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Prologue

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74857.9: The Starlight is en route to the Delta Antar System in response to a distress call from the USS Maine—a long-range Federation scout ship.  At the present time, details on the source of their mire are not overly forthcoming, but the situation does not look good.
Matthew Harrison liked a good mystery.  There was something about their complex intrigues that sparked his imagination, and drove the Commander on a seemingly futile quest for clues.  Naturally, none of these clues made much sense at a mere glance, but when weaved together into an intricate tapestry, they magically formed something called the solution.  As he stared at the tunnel of verdant light streaking across the Starlight’s viewscreen, the beginnings of that tapestry were beginning to form, for Matthew Harrison was intrigued.

But while Matthew happily pondered the mystery at hand, Alan Christopher sat at the opposite end of the spectrum.  The Captain loathed most mysteries—especially those involving distress signals and Federation starships, for they tended to result in unpleasantness for one and all.  And while this particular mystery didn’t seem overly dire, looks had the tendency to be deceiving—and deception was at the heart of every mystery…

Unable to keep his posterior in the warmth of his command chair, Christopher finally gave in to his brimming nerves, and rose to his feet.  Instinctively, he started to pace behind the helm, but only a few steps into the maneuver, he paused, and turned his bright teal eyes upon the workstation.  “Neelar,” he said, “what’s our ETA?”

The young Bolian’s deft fingers danced over the control interface.  “Two hours, ten minutes,” he replied after a moment.

Christopher nodded indecisively.  As far as he was concerned, that was two hours too much—but at the same time, he knew those same two hours could be put to good work.  With any luck, they could begin to shed some light on this newfound mystery—and Christopher intended to do just that.  “I want to know everything that’s been happening in and around the Delta Antar System,” he promptly announced.  

Megan Reinbold immediately glanced up from the operations station.  “I’ve already run three long-range sensor sweeps of the entire region,” she stated.  “Nothing out of the ordinary has taken place.”

Christopher trusted the Starlight’s sensors.  He trusted Megan Reinbold.  But for some reason, he always felt better when Erin Keller delivered status reports from ops.  He suspected his eternal devotion to Erin might have something to do with that… However that was one mystery that was not in need of immediate resolution, and Christopher promptly turned to Harrison for his thoughts on the more pressing matters at hand.

“Perhaps they suffered some sort of mechanical failure,” suggested Harrison almost immediately.  “It has been known to happen.”

“Indeed it has.”  Christopher could recount several occasions when the Starlight was rendered dysfunctional due to some sort of mechanical problem—the malfunctioning phasers being the most recent incident.  “Still, I’m not going to discount anything until we arrive.  The dreaded and evil—”

A sensor alert suddenly interrupted the Captain, bringing his cunning remark to an abrupt end.  “There appears to be an object in the transwarp conduit with us,” Bator announced a brief moment later.

“A ship?” Harrison inquired.

The Phobian shrugged.  “Unknown,” he replied.  “Sensors cannot easily penetrate its surface—however, the object is small… No larger than ten centimeters in diameter.  It may be a probe of some kind.”

Something that small didn’t exactly strike fear into Christopher’s heart—but he wasn’t about to discount the object.  “Are we being scanned?”

“No,” said Bator.

“But the object is destabilizing our transwarp conduit,” added Neelar Drayge.  “We’re losing it!”

Christopher immediately tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Tompkins!”

* * *

Standing over the master control station in main engineering, Lucas Tompkins knew exactly what the Captain wanted even before he answered the hail.  Their transwarp conduit was steadily breaking apart—and Christopher wanted an explanation.  But as he tapped his communicator, Lucas Tompkins was as far from an answer as one could get.  “This is Tompkins,” he replied.

“Lucas,” said Christopher evenly, “what the heck is going on down there?”

Tompkins glanced at the data on his screen one last time, just to be certain he had not missed anything.  But much as he expected, everything was in perfect working order, including the transwarp manifold.  “As far as I can tell, the disruption isn’t related to the Starlight,” he said.  “There’s nothing I can do to keep us from losing the conduit.”

“What about boosting power to the engines?” Christopher inquired.

In the back of his mind, Tompkins knew that was not going to help, but it was always best to humor the Captain.  “I’ll give it a shot,” he said, “but I’m not sure what good it will do.  Tompkins out.”

Those were not the words Alan Christopher had wanted to hear.  He wanted everything to go perfectly, without so much as a single hindrance; of course, it never did, and Christopher long ago realized there was little use in fretting over it.  

The ship jolted slightly as the engines kicked up a notch, but as Tompkins had prophesized, it did little to help their situation.  The ragged transwarp conduit on the viewscreen slowly streaked away its verdant light; the Starlight lingered in utter darkness for only a moment before its grandiose expulsion from transwarp amidst a blaze of white light.

Christopher swayed slightly as they streaked into normal space, and was immediately crestfallen at the sight of stars gently streaking across the viewscreen.  Trouble was brewing on the USS Maine, and the Starlight could barely amble to their rescue.

“We’ve dropped down to warp three,” said Drayge after a moment.  

“Damage?” Christopher inquired.

“None,” said Bator.

That was a relief.  Often times, an unexpected departure from transwarp gave rise to ten kinds of tumult, leading Christopher to believe that luck just might be on his side for once.  So he decided to take a gamble, and test the lucky waters.  “What about the transwarp engines?”

Drayge promptly went over the data on the helm.  “They look like they’re fully functional,” he stated.  “That… thing we saw in the conduit must have been the problem.”

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “It must have been,” he said.  “Reopen the conduit, and resume course for Delta Antar.”

On the viewscreen, the gentle streaks of starlight abruptly merged into a flash of blinding light.  The Starlight rumbled a bit, and when the light finally subsided, the tunnel of verdant light returned.

“There is no sign of the object,” Bator announced.

Matthew Harrison expelled an immediately sigh of relief.  “Most excellent,” he proclaimed.  His mind was focused entirely upon the mysteries of the Maine—not that there was anything wrong with that.  Once the investigation began, Christopher was confident the solution would not evade Matthew for long.

But Christopher still harbored some concerns about their tiny friend in the transwarp conduit—and he didn’t like it one bit…

Chapter One

The moment he found it lodged deep within the conduits on deck sixteen, Kendall Johnson knew the alien device was troublesome.  In fact, every time his eyes fell upon the ominous black sphere, a haunting chill crawled down Kendall’s spine.  Though the computer insisted the device was inert, Kendall Johnson had a faint sixth sense that told him otherwise.

For the past two weeks, that sixth sense had been proven wrong on every occasion.  With Erin Keller’s help, Kendall had subjected the alien listening device to every possible type of scan available to him—and considering the resources on the Starlight, that had been no simple task.  But now, after weeks of testing, Kendall stood alongside Erin at the large, circular workstation in the center of the science lab, waiting patiently for the computer to conclude the spectral analysis it had been conducting for the past several minutes.

Under normal circumstances, Kendall found himself utterly stupefied in the presence of Erin Keller—and though he was occasionally able to squeak out a coherent comment every once and while, for the most part, it was Erin that carried the brunt of the conversation.  Today, however, was different.  Yes, Kendall was utterly spellbound with the opportunity to stand next to the ethereal Erin Keller… but it was Erin—who stood in silent observation of the computer—that deviated from the norm.

Somehow managing to pull a scrap of courage from within, Kendall slowly turned to Erin and said, “Is… is everything okay?  You seem a little… um, distant, I guess.”

Erin blinked, and promptly flashed Kendall a warm, soothing smile.  “Everything is fine,” she assured him.  “I’ve just got a lot of stuff on my mind, little buddy, that’s all.  The wedding is just a few weeks away, you know.”

He was well aware of Erin’s impending marriage, and though he tried his hardest not to think about the wedding, Kendall often caught his mind wandering to that fateful day…  For many years, Kendall held on to the embers of hope burning deep within his heart—for as long as Erin was single, there was always a chance they could be together.  But the wedding… The dreaded wedding… That day would forever close the door on Kendall’s relationship with Erin Keller—and he did not like that at all…

“There’s still so much to plan,” Erin continued, oblivious to the discontent on Kendall’s face.  “I haven’t even picked a maid of honor!”
How terrible, thought Kendall, suddenly wishing that the spectral analysis would hasten its progress so that this dreadful conversation reach its conclusion.  “Have you asked Megan?” he inquired.

Erin shook her head.  “I’ve thought about it,” she admitted.  “We’re friends and everything, but she’s only been on the ship a couple of months.  I don’t really think were that close.”

“What about Captain Duford?”  Kendall had never actually spoken to Erin’s alleged best friend, but in his mind, Allison Duford was the obvious choice.  He couldn’t help but wonder why the thought had not crossed Captain Christopher’s mind; he was going to be Erin’s husband, after all… 

But as Erin’s eyes widened with enlightenment, it was obvious that the thought had never crossed Erin’s mind, either.  “I talked to her just a couple of days ago.  She is coming to the wedding,” Erin said excitedly.  “I must have been having some sort of brain freeze, because I never even thought to ask her!”

Kendall nodded agreeably.  “I guess that’s what happens when you have a lot of stuff on your mind…”

And suddenly, the computer bleeped, and hoards of data began to scroll across the computer screens—all of it useless.  Kendall immediately recognized the majority of the data as simple retreads of the information provided by previous scans.  “That’s another wasted hour,” he muttered.  “Everything is inconclusive…”

Erin sighed, and slowly scrolled through some of the data herself.  “That birdman is one sly guy,” she mused.

Kendall could not disagree.  For Tracker Melas or one of his men to place that device on the Starlight without setting off a single sensor alert was an incredible feat, and for weeks, that feat had left Kendall feeling more than a little on edge.  “Do you think they’re planning… an invasion, or something?”

Erin shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

“Well you saw Melas, didn’t you?” Kendall inquired.  “What was he like?  Did he… did he seem like he wanted to kill us all?”

“No,” said Erin, shaking her head defiantly.  “From what I recall, he wanted us to go away while he destroyed El-Toris II.  And that was about it…”

Kendall stared at the data unenthusiastically, his sixth sense still telling him that something was not right.  “Well,” he said sullenly, “I don’t like it.  Not at all…”

Matthew Harrison sat patiently in the Starlight’s command chair, staring at the swirling green tunnel on the viewscreen while he waited for Neelar Drayge to make his announcement—and by Harrison’s own rough estimate, that announcement was due any moment.  But until that moment arrived, he was content to simply stare at the mystical green hues, and allow his mind to wander…

There was a lot on the Commander’s mind.  First and foremost, was their journey to the Delta Antar System; though there were still no signs of an attack, he wasn’t about to let his guard down until he saw the Maine for himself.  But since there was little he could do until their arrival, Harrison found his mind wandering from one stray thought to another.  How would the next chapter in his epic holonovel unfold?  What was for dinner?  What was that thing in the transwarp conduit?  

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of such questions, Harrison heard the helm begin to bleep—and Neelar Drayge’s voice promptly fell upon the bridge.  “We’re approaching the Delta Antar System,” he reported.

Harrison was immediately back to business, quickly abandoning every last errant thought.  “Drop out of transwarp,” he ordered as he tapped his communicator.  “Captain Christopher to the bridge.”

“There is still no sign of aggression,” Bator reported as their transwarp conduit gave way to normal space.  “However, the Maine is completely disabled.  Power has failed on nearly every deck, and computer control appears nominal.  They are dead in space.”

Harrison glanced at the data for himself.  There were no residual weapon signatures, no warp signatures, not a thing to indicate the Maine had been attacked.  He was truly perplexed.  “Commander Reinbold, can you discern if the reason for this quagmire is related to any of the Maine’s computer systems?”

Her deft fingers immediately fell upon the operations console, and after eliciting a brief cacophony of bleeps, Reinbold turned her calm hazel eyes upon Harrison.  “All computer systems are offline,” she said, “but they’re also undamaged.  I’m still not detecting anything out of the ordinary.  It’s just like the ship decided to quit.”

Harrison rolled his eyes at the sentiment.  “Starships do not simply quit.”

Reinbold chuckled.  “You’ve obviously never ridden in a clunky Orion freighter,” she mused.

“No,” said Harrison frankly, “I have not.”

At that moment, the turbolift doors slid apart, and Captain Christopher stepped onto the bridge.  “Did I miss anything fun and exciting?” he inquired as he approached the tactical ops console.

“No,” Harrison bluntly replied.  “However, we have entered the Delta Antar System.”

“We’re entering visual range,” Drayge added a scant moment later.

In tandem, both Harrison and Christopher turned their eyes to the viewscreen.  The vast, scintillating starfield lingered for a few seconds before flitting to yet another, similar view—only this time, a tiny gray blip appeared in the center of the screen. 

“Magnify,” Christopher promptly ordered.

The gray blip suddenly streaked closer, and in the blink of an eye, transformed into something far more familiar: a Federation starship.  The Maine was Korolev-class vessel; it had a large, egg-shaped saucer, perched above a slender stardrive section that harbored two large warp nacelles.  And as it hung ominously before the Starlight, it was obvious the vessel wasn’t going anywhere fast.

Harrison slowly tuned his gaze back to Reinbold.  “Are there any life signs?” he inquired.

She checked sensors, but the look upon her face was far from encouraging.  “There are a few sporadic life signs,” she said slowly, “but sensors are having difficultly penetrating the hull.”

“What’s the status of their communication system?” Christopher inquired a moment later.

“Offline,” Bator replied.

The Captain took a moment to mull his options, but in Harrison’s mind, their course of action was clear: send an away team.  And much to the Commander’s relief, Christopher promptly turned to him with that very suggestion.  “Since we don’t know what the heck is going on over there, take a small—but heavily armed— group with you.  We’ll keep a transporter lock on you at all times, and get you out of there at the first sign of trouble.”

Though he wasn’t expecting any trouble, Harrison nevertheless agreed with the Captain’s plan—and on that note, he began to form his team.

As the transporter beam’s twinkling swirls of azure light faded away, Matthew Harrison found himself standing in the dark.  Instinctively, he activated the beacon on his wrist, and moments later, a narrow beam of light flooded the Maine’s bridge.  As he guided the light over the myriad computer terminals, five other beams joined in the search, and the mission commenced.

Harrison quickly shined his light on Lucas Tompkins.  “Commander,” he said, “see if you can access the primary computer.  The ship’s log entries may be of substantial aid to our investigation.”

The chief engineer nodded agreeably, and immediately headed for the series of computer terminals along the aft wall.  Lieutenant Bator and Ensign Charo—a medic from sickbay—promptly followed.  Left with Lieutenant Drayge and Ensign Diaz—another medic—Harrison swiftly deduced their course of action.  “We must search for survivors,” he said.

According to the Maine’s schematics, the bridge was similar in design to that of Galaxy-class starship—only much more compact.  Instead of three chairs in the center, there was only one—and instead of the sleek oak rail, this lone command chair was surrounded by an ascetic metallic one.

With his light grazing the floor, Harrison slowly approached the command chair.  He expected it to be empty, but as his light crawled up the side, it slowly eroded the darkness that had fallen upon the ship’s Captain—a female Saurian by the name of Thrala.  In all his years in Starfleet, Harrison had never a Saurian up close—but when Thrala suddenly peered at Harrison through a pair of large golden eyes, he knew it would be impolite to stare.  Slowly, he approached the purple-skinned alien and said, “I am Commander Matthew Harrison… what happened here?”

Thrala moaned, and her reptilian head bobbled back and forth with indecision.  Words seemed to fall from her scaly lips, but it was nothing Harrison could make out.  Nevertheless, Thrala continued speaking, and her persistence paid off.  “You... are from another starship?” she eventually moaned, placing a weary hand upon Harrison’s shoulder.

Though Harrison would have preferred Captain Thrala keep her hands to herself, he was not about to speak his mind.  He simply had to complete his task.  “Yes,” he confirmed.  “We are from the Starlight.  We received your distress signal, and…”

Thrala’s fingers dug into Harrison’s shoulder with amazing force.  “You… must leave,” she moaned.  “Withdraw… from this system… at once.”

Ignoring the pain pulsing through his shoulder, Harrison concentrated on the ailing Saurian.  “Were you attacked?” he inquired, making certain his words were clear.

In spite of Harrison’s clarity, Thrala was oblivious to the inquest.  “Withdraw!” she forcefully repeated.  “Get as far… from here as possible!”

“Why?” Harrison demanded—though he had the distinct feeling his words would fall upon deaf ears.

And much as he had expected, Thrala made no attempt to answer.  Instead, she sat still in her command chair, repeating her mantra over and over again, until Harrison had finally had enough.  He carefully removed Thrala’s hand from his shoulder and stepped aside.  “Ensign,” he said to Diaz, “can you determine what is wrong with her?”

Diaz swiftly plucked the medical tricorder from her belt and waved it before the Saurian.  Almost immediately, it began to emanate a series of shrill noises, indicating to Harrison that all was not well with Captain Thrala.  “Some sort of… virus is attacking her body at the cellular level,” Diaz reported after a moment.  “I can’t determine exactly what it is... but her life signs are fluctuating wildly.”

Harrison paused, and turned his eyes back to the writhing Saurian.  “Can you do anything for her?”

“Not from here,” Diaz solemnly replied.  “We’d have to take her back to the ship.”

Until more was known about the nature of Thrala’s illness, Harrison was not keen on the idea of taking her back to the Starlight. If the disease—for lack of a better term—were to spread, it could spell doom for yet another starship.  But before the Commander had a chance to voice his opinion, Thrala suddenly sprung from her seat.

Harrison promptly jumped back to avoid the Saurian’s sudden rampage, but Diaz and Drayge—both engrossed by the tricorder data—were caught entirely off guard.  They tried valiantly to scramble out of Thrala’s path, but were unable to evade the agile Saurian; she easily toppled them with her massive body.

In the blink of an eye, she sprang to her feet and assumed an intimidating stance as she prepared herself to strike.  But Harrison wasn’t going to let her attack his subordinates; he immediately drew his phaser and trained it upon the Saurian.  He had every intent of firing the weapon, but much to Harrison’s relief, he didn’t have to.  Thrala suddenly jerked to a grinding halt and fell to the ground, dead even before she hit the deck.

Neelar Drayge moaned wearily as he crawled back to his feet.  A trickle of blue blood ran down the side of his face, and his left hand was bloodied as well.  “I’m not enjoying this mission,” he playfully lamented, and though the tone was certainly meant to be light-hearted, Harrison could detect a trace of truth in the Bolian’s voice.

“Hopefully,” said the Commander, “we shall find the rest of the crew to be in better health.”  It was a soothing sentiment, and one that seemed to put both Drayge and Diaz at ease, but Harrison was not entirely confident that his words would be the truth.

“Commander!” Lucas Tompkins suddenly called from the aft section of the bridge.

Harrison immediately came about to face the chief engineer.  “What is it?”

“The main computer is locked out,” he replied, the frustration in his voice apparent.  “They’ve used some sort of fractal encryption code.  The chances of us gaining access to those log entries are next to nothing.”

Harrison sighed, and folded his arms upon his chest.  He knew little of encryption codes, and even less about fractal encryption codes—but from his limited knowledge, Harrison knew that the news Tompkins conveyed was indeed bad.  “Might it be possible for you to circumvent the lockout?  The data we require is not critical to ship functions…”

“No,” said Bator sternly.  “The crew locked out the entire computer.”

“Heh… We’d even have a hell of a time getting the replicators to make lunch,” Tompkins mused.

With access to the computer denied, Harrison realized that their investigation had reached a considerable standstill.  But the Maine was not a small ship, and if Captain Thrala had survived this long, chances were good that additional crewmembers had endured.  “We much search the lower decks for additional survivors,” Harrison proclaimed.  “They might possess some knowledge—”

The turbolift doors suddenly creaked.  At first, it sounded like bulkheads shifting, but since the Maine had not sustained any damage, Harrison immediately dismissed that theory.  And when the noise repeated, a second, more logical theory came to the Commander’s mind: someone was attempting to gain access to the bridge.  He quickly turned to Bator for an analysis.

With his tricorder in one hand, and a phaser in the other, the Phobian slowly approached the creaking doors. “Tricorder readings are inconclusive,” he said after a moment of study.  “However, I believe it is obvious that something is trying to come through the doors…”

Harrison nodded agreeably, and trained his own weapon upon the doors.  “Set your phasers on heavy stun,” he ordered.

The turbolift doors suddenly began to writhe as the entity on the other side exerted addition force upon them.  They held only for a moment, and then the doors slid, yielding only a couple of centimeters.  A pair of grungy hands suddenly popped through the aperture, and forcefully shoved the doors into the wall with a considerable THUNK.  A cloud of dust immediately swirled from the turbolift, joined promptly by a tall, shady figure.

“Do not fire!” came a stoic voice from within the cloud.  “My name is Volak.  I am a member of the crew.”

Harrison was immediately relieved, but did not lower his phaser until the lanky Vulcan emerged from the dust cloud.  “What happened here?”

Volak shook his head indecisively.  “We are uncertain,” he said.  “The ship appeared to be under attack, however, there was no clear nemesis...”

Bator grunted.  “A cloaked ship, perhaps?”

“Our scans were inconclusive,” said Volak evenly.  “There were no residual tachyons, nor were there any signs of weapons fire.  If we were under attack by a cloaked vessel, their cloaking technology was virtually flawless.”

The number of species with cloaking technology was limited to begin with, and by Harrison’s estimate, the Klingons and the Garidians were the only ones capable of creating such flawless cloaking technology.  And since the Klingons were allies of the Federation, that left the Garidians—who Harrison knew were all to eager to launch an assault on the Federation.  “How far are we from Garidian space?”

Neelar Drayge closed is eyes and contemplated the question for a moment.  In his mind, the young Bolian possessed a galactic map that was just as useful as any astrometric computer—and far more portable.  Harrison was always pleased to work with the lad.  “The nearest Garidian System is the Talisar Cluster,” said Drayge after a moment.  “But it’s almost 350 light years away.”

“That is a former Romulan colony,” Bator added.  “There has been no unusual activity in that system for the past nine months.”

“This is all very interesting,” Volak interjected, “but I believe we must concentrate on evacuating the Maine before we continue this investigation.  Life support has begun to fail on three decks.”

“Before we go,” said Tompkins, “we’d like access to your log entries.  It might help with the investigation later on.”

Volak glared for a moment, as if offended by the suggestion.  But then he glanced at the computer screen behind the chief engineer, and the glare dissolved.  “I had forgotten about the encryption code,” he stated.  “I shall upload the necessary logs to your primary computer core.”  And on that note, he pushed Tompkins aside and went to work.  “We have seventy-six crewmembers left.  The majority of them are on deck four.  Assist them.”

Harrison frowned.  For a Vulcan, this Volak fellow was certainly pushy.  And for a mere Lieutenant, Volak was certainly out of line in ordering Harrison to assist the survivors.  But it was the proper course of action, and many lives were at stake; thus, Harrison decided to comply.  This time.

“Lieutenant,” he whispered to Drayge as they drew near the turbolift.  “Stay with Lieutenant Volak.  I find him rather suspicious, and worthy of constant supervision.”

“Agreed,” said Drayge quietly.  “Good luck, sir.”

Harrison flashed the Bolian a faint smile.  “To both of us.”
Chapter Two


Sickbay was always Sarah Hartman’s first priority.  Whenever the ship was in danger, Hartman was in sickbay, waiting for casualties; in fact, even when the ship was not in danger, Sarah Hartman still spent the majority of her time in the Starlight’s medical facility.  It was her life, and she could not imagine existence without sickbay...


Still, the Starlight’s crew was a capable one, and on an average day, none of its five hundred inhabitants required her expertise, leaving Hartman with a lot of free time on her hands.  To pass the time, she would alphabetize the cortical analeptics... make sure all of her equipment was in perfect working order... conduct crew evaluations... the list was endless, but it was also dreadfully boring.  One could easily go insane while alphabetizing cortical analeptics; the medical equipment was always in working order; and without a crewman to evaluate, those evaluations were pointless.


Thus, every morning, before the cogs of the daily grind began to turn, Hartman perused the Starfleet News Service in search of a pet project.  Most of the time, these projects proved to be little more than a waste of time, but on rare occasions, the consequences were vast.  An innocent survey of a planetary population once uncovered a massive Starfleet warship, the Ravage.  And a few months after that, and experimental medical technique developed by the venerated Doctor Bentic saved Rachael Meyer’s life... 


But as she perused the database this morning, Sarah Hartman was a woman on a mission...  But that mission was suddenly interrupted by the faint cry of her door chime.  “What?” she grumbled, shoving herself away from the desk.


She expected to see Captain Christopher with some sort of stupid inquiry—or perhaps Commander Tompkins with a question about Trill physiology.  But as the doors hissed apart, Hartman found herself pleasantly surprised by the sight of Justin Reinbold.


“It’s a little early for you, isn’t it, Mr. Reinbold?”


He shrugged, and ran his fingers through his vivid green hair.  “Went to bed early last night,” he said.


Hartman nodded, and then waited a moment for Justin to speak again.  But he remained silent about a second longer than Hartman cared to wait, and since she didn’t have all day to sit and chat with the teenager, she decided to cut right to the chase.  “What do you want, Justin?”


Much to Hartman’s chagrin, he shrugged, and for a moment, it seemed as if he had simply dropped in for a visit.  But finally, he pulled a sleek black padd from his pocket, and set it upon Hartman’s desk.  “I finished my assignment,” he stated.


If Hartman’s memory served, Justin was supposed to chronicle the history of the Romulan Star Empire—everything from their conquest of the Reman, to their demise at the hand of the Elorg.  It was a simple task, and Hartman was pleased to see Justin completed it in a reasonable amount of time.  She immediately swiped the padd from the tabletop and scanned the first few lines of text.  Not only did the report appear to be in order, it was also very well written.  “It looks like you did a very good job, Justin.”


“Thanks,” he said softly.


Hartman flashed him a faint smile, and the set the padd back down on the desk.  “You know, I’m not a teacher—and now that we have one aboard the ship, it might be a good idea for you to work with her instead of me.  Mrs. Kensington is an able instructor.”


Justin immediately shook his head.  “Mrs. Kensington is working with a bunch of little kids.  I mean, the Captain’s kid is what... two?  I’d rather stay here and work with you.”


Hartman was truly flattered and—in a rare moment of humanity—speechless.  Not fond of that particular development, Hartman quickly searched her racing mind, and spoke the first stray thought she could grab.  “I can’t give you the education you really need,” she said sternly... but not wanting to sound overly stern, she quickly added, “But for the time being, our arrangement will suffice.”


Justin smiled, and casually turned his bright blue eyes upon Hartman’s computer terminal.  “So, what are you doing?”


Glad that the unpleasantness had ended, Hartman was more than happy to answer this particular inquiry.  “I was looking for a new pet project a couple of days ago,” she explained.  “At the time, I didn’t see anything of interest, but when I saw that object in the transwarp conduit earlier this morning, it looked familiar.  I think I might have seen it while I was looking for my project.”


A glint of interest sparked in Justin’s eye.  Though Hartman suspected he had always had an interest in mythical entities and such, after their mission deep in the caves of Gamera II, those interests must have blossomed.  Hartman could not have been more pleased—but she did not have time to say as much, for Neelar Drayge suddenly appeared at the threshold of her office, cradling a bloody arm. 


Hartman was immediately on her feet.  “What happened?” she demanded.


Drayge sighed.  “I was attacked by the Maine’s Captain,” he said.


Hartman struggled to keep her laughter in, but was only partially successful.  “You must have really pissed him off,” she quipped as she vacated her office.  “Did you insult his mother?”


“No,” said Drayge softly.  “She just attacked me for no reason.  And then died.”


Hartman motioned for Drayge to seat himself on a biobed, and then wandered to the island workstation in the center of sickbay to gather her tools.  “That’s not the weirdest story I’ve ever heard,” she stated.  “But it comes damn close.”


“Do we even want to hear the weirdest story?” Drayge carefully inquired.


“Do you?” Hartman cryptically retorted.


Drayge paused for a hesitant moment, and then shook his head.  “No,” he said softly.  “Just heal the arm, please.”


Hartman shrugged indolently as she approached Drayge’s biobed.  “Your loss,” she mused.  “But if you ever want to hear it, you know where to find me.”


Drayge forced a smile.  “I’ll keep that in mind,” he lied.


Through with her banter, Hartman immediately pulled the medical tricorder from her pocket, and scanned the injured Bolian.  “Your ulna has a hairline fracture,” she quickly diagnosed.  “Nothing major.”


“To you,” Drayge moaned.


Hartman smiled.  “Justin,” she called, “bring me an osteoregenerator and forty cc’s of tricordrazine.”


The boy quickly sifted through the materials in the island workstation, and less than a minute later, arrived with the proper tools.


“Is this our nurse in training?” asked Drayge as Hartman accepted the tools.


“If he wants to be,” Hartman said.  The thought had not crossed her mind until that moment, but it was certainly a decent idea, especially if Justin wanted to continue working with her.  Hartman decided to speak to him about it later.


For the time being, treating Drayge was her priority.  She quickly injected the tricordrazine into the Bolian’s neck, and then started running the osteoregenerator over his damaged arm.  Silence hung in the air, and Hartman was content to live with it—but it lasted only a moment.


With his good arm, Drayge slowly pointed in the direction of Hartman’s office.  “I see you are studying the object we encountered in transwarp...”


“What?” Hartman inquired.  She quickly came about to see the small grayish sphere prominently displayed on the computer in her office.  “That’s it!” she excitedly exclaimed.  “That’s our object.  Justin, go check it out for me.”


Justin Reinbold quickly made his way back into Hartman’s office.  He stared at the computer screen for a long moment before turning back to Hartman with his report.  “This image was captured by a remote Klingon outpost in the Luq’tal System.  About five seconds later, the outpost blew up.  The cause of destruction is unknown, but the Klingons believe its reactor destabilized.”


That was all well and good, but Hartman didn’t exactly care about the Klingons.  “See if you can find more data about the sphere,” she said.


Justin immediately complied, but as he input the commands into the computer, Hartman could tell something was not right.  The screen was literally frozen, ignoring each and every one of Justin’s commands.  Hartman frowned, finished treating Drayge, and then stormed into her office.


“It’s frozen,” Justin proclaimed.


“What a piece of shit,” Hartman moaned.  “I waste my entire morning looking for this damn data, and now that I’ve found it, the computer freezes.”


Neelar Drayge slowly came up alongside Hartman to see the spectacle for himself.  “That shouldn’t have happened,” he said softly.  “You should inform Commander Tompkins right away.”


“I’ll see what I can do,” Hartman replied, though Lucas Tompkins was the last thing on her mind.  She was going to tell someone of her findings, but she wasn’t about to waste her time down in engineering.  Sarah Hartman was going straight to the top...


A visit from Sarah Hartman was like a visit from a dead fish... Or in other words: utterly unpleasant.


While Alan Christopher was always pleased to see Sarah Hartman leave sickbay, he often found that when she did so, the news she brought with her was never something he cared to hear.  Perhaps if she visited just to say “hello” once and awhile, it would help to erase the dead fish analogy, but until that day arrived, Christopher would always dread such visits.  Thus, it was with little fanfare that Christopher welcomed Sarah Hartman into his ready room.


“Dearest Sarah,” he said, his voice oozing with charm, “what is the occasion?  Have you come to wish me well on my birthday?  April was only seven months ago, but it’s better late than never, right?”


Hartman rolled her eyes as she seated herself in the chair across from the Captain.  “Is it November already?” she sarcastically inquired.  “I thought we were still in March...”


Christopher grinned.  “I guess you’d better come out of your cave more often.”


The Doctor seemed to consider the sentiment for a moment, but her response was of little surprise to Christopher:  “Don’t count on it.”


“So if you’re not here for my belated birthday, why are you here?  This couldn’t possibly be a social call, could it?”


“No,” Hartman promptly assured him.  “I might have some information about that object we encountered in the transwarp conduit this morning.”


Christopher’s interest was piqued.  The mysterious object had crossed his mind on more than a couple occasions over the past few hours, and he had even made a few rough theories as to its origins—but his primary focus had been the crisis on the Maine.  “I’m all ears,” he beckoned.


Over the course of the next few minutes, Sarah Hartman explained the tragic story of the Klingon outpost in the Luq’tal System.  It wasn’t the most riveting tale Christopher had ever heard, but it did establish that the entity was out there, and had the potential to be quite lethal.  And that alone made the story one worth listening to.


“We need to contact the Klingons,” Hartman stated at the conclusion of her tale.


With the prospect of another encounter growing, Christopher was inclined to agree.  But he still had to meet with the survivors of the Maine, and couldn’t exactly be bothered to entertain the Klingons as well, which prompted one devious thought to cross his mind.  “We do need to contact the Klingons,” he stated, “and you are going to do it.”


Hartman’s eyes widened.  “Me?” she exclaimed.  The disbelief in her voice brought a wide smile to Christopher’s face.


“Yes,” he affirmed.  “You.  Sarah Elizabeth Hartman.  The one and only.”


The Doctor was hardly inspired, and merely glared at the sentiment.


“Consider it your new pet project,” Christopher continued, undeterred by Hartman’s attitude.  


“This doesn’t exactly relate to medicine,” Hartman scoffed.


“The change will do you some good,” Christopher insisted.  “Trust me.”


Hartman rolled her eyes.  “If you insist,” she grumbled.


“I do.”  Christopher provided Hartman with a pleasant grin and then motioned toward the doors with his hands.  “Don’t enjoy yourself too much.”


“I won’t.”  And on that note, Hartman rose from her chair and left.  


As the doors slid shut behind the doctor, Christopher couldn’t help but smile.  It wasn’t often that he had a conversation with Sarah Hartman and actually emerged from the ordeal as the victor.  Usually, one of Sarah’s coy comments caught him off guard—but as Christopher was quickly learning, today was not an ordinary day...


Suddenly, his communicator bleeped.  “Bridge to Captain Christopher,” came Bator’s stern voice a moment later. “We are receiving a priority one transmission from Starfleet Command.  It is Admiral Grayson; he says it is urgent.”


In that moment, a hundred possible scenarios flashed through Christopher’s mind, all of them bad.  Admiral Grayson was not one to mince words, and if the man said something was urgent, he was not kidding.  “Put him through, Bator.”


The Federation emblem suddenly popped onto Christopher’s computer screen; it lingered for only a moment before being replaced by Admiral Grayson’s grim face.  “Captain,” he said sternly, “that alien device you found on your ship several weeks ago... Do you still have it aboard your ship?”


Surprised by Grayson’s blunt opening, it took Christopher a moment to recall the device in question—the one placed by Tracker Melas.  “Yes,” he said slowly.  “We’re still studying it, but we’re no closer to finding any answers...”


Grayson raised a dismissive hand.  “Don’t worry about finding answers,” he said sternly.  “You need to get rid of that thing.  Now.”


A wave of both confusion and concern suddenly hit Christopher like a brick wall.  “Might I ask why?”


And the answer literally floored him.


* * *

Ten minutes later, Alan Christopher stood at the head of the table in the Starlight’s conference lounge, his grim gaze slowly venturing from one crewmember to the next.  If they hadn’t already suspected something was amiss, Christopher knew his foul mood would be a dead giveaway.


It took him a moment to find the necessary words.  His mind was still racing, overwhelmed by Admiral Grayson’s little revelation.  It wasn’t the end of the universe... but it was a blow to the Federation, and one that would have serious repercussions down the road.


Christopher glanced at Erin Keller one last time.  She had always proven to be his beacon of light in times of darkness, and in this dark moment, she also provided him with the courage he needed to see this conversation through to the end.


“At 0933 this morning,” he slowly started, “the USS Enterprise was destroyed while patrolling the Zhargosia Sector.  All hands were lost...”


A collective gasp filled the air, leaving in its wake a deafening silence.  Christopher could barely comprehend his own thoughts, so fast was his mind racing.  But he had to continue, for the news got even worse...


“Amidst the debris,” he said slowly, “was a small spherical device similar to the one Kendall and Jayla found a couple of weeks ago...”


Kendall Johnson’s eyes immediately widened.  “I knew there was more to that thing than a few listening devices,” he muttered.


“Well,” said Christopher, “get rid of it as soon as possible.”


“How should I dispose of it?”


Christopher shrugged.  He didn’t really care.  He just wanted it off the Starlight.  “Vaporize it.  Toss it out the nearest airlock.  It is completely up to you, Kendall.”


He nodded agreeably.  “I’ll get on it right away.”


“Alan,” interjected Erin Keller, “dozens of ships have been lost in the Zhargosia Sector over the past year...  I’m beginning to think that Tracker Melas and his people are responsible...”


“And I’m beginning to agree with you,” said Christopher softly.  “And so is Starfleet.  They’re amassing a task force to investigate the disappearances.  We are to immediately withdraw from the Delta Antar System, and rendezvous with the fleet at Altorus V.”


“What about the Maine?” Harrison inquired.


“We’ve got the survivors,” Christopher said softly.  “And for the time being, that’s all that matters.  Your little mystery is simply going to have to wait.  Now let’s move.”

* * *


As he emerged on the bridge, Alan Christopher could feel the tension in the air.  The Federation stood at the threshold of another major conflict, and in the aftermath of the Elorg War, the Captain was not certain if they were ready—physically or mentally—for another war.  But Tracker Melas and his people posed a threat not only to the Zhargosia System, but—as they so aptly demonstrated at El Toris II—the entire galaxy.  


“Neelar,” Christopher called as he sat in his chair, “set a course for the Altorus System, transwarp speed.”


The Bolian quickly slipped into his seat behind the helm and input the necessary commands into the computer.  “Course set,” he announced a moment later.


“Good,” said Christopher.  He pulled in a lungful of nervous air, and slowly expelled it between his lips.  “Engage!”


The twinkling stars on the viewscreen suddenly streaked into a blur of white light as the verdant maw of a transwarp conduit appeared in the distance.  The swirling tunnel beckoned the Starlight into its emerald grasps, but before the starship could reach the threshold, the transwarp conduit blinked away.


The lights flickered on and off in concert with the majority of the workstations, and Christopher could feel the deck plates vibrate beneath his feet.  He quickly grabbed the arms of his chair in preparation for something far more dastardly, but much to his relief, that moment never came.  But while the deck was indeed calm, the bridge was dark, and the Starlight was dead in space...

Chapter Three

Matthew Harrison wasn’t exactly thrilled with the prospects of making war in the Zhargosia Sector, but if that was the will of the Federation, then that was what he would do.  But as he sat beside Captain Christopher in the Starlight’s darkened bridge, Harrison was left with the distinct feeling that they would not be going anywhere fast—and that perhaps the mysteries of the Delta Antar System would indeed find their resolution.


“What has transpired?” he asked.  The Commander didn’t expect the in-depth analysis he might normally receive, considering the majority of the command terminals on the bridge were dysfunctional.  Still, enough of them were operational for the crew to at least discern what might have instilled this unpleasantness.


“The engines failed,” Neelar Drayge promptly announced.  “We had some sort of power fluctuation just before the transwarp conduit opened.  It effectively closed the conduit and brought us to a standstill.”


“Lovely,” said Captain Christopher beneath his breath.  “So, if the engines failed, why are we sitting in the dark?  The last time I checked, lights and engines are two entirely different things.”


In tandem with the Captain, Harrison turned to Lucas Tompkins for the answer to that particular question.  The chief engineer sat at his workstation near the doors to the conference lounge, furiously tapping the controls in search of answers.  “The power fluctuation got the lights, as well as the engines,” he stated.  “The lights should be back any second now, but the engines... heh... I should be able to bring them back online, but it’s going to take at least four or five hours.”


They needed to be in the Altorus System as soon as possible, and a five-hour delay was totally unacceptable.  Had Harrison been in charge, he would have suggested Tompkins somehow make the necessary repairs in two hours, but Captain Christopher was not fond of such rigorous deadlines.  Thus, Commander Tompkins would have all the time he needed to make the necessary repairs... and the Starlight would simply have to be tardy.


“Hail Admiral Grayson,” Christopher said to Bator a moment later—just as the lights came back to life.  “Tell him that we’re going to be late for our rendezvous at Altorus V.”


“Aye, Captain.”  The Phobian nodded, and promptly set out to complete his task.


And while Bator worked, Christopher turned his gaze back to Commander Harrison.  “I’ll be in my ready room,” he said evenly.  “The bridge is yours.”

* * *


Sarah Hartman did not like Klingons.  They were loud, they smelled terrible, and after spending several minutes shouting at one Commander Kor’cha, she realized they were terrible negotiators.  It was a wonder the Khitomer Accords made it into existence...


How Kor’cha made it into existence was also of great wonder to Hartman.  He was not a very large Klingon; in fact, the Doctor was willing to bet she could take him down in a fight.  His ridges were unimpressive, and his messy black hair had apparently not seen a brush in decades.  His left eye was covered with a thick gray film, and was oozing some sort of thick yellowish fluid—and to top it all off, Kor’cha had all of four rotten teeth in his entire mouth.  Revolting only began to describe him...


“The incident in the Luq’tal System is an internal Klingon affair,” Kor’cha spat.  “The Federation need not interfere!”


After the fifth repetition of that exact line, Hartman was literally seething. But now, sitting at the threshold of the tenth recurrence, Hartman realized she would be more content to simply kill him.  “I don’t care if the incident was internal or not!” she yelled.  “I just want the damn data!”


Kor’cha paused, and scrached his bearded chin with a grubby finger.  “What for?” he inquired.


“An investigation of my own,” Hartman simply replied.  She did not want to get into details, fearing they might overwhelm the simple-minded Kor’cha.  But then again, if he were to collapse and die, that would give her an opportunity to speak with someone else... someone a bit more competent.  “We recently spotted a small object in a transwarp conduit similar to the one spotted by your outpost prior to its destruction.  We need to study it further.”


A trickle of yellow goop suddenly ran down Kor’cha’s cheek.  He carelessly flicked it aside and said, “The Federation wants access to this important information, yet they have the nerve to insult my honor—and the honor of all Klingons—by having a lowly medic contact the Empire?”


The last thing Hartman wanted to hear was some long-winded speech about honor.  “Look,” she said before Kor’cha could continue, “I don’t really give a damn about your honor, so if you don’t give me the data I want, this ‘lowly medic’ will teach you a lesson you will never forget.”


Kor’cha’s large nostrils flared with anger.  “Insulting the honor of a Klingon warrior is tempting fate, human. The Federation will hear of this!”


“I don’t care!” Hartman seethed through clenched teeth.  “Just give me the data!”


Kor’cha paused, and Hartman could already hear the tenth repetition of his inane mantra—but much to her surprise, a repulsive smile spread across his face.  “I like you, human.  I shall call you suvwhel, Klingon for strong!  We will rendezvous in two days.”


And on that note, Kor’cha flitted off the screen, replaced briefly by the Klingon Empire’s insignia, and then a simple black screen.


“You know how to deal with Klingons,” came a stoic voice a moment later.


Hartman quickly looked up to see a tall, lanky Vulcan standing before her desk.  He had come from the Maine, and if her memory served, his name was Volak.  She abruptly scoffed at his sentiment.  “With Klingons?” she questioned.  “That’s how I deal with everyone!”


Volak arched a curious brow.  “You embody all of humanity’s most distasteful aspects,” he said bluntly.  “Still, I find myself compelled to speak with you.”


Hartman was hardly flattered.  “And what do you want to speak about?” she candidly asked, though she made certain it sounded as if speaking to her for too long would be an inconvenience.


Thankfully, Volak did not waste time with pleasantries or polite inquiries about her take on humanity.  He got straight to the point.  “The object.  The one encountered in the transwarp conduit.  I want to learn more about it...”


“And so do I,” said Hartman.


Volak paused.  “You know nothing about it?”


Nothing was an understatement.  “I’m a doctor, not a database,” Hartman said bluntly.  “I know that it’s a small sphere, and that’s about it.  If you want an in depth analysis, you’ll have to ask someone on the bridge.”


“I see,” Volak replied, turning a curious gaze upon the Doctor.


The Vulcan had an eerie quality about him that simply did not sit well with Hartman, and the longer he stared, the more uncomfortable she grew.  “Is there anything else?” she demanded.


Volak shook his head.  “No,” he cryptically replied.  “That will be all.  Thank you, Doctor.  You were very helpful.”  And on that note, he turned on his heel and left.


In her mind, Hartman did not see how she had been helpful.  Not only was she rude, she was also unable to provide Volak with any information.  It was possible that her mind was playing tricks on her, though.  Maybe she really had been helpful; but somehow, she knew that was not the truth.  Volak was either being polite, or had been seeking something else entirely.  And if the latter of the two cases were true, what then, did Volak want?


Nine hours ago, the Starlight’s engines were the envy of the fleet.  They ran with incredible efficiency, able to carry the starship across thousands of light years before even a minor adjustment was required.  But now, nine hours later, those very same engines were junk.


It was only temporary, for Lucas Tompkins was fairly certain he had narrowed down the problem to just a few misaligned components.  Though he was unsure how they became misaligned in the first place, it was within the realm of possibility that the damage took place during the phaser upgrades a few weeks prior.  Because of the trouble caused by Tracker Melas’ device, Lucas and his team had to tinker with many of the ship’s systems, and he knew better than most that one wrong move could spell... well, an engine failure.


Eager to get started, Tompkins quickly grabbed his toolkit from the master control workstation in the center of engineering, and made his way to the catwalk behind the warp core.  He quickly tapped a few commands into the console on the rail and then waited patiently for the computer to process the command.  


Moments later, the computer emitted a pleasant bleep, and the catwalk slowly descended into the pit behind the Starlight’s warp core.  After dropping about three meters, Tompkins’ ride came to an end, and the catwalk locked into place in the midst of an impressive—and claustrophobic—array of computers consoles and bio-neural gel packs.  Tompkins quickly tapped one last command into the console on the rail and then came about to see the result of his tinkering.


Two small platforms slowly emerged from the surface of the console, each one bearing a thick black disk about fifteen centimeters in diameter—transwarp coils.  Each and every time he glimpsed the coils, a chill crawled down Tompkins’ spine, for it was difficult even for him to comprehend the sheer amount of power generated by those two tiny disks.  As Captain Christopher or Commander Keller might say: It was magic...


Tompkins carefully pulled a tricorder from his toolkit and ran it over the two coils.  Much to his relief, they were both in perfect working order, but as he watched the data scroll across the tricorder’s tiny screen, Tompkins soon realized that not all of the information presented was cause for celebration.


He quickly snapped shut the tricorder and knelt down beside the console that harbored the transwarp coils.  He slowly ran his fingers over the front of the console until they fell upon a tiny indentation in the surface—he touched it and watched intently as the entire front part of the console dissolved.  It was merely a hologram designed to make the area a bit more aesthetically pleasing—and in its wake was the transwarp manifold.  But instead of a vast array of glowing gel packs, Tompkins was greeted with little more than darkness, for every last gel pack in the manifold had expired...


“What the hell?” Tompkins muttered as he plucked one of the rotten packs from its holster.  “These things are more trouble than they’re worth...”


With the gel pack in hand, Tompkins returned his attention to the small console on the rail.  He input a few commands, and moments later, Tompkins was on his way back to main engineering.  The three-meter trip seemed a lot longer this time, and when the catwalk finally docked with the deck, Tompkins hastily vacated the area, and marched into engineering to find some answers—and as luck would have it, Kendall Johnson was there to help.  Of course, he didn’t exactly know he would be volunteering to assist Tompkins...


“Kendall,” Lucas pleasantly called as he approached the master control station.


Johnson swiftly looked up from the computer screen and flashed his friend a faint smile.  “Lucas,” he cordially greeted.  “I... um, I wanted to show you the specs we drew up for the torpedo casing that we plan on using to detonate Birdman’s device.”


Though he very much wanted to get to his gel packs, Lucas had to admit that Kendall’s words piqued his interest.  He swiftly strolled around to Kendall’s side of the workstation and glanced at the computer simulation of the torpedo happily rotating about the screen.  “Load Birdman’s gizmo into the torpedo, launch that bad boy into space, and then have it self destruct.”  Lucas grinned, and patted Kendall on the back.  “Looks like a plan to me.”


Kendall paused.  “So the casing looks good?”


“Yeah,” Lucas affirmed.  “You did a good job, Kendall.”


He never took compliments well, and this time was no different.  Kendall blushed, and his eyes immediately turned to the ground.  “Uhh, thanks,” he murmured.


Lucas decided not to dwell upon the moment of silence that followed, and instead used it as a segue to his own predicament.  He hefted the gel pack in his hand, and then plopped it on the console in front of Kendall.  “We’ve got a problem,” he said bluntly.


Kendall cringed as he poked the rotten gel pack with his finger.  “Where was this?”


“In the transwarp manifold,” Lucas replied.  “No wonder we had a power fluctuation.”


Eager to help Lucas solve this particular enigma, Kendall immediately pulled the tricorder from his belt.  Lucas half expected the scan to be inconclusive—but much to his surprise, the tricorder almost immediately started to sing a dreadfully shrill song.  Kendall’s eyes widened as hoards of data flitted across the tricorder’s screen, and Lucas could feel his pulse quickening.  Something was wrong.


“What is it?” he asked.


Kendall shook his head in confusion.  “I... I’m not sure,” he said.  “There’s some sort of foreign object in the gel-pack.”


Lucas frowned, and immediately suspected the worst.  “Another one of Birdman’s devices?”


“I don’t think so,” said Kendall slowly.  “This appears to be organic in nature, and the bio-signs are nothing like Birdman’s.”


“That’s weird,” Tompkins mused.  “Upload the data into the main computer.  I want to run an in-depth analysis of this organism.”


Kendall nodded, and gently set his tricorder on the console to initiate the interface--but instead of hearing the computer’s customary bleeps and bloops, the duo were greeted with silence.  Kendall jammed his fingers into the controls, but to no avail.  “The computer is frozen,” he stated.


Captain Thrala’s warning suddenly echoed in Tompkins’ mind.  “We should have left Delta Antar when we had the chance,” he muttered.


Kendall’s eyes widened with fear.  “Why?”


Lucas pulled in a lungful of nervous air.  “Because whatever happened to the Maine is happening all over again, right here on the Starlight...”

Chapter Four

A steaming mug of hot chocolate sat at the edge of a sleek obsidian table.  Looming just a few centimeters from the rim of the bright purple mug, Erin Keller smiled as the gentle wisps of steam carried a pleasantly sweet aroma to her nostrils.  If chocolate was considered a god, then Erin was in heaven, for there were very few things in the universe that could bring her more pleasure… and since both Alan and Angela were gone, hot chocolate reigned supreme.

Erin slowly wrapped her hands around the warm purple mug, and her every woe suddenly evaporated with the rising steam.   On many occasions, Erin herself had noted the importance of confronting one’s problems; she insisted that it was best to deal with them today in order to clear the way for a brighter tomorrow.  But today’s problems were beyond her ability to control… and sometimes it really was okay to set aside those troubles.  Just not forever…

But much to Erin’s chagrin, those troubles did not wish to be vanquished, and as she brought the mug to her lips, the door chimed.  Slightly crestfallen, Erin took a quick sip of her chocolate, and then set the mug aside.

The door chimed again.

And again.

And yet again.

And Erin clenched her teeth with anger.  Of all the people on the Starlight, she could only think of one person stupid enough to pull such a stunt.  “Come in,” she grumbled.  Slowly, Erin turned her eyes upward and peered at the parting doors, expecting to see Alan’s grinning face standing on the other side.  His grin would be short-lived…

Or would have been short-lived.  Much to Erin’s surprise, Sarah Hartman stood at the threshold to her quarters, and the Doctor did not look pleased.  “I need to speak with Alan,” she said evenly.

Erin rose to her feet.  “He’s not here,” she said.  “But he should be back soon; he’s picking up Angela from her little play group.”

“Figures,” Hartman muttered.  She haphazardly tossed a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear, and started to turn away, but the Doctor’s presence had managed to pique Erin’s curiosity.

“Sarah,” she called before the Doctor could venture too far. “Is something wrong?”

Over the years, Erin had walked the trail of tears—the path to sickbay—more than she cared to remember, and on each occasion, Sarah Hartman stood at the end of the road bearing unhappy news.  For the Doctor to personally tread the same sorrowful trail… Erin could not even begin to imagine the terrible news Sarah harbored.

But as Sarah came about, there was no dread upon her face; there was no pain or sorrow in her eyes—and Erin was instantly soothed.  “It’s about that Vulcan creep from the Maine,” Hartman bluntly stated a moment later.  “He started asking me some strange questions a few hours ago…”

“…And you were suspicious,” Erin continued.  And since the fate of her family did not hang in the balance, Erin was more than happy to assist Sarah in any way possible.  “So what did you do?”

Sarah slowly closed the distance between the two of them.  “I ran a background check on Mr. Volak,” she replied.  “It turns out, he’s not a member of the Maine’s crew.  In fact, he’s not a member of Starfleet at all.”

Erin furrowed her brow.  “That’s weird,” she mused.  “Was he an ambassador, or something?”

Sarah shrugged.  “I don’t know,” she said.  “But I doubt it.  He lied about being in Starfleet.  It’s impossible to tell what else he might have lied about—but if you ask me, he’s not a very convincing Vulcan.”

Suddenly, Erin wished she had met Volak, if only for a moment.  Though she completely trusted Sarah’s judgment, she did not like to judge people on hearsay—but with little else to go on, Erin had no other choice.  “So if he’s not a Vulcan… what is he?”

Obviously at a loss, Sarah simply shook her head.  “I don’t know,” she repeated, just as her communicator chirped.

“Tompkins to Hartman.”

The Doctor slapped her badge.  “What?”

Tact had never been Hartman’s forte, and Erin had resolved to change the good Doctor on many occasions.  But that was one problem that somehow managed to fall through the cracks each and every time it arose.  Thankfully, nobody seemed to mind Hartman’s attitude, Lucas Tompkins included.

“Doctor,” he continued, “report to engineering.  We’ve got something down here you might want to look at.”

Skeptical, Hartman rolled her eyes.  “I’m on my way,” she muttered, somehow managing to keep her voice utterly devoid of enthusiasm.  “Hartman out.”

Again, Erin found her curiosity piqued—and since her hot chocolate was likely well on its way to becoming lukewarm chocolate, she decided to take some of her own advice…  The Starlight was in danger, and unless they took some action today, Erin saw nothing but darkness in tomorrow’s forecast.  She swiftly turned to Sarah and said, “I’ll go with you.”

And on that note, the duo set out for engineering.

The moment Commander Tompkins suggested she visit main engineering, Sarah Hartman was immediately suspicious.  She was not an engineer, and unless someone was on the floor in spasms, she was doubtful that she wanted anything to do with the alleged spectacle Tompkins had mentioned.  Still, she decided to humor him; sickbay had been quiet all day, and Hartman literally had nothing better to do.  The only trouble was actually getting to engineering…

Though the turbolift seemed a bit sluggish, that was only the beginning of Hartman’s troubles.  Far more disturbing was Erin Keller.  The Commander was mistakenly under the impression that Hartman wanted to converse with her.  In all reality, Hartman simply wanted Keller to shut up.

“…and we had to chase her all around our quarters.  Let me tell you, I had no idea someone that small could move so fast!”

Erin Keller obviously loved her daughter; and she also loved to talk about her daughter.  But in Hartman’s opinion, it was easily the most uninteresting story she had ever heard.  Hoping to dissuade further discussion of Angela, Hartman wearily folded her arms and expelled a long, exasperated sigh.  “If I looked interested,” she added, “I sincerely apologize.”

Keller’s eyes widened, and her jaw slowly dropped.  “I didn’t mean to bother you,” she said softly.

“Well,” Hartman icily replied,  “I’m bothered.”

Finally realizing that her discourse was unwelcome, Keller squared her shoulders and turned her back to the Doctor.  “Very well then,” she said coolly.  “But I was just trying to be polite.”

“There’s no need,” said Hartman.  “I’d much rather you just leave me alone.”

“You’re not the only person on this ship, you know.  This is a community, and we do things together around here.  If you wanted to be left alone, you shouldn’t have taken this assignment.”

Until that moment, Hartman had not considered Erin Keller much of a nuisance in the grand scheme of things.  They had worked together reasonably well in the past, with only a few minor squabbles—but now, Hartman could sense the rift between them growing by leaps and bounds.  “I took this assignment to heal the sick and wounded,” she seethed.  “Nowhere in my job description does it say I have to listen to your inane stories or participate in your alleged community!”

Finally, the turbolift slowed to a halt, and the doors summarily parted.  Main engineering was only a few short steps away, and Hartman was eager to get there.  She swiftly stepped out of the turbolift and into the corridor, bumping Keller’s shoulder in the process.  Though she had only intended to graze the Commander’s uniform, Hartman was nonetheless pleased with her actions.  She flashed Keller an evil gaze and—without apologizing—sauntered across the corridor and into engineering.

The facility was abuzz with activity.  Tompkins’ cronies were wandering around like chickens with their heads cut off, quickly moving from one workstation to the next as they attempted to complete their respective tasks.  Tompkins stood beside Kendall Johnson at the master control station in the center of the room, calmly scrolling through the data on his tricorder.  Much as Hartman had expected, there was no medical emergency in sight.

“What seems to be the problem?” she demanded as she approached the circular workstation.  “Have you had a telepathic experience?  Is someone going to collapse in five minutes?”

“No,” said Tompkins evenly.  He set his tricorder aside, and then hefted a blackened bio-neural gel pack from the workstation’s surface.  “Something organic has infested this bad boy,” he explained.  “We were hoping you might shed some light on the situation.”

The doors behind Hartman suddenly parted, and moments later, Erin Keller stood at her side.  “Hey Lucas,” she greeted.  “Kendall.”

Both men flashed Keller pleasant smiles—in fact, Kendall Johnson’s seemed a bit too pleasant.  But for the time being, Hartman decided to keep her observations to herself.  Instead, she pulled a medical tricorder from the pocket of her lab coat, flipped it open, and commenced her investigation.

She was not expecting anything out of the ordinary, for this was not the first time something organic had managed to infest the gel packs.  In fact, it was within the realm of possibility that this was simply a leftover of the previous infestation.  But the longer Hartman scanned the gel pack, the more curious she grew.  “That is unusual,” she eventually proclaimed.  “These biosigns are unlike anything I’ve ever seen…”

“Well,” said Tompkins, “they’ve managed to infest quite a few of our primary systems.  It looks like we’ve contracted the same virus that took down the Maine.”

And the red flags suddenly went up.  “The Maine,” Hartman repeated.  “Volak’s ship…”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins.  “Why?”

She shrugged.  “There’s something about that guy that just doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Commander Harrison would be inclined to agree,” Tompkins replied.  “When we were on the Maine, Volak was practically barking orders like he was in charge…”

Hartman quickly grabbed the gel pack and tossed it to Johnson.  He easily plucked it from the air with his hand, and turned and then turned his curious gaze back to the Doctor.  “Take that to sickbay,” she told him.  “We’re going to need to run an in-depth analysis to find out just what the hell we’re dealing with.”

Johnson nodded agreeably and said,  “I’ll get started right away.”  He swiftly turned on his heel and departed.

“And what are you going to do?” Tompkins asked.

“We need to find Volak,” she said.  “I’d be willing to bet he knows a lot more than he’s let on…”

“Good idea,” said Tompkins.  He promptly touched his communicator and said, “Computer, locate Lieutenant Volak.”

The computer bleeped as it processed the command, and then replied, “Lieutenant Volak is not on the ship.”

“Where did he go?” asked Keller.

The computer bleeped again, and provided yet another cryptic response:  “Unknown.”

Hartman was vexed.  The Starlight was in the middle of nowhere.  All of the shuttlecraft were present and accounted for, and to the best of her knowledge, there were no other starships in range—yet Volak somehow managed to leave the ship.

“Maybe he’s some sort of non-corporeal entity,” Keller suggested.  “Starfleet has encountered dozens of them over the years, and I’d say a few of them had some pretty devious agendas.”

“It’s possible,” Tompkins agreed.  “But what about the gel packs?  The organisms in there are far from non-corporeal entities…”

“We’re missing something,” Hartman interjected.  “And I’ll bet we find the answer in sickbay.”

Tompkins swiftly extended his arm toward the doors.  “Then let’s roll,” he said… five seconds before the lights went dark.

Engineering was illuminated by little more than the gentle glow of its numerous workstations.  Erin Keller quickly positioned herself at the terminal across from Tompkins, and her deft fingers danced over the controls.  “Decks ten through eighteen report lighting failures,” she reported.  “The disruptions seem to be stemming from the computer core.”

“Volak briefly had access to our core,” Tompkins recalled.  “He transferred the Maine’s log entries to the Starlight—and I’m guessing that’s not the only thing he sent.”

“Then we need to get to sickbay,” said Hartman, “and figure out what the hell these organisms are.  With any luck, we’ll be able to stop them before it’s too late.”

As he entered sickbay alongside Keller and Hartman, Lucas Tompkins found it odd that the facility—located in the heart of deck five—was engulfed in darkness.  The lighting malfunctions might have spread, but since none of the corridors surrounding sickbay appeared affected, Tompkins was doubtful.  Besides, it was utterly silent.  Doctor Hartman’s staff was nowhere to be seen, and Kendall was also rather absent.  Something was not right, and Tompkins suddenly wished he had brought a phaser…

“Computer,” Hartman called a moment later, “lights.”

For a moment, darkness continued to reign supreme, but then the lights slowly returned to full illumination in the company of a soothing whine.  Tompkins cautiously approached the isolab, but got no further than a few steps before he found the missing crewmembers, all three of them sprawled out on the floor in apparently uncomfortable positions.

Hartman was immediately at Kendall’s side, scanning him and the others with her medical tricorder.  “They’re just unconscious,” she quickly determined, but as her eyes turned back to Johnson, a pang of concern flitted across her face.  “But unless Mr. Johnson discarded it, our sample gel pack is missing.”

“Damn,” Lucas muttered under his breath.  Even though they had no way of knowing Volak would ultimately prove so troublesome, Tompkins sincerely wished they had been a little more leery of him during their visit to the Maine.  Then again, hindsight was always twenty-twenty.  “The virus is spreading like wildfire.  We could probably just use one of the gel packs in sickbay.  The organisms might not be as dense, but I’d be willing to bet there will be some in there…”

“Then I’ll grab one,” said Erin Keller.  She quickly walked over to the workstation adjacent to Hartman’s office, peeled the covering away from the wall, and then plucked one of the bio-neural gel packs from the conduit.  It was still a vibrant shade of blue, but Tompkins could detect a few darker splotches near the top.   The readings wouldn’t be spectacular, but they would probably suffice.

Hartman promptly directed Erin to the lab in the back corner of sickbay.  “Just set it down on the biobed,” she instructed, trailing Keller by a little less than a meter.

Eager to see the results of their investigation, Tompkins made haste to follow Hartman, and moments later, stood alongside the Doctor near the head of the biobed—but the moment Hartman placed her hands on the control panel, vivid tendrils of white light arced from the interface, nearly electrocuting the Doctor.

“I guess they don’t want us to study them,” Keller quipped, relatively unfazed by Hartman’s brush with death.  Tompkins even thought he detected a hint of contempt in Erin’s voice… if such a thing was possible.

Still, Hartman easily shrugged off the sentiment.  “They can’t get rid of me that easily.  Sorry to disappoint you.”

Sensing that there was perhaps some tension between Keller and Hartman, Tompkins quickly realized that he needed to intervene before something unfortunate happened.  “I can lock down the main computer,” he said.  “It obviously didn’t work on the Maine, but hopefully we won’t need it to work that long.”

He carefully happed the control interface.  A small blip of energy danced across the surface, but dissipated even before reaching Tompkins’ finger.  He was uncertain how the computer would react in a few seconds, but for the moment it seemed calm—so he decided to take a risk.  Working as quickly as his mind would allow, Tompkins made haste to isolate sickbay’s computer from the rest of the ship.  About halfway through the procedure, energy began to dance around the edges of the station; Tompkins was tempted to pull away, but he knew if he did that, he would never get a second chance—so he plowed ahead, and five seconds later, his work was completed… and he was still in one piece.

He breathed a sigh of relief, and slowly turned to the Doctor.  “You can go ahead and give it a try,” he said.

Hartman was skeptical, but that doubt quickly faded when she tapped the computer and received nothing but a cheerful bleep in response.  Confident that she would not be zapped, Hartman’s fingers summarily flew over the controls, moving so fast that Tompkins had trouble keeping up; he imagined he looked the same way while working in engineering…

After a moment, Hartman’s initial scan of the gel pack was complete, and a wealth of data started to scroll across the monitor above the biobed.  Much of it looked like a foreign language to Tompkins, but as Hartman perused the data, she obviously understood it—and she didn’t like what she saw.  “Those organisms are incredibly complex,” she mused.  “They’re far more than simple one-celled entities…”

“How so?” asked Keller.

Hartman tapped a few short commands into the interface, and the screen suddenly split in half.  Lucas immediately recognized the spinning helix on the left side of the screen as human DNA—but the mess of intertwining lines on the right half of the screen was completely foreign to him.  Of course, he had a few hunches.

“That’s the organisms’ DNA, isn’t it?” asked Keller.

Hartman nodded agreeably.  “It is,” she confirmed.  “It’s easily as complex as human DNA, only on a much, much smaller scale.”  She paused for a cryptic moment, and then added, “I think we’ve just discovered a microscopic civilization…”

Chapter Five

“They must see us as giants,” said Captain Alan Christopher, his voice brimming with awe.  He sat congregated with the rest of the Starlight’s senior officers in the conference lounge, and was certainly not alone in his feeling of awe.  In their myriad adventures, they had encountered dozens of unique alien creatures, but nothing in Christopher’s mind stood out as much as this.

Even so, the tiny aliens posed a considerable threat to the ship, a fact that Bator was quick to reiterate.  “In the past few days, two Federation starships have invaded their territory, and a third vessel is en route.  It is possible that the situation could deteriorate when the Klingons arrive.”

“Our presence here has undoubtedly disrupted the aliens’ way of life,” Harrison continued.  “In their eyes, we are indeed a very serious threat.”

“And they’re attacking us because of it,” mused Christopher.

“What about Volak?” inquired Drayge a scant moment later.  “How does he fit into all of this?”

It was a good question, and one Christopher very much wanted the answer to.  But he was certainly at a loss, and as his eyes crossed paths with Lucas and Erin, it was apparent that they were equally clueless.  “Can we at least hypothesize?” asked Christopher.

Erin provided an indecisive nod.  “Our best theory is that he’s some sort of non-corporeal entity,” she stated.  “But that doesn’t quite add up to a conclusion.”

“Besides,” Tompkins added, “we don’t have any evidence to support that theory.”

The beginnings of an idea suddenly flitted through Christopher’s mind.  “We could always ask the aliens,” he said slowly.  He had no reason to believe communication was possible… but then again, there was nothing out there to make him believe it was impossible, either.  “It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?”

Bator shook his head.  “I have run several sensor sweeps of this region,” he said, “and have been unable to locate any sort of communication grid.”

“Our sensors might not be calibrated to detect it,” said Megan Reinbold.  “We were unable to find the aliens until they disrupted half the ship.  It’s possible their communication network is equally well-hidden.”

“Recalibrating the sensors shouldn’t be much of a problem,” Erin quickly added.

“How long do you believe it will take?” Harrison inquired.

Erin shot Bator a curious gaze.  “Five minutes?”

He nodded agreeably and replied,  “If that.”

Somehow, Christopher expected such a procedure to take a bit longer, but he was not about to complain.  “I’ll be counting,” he playfully mused.  “Now get to work, before we wind up floating around like the Maine.”

Almost exactly five minutes later, Bator announced the completion of the modifications.  Christopher hadn’t exactly been worried about the five-minute deadline, but was extremely pleased to see that his people managed to finish on schedule.  He swiftly rose from the comforts of his command chair and turned an approving gaze upon Erin and Bator at the tactical station.  “Good work,” he said.

“Is there any sign of a communication network?” Harrison inquired a moment later.

Erin’s hands immediately fell upon the workstation.  She tapped at the controls for a few moments before the computer provided her with a series of bleeps and bloops.  “I’m detecting a teeny-tiny lattice on the surface of Delta Antar II,” she crisply reported.

“It is at the heart of a… teeny-tiny city,” Bator added.  “The entire establishment is no larger than the bridge, however, it appears to be populated by millions of people.”

Christopher was extremely curious to learn how these people managed to evolve on such a small scale—and if he played his cards right, and everything went well, there was a possibility he could find out.  He quickly straightened his uniform and then turned to face the viewscreen.  “Hail them,” he said.

“No response,” said Bator amidst a series of computer bleeps.  “However, they may be listening.”

“Open a channel,” Christopher ordered.

Bator swiftly tapped at the controls.  “Channel open.”

First contact with an alien species was always difficult, and in this instance, Alan Christopher knew it was imperative that he say all the right things, otherwise, his ship would likely be destroyed.  Thus, he spent a moment considering his words, and once confident he could deliver a decent message, he turned to the vast starfield on the viewscreen and spoke.

“I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.”  He paused, hoping the words would inspire a response, but there was no such luck.  “My mission is one of peace and exploration… to seek out new life and new civilizations—not destroy them—and if we have harmed you in any way, I would like to extend my deepest apologies.  We had no idea we were infringing upon your territory and—”

The starfield suddenly blinked away, replaced by what Christopher assumed was one of the little aliens—and it was easily among the most hideous beasts he had ever seen.  Its rough green skin was covered in gooey lesions, each of them secreting some sort of black fluid.  It had at least a dozen eyes placed almost randomly on its face, and two fork-like mandibles jutted from its lower jaw.  Numerous tendrils sprouted from the top of its head, and it apparently had wings on its back.  Christopher was suddenly very glad that he skipped dinner…

“I am Ssilth,” rasped the alien, his voice barely a whisper.  “I speak for the Yintis.”

Christopher forced a smile to his face.  “Pleased to meet you, Ssilth.”

About half of the alien’s eyes narrowed.  “The feeling is not mutual,” he hissed.  “For many years, your kind have invaded our space.  Until recently, we have been defenseless against your assaults.  But now we fight back…”

In the face of such a repellent alien, it was difficult to maintain a diplomatic stance.  In fact, it was difficult for Christopher to maintain his lunch…  Still, he forced that pleasant smile.  “We meant you no harm,” he insisted.  “As I said, we did not know this was your territory.”

“That is hardly a soothing mantra,” Ssilth replied.  “From this time forward, all vessels that encroach upon our territory will be intercepted by our patrol ship and disabled.”

“Your patrol ship?” Christopher repeated, but he soon realized that the sphere that had thrown them out of transwarp earlier was likely the vessel in question.  Ssilth, however, did not seem inclined to explain.  “You realize that detaining our starships will only bring others to this region of space.  If you share your border information with us, we can—”

Ssilth scoffed at the sentiment.  “You can surround us, and force us to capitulate!”

“No,” Christopher insisted.  “We can simply avoid them.  If you do not want contact with us, we will respect your wishes.  But until you release us, and order your men off my ship, the incursions will continue.  Even as we speak, a large Klingon vessel is en route.  Now, I can easily tell them to turn away, but I’m not going to do that unless I know I am free to leave…”

The alien cackled, and his plethora of beady eyes suddenly drilled into Christopher’s skull.  “We will comply,” Ssilth replied before suddenly—and much to Christopher’s relief—cutting the transmission.

“Was he ugly or what?” Christopher promptly exclaimed.  “Man!  I almost lost my lunch!”

“Indeed,” said Harrison, “Mr. Ssilth was quite unsightly.”

Suddenly, a shimmering pillar of green light swirled in front of the helm.  Christopher immediately opened his mouth to call for an intruder alert, but paused when he realized what was going on.  It was a Yintis ambassador, with the data Ssilth had promised—and as the verdant light faded, Christopher was relieved to see the messenger was Volak.

“Captain,” said Volak evenly as he walked through the helm, “as you might have guessed, I am not a Vulcan.  In fact, I am little more than a telepathic projection designed by the Yintis to sabotage attacking vessels.”  He haphazardly ran his hand through Drayge’s head, and then continued toward Christopher.

Though he suspected he was not in any danger, the Captain was nervous nonetheless.  “We all suspected you were hiding something,” he admitted.

“And I was,” Volak agreed.  He casually walked through Christopher and then came to a halt about halfway through the mission operations console.  “When I was on the Maine, I uploaded several files to your computer core.  Buried deep within those files, you will find several maps of our territory.”

Christopher’s gaze quickly fell upon Erin Keller.  She was already tapping at the controls, and confirmed Volak’s sentiment a moment later.  “We probably could have found them on our own,” she said, “but by that time, it would have been too late.”  She quickly scrolled through some of the data and continued, “The Yintis control three star systems in this sector—all of them are rather remote, and should be quite easy to avoid.”

Alan nodded agreeably.  “Bator,” he said, “tell the Klingons we don’t need their data anymore, and that they are free to return to Klingon space.”

The Phobian swiftly keyed a message into the computer.  “Done,” he stated.  “They have acknowledged the message, and are retreating.”

Volak flashed Christopher a faint smile.  “You have kept your end of the bargain.  We shall do the same.”  And in the blink of an eye, Volak was gone…

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74864.2: Two days have passed since our encounter with the Yintis, and the prognosis for the Starlight is good.  Our bio-neural gel packs have reverted to their pre-encounter state, and all other damage to the ship has been repaired.  In order to ensure we keep our part of the bargain, we have begun placing warning buoys through the sector to ward off any potential visitors…

“So,” said Christopher as he strolled with Sarah Hartman through the myriad corridors of deck five, “I understand you managed to impress the Klingons with your diplomatic skills.”

Hartman promptly scoffed at the sentiment and turned a wry gaze upon Christopher.  “I just know how to deal with people,” she replied.

Christopher promptly slowed his forward motion.  “That’s not what Erin tells me,” he whispered.  “In fact, she says you have been quite unpleasant to her.”

Clearly Hartman did not believe it to be an issue.  She defensively folded her arms and shrugged.  “Yeah?”

Christopher nodded.  “Yeah,” he repeated.  “Now, I know you’re not overly fond of working with others, but doesn’t mean you can treat them like dirt.  Erin is easily one of the kindest people on the ship, and she deserves some respect.  In the future… I strongly suggest you give it to her.”

Hartman’s eyes narrowed.  “Or else, what?”

Christopher easily met her gaze.  “Let’s hope we don’t have to find out…”  Suddenly, Christopher’s communicator chirped, effectively ending his dreadful conversation with Hartman.  

“Harrison to Christopher.”

“Go ahead, Matthew.”

“Captain, the Athena has just dropped out of warp alongside the Starlight.  Admiral Grayson wishes to speak with you.”

“I’m on my way…”

Over the past few years, Alan Christopher had met privately with Admiral Grayson on several occasions.  Almost every meeting pertained to some aspect of the Elorg War, and the words exchanged were rarely meant to be heard outside the walls of their meeting place.  But as he drew near his ready room, Alan Christopher had the distinct feeling that would not be the case today…

In fact, as he stood outside his office, Christopher was almost hesitant to go inside—but curiosity eventually prevailed over his other emotions, and forced Christopher’s legs to walk inside the room.  As the doors slid apart, Christopher saw Grayson sitting quietly in one of the chairs before Christopher’s desk, peering into the vast starfield out the nearby windows.

“It looks so peaceful,” Grayson mused as the doors slid shut behind the Captain.  “But looks can be deceiving…”

After his encounter with the enigmatic Volak, Christopher was definitely able to agree with the Admiral’s sentiment.  “Over the past few years, I have discovered that nothing in this universe is exactly what it appears to be.”

“Indeed,” said Grayson woefully.  The Admiral slowly rose from his seat, and turned a troubled gaze upon Christopher.  “The fleet I dispatched to the Zhargosia Sector two days ago… It’s gone.”

Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.  The Starlight should have been a part of that fleet; obviously fate had intervened at just the right moment.  The Yintis encounter might have been a nuisance, but everyone survived the ordeal.  Christopher did not even want to consider the alternatives.  “This does not bode well,” he grimly replied.

Admiral Grayson nodded agreeably.  “We’re going to quarantine the Zhargosia Sector.  No vessel is to enter the region under any circumstances.  Additionally, we’re going to maintain a fleet-wide yellow alert until further notice.  We need to take every precaution until we know what we’re up against.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  “Something is terribly amiss in the Zhargosia Sector.”

Little did he know, the darkness was spreading…

* * *
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