl.”

“And spoil her rotten, no doubt,” Erin suddenly added as she and Angela emerged from the bedroom.  She planted a big kiss on the little girl’s forehead, and then carefully relinquished her to Riana.

Riana’s grin widened she wrapped her arms around Angela’s tiny body.  Angela squirmed for a moment, but quickly realized that Grandma was one of her favorite people—and subsequently dished out a considerable hug and a slobbery kiss.  “Of course we’ll spoil her rotten,” said Riana with a smile.  “That’s our job!”

Angela giggled.  “I love you, Gram!”

“I love you too, sweetheart!” Riana replied, gently running her fingers through Angela’s wild blonde hair.

Suddenly, three weeks seemed like an eternity.  Alan was crazy about his daughter, and the thought of being away from her was torture.  “You know,” said Alan softly, “if you can’t handle Angela, you can always reach us at the Hilt—”

“Alan,” Erin coyly interrupted, “I think someone has you wrapped around her little finger…”

In all his imaginings, Alan never saw himself as someone fond of children.  They were annoying little vermin that asked too many questions and soiled their pants.  But then came Angela, and everything changed.  Yes, he was wrapped around her little finger… And darn proud of it.  Still, it was three weeks.  And he would survive.

He quickly lowered his face to Angela’s—which rested gently upon Riana’s shoulder—and smiled.  “You’re going to have fun at Gram’s house,” he said.  “She’s going to make sure you have lots of fun toys to play with.”

“And cookies,” Angela knowingly added.

“And cookies,” Alan confirmed.  “Blue ones.”

The mere mention of the said cookies caused Angela’s face to light up with glee.  “Yay!”

Alan grinned, and gently kissed her forehead.  “Good-bye, Angela!”

She immediately kissed him back.  “Good-bye, Daddy!” 

As Alan wiped the slobber from his cheek, Erin quickly stepped in to bid farewell, and within a few minutes, Angela and Riana were well on their way to the Kilka Sector—and Alan was ready to head out to Earth.  “I’m ready to leave whenever you are,” he said to Erin a moment later.  “All I have to do is throw my stuff in a bag.”

“I’m just about ready, too,” said Erin—much to Alan’s surprise.  She quickly retreated to the bedroom, and emerged a moment later with two hefty bags slung over her shoulders, and a third bag in tow behind her.

Alan’s eyes widened at the sight.  “We’re only going to be gone for three weeks,” he reiterated.  “Not three years.  Are you bringing everything in our quarters, or something?”

A coy grin fell upon Erin’s face as she dropped her bags to the floor.  “Listen, buddy,” she said, poking Alan with her finger, “I have a lot of sh—”

Alan’s communicator suddenly chirped.  “Harrison to Christopher,” came Matthew’s voice a moment later.

“I’m on vacation,” Alan promptly replied. “So this had better be quick.”

There was a brief moment of hesitation on Matthew’s behalf.  “I am sorry to interrupt,” Harrison finally replied, “but your presence is required in main engineering…”  And in that instant, Alan realized that quick was certainly not something on the Commander’s mind, and that his trip to Earth was as good as over.  

* * *

Five minutes later, Christopher stood with Matthew Harrison and Lucas Tompkins around the master control station in main engineering.  Coming into the meeting, Christopher had a hunch that a situation loomed on his horizon—but it was not until he stood beside his comrades did he realize the extent of it.  Both Tompkins and Harrison looked rather grim, and Christopher’s mood was immediately turned sullen as he turned to Harrison for a report.

“Remember that probe we dispatched to the Zhargosia Sector a few weeks ago?” Harrison started.

Christopher nodded.  He had only a vague recollection of the event, but he was aware of the probe’s existence.  “What’s wrong?”

“We lost contact with it earlier this morning,” Tompkins continued.  “At first I thought there was some sort of problem with the interplexing beacon, but then I cleared up the last few seconds of telemetry.”  He tapped a few commands into the computer.  “Take a look at this…”

A holographic simulation of the spherical probe suddenly flitted to life over the workstation.  It hung in the silent air for a placid moment before a maelstrom of violet light erupted beneath the probe.  The probe helplessly bobbled at the threshold of the gaping maw; it seemed to struggle for a moment, but the probe’s miniscule thrusters did little to counter the distortion’s voracity.  Before long, wisps of violet light wrapped themselves around the helpless probe—and in the blink of an eye, both the probe and the distortion were gone.

Christopher immediately felt a wave of uncertainty wash over his body—but before he had a chance to explore the emotion, Commander Harrison punched a few commands into his side of the console.  “It gets worse,” he stated as a jumble of fragmented images scrolled across the computer screen.  “Computer, display time index 9-2-4”.”

For a moment, the mess of incoherent images flickered by so quickly that Christopher couldn’t even begin to comprehend them.  And much to his chagrin, that trend continued even after the computer’s frantic search of the data halted at time index 9-2-4.  It was little more than a grainy starfield, a few purple streaks, and a fuzzy red blob.  “I didn’t know our probes were abstract artists…”

“They’re not,” said Tompkins.

He tapped a few commands into the computer, and then alluded to the red blob as it came into marginally clearer focus.  There seemed to be some sort of structure built around the blob, but the quality of the image was still incredibly poor, and Christopher could not be certain.  “Whatever that thing is, I have the distinct feeling that it should not be there.”

Tompkins nodded agreeably.  “That bad boy isn’t on any of our star charts, anyway.”

“Do you know what it is?” Christopher inquired.  He didn’t expect much in the way of an answer, but curiosity demanded the question be asked.

Naturally, Tompkins provided a hesitant shrug.  “Your guess is as good as mine,” he said.

“We cannot detect the entity on long-range sensors,” Harrison quietly interjected.  “I have conferred with one of our nearby listening posts; they are also unable to detect the entity.  That is a curious finding, to say the least.”

“Hell,” said Tompkins, “this could be a trap, for all we know.”

The thought had definitely crossed Christopher’s mind.  Over the past several months, every starship that set course for the Zhargosia Sector subsequently embarked upon a voyage of the damned.  They were never heard from again…  And suddenly, a mysterious entity appears amidst the chaos, but its very existence cannot be proven without venturing into the Zhargosia Sector.  “It is almost like bait,” Christopher mumbled.  “Is there anything to disprove the validity of the image?  Could it have been planted in the data stream?”

“We have found nothing thus far to disprove the image,” Harrison stated.  “However, we are only in the preliminary stages of our investigation. Commander Reinbold and Lieutenant Johnson are presently attempting to fully restore the image.  That will undoubtedly shed some light on the situation, however, due to the data stream’s extreme level of degradation, their task may take some time.”

“How much time?” asked Christopher.

“Too much,” Harrison replied.  “At least two days.”

Christopher expelled a weary sigh.  They stood very near the threshold of the twenty-fifth century, and even with their most advanced technologies, something as simple as restoring lost data could take days when the proper doses of chaos were introduced.  “I am often at a loss when it comes to making decisions about funny-looking red blobs.  Thankfully, we’ve not encountered too many of them over the years…  Demand for them must be down in evil organizations across the quadrant.  That’s the only explanation.  In fact—”

“Captain,” Harrison politely interjected.  “Not that this discourse on the aforementioned blobs is not fascinating, but it would be appreciated if you would… get to the point.”

“Yes,” said Christopher, suddenly realizing that he had indeed gone off on a bit of a tangent.  “Of course.”  He straightened his uniform as he brought his mind back to business, and then quickly made some informed decisions based upon the available data.  Or lack thereof.  “Until we have more information on this entity, we can’t really do too much about it.  And until we have some tactical backup, I’m not too keen about entering the Zhargosia Sector.  Thus, I am going to contact Admiral Grayson; everyone else should have their attention focused on that blob.  If this is the beginning of some sort of invasion, I want to be ready for it…”

Overseer Xi'Yor slowly leaned back in the dreadfully soft chair nestled in the far corner of his cell.  He expelled a weary sigh, and turned his vivid orange eyes upon Talyere Rosat, who sat in meditation on the floor a few meters away.  In Xi'Yor’s opinion, it was a frivolous activity—but much to his chagrin, after many months in captivity, it was the only activity he had seen, and it had become so much a part of the daily routine that he had learned to tolerate it.  In fact, Xi'Yor had come to tolerate almost every facet of his incarceration—and that in itself was a problem.

On an Elorg vessel, conditions were ideal.  Prisoners were held in dark, claustrophobic cells that were gratuitously furnished with the remains of previous inhabitants.  On occasion, they were fed a few meager scraps—but most of the time, the lowly pariahs were simply left to die.  The more important prisoners were held in interrogation chambers and mercilessly tortured for vital information until they perished.  In Xi'Yor’s opinion, the Elorg set the precedent for all incarcerations.  And the Ghaib obviously knew nothing of those precedents…

Very slowly, Xi'Yor clenched his fists and pounded them on the arms of his chair.  “How long will they hold us?” he demanded.  It was the first time Xi'Yor had spoken in several days, and the sound of his deeply powerful voice sounded almost alien to him.  Still, compared to Talyere’s mindless platitudes, it was a pleasant change of pace. 

As he completed his meditation, Talyere indolently shook his head.  “I know not,” he carefully replied.  “Perhaps they shall release us tomorrow.  Or perhaps they will hold us indefinitely.  The Ghaib work in mysterious ways.”

A bit too mysterious for Xi'Yor’s liking.  Though he didn’t mind a bit of intrigue, Xi'Yor preferred to meet with his adversaries face to face—that way he could see the fear burning in their pathetic eyes.  “Perhaps we have simply been chasing shadows,” he prompted.  “The Ghaib may be nothing more than inconsequential pacifists.”

Though he had no direct evidence to support his theory, Xi'Yor was certain he spoke the truth.  Over the past several months, their vessel had apparently ventured a great distance; without sensors, it was impossible to tell, but Xi'Yor estimated at least a thousand light years of travel.  Not once was the vessel attacked, or even remotely threatened.

Security protocols were also lacking.  Xi'Yor was familiar with at least five guards on the vessel.  They visited daily to deliver food and drink, and wore little in the way of armaments.  These daily visits were apparently random, but the fact that they happened at all made Xi'Yor wretch; it was almost as pathetic as traveling aboard a Federation starship.  “Evidently, I was mistaken when I deemed the Ghaib worthy of an alliance with the Elorg.”

Xi'Yor could hear Talyere’s discontented sigh even before he finished speaking.  “Did you really believe Melas would rally to your cause?” he inquired.

The Overseer cast Talyere an ominous gaze.  “I was well aware of the odds,” he conceded.  “But I was expecting the Ghaib—Tracker Melas in particular—to be more receptive.  The Elorg have—”

“—nothing to offer,” Talyere interjected.  He obviously did not even care what Xi'Yor had to say—because his statement was true.  “Like it or not, Xi'Yor, our people have fallen from grace.  We are the scourge of the universe…  The Ghaib will never ally themselves with us.”

Xi'Yor smiled thinly.  It was a forced gesture, and did little to mask the Overseer’s brewing anger—but not even Xi'Yor could deny the truth in Talyere’s statement.  “It is their loss,” he proclaimed.  “They have passed on an opportunity for power, and have consequentially made themselves and enemy of the Elorg Bloc.”

Talyere failed miserably in dissembling his lack of enthusiasm for that piece of information.  “Xi'Yor,” he said softly, “the Ghaib are powerful beyond our comprehension.  Conversely, the Elorg are presently having difficulties destroying a space barge.  You must realize your grandiose claims are meaningless to them…”

Xi'Yor rose partly from his chair.  “Then what do you suggest?” he demanded through clenched teeth.

For a moment, Talyere sat in silent contemplation of the question before enlightenment suddenly struck.  “Escape,” he replied, as if the answer to the inquiry were clear as day.

“Escape,” Xi'Yor softly repeated.  The word rolled off his tongue like poison, for it was obviously the last thing on his mind.  “Escape to where?”

“That is a good question,” Talyere admitted.  In his myriad ponderings, he had yet to plot that far into the future; his primary concern had been escaping the confines of their cell, and little more.  “I don’t suppose I have an answer…”

Xi'Yor tried not to gloat too much, but a devious smile still managed to creep across his face.  “My point exactly…”

Chapter Two

When he resolved to contact Admiral Grayson, Alan Christopher was under the impression that his task would be a simple one.  He simply had to contact the Admiral, inform him of the situation, and get further instructions.  In theory—assuming the Admiral was not in a talkative mood—the conversation wouldn’t last much longer than a couple of minutes.

In theory.

Five minutes had passed since Christopher seated himself at the computer terminal in his ready room, and though he made many attempts to do so, he had yet to speak with the Admiral.  At first Christopher suspected he had done something incredibly stupid—like forget to open a channel to the Admiral’s starship.  But when the channel proved to be open, a plethora of other possibilities suddenly presented themselves.  

Christopher hastily explored the most obvious avenues for a potential error—problems with the Starlight’s communication network, problems with the Athena’s communication network—but when no glaring problems appeared to the Captain, he abruptly decided that it was beyond his limited technological capabilities.  Unwilling to wait all day for communications to be restored by some spontaneous act of divine intervention, Christopher swiftly vacated the warmth of his chair, and marched onto the bridge.

As the doors slid shut behind him, Christopher turned his attention to the Phobian hunched over the tactical station in the far corner of the bridge.  “Bator,” he called, “there could be chaos on the horizon.”

Bator immediately looked up from his console, his face concerned, but not panicked.  “What is the problem?” he asked.

“I’m not sure,” Christopher admitted.  He strolled past the command chair and came to a halt less than a meter from the sleek curves of the tactical station.  “I was attempting to contact Admiral Grayson a few minutes ago, but for some reason, I couldn’t get through to him.”

Bator furrowed his brow, and immediately delved into computer in search of answers.  But much to Christopher’s chagrin, the computer provided little more than pleasant bleeps and blips as Bator performed the necessary sensor diagnostics.  “All ship systems are functioning normally,” he reported a moment later.

At the very least, Christopher could rest easier knowing that his technical skills weren’t that bad.  Even so, he was not convinced that all was well.  “Could there be some sort of external interference?  Or a problem with the Athena’s com system?”

“Both are valid suggestions,” Bator stated as he ran a few additional scans—and this time the computer emitted a series of quiet, but rather ominous tones.  Bator promptly muted the computer, and turned to Christopher with the results.  “However, one of those suggestions would appear to have some merit; there are unusually high concentrations of nadion particles throughout this entire region.”

Christopher was only vaguely familiar with nadion particles—and amongst the bits and pieces of information floating through his mind, one piece in particular stood out like a sore thumb:  “Nadion particles are caused by weapons discharge…”

“Correct,” said Bator, nodding.

“Can you identify the source?” To the best of Christopher’s knowledge, the Starlight hadn’t gone on any shooting sprees recently, and he was fairly certain no other ships were in the region.  Thus, he was not surprised when the computer provided little more than a few unenthusiastic chirps.

“The source is unknown,” Bator confirmed.

Beginning to grow a bit frustrated, Christopher clenched his fists, and gently pounded them upon the sleek metallic edge of Bator’s station.  But he wasn’t out of ideas just yet.  “What is the nearest listening post?” he inquired.  “When I was in engineering earlier, Matthew mentioned he had been in contact with it.”

Bator’s deft fingers quickly worked the control interface.  “The nearest listening post is an automated drone, located roughly 4.5 light years from our current position.”

“Can we route a signal through there?” Christopher inquired.

“Possibly,” said Bator, already working to establish contact.  But again—and not surprisingly—nothing happened, and the Phobian abandoned his efforts after a few additional moments.  “It is not responding to our hails.”

“Captain,” interjected Neelar Drayge a scant moment later, “I can’t even detect the listening post on sensors.”

“It is possible the nadion particles are interfering,” Bator explained, “but given the listening post’s relatively close proximity to the Starlight, I am doubtful that is the case.”

“It’s been destroyed,” Christopher abruptly surmised.  “How close is that to the Zhargosia Sector?”

Drayge immediately checked his sensors.  “Fifty-one light years,” he announced a moment later.  

A feeling of dread slowly washed over the Captain.  Though he was far from a telepath, he could certainly sense that something was very wrong.  Even so, he remained confident in his ability to lead his crew through any crisis the galaxy tried to throw at them.  Failure simply was not an option.

“I have established contact with Outpost 34,” Bator suddenly announced, much to Christopher’s surprise.

The Captain quickly turned around to face the viewscreen.  “Let’s see it,” he said.

Moments later, the vast, shimmering starfield blinked away, replaced by what appeared to be a humanoid—but given the incredible amounts of grainy distortion rolling across the screen, it was impossible to tell.  Human or not, the figure started to speak after a few moments.  Its words, much like its image, were distorted beyond recognition, and after a few fleeting moments of near-coherency, the entire transmission blinked away.  And the starfield returned.

“That was certainly enlightening,” Christopher mused a few moments later.  But despite his sarcastic comment, the Captain could feel his nerves beginning to fray with each passing moment.  He quickly dropped his whimsical pretext, and got back down to business.  “Neelar, what is the nearest starship?”

Again, the Bolian accessed sensors.  “The USS Khitomer is currently mapping the outer portions of the Anar’qand System,” he replied a moment later.  “We’re five hours away at transwarp.”

Christopher nodded agreeably.  “Set a course,” he ordered.  “I’m tired of playing ‘cat and mouse.’”

After spending more than five hours studying the rather curious entity in the Zhargosia Sector, Matthew Harrison was exhausted.  His mind had long ago turned to clay, and even when he forced himself to think about the entity, he had trouble getting past the Captain’s ever-enlightening description of the ‘red blob.’  Thus, Harrison knew it was time to call it a night—even though it was about the last thing he wanted to do.

He spent a few moments in observation of the engineering staff and, once satisfied they could operate without him, Harrison quietly slinked out into the corridor.  The lights were dimmed slightly to mark the onset of the night shift—and it was then that Harrison realized just how much time he had spent in main engineering.   When last he checked, early evening was just beginning to approach.  “Time flies…” he quipped, grinning faintly as he approached the turbolift doors at the end of the corridor.

As the metallic gray doors slid apart, Harrison strode inside the turbolift and began to utter his destination—when the closing doors suddenly hissed back open, admitting Lucas Tompkins into the lift.

“Commander,” greeted the engineer with a nod.

“Commander.”  Harrison held Tompkins’ gaze for a brief moment, and then turned his attention back to the doors.  “Deck eight.”

Moments later, the lift set into its rhythmic chugging motion as it navigated the maze of turbolift shafts throughout the ship.  For his part, Harrison was content to simply stand in observation of the mechanical symphony, but—out of the corner of his eye—he noted Commander Tompkins beginning to meander. And in Harrison’s mind, that could only mean one thing…

“So…” said Tompkins, drawing out the single word for as long as his breath would allow.  “What are you doing tonight?”

Harrison did not move his eyes from the turbolift doors, hoping they would part before Tompkins could get to the point.  “I do not suppose I am doing much of anything,” he admitted.  

Tompkins nodded agreeably, folded his arms, and began to pace, eventually obstructing Harrison’s view of the exit.  “Well, Kendall and I are getting together later on,” he continued.  “Just hanging around my quarters… You know, to talk about chicks and stuff.  You should come.”

Harrison cringed at hearing those three words of death.  Congregating with Commander Tompkins to speak of ‘chicks and stuff’ was not exactly something he cared to do in this lifetime.  Or the next, for that matter.  Thus, Harrison forced a pleasant smile to his face and said, “Thank you for the offer, Commander, but I cannot accept.  After today, I believe I am in need of a nice quiet evening alone in my quarters…”

“Suit yourself,” said Tompkins.  He shrugged indolently, and then assumed his place at Harrison’s side.  “But between you and me… You need to get out more.  It’s good for you.”

“I’m certain that it is,” Harrison replied.  The turbolift suddenly came to a halt, and the doors swiftly parted, giving Harrison his chance to leave.  He did not hesitate to take it.  “Good night, Commander.”

The remainder of Harrison’s journey was quick and uneventful, and less than a minute later he stood inside his quarters.  He quickly shed his jacket, haphazardly draping it over his desk as he approached the tall bookshelves in the far corner of his living area.  Books of every shape and size—all of them well read—filled the uneven shelves, most of them arranged in no apparent order. 

Harrison quickly ran his fingers across the spines of a dozen or so books on the third shelf before suddenly stopping on a thick, rustic book, elaborately bound with a faded golden cover—and for the first time all day, a wide smile cracked his face.  Harrison excitedly pulled the book from the shelf, and took a moment to admire the cover.  The Return of the King—along with its preceding volumes—was amongst his most valued possessions, and every time his eyes fell upon the page, Harrison found himself lost in the wondrous world of Middle Earth.  And after today, Harrison wanted to get as far from the twenty-fourth century as humanly possible.  “Computer,” he said, “decrease lighting by forty percent… and play some music.”

As the lights dimmed, a cheerful selection of Celtic music vanquished the silence in Harrison’s quarters.  Certain that he was on the verge of a blissfully pleasant evening, Harrison allowed his smile to widen as he curled up on the nearby sofa with his book…

Several hours had passed since Alan wandered off to main engineering, and Erin was beginning to sense that perhaps not all was well.  On several occasions, she found herself tempted to go down to engineering to see what was going on—but since she was officially on vacation from such things, Erin ultimately decided against making such a journey.  Instead, she pulled a bright crimson padd from Alan’s cluttered desk, plopped down into her beanbag next to the bookshelves, and started playing Metrix.  

Metrix was perhaps the most addictive game in the quadrant.  Though it didn’t exactly require the physical prowess of Erin’s other favorite game—velocity—it did require a sharp mind (which, Erin often joked, was the reason Alan never won).  And so went Erin’s evening… until the doors finally slid apart, revealing Alan Christopher at the threshold.  Erin pretended not to notice his presence, and instead focused her attention on her game.

“Erin Marie Keller,” Alan playfully called as the doors slid shut behind him—but his mood immediately turned more serious.  “I hope you didn’t really want to visit Earth.”

And on that sour note, Erin’s game abruptly ended.  Ten minutes after Alan departed, she knew that their honeymoon was over; still, her optimistic nature allowed her to hang onto hope until the very last shred was yanked away.  “What’s wrong?” she asked, dropping the sleek crimson padd on the beanbag as she rose to her feet.

Alan shrugged, and took a few steps closer.  “I wish I knew,” he admitted.  “Over the past several hours, we have lost contact with nearly every starship and outpost in the Federation.”

Erin’s heart skipped a beat.  She wasn’t exactly panicked, but she was definitely concerned.  “They’re not destroyed, are they?”

Again, Alan shrugged.  “I don’t believe so,” he said.  “We can still detect them on sensors; we simply can’t communicate with them.  We’re presently moving to rendezvous with the USS Khitomer in the Anar’qand System.  I doubt we’ll find any answers there, but if we do run into trouble, at least we won’t be alone…”

Erin could feel her nerves congregating in the pit of her stomach.  She pulled in a deep lungful of air with hopes of restoring her calm, but with this sudden inflow of bad news, calm was almost as far away as Earth.  “First our ships start disappearing in the Zhargosia Sector… then there was the incident at El Toris II… and now a communication blackout.”  Erin slowly folded her arms atop her fluttering stomach.  “What next?”

Given the grim look that befell Alan’s face, Erin was quite certain that she did not want her question answered.  But in the midst of this chaos, she had to know, if not to quell her curiosity, then because it was her duty as a Starfleet officer to be kept up to date on the current situations.

“The probe we sent out a couple of weeks ago was destroyed,” Alan said, but Erin could tell that was only the beginning.  “Right before it was destroyed, the probe detected what appeared to be some sort of gateway deep in the heart of the Zhargosia Sector.  It looked pretty much like a red blob, and maybe it is.  But either way, we could be facing some sort of invasion…”

Erin gulped.  “Scary, isn’t it?”

“No, of course not,” said Alan, his tone suddenly lighter.  “The only thing I’m afraid of is being abducted by aliens while I’m in the sonic shower.  I mean, would that not be the worst time for the dreaded and evil Bleebars to come and swipe you?”

Erin could not help but to roll her eyes.  She had parted her lips to speak, but quickly realized that no words could convey her feelings about the idiocy of Alan’s statement. 

Alan simply arched a brow.  “What?” he playfully inquired.  “Aren’t you afraid of anything?”

“Yes,” said Erin quietly.  “There are many things that I’m afraid of.”

“Like what?”

It did not take Erin long to compile an extensive list of her fears, but she hesitated for a moment before sharing them, for they were far more profound than Alan’s alleged fear.  Still, Alan had asked a question, and Erin decided it was only right to respond.  “I’m afraid of dying,” she softly admitted.  “I’m afraid of the dark… of being alone.  I’m afraid that something bad might happen to you or Angela…  And”—she gestured toward the windows—“I’m afraid of whatever is going on out there.”

Alan was instantly sobered.  He was afraid; Erin could see the fear swimming deep within his vivid turquoise eyes.  But he wasn’t about to admit to that fear—not to himself, and certainly not to the others—for his job simply would not allow it.  “Nothing bad is going to happen,” he said a moment later, gently wrapping his arms around Erin’s body.  “Not on my watch…”

She smiled, and gently rested her head upon Alan’s shoulder.  “I’m going to hold you to that, Mister…”

And suddenly, as she embraced Alan, Erin Keller found herself feeling utterly calm.  Little did she know, it was the calm before the storm…

Chapter Three

The plotting never stopped.

For Overseer Xi'Yor, every moment of every day was an opportunity to seize some sort of power—and if he did not actively participate in the seizure, then it was a certainty he was plotting his next opportunity to do so.  But over the past few months, Xi'Yor had slowly begun to realize that his opportunities within his cozy little cell were next to nothing, and that the only thing left for him to plot was escape.

And while Xi'Yor certainly knew how to escape from a potentially dangerous situation—he had done so nearly a year ago amidst the battle at Ciden II—his experience in escaping from a holding cell was limited.  Unlike some Overseers, Xi'Yor never allowed himself to be captured by his nemeses, and therefore, had little experience as an escape artist.  Thus, he turned his eyes upon Talyere.  “I knew I spared your pathetic life for a reason,” he stated.

Talyere stood at the back wall, gazing intently at a vague seam in the smooth metallic wall.  “How magnanimous of you,” Talyere replied, slowly running his hand across the seam.  “If this pleasant attitude continues, Xi'Yor, you might run the risk of turning into a decent individual…”

The Overseer immediately dismissed the notion with a lone grunt; there was no chance of that happening.  “You have spent far too much time amidst the lowly Federation,” Xi'Yor instead replied.  “You should be grateful that I have spared your pathetic life, yet your every word drips with sarcasm.  Certainly, you must realize this is no small gift I have granted you, Talyere.  Any other Elorg would extol my generosity—but you have become tainted by the Federation…”

Talyere turned his back to the wall, and slowly stepped closer.  “Over the past several years, you have sought to destroy everything I believe in; you have done nothing to earn my respect.  The day I extol your alleged generosity will be my last.”

“And what of the Federation?” Xi'Yor demanded.  “Did they not slaughter forty thousand innocent Elorg in the Beremar System?  Forty thousand of our people?”

“It was war,” Talyere insisted.  “Many dark deeds were committed—on both sides. And while I certainly condemn their actions, I can—”

“You defend them even now,” Xi'Yor loudly interrupted, “yet you refuse to embrace your own kind?”  He abruptly closed the distance between them, brought his ashen lips to Talyere’s ear, and whispered,  “You sicken me.”

Talyere placed a firm hand upon Xi'Yor’s shoulder, and forcefully cast aside the Overseer.  “There appears to be a conduit behind that wall,” he said, alluding to the vague line in the metal.

Xi'Yor glanced up for a moment, but his interest in escape had temporarily fallen by the wayside.  There was still so much information he desired to extract from Talyere—and so much time to do it.  Ultimately, he ignored Talyere’s segue, and continued his conversation as if it had never ceased.  “What do you know of… Alan Christopher?”

The question immediately drew Talyere’s attention, and his eyes summarily widened with curiosity.  “Why?”

In that instant, dozens of answers raced through Xi'Yor’s chaotic mind, but all of them eventually converged upon one concrete and concise answer: revenge.  “Because of him, I was unable to assume the Cerebrate’s position upon her demise last year.  He took something that was rightfully mine.  My only wish is to return the favor…”

Talyere was unmoved by the sentiment, and he again motioned toward the wall.  “As I said, there appears to be a conduit back there—and unless you are hoping that some act of divine intervention will strike Christopher down, we will need to gain access to the conduit and make…”

Talyere’s voice trailed off as a mechanical symphony sliced through the air.  Xi'Yor abruptly turned on his heel to see the doors sliding apart, revealing a very tall Ghaib at the threshold.  Xi'Yor immediately recognized the guard as Iydia, one of the more temperamental guards to have visited over the past several months—and as Talyere’s last few words floated to his ears, Iydia’s thick brow furrowed with confusion.  “What were you discussing?” he demanded, his voice booming throughout the cell.

“That is none of your concern,” Xi'Yor tersely stated, not even attempting to sound diplomatic in his delivery.  In the aftermath of his conversation with Talyere, Xi'Yor’s mind was fixed on one thing—interrogations—and he could not be bothered with Iydia’s trivial offerings.

Though his bulky beak kept him from frowning, Iydia nonetheless looked angry.  He took a single step into the cell and then peered down at Xi'Yor through beady eyes that burned with anger.  “I would beg to differ,” he stated.  “Everything that goes on in this room is my concern, and if I suspect something is amiss…”—he cocked his long neck—“I will not be happy.”

Without so much as a second’s thought, Xi'Yor’s lips parted to deliver a response—but as his eyes drifted to the open doors behind Iydia, the words died in the Overseer’s throat.  He abruptly forced a pleasant smile to his face, and—acting as nonchalant as possible—approached the guard as if he were submissive.  “You are correct,” Xi'Yor affirmed, hoping the abrupt turnaround would keep Iydia off-guard.  “Everything that transpires within these walls is undoubtedly of great interest to you.”

Iydia hesitated before responding.  He undoubtedly knew something was amiss, but Xi'Yor was confident the extent of that knowledge was limited to Talyere’s conspiratorial whispers.  “And I will be conferring with the security logs to find out exactly what is going on,” he stated.

“There will be no need,” said Xi'Yor, now standing less than a meter from Iydia.  “Talyere and I were attempting to escape from this cell…”  And before Iydia could react to Xi'Yor’s admission, the Overseer swiftly reached over to the guard’s belt and plucked a hefty disruptor from the holster.  “In a last-minute addendum to our plan, we have decided that you are going to help us escape.”

“I will do no such thing!” Iydia protested, already reaching for the communicator on his wrist.  

Knowing that the Ghaib’s response to Iydia’s call would be swift, Xi'Yor quickly decided that such a call could not be made.  Drawing from his years of combat experience, Xi'Yor raised his newly stolen disruptor, took aim upon Iydia’s claw, and fired.  In the blink of an eye, red light streaked from the disruptor and blew Iydia’s left claw to smithereens, spewing chunks of flesh and white blood into the air.

As the blood spatter pelted Xi'Yor’s body, a malevolent smile crossed his face.  It had been far too long since he wielded this much power.  “Having any second thoughts?” he prompted, casually waving the disruptor in the air.

And for a moment, Xi'Yor considered allowing Iydia to respond—but the pedantic fool was still fretting over his injury, and was clearly worthless even if he did decide to facilitate an escape.  In Xi'Yor’s opinion, the only viable course of action was to terminate him—but as he took aim upon Iydia’s head, Talyere’s cautious voice shattered the silent moment.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

Xi'Yor paused for only a moment.  “I am escaping,” he replied, and then returned to the business at hand.

“I do not believe this to be a particularly wise tactic,” Talyere warned.  Xi'Yor could hear his footsteps approaching from behind.

“Then stay here and rot!” Xi'Yor said with a shrug.  “You wanted to escape! This is it!”  Quite frankly, Xi'Yor did not care what Talyere chose to do, as long as it did not interfere with his newfound plan.  Still, Xi'Yor knew it would be best to deny Talyere any opportunity to interfere—and so he raised his disruptor and fired.

The crimson disruptor beam easily punctured Iydia’s slender neck, and within moments his head tumbled to the floor with a satisfying thud.  The rest of Iydia’s body followed shortly thereafter, oozing thick white blood on the floor.  

For a long moment, Xi'Yor simply stood before Iydia’s fallen body, smiling demonically as he took in the sight.  In the background, he could hear Talyere spouting one of his mindless platitudes, but Xi'Yor’s utter disinterest in Talyere’s opinion rendered the fool’s every last word inaudible.  The time for planning and plotting had reached its end, and the time for decisive action was at hand—with or without Talyere’s blessing.  And on that note, Xi'Yor hefted his weapon, and marched into the corridor.

He stood for a moment to take in his surroundings.  The corridor was tall and wide—as one might expect, considering the Ghaib’s somewhat bulky size—but was otherwise unremarkable.  The corridor extended about ten meters to the right, and about twenty meters to the left; both ended at a T-shaped junction that undoubtedly led to additional corridors—and Xi'Yor had absolutely no idea where those corridors would take him.  Still he knew that standing amidst the corridors like a pedantic fool would get him nowhere, and he quickly decided that a random action was better than none.

Xi'Yor swiftly hefted his disruptor, glanced at his options one last time, and then stormed off to the left; Talyere, still fretting over his platitudes, nonetheless followed, and together they would find either freedom or death.

Kendall Johnson was not certain how many hours had passed since he last left the science lab, but as he toiled away in front of the circular workstation in the center of the lab, Kendall suspected that many hours had passed.  Many unproductive hours, he promptly amended, gazing at the inconclusive mess of data scrolling across the screen.  Thus far, his endeavors to restore the images captured by their wayward probe had proven fruitless, and Kendall was beginning to suspect that it might be impossible to restore the data in question.

Though he had not yet tried every trick in the book, he and his staff had long ago experimented with some of the more useful ones.  While most provided some restoration of the fuzzy red dot, the added resolution was still insufficient; to Kendall’s eye, it was still little more than a red dot—albeit a bit sharper.  And as their latest efforts flashed across the screen in its useless glory, Kendall Johnson blew a very tired stream of air between his lips.

“I’m starting to think these files are damaged beyond repair,” Megan Reinbold stated from the opposite side of the workstation.  “And I don’t know about you, but getting pretty darn close to scraping the bottom of the idea barrel…”

Kendall nodded knowingly.  “I’ve been scraping the bottom of that barrel for a long time,” he said.  He tried to keep his replies brief when in the presence of Megan Reinbold, for anything more than a few words tended to come out of his mouth in a jumbled mess.  Thankfully, Megan was not overly chatty, and tended to let him slide with a rather simple response.  Another woman Kendall once knew had not been so gracious…

Megan tapped a few commands into her side of the console.  The computer took a few moments to process the command, and then promptly returned a series of dull bleeps.  “Have you tried a parity trace scan?” she inquired a moment later.

It took Kendall a moment to run through the long list of scans and analyses he had implemented, and then came back with a rather decisive “Yes.”  He tapped at his own console to bring up the results.  “We were able to retrieve thirty-two blocks of lost data,” he read, “but none of it had anything to do with our image.”

Despite the parity trace scan’s lack of useful information, it had provided more new data than most of the other scans combined.  Which got Kendall thinking.  “I think we should run another trace scan,” he said.  “But we’ll need to reprogram the trace parameters to a recursive algorithm.”

A curious look fell upon Megan’s face.  She considered the proposal for a moment, and then flashed a faint smile.  “Good idea,” she said.  

Feeling that they just might make some progress, Kendall quickly input the new parameters into the computer, working with zeal that he had not experienced for quite some time.  How much time had passed? Kendall wondered—but the thought quickly faded as he noticed Megan’s curious gaze still staring at him.  Their eyes crossed paths for a moment, but Kendall quickly turned back to his work, fearing that brief awkward moment might blossom into a full-blown situation.

His evasion tactics were successful—for about ten seconds, when Megan cleared her throat and said, “We should do something sometime.”

Kendall paused, and briefly glanced up from his work.  “We… are doing something right now,” he said, his voice beginning to stammer.

Megan shook her head.  “This is work,” she insisted.  “I think we should do something… other than work.”

A very large part of Kendall liked what he was hearing.  In fact, for many months, those were the words he had been hoping to hear fall from Megan’s lips.  And now that those words were in the air… Kendall’s mouth went dry, his stomach churned, his heart raced, a raw lump formed in his throat and, worst of all, his mind went completely blank.  He frantically searched his racing mind for something to say, but much to Kendall’s chagrin, there were no words to be found.  His jaw simply hung, as if it had become unhinged from the rest of his skull.

“Maybe we could have dinner or something,” Megan softly continued.

But that was definitely pushing it.  They had tried dinner once before, and Kendall had found himself unable to show up at Megan’s quarters.  In light of the past ten seconds… Kendall still wasn’t sure if he could handle something like that… Especially since his brain was still a blank slate.

“Or maybe we could just meet in the mess hall for lunch?” she stated, still as calm as ever.  “Whatever you want…”

Suddenly, Kendall felt his jaw moving.  He could sense words in his throat, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what he was about to say.   But before he even had a chance to speak those mystery words, the computer interrupted with a shrill symphony of bleeps and blips.  For a moment, Kendall thought his idea had failed miserably, but when he glanced back down at the screen, he nearly went into shock…

Though only nine additional blocks of data had been restored, they contained enough data for the computer to extrapolate the missing pieces in their red-dot puzzle.  And as Johnson stared at the image on his screen, it quickly became obvious that the entity was anything but a red dot.

“It’s a… gateway of some sort,” Megan guessed.  

And it was likely a good guess.  The gateway itself was a relatively small portion of the newly enhanced image—a simple “C”-shaped object hanging in the murky depths of the Zhargosia Sector.  But it was the crimson glow emanating from within the gateway that gave rise to the most concern—because whatever was on the other side of that shimmering glow was not likely to be very pleasant…

Alan Christopher opened his eyes very slowly, and simply gazed into the tunnel of green light churning on the viewscreen.  For reasons beyond Christopher’s ability to comprehend, staring into the swirling depths of a transwarp conduit seemed to put him at ease—and given the darkness that seemed to be bearing down upon the Federation, relaxation was practically a luxury.  Thus, Christopher allowed his mind to drift as far away from business as possible, and instead focused his thoughts on more pleasant subjects.

Naturally, both Erin and Angela came to mind, but the thought was only a fleeting one.  Before he had a chance to reflect upon his two favorite women, a pang of terror crossed Christopher’s mind.  He abruptly rose from the warmth of the command chair and came about to face the turbolift doors at the back of the bridge.

Clearly confused by Christopher’s rather abrupt movement, Commander Harrison slowly abandoned his own seat to approach the Captain.  But before any words fell from Harrison’s mouth, the turbolift doors slid apart, and Kendall Johnson strode onto the bridge alongside Megan Reinbold.  Christopher curiously glanced at his first officer before giving his full attention to Johnson.  “What’s wrong?” he asked.

Johnson quickly produced a padd.  “We’ve managed to restore the lost data you wanted,” he simply stated.

In the same moment, Christopher was both impressed and surprised.  He had not expected the data for at least another day… but then again, he shouldn’t have doubted the capability of his crew to begin with.  “I take it the news is not good…”

“No,” Johnson replied, shaking his head accordingly.  “Someone has managed to erect a massive gateway in the heart of the Zhargosia Sector.”

“We don’t know who,” continued Reinbold,” we don’t know how, and we certainly don’t know why.  And it’s apparently impervious to all of our sensor technology, therefore leading us to believe that it also very likely to prove impervious to our weapons.”

Feeling his mood suddenly lower several notches, Christopher pinched the bridge of his nose and expelled a long, weary sigh.  “Lovely,” he muttered.  

“Captain,” said Bator rather suddenly, “it gets worse.”

“Worse?” Christopher repeated.  At this point, he couldn’t fathom how much worse the situation could get, but he certainly did not doubt the possibility.  “What is it now?”

Bator’s face hardened.  “I cannot raise the Khitomer on any hailing frequency, and there is no longer any sign of the vessel on long-range sensors…”

Commander Harrison swiftly came about to face the helm.  “How much longer until we reach the Anar’qand System?” he asked Drayge.

The Bolian conferred with his sensors and promptly replied, “Thirty-six minutes.”

“Drat,” said Harrison.  He compressed his lips and turned back to the Captain.  “Thirty-six minutes too much.”

Christopher was about to speak, but Erin Keller beat him to it.  “Alan,” she said grimly, “I’ve rerouted some additional power to the sensors…”

“And?”

“I’m detecting some debris in orbit of Anar’qand IV.  It looks like it could be the Khitomer—but I won’t know for certain until we get closer.  I’m also reading unusually high concentrations of nadion particles throughout the entire star system…”

“Nadion particles…” repeated Christopher.  “Mr. Bator, did we not detect some nadion particles near the Zhargosia Sector a few hours ago?”

The Phobian nodded agreeably.  “We did,” he confirmed.  “And much like our previous encounter, the source of these particles is also unknown.”

Christopher slowly plopped down in his chair to ponder their situation; he was doubtful he would come up with any revolutionary answers, but—at the very least—he hoped to find some sort of theory to get them on their merry way to a resolution.  But the moment his rear hit the seat, Christopher quickly realized that—in a proverbial sense—the resolution was barely a speck on the horizon.

Christopher could feel the deck plates begin to vibrate beneath his feet.  At first, it was little more than an irritating tremor, barely rattling the ship.  But before the Captain had a chance to dismiss it as turbulence within the transwarp conduit, the rumblings stepped up a notch—and a cacophony of sensor alerts soon followed.

“Report,” Harrison demanded, seating himself alongside the Captain.

Nothing.

Curious, Christopher swiftly came about to see both Bator and Erin befuddled by the data scrolling across their consoles.  “Care to enlighten us?”

“Well,” said Erin slowly, “the ship would appear to be shaking.”

“I would have never guessed,” Christopher sarcastically replied, tightening his grip on the arms of his chair.

A blinding flash of verdant light suddenly flashed across the bridge.  Christopher’s head snapped back to the viewscreen less than a second later—just in time to see their ragged transwarp conduit dissolve into a vast, twinkling starfield.  The calm lasted for only a moment…

Suddenly, the fabric of space exploded, belching a deep violet shockwave across the cosmos.  The Starlight jolted violently upon impact, but the shields held the ship together—and when the wave finally passed, the Starlight sat at the threshold of a gaping violet maelstrom. 

Neelar Drayge frantically tapped at the control interface, desperate to pull the ship away from the massive fissure, but his efforts went unnoticed, and the ship swiftly plunged into the rift.  The deck plates began to vibrate yet again as the Starlight crossed the gaping threshold, and after a moment Christopher could see vibrant tendrils of crimson energy crackling inside the distortion.  He had faith in the shields’ ability to protect them, but at times like this, Christopher wasn’t certain if that faith would be enough—especially when the tendrils’ proximity to the ship began to increase exponentially.

A few seconds later, the first of the chaotic tendrils lashed into the shields.  The ship rocked in response, and Christopher’s grip on the command chair tightened.

“Shields down to eighty percent,” Bator announced.

Christopher saw the next tendril before it struck.  He quickly grabbed his chair for leverage, but his actions were too little, too late.  The ship roared a sonorous cacophony; sparks rained down from the ceiling above, and before he knew it, Christopher was sprawled out on the floor, engulfed in darkness.

Chapter Four

Crouched in a dimly lit corridor between Overseer Xi'Yor and several very hot electroplasma conduits, Talyere Rosat had a very good idea of what it was like to exist in kel’thuzad, the Elorg equivalent of the underworld.  For the past two intervals, he had been wedged in the precarious position, silently waiting for Xi'Yor to make his next move.  But with a third interval rapidly approaching, Talyere was uncertain of his ability to maintain a silent vigil.  The heat from the electroplasma conduits seemed to be growing hotter, and Talyere suspected if he remained in such close proximity for much longer, damage to his body would be inevitable.

He candidly cleared his throat.  “Forgive me in advance for my stupidity,” Talyere whispered, “but if there is a reason for our continued presence in this location, I cannot discern it.”

Xi'Yor chuckled weakly.  “The brave and valiant Talyere Rosat has not anticipated our next move?”

“Admittedly, this is not how I had envisioned our escape,” Talyere reminded.  “While this is indeed a conduit, it is not the one that ran behind our cell.”

Xi'Yor shrugged, and buried his head into his knees.  “According to my calculations, we would have reached this conduit eventually,” he stated, though Talyere was almost certain that no such calculations existed—neither on paper, nor in Xi'Yor’s mind.

“You were reckless,” Talyere stated,  “And I believe not even you know our next move.  Had you given some thought to your actions—”

“I took advantage of an opportunity,” Xi'Yor tersely interjected.

“And we might perish because of it.”  Talyere shifted uncomfortably along the heated conduits, rigorously attempting to keep his back from resting upon them for too long a time.  “Whatever happened to relentlessly scheming individual I once knew?”

Xi'Yor looked up from his knees and turned his flaming orange eyes upon Talyere.  “In my eyes,” he whispered, “that scheming individual has already perished…  He plotted his own downfall long ago.”

Talyere arched his brow.  “Oh really?”

“Yes,” Xi'Yor affirmed.  “Despite my plotting, I never managed to rise above the lowly rank of Overseer.  I was frowned upon by the Cerebrate.  The Federation War ended in defeat.  Our alliance with the Ghaib is a disaster… And now, because of my dark deeds, a chemical imbalance terminates a small portion of my being with each passing moment…  I welcome death.”

It was ironic that the very forces that drove Xi'Yor’s bloodlust would ultimately be his undoing.  But that undoing was still several years away, and Talyere did not wish to spend the duration trapped in a dimly lit corridor.  “So what are you planning to do in the interim?” he politely inquired.  “Why are we out here?”

Xi'Yor shook his head, obviously at a loss.  “I do not know,” he admitted.  “And we could both perish because of it…”

It took a few seconds for the emergency lights to activate, and when they did, Alan Christopher was relieved to see the bridge was still intact.  The Captain swiftly brushed off the front of his uniform, and hopped back into his seat.

An instant later, there was a blinding flash on the viewscreen—and the giant maelstrom was gone, leaving a majestic pink and blue nebula in its wake.

“Damage report,” demanded Harrison, oblivious to the beautiful sight on the viewscreen.

 “Starboard dorsal shielding has failed,” said Bator.  “We have a hull breach on decks ten and eleven, sections forty-three through forty-eight.  The transwarp manifold is destroyed, and warp engines have sustained moderate damage.  Sickbay reports three casualties, none serious.”

Christopher breathed a sigh of relief.  Though the damage sustained was serious, it was nothing that could not be repaired.  Things could have been far worse if lady luck had not been on their side.  He allowed his mind to linger for on the damage report for a moment longer before turning his attention to the other question floating in his mind: “What is our current position, Neelar?”

Drayge’s deft fingers quickly glided over the helm, but his answer was not immediately forthcoming.  In fact, the Bolian seemed to ponder what Christopher thought to be a very simple question for an extraordinary amount of time.  For a moment, he suspected Neelar had not heard his inquiry, but the moment Christopher began to repeat himself, the helm emitted a series of shrill bleeps.

Drayge slowly turned around the face Christopher, the look on his face quizzical.  “I can’t determine our exact location,” he said a moment later.  “But if these sensor readings are accurate, we’re near the second planet in a star system over 80,000 light years from our previous position…  We’re not even in the Milky Way anymore.”

“Then where are we?” asked Harrison.

“GSC-2374-E,” Drayge gleaned from sensors.  “It’s a large globular cluster orbiting the galaxy.  Without our transwarp drive, it’s an eighty-year trip back to the Federation.”

“Even with the transwarp drive, that would be one hell of a journey,” Erin Keller added.  “Since there aren’t any transwarp conduits around here, we’d have to make our own.  That’s ten years right there…”

Christopher pondered their predicament for a moment.  “I’m guessing that little… subspace sinkhole we fell into is long gone?”

“Completely,” Keller confirmed.

She uttered a few more words, but the numerous sensor alerts erupting from the tactical station managed to catch the majority of Christopher’s attention.  “Bator?”

“Five alien vessels have just dropped out of warp,” he reported.  “They are on a direct intercept course.”

“On screen,” said Christopher.

A moment later, five small vessels flitted onto the viewscreen.  It wasn’t the most ominous fleet Christopher had ever witnessed; each small ship looked something like an arrowhead, and as they approached the Starlight, the Captain’s concern was only moderate.  “Hail the lead ship.”

Bator promptly complied with Christopher’s order.  “No response,” he stated a moment later.

“They have increased to warp 8.7,” Drayge added.  “At their present speed, they’ll intercept us in thirty seconds.”

Not wanting to risk further damage to the Starlight, Christopher’s course was clear: “Evasive maneuvers.”

The agile starship swiftly came about, and moments later, the stars on the viewscreen streaked into a flash of white light.  For a moment, it seemed that all was well, but that moment was short lived.

“The alien vessels have increased to warp 9.4,” Drayge reported.  “They’re still gaining on us.”

Christopher clenched his fists.  Less than five minutes in town, and they had already made an enemy.  “Increase to warp 9.8,” he said, still hoping they could outrun their silent adversary.

Drayge immediately complied—and the ship abruptly started to vibrate.  It wasn’t overwhelming, but it was certainly noticeable.  “We’re at warp 9.7,” Drayge reported a moment later.  “But with the engines in their current state, I don’t know how long we’ll be able to maintain it.”

Christopher slapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins!”

In engineering, Lucas Tompkins stared intently at the wealth of data flitting across the master control station when his communicator bleeped.  “This is Tompkins,” he said, haphazardly slapping the badge.

“Lucas,” said Captain Christopher, “we need more power to the engines.  We’ve got five evil baddies on our tail, and I don’t want to know what they’ll do to us if they catch us.”

 A feeling of dread immediately fell upon the chief engineer.  The transwarp manifold was in shambles; the floor was littered with soot and debris, about half the computers were dysfunctional—and the Captain needed more power.  “That could be a problem,” said Tompkins.  “We took a hell of a beating down here.  Power is scarce enough as it is…”

The ship suddenly jolted, and sparks rained down from the ceiling, pelting Tompkins on the back.  He quickly brushed the sparks aside, and then grabbed his workstation for support as a secondary shockwave blasted the ship. 

But the blast was far stronger than Tompkins had anticipated; he abruptly lost his grip on the station and went careening into the floor.  As his face smashed into the vibrating deck, Tompkins heard two unpleasant noises—that of several bulkheads crashing to the floor beside him, and the far less noisy, but equally distressing sound of his shoulder breaking.

As pain soared through Tompkins’ torso, he attempted to grasp his throbbing left shoulder.  The only thing stopping him was his apparent lack of mobility.  None of his body parts would move—and as main engineering faded away in a swirl of reddish light, the Commander knew something was very wrong…

“We’re under attack!” Bator shouted over the continued rumbling.  “The lead ships have opened fire!  Shields are down to seventy-four percent!”

And as if to add insult to injury, Neelar Drayge continued to dispense the bad news. “We’ve dropped down to warp 5.7!” he shouted.

Christopher clenched the arms of the command chair with his sweaty hands and turned his attention to Bator.  “Lock phasers on the lead vessel,” he yelled at the top of his lungs, “and fire at will!”

“Aye, Captain!”

Moments later, a vibrant orange phaser beam streaked across the grainy viewscreen, striking the lead ship’s pointed bow.  A sea of flames quickly engulfed the vessel, and Christopher smiled pointedly at its demise—but the smile gradually faded as vessel emerged from the firestorm completely intact, and aglow with tendrils of flickering azure light.

“They sustained no damage,” Bator promptly announced.

The vessel still loomed on the viewscreen, gracefully channeling its crackling mess of energy to a swirling ball of electricity on the nose of the ship.  Wisps of azure light already danced in the space between the Starlight and the alien ship, and it was only a matter of time before all hell broke loose.

Christopher tightened his grip on the command chair.  “I’m beginning to think we shouldn’t have fired those phasers,” he mused.  “Neelar, see if you can shake them!”

“I’m trying,” said the Bolian, frantically working the helm controls, “but they seem to anticipate our every move!”

The news was not encouraging, but Christopher wasn’t out of ideas yet.  “Bator,” he said, “load the aft torpedo bays.  Fire a full spread of transphasic torpedoes.  I’m tired of playing nice with these guys.”

Bator was quick to comply, and moments later, a string of blazing yellow torpedoes streaked across the viewscreen—and suddenly the fleet of five small vessels regretted their decision to follow the Starlight so closely.  The two lead ships were collectively shredded into a smoldering dust cloud, and a third ship so badly damaged that flames seemed to vent from every centimeter of the hull.  It immediately fell back, leaving only two of the arrow-shaped vessels.

Had Christopher been in their shoes—and he was glad he was not—he would have made haste to retreat…  After all, three of their companion vessels had been disabled in the blink of an eye.  But much to his surprise, the two ships continued their pursuit, unfazed by the loss of their comrades.  “They’ve got to be crazy!”

Harrison promptly nodded his agreement.  “Either that, or they have some sort of death wish.”

Suddenly, the lead ship darted far ahead of its companion, easily closing whatever distance existed between the Starlight and itself.  With the engines in their damaged state, Christopher knew they wouldn’t be doing much running—and the alien vessel was now far too close for them to risk detonating torpedoes…

“Lieutenant Drayge,” said Harrison suddenly.  “Prepare to drop out of warp…”

At first, Christopher thought the idea crazy—they weren’t going to evade these aliens at impulse—but then he realized what his executive officer was planning, and smiled at the inspired brilliance.  “The second our friends stroll past us, we’ll just blow them out of the sky…”

“Torpedoes armed,” Bator crisply announced only seconds later.

Christopher grinned.  It seemed like everyone was on the same wavelength, operating as one collective mind.  There were no debates or arguments—their objective was clear, and everyone knew what had to be done.  These moments weren’t exactly rare on the Starlight, but they always made the Captain proud.  “Neelar, drop out of warp on my mark!”

He have the Bolian a moment to prepare, and then began the silent countdown in his mind.

Five.

Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

“Mark!”

The stars on the viewscreen abruptly came to a screeching halt.  Moments later, a blur of light eclipsed the shimmering starfield—and Lieutenant Bator opened fire.  A second volley of bright yellow torpedoes swiftly hurtled across the viewscreen in pursuit of the blurry wraith, but before they could reach their target, the Starlight jolted, the lights flickered, and the viewscreen went dead.

“Only one of the vessels passed us,” Erin Keller suddenly reported.  “The second one is attempting to grapple our hull!”

Christopher pulled in a lungful of acrid air, and proceeded to clutch the arms of his command chair.  Things were about to get rough.  “Shield status?”

“Shields have failed,” said Bator.  “I am trying to restore them, but—”

An insidious groan abruptly silenced the Phobian, and it did not take Christopher very long to realize what was happening: they were cutting into the hull.  An instant later, Christopher’s eyes fell upon the computer terminal he shared with Matthew.  “They’ve breached deck five, section thirty-eight!” he shouted, even before Erin could make a report.

Commander Harrison was immediately on his feet.  “Intruder alert!” he called to Bator, staggering as the deck swayed beneath his feet.  “Mr. Bator, seal off deck five!”

“Aye, sir,” replied the Phobian, his hands hovering over the controls.  But even before he could begin to input the necessary commands into the computer, everything grew quiet. The metallic cacophony concluded, the sensor alerts quieted, and the deck was utterly calm.

The bridge was suddenly—and rather inexplicably—silent.

Christopher paused for an awkward moment, and then turned to Keller for an explanation.

“They are retreating,” she said, obviously confused by the readings before her.

Erin, however, was not the only one left in a state of disarray.  As he surveyed the bridge, Christopher duly noted that everyone seemed thoroughly confused by the enemy’s sudden change in behavior.  “Maybe, on second thought, they decided that we were a threat to them after all…”

“I’m not so sure,” said Keller a moment later.  “I’m detecting four more of their vessels on long-range sensors.”

“Are they on an intercept course?” inquired Harrison.

Keller shook her head.  “No.  They’re just… hanging out, I guess.  They’re holding position about—”

Sensor alerts.  Dozens of them suddenly shattered the calm that had just moments ago asserted itself on the bridge.  And as he sat waiting for some sort of analysis, Alan Christopher detected many, many more sensor alerts joining the fray, until his mind was almost literally overwhelmed by the sheer number of alerts.  But only moments before he was driven to insanity by the incessant noise, someone—probably Erin or Bator—rendered the vast majority of the alerts mute.

“What the heck is going on?” Christopher immediately demanded.  His gaze flitted between both Keller and Bator for several moments, before the latter of the two finally found the words to express the sensor data.

“A… large fleet of alien vessels has just dropped out of warp,” reported Bator.  “They are on an intercept course.”

“Large?” Harrison repeated.  “How large?”

Again, there was a pause, albeit a brief one.  “I’m detecting at least 500 ships,” said Keller, swiftly tapping at the controls.  “Sensors are having trouble getting an exact number.”

“They sustained moderate damage during the attack,” Bator explained, muting the few remaining sensor alerts before tending to the far more pleasant tones of the communication system.  “We are being hailed by the lead ship.”

Out of habit, Christopher swiftly rose to his feet and assumed a position at Harrison’s side.  “On screen.”

Moments later, a very bulky alien filled the viewscreen.  He was clearly reptilian in nature, with rough grayish-green skin, and a large, wide snout that sported a large, bony ridge.   His eyes, though small, blazed a vibrant shade of red that conveyed many unspoken words—most of which, Christopher knew, should remain unspoken. 

When the alien spoke, he revealed a thick set of teeth so thoroughly rotted that Christopher nearly cringed in disgust.  If he took note of the Captain’s disgust, the alien did not show it.  Instead—and without any preamble—his thundering voice shouted, “Get out of my way!” 

And the transmission ended.

“I tell you, the charm around here is unending,” Christopher sarcastically quipped.

The comment fell upon deaf ears, however, and business quickly resumed as Commander Harrison retreated to his seat.  “What is their weapons status?”

“Roughly one-third of the fleet has weapons armed,” Bator reported, “however, they are not targeting the Starlight.”

“It should also be noted that no two vessels in this fleet are of the same design,” Keller interjected.  “In fact, I’m even detecting a few Federation starships.”

“They are not responding to hails,” Bator quickly added.

Federation starships.  That certainly piqued Christopher’s interested, but given the massive fleet of starships presently hurtling toward the Starlight, he did not exactly have much time to think about it.  Instead, his eyes turned back toward the viewscreen, now filled with hundreds of alien vessels—shaped in every way imaginable.  Many of them were clearly pieces of junk, boxy monstrosities with their hulls scorched black.  Other vessels, such as the lead ship, were clearly forces to be reckoned with—and recalling the ‘pleasant’ chat he recently concluded with the commander of that lead ship, Christopher was not eager to witness the awesome power those vessels.  “Neelar,” he said, slowly coming up alongside the helm, “back us off before we… get in the way.”

“Aye, Captain.”  Drayge’s deft fingers immediately fell upon the control interface, and moments later, the Starlight began to creep away from the fleet.

Hordes of starships gradually began a trek across the viewscreen, summarily making their way, Christopher assumed, toward the second planet in the star system Drayge had mentioned earlier.  In the distance, far beyond the perimeter of the massive fleet, several very tiny blips were moving in the opposite direction.  At first, Christopher though they might have somehow become separated from the fleet—but then he realized the aliens with the arrow-shaped ships were still out there, waiting for another chance to strike.  Christopher wasn’t going to give it to them…

“Neelar,” he said as the last few vessels cleared the viewscreen, “fall into formation behind those vessels.”

As usual, Drayge complied without little in the way of commentary.  The Starlight swiftly fell into position behind what appeared to be a Garidian scout ship—and then the questions began to flow…

“Captain,” said Harrison softly, “what are we doing?”

Christopher had been expecting that exact question from the Commander, and was subsequently ready to provide an answer.  “We have just been thrown into the middle of a situation we know nothing about,” he started, “and until we can find some answers, we need to play it safe.  The Starlight is damaged… there are swarms of unknown aliens out there just waiting to attack us… In my opinion, the safest place for the Starlight at this point in time, is in this fleet.”

“We’re joining them?”  Harrison skeptically inquired.

Christopher nodded.  “For now,” he affirmed.

“But we know nothing about them,” whispered Harrison, haphazardly gesturing toward the fleet.  “If their leader is any indication, this may also be a rather unsavory assemblage.  We might be safer standing on our own…”

“I don’t think so,” said Christopher.  “The aliens that attacked us earlier ran like heck when this fleet showed up.  There is definitely the possibility that it is an… unsavory assemblage, but until they attack us, we’ll consider them the lesser of two evils.”

Harrison looked only vaguely convinced, but he nevertheless nodded his support.  “As you wish,” he stated, and then returned to his seat.

Chapter Five

Matthew Harrison was not fond of Captain Christopher’s plan.  And though he was quick to voice some of his concerns regarding association with this assemblage of vessels, Harrison duly noted Christopher’s lack of interest in those concerns.  While this certainly irked the Commander, he knew it was not his place to question the Captain’s orders… or interests.  Besides, Captain Christopher’s track record—thus far—was peppered with positive outcomes to many dire situations.  Harrison had no reason to believe this situation would be any different.  Thus, he decided to proceed as usual, but perhaps a bit more cautiously.

Shortly after the Starlight’s convergence with the fleet, they arrived in orbit of the second planet in the nearby star system.  According to communication overheard between other members of the fleet, the planet was called Eridor.  According to sensors, it was an uninhabited M-class world, laden with plenty of resource materials. And after spending a few short hours in orbit, many vessels began sending people to the surface to collect those materials—the Starlight included.

The crew was divided into several groups, each with a specific task to complete while on the surface.  The vast majority of those groups were slated to find resources necessary to repair the Starlight, and keep its undamaged systems from falling into disrepair.  However, as he materialized in a warm, grassy field on Eridor’s surface, Matthew Harrison was a man on a completely different mission.

Once completely freed of the transporter’s shimmering grasp, Harrison took a few hesitant steps through the yellowing blades of tall grass, and then paused for a long moment to take in his surroundings.  He stood amidst a vast rolling hillside littered with immense trees, the youngest of which was easily more than one thousand years of age; as the wind kicked up, their deep blue leaves rustled in the humid breeze. Between the massive trees, hundreds of exotic aliens roamed the hilly terrain, all of them a part of the fleet. Harrison slowly pulled in a lungful of the thick, humid air, and then turned to face his companions.

“To whom should we speak with?” Harrison inquired, his eyes darting between Captain Christopher and Commander Keller.

But much as Harrison expected, neither the Captain nor Commander Keller appeared ready to work.  Though they were not engaged in their usual banter, the pair appeared lost in deep thought, as if contemplating the meaning of life.  Harrison cleared his throat.  “Captain.”

Christopher blinked, and quickly looked up at Harrison.  “Have you seen Lucas?” he asked, oblivious to Harrison’s previous inquiry.

“I have not,” he replied.  In fact, Harrison was rather pleased that Commander Tompkins failed to show up in the transporter room.  His presence certainly would have made the mission an unpleasant one.  “Perhaps the Commander was delayed in engineering?”

“I don’t think so,” said Keller.  “He would have said something…”

Captain Christopher tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins.”

No response.

“Christopher to Tompkins.”

Still nothing.

“Hmm…” The Captain’s mouth opened again, but the words that were subsequently spoken did not fall from his mouth.

“You are from the Federation starship,” came a deep voice from behind the Captain.  Harrison quickly glanced up to see two Garidians—a male and a female—casually approaching.  Though both were armed with rather large disruptors, neither had their weapons drawn, easing Harrison’s nerves—to an extent.  Captain Christopher tended to be reckless at times, and Harrison feared this just might be one of them…

The Garidians stopped a few footfalls from the Captain’s position and the male nodded cordially.  Though the look on his face was unreadable, he seemed peaceful enough.  “I am Arch-Rashon Nachyl,” he smoothly stated, and then gestured to his companion.  “This is my associate, Reneshe Izan.”

 Christopher smiled pleasantly as he introduced himself.  “I am Captain Alan Christopher,” he said, and then briefly introduced Harrison and Keller.  “We seem to be in a bit of a situation.”

Nachyl’s lips curved upward upon hearing the Captain’s comment.  “It has been said, Captain, that we have embarked upon the voyage of the damned.”  The Garidian candidly clasped his hands behind the back, and slowly started to pace amidst the group.  “I assume your vessel was mysteriously abducted by some sort of interspatial anomaly?”

Christopher carefully followed Nachyl’s every move.  “Yes,” he stated.  “A subspace sinkhole, to be exact.  It formed while we were investigating the Anar’qand System earlier today.”

“Ahh,” said Nachyl, nodding his head agreeably.  He turned to Reneshe Izan and whispered, “It is spreading.”

“What is spreading?” Christopher interjected.

Nachyl swiftly turned his attention back to the Captain.  “The darkness,” he said simply.  “There is a vastly powerful race of beings living in a region of space called the Zukara Segment.  They are called the Ghaib—perhaps you’ve heard of them?”

Christopher shook his head.  “No.”

“Be glad,” said Nachyl.  “They are a horrendous birdlike species that—”

“Birdlike?” Christopher suddenly exclaimed.  Images of Tracker Melas suddenly raced through his mind.  “We have indeed encountered these aliens—last year at El Toris II.  But we learned next to nothing about them.”

“They are a secretive race,” Nachyl affirmed.  “And over the course of the past several years, they have been clandestinely building a network of immense gateways throughout the galaxy.”

“Why?”

“We don’t know for certain,” Nachyl slowly replied.  “But we suspect it might have something to do with the Drusari.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “And who are they?”

Nachyl took several slow, but deliberate steps closer to Christopher, moving closer until they were separated by only a few tense centimeters.  “Next to nothing is known about the Drusari… except that they are the ones responsible for our displacement—and that they could attack at any time.”

“The Starlight was under attack when your fleet arrived,” Erin Keller interjected.

“Mandroth Raiders,” replied Nachyl dismissively.  “They constantly follow the fleet, picking off the dead and dying as we travel.  You should be glad that’s all that’s following us…”

“And where exactly are we traveling to?” asked Christopher.

“Home,” Reneshe Izan said, though she sounded more than a little skeptical.

Nachyl chuckled faintly, corroborating his companion’s skepticism.  “We are being driven ruthlessly toward some nondescript spatial anomaly by one General Kron.  Many vessels can barely keep up with the fleet; those who cannot keep up with the pace, die.  Thus far we have been lucky, but our resources are dwindling.  Before long, we may be unable to continue.”

Reneshe Izan chuckled nervously.  “And if the Drusari don’t destroy us, the Mandroth will certainly obliterate us…”

Recalling the Starlight’s own encounter with the Mandroth Raiders, Christopher did not doubt the assessment.  “Why don’t you tell Kron about your troubles?  Perhaps he will slow down…”

Nachyl’s eyes widened.  “That’s not the way things work around here,” he said, but his voice trailed as a crowd began to approach from the distance.

Curious, Christopher politely stepped away from Nachyl, and turned on his heel to see an entourage of massive reptilian aliens lumbering closer.  Christopher immediately recognized the ugly one leading the way; it was the alien he spoke with on the viewscreen earlier, looking just as unpleasant as before.  “Who is that?” he inquired.

“That,” said Nachyl softly, “is General Kron.”

Moments later, Kron and his minions stood only meters away.  Christopher knew this was his best chance to establish a dialogue with the General, and he carefully closed the distance between the two of them.  At first, Kron did not seem to notice the Captain’s presence, but after a long moment, the General finally cast his wide crimson eyes downward—but not before one of his guards intervened.

“Step aside,” said the guard forcefully.  Much like Kron, this alien bared a set of incredibly rotten teeth—but his size was far more imposing than Kron’s, prompting Christopher to take a few steps back.  “The General is busy.”

Kron chuckled faintly.  “It’s all right, Bruton,” he assured his guard.  “You again,” he boomed, finally returning his beady eyes upon Christopher.

The Captain literally had to crane his neck upward to see the General’s face—not that he wanted to see something so hideous, but he had little choice.  “General,” he said politely.

Kron flashed a smile, briefly exposing his rotted teeth.  “I have been waiting for another one of your kind,” he stated exuberantly.

  “Have you?”  For a moment, Christopher thought Kron’s attitude would be beneficial to the conversation—but there was something about the devious glint in the General’s eye that raised more than a few warning flags in Christopher’s mind.  “I take it you got along well?”

“No,” said Kron, nearly sounding sympathetic.  “They were arrogant, idealistic fools.  I enjoyed watching them die.”

Christopher gulped.  “You killed them?”

Kron shook his head.  “No,” he said evenly.

“They killed themselves,” the guard—Bruton—chimed in.

“I find that hard to believe,” Christopher replied, folding his arms upon his chest with hopes of making himself appear a bit more ominous.  “In fact, I bet you had something to do with it—indirectly, at least.”

“How so?” asked Kron, clearly humoring the Captain.

Christopher nearly hesitated—but quickly realized such hesitation would show weakness.  He couldn’t afford that at the moment.  “For starters, the pace at which you drive the fleet forward.  Some of the smaller starships are having trouble keeping up.  Their engines could overload…”

“You suggest we slow down?” Kron prompted.

“Yes,” said Christopher.

“And let the weak set the pace?”  He chuckled once, and then rejected the very notion with a dismissive hand.  “And now you see why your companions died…  From now on, let me do the thinking around here…”  And on that sour note, General Kron turned his back and walked away.

As Kron swaggered away with his entourage, Nachyl slowly reclaimed the space between himself and Christopher.  “Survival of the fittest, Captain,” he whispered.  “The Federation and its ideals do not work here, and if you cannot adapt…  You will die.”

* * *
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