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Prologue

Beep.  Beep.  Beep.  Beep.

The distressing resonance of the computer alarms brought Ansor Tanar from his slumber.  His pale green eyes quickly flitted open, frantically searching the nearby controls for the source of the computer’s consternation—but the fog within the bleary-eyed ansor’s mind kept him from making a coherent analysis.  In his stupor, Tanar could see little more than the blinking violet light in the middle of the console…

His hands stumbled over the myriad controls, hastily working to silence the clamoring computer, but his actions came too little, too late.  By the time the computer was muted, the Command and Control center was abuzz with activity.  The lights were at full illumination, the rest of the lowly ansors were diligently working to pick up for Tanar’s slack, and Sor Dalem had emerged from her private anteroom to address the situation herself.

“What is going on?” demanded Dalem as she strode onto the command deck.  Her pale violet skin seemed to glisten in harsh light, making the woman a very intimidating presence in the room—a notion that was only exacerbated by her legendary impatience.   “Tanar?”

By this point, the flood of thoughts racing through Tanar’s chaotic mind had cleared his post-nap haze—and while his vision was still a bit blurry, he could see enough of his workstation to realize what was going on.  “We are getting telemetry from the Azel Cluster,” he reported, though his voice sounded a bit more uncertain than he would have liked—but then again, the expedition to the Azel Cluster was a fairly routine operation.  It shouldn’t have been generating level-nine sensor alerts.  As such, uncertainty was definitely warranted.

But if Dalem was uncertain about the situation, there was no sign of it in her actions.  She hastily crossed the command deck and assumed a position at Tanar’s side.  “A sensor anomaly, perhaps?”

No technology was perfect—not even Velora technology—so Tanar could not immediately dismiss Dalem’s suggestion.  But since the last notable computer malfunction occurred more than fifty years ago, he was extremely skeptical.  Still, he humored his superior, and performed a quick system analysis.

It immediately confirmed Tanar’s suspicions.

“All systems are functioning within normal parameters,” he reported, grimly shaking his head.

Dalem’s bright green eyes peered into the sensor data, and with each second that passed, the look upon her face grew increasingly distressed.  “Get the Prime Minister,” she said a moment later.

Tanar immediately froze.  “With all due respect, Dalem, the hour on the Moschet Peninsula is late.  The Prime Minister is most likely asleep…”

Dalem’s angry eyes narrowed to slits.  “Then wake him!”

And it was then that Tanar decided the situation was far worse than he had originally thought.  The Prime Minister did not frequently involve himself directly with daily military affairs—and when he did, it almost always meant bad news.  And so, Tanar sent for the Prime Minister, knowing that when he arrived, hell would be following close behind…

A colossal brown cloud rose from the barren world of Azel, a densely thick mass of undulating bio-matter that spread relentlessly from the planet’s dark, craggy surface.  The bustling entity penetrated the roiling atmosphere and spilled into the endless void of space like floodwaters bursting through a dam…

Prime Minister Vallis was awakened by the sound of footsteps.  He could hear the heavy footfalls approaching even before they reached his cavernous bedroom, and he instinctively knew they would not bring with them good tidings.

His heart began to pound, and a moment later, the heavy wooden doors in the front of his room swung open.  Vallis glanced up to see a very morose Ambassador Corrin standing at the threshold, flanked on either side by a pair of equally concerned guards.  

THUMP-THUMP…
“Forgive the disruption, Prime Minister,” said Corrin as he tentatively stepped inside cavernous room, “but there has been an incident…”

THUMP-THUMP…

Concern mounting, Vallis threw aside his bedding.  He quickly grabbed a coat from the nearby chair and an instant later he was on his feet, charging the exit.

THUMP-THUMP…

As the dark cloud stretched into the glittering cosmos, its fluidic cohesion began to fracture.  Parts of the massive entity broke away, veering at random to port or starboard, while the bulk of the roiling mass stormed away from the cloud-shrouded world with incredible haste… And with good reason—a storm was brewing on the distant horizon…

“We’re getting additional telemetry,” said Tanar, his nervous hands hovering over the controls. He watched intently as the new data scrolled across his screen; he didn’t like what he saw.  “It’s a class-fifteen neutronic wave front—headed directly for the planet.”

Eyes wide with fear, Dalem shook her head in disbelief.  “How many people are on that colony?”

Though he was loath to do so, Tanar temporarily removed the accumulating telemetry from his screen.  Even though twelve other people in the room were monitoring the exact same data, Tanar was afraid some important piece of information might be missed.  Besides, he was not eager to see how many lives teetered on the brink of death; he already knew it would be unbearably high.

Dalem sighed her frustration.  “Tanar?”

He quickly accessed the data.  “Eight thousand…”

The approaching storm was aglow in haunting crimson light, devouring everything in its path as it roiled through the heavens.  Great tendrils of electric energy arced across the galactic plane ahead of the frenzied tempest.  Most of the sizzling energy bolts dissipated after only a moment, but some of the more energetic tendrils curled around the planet’s atmosphere and began to interact with the rising cloud…

And an instant later, a huge chunk of the cloud shriveled up and died…  Thousands of dying organic vessels immediately began to fall away from the cloudy formation, many of them descending into the planet’s atmosphere to a fiery end.

Vallis stormed through the myriad halls within the Circle of Defense, Ambassador Corrin and his entourage following close behind.  However, despite of his haste, Vallis found himself going nowhere fast.  His legs were simply not built for such a frenetic pace, and as such, the Prime Minister ultimately realized he wound up going much slower than anticipated.  Still, he would not stop…

He could not stop.

At least not until he reached the command center.

The roiling crimson storm fell upon the planet like a tidal wave, crashing into the sphere with unprecedented force.  Wicked tendrils of blazing white energy crackled through the glowing atmosphere, coiling around the besieged world like a noose—and as the flickering rope began to tighten, Azel’s crust started to crack…

Meanwhile, the immense swarm fleeing the dying world began to waver.  The approaching storm killed the little ships by the thousand, its great tendrils of energy arcing around the planet and into the undulating swarm.  In a futile effort to save themselves, some of the little insectoid crafts broke formation and darted back toward the storm, ceaselessly firing pale emerald energy bursts into the infernal storm’s blood-red maw…

So immense and powerful was the roiling crimson entity, it was virtually unfazed by the insectoid assault—and a moment later, it devoured the planet, the fleeing swarm, and every last speck of dust in its path…

Ambassador Corrin at his side, Vallis stormed into the command center—his eyes flitted to the viewscreen just in time to see a massive bolt of vivid white energy crackle through the scarlet gloom.  And even before the blazing tendril began its assault upon Azel’s glowing atmosphere, Vallis clenched a nervous jaw.  No matter the outcome, this was going to be a terrible day…

Moments later, in the blink of an eye, the vivid white tendril surged through the planet’s atmosphere, the forked bolt burned into the eyes of all those watching. Almost immediately, the planet began to crumple.  Massive plumes of fire and ash surged through the fractured crust, billowing high into the atmosphere—and then the transmission ended.

Vallis’ gaze immediately fell upon Sor Dalem—who in turn turned her vivid green eyes upon the ansor manning the master control station in the center of the room.

“Radiation from the wave front has temporarily rendered the probe inoperable,” reported the ansor.  Vallis was reasonably certain the young man’s name was Tanar, but he could not be certain—and in this dire moment, he didn’t particularly care.

“When will the visual feed be restored?” asked Dalem, hands impatiently hanging upon her hips.

Tanar shook his head.  “I’m not certain,” he said.  “Assuming it survives the next couple of minutes, perhaps—”

But the neutronic wave front must have been moving at incredible speeds—because even before Tanar could complete his analysis, a faint, grainy image became visible on the massive circular screen at the front of the room.  But amidst the distorted artifacts dancing across the screen, Vallis could just barely make out a sphere in the middle of the screen…

Or at least part of a sphere.

“Can we get a better image?”  Dalem inquired.

“Perhaps switch to one of the other visual probes in the vicinity?” suggested Ambassador Corrin.

His fingers dancing over the controls, Tanar shook his head.  “The other three probes were destroyed,” he gleaned from his sensors.  “But the fourth one is salvageable…”

Vallis sighed.  There were so many questions racing through his chaotic mind.  He was eager to hear all of them answered—and he would, in time—but as he peered at the grainy sphere on the viewscreen, Vallis could not bring himself to speak.  He could only stand, and ponder the single most prominent question in his mind: How bad is it?
A moment later, the question was answered.

There was a grainy haze surrounding the planet.  Some of it was the result of the transmission, but most of the haze was the dust and debris spewed into the heavens during the storm.  And once his eyes looked past the dust, Vallis knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, that the damage was unbelievably horrific.

Half of the planet was utterly obliterated—not burned or singed—it was just gone.  In its place, where once there might have been forests or cities, now there was nothing more than an enormous, smoldering crater. 

His heart sinking, Vallis shook his head in disbelief.  “May the gods forgive us…”

Chapter One

Justin Reinbold was exhausted.  Having just spent the last two hours in cargo bay nine playing basketball with Lucas Tompkins, he felt like he drained his energy reserves for the next week.  His heart still pounded in his chest, sweat still dripped from his hair, and his eyelids suddenly acquired some lead weights… It had been one hell of a game—a loss, unfortunately—but still…

And while Justin had been more than eager for a rematch to claim his rightful title as the victor, much to his chagrin, he had a previous engagement that required his attention.

He spotted the Captain on deck five, walking briskly through the corridors toward the transporter room.  Normally, Justin would have kept his distance—maybe even avoided the Christopher—but after their ordeal on Corneria a few weeks ago, Justin decided that he wasn’t so bad after all.  Thus, he quickened his pace and fell into step alongside Alan Christopher.  “Hey,” he greeted.

But instead of returning the pleasant greeting, Christopher sniffed the air, a curious look falling upon his face.  “Is your sonic shower broken, Justin?”

He shook his head.  “No…  Why do you ask?”

“Well—there’s no delicate way to put this, but—you smell wretched.”  Christopher flashed charmingly diplomatic smile.  “I’d have to say it’s a cross between a Falangian skunk and a half-rotted targ carcass.”

“Thanks,” Justin flatly replied.  “I think my mom wears that scent of perfume once and awhile.”

“I’m sorry.”

Justin nodded.  “So am I.”  He quickly recapped his basketball game with Lucas, including the game’s many highlights.  The unfortunate ending was kept as brief as possible, but since Christopher didn’t appear to be enthralled with the tale, the outcome was likely of little consequence.  So Justin decided to simply get on with the conversation:  “Did you think about it?”

It, of course, being Justin’s request for his own quarters.  The topic had come up while they were stranded on Corneria.  Two weeks ago.  Two long weeks ago.

“Yes.”  Christopher promptly nodded, but the details of his thought-process were not forthcoming.

So Justin pressed the issue:  “And?”

He shrugged.  “I’m still thinking.”

“Still?”  The disappointment in Justin’s voice was evident.  “It’s been two weeks!”

Unfortunately, Christopher was hardly concerned about time elapsed since their initial conversation.  “Patience, Justin,” he whispered under his breath.  “I don’t want to make any hasty decisions—and I want to consult your Dearest Mommy…”

Justin clenched his jaw—but since they were rapidly approaching the transporter room (where ‘Dearest Mommy’ was waiting), he decided to save his rebuttal for later.

A moment later, the doors hissed apart, and Christopher strode into the transporter room alongside Justin Reinbold.  While Justin was content to linger near the doors, Christopher immediately approached Flora Sanders at the controls.  “Good morning, Lieutenant,” he pleasantly greeted.  “Status?”

With a faint smile upon her face, Sanders glanced at the control interface to gather the information required.  “I just received a message from the Berlin not too long ago—Commanders Harrison and Reinbold are ready to beam aboard.”

The smile upon Christopher’s face widened a bit.  He had come to rely upon Matthew Harrison’s counsel over the past four years—and while he often tended to ignore Matthew’s wise words of wisdom, Christopher was always glad to hear another take on the situation at hand…

But perhaps more importantly, Christopher had come to cherish their relationship.  The two of them had been friends from the very beginning.  At first, that meant nothing more than the occasional trip to the holodeck, but now, having endured so much together over the years, that relationship was akin to family.  And it was good to have him back—if only for a moment.

“Energize.”

Sanders nodded her acknowledgement, and within moments, three glittering pillars of azure light swirled atop the transporter padd.  Within seconds, Matthew Harrison and Megan Reinbold (and their luggage) faded into existence.

The reunion was at hand.

Christopher immediately stepped up to the platform and grabbed two of Harrison’s hefty bags.  “Welcome back, Captain!”

But Harrison was quick to raise a dismissive hand—the same maneuver that Christopher himself often used to silence a rambling subordinate.  “I’m not a Captain just yet,” he reminded.

“I know…” mused Christopher, trying valiantly to bury his sadness beneath a thick layer of sarcasm.  “I know… another month.  What will I do without you?”

Harrison stepped down from the platform, grinning faintly.  “You shall manage,” he affirmed.  “That much is a certainty.”

And that it was.  No matter what happened in the months and years to come, Alan Christopher would endure.  But change was never easy to accept, and this one… this change was going to be particularly difficult.  He forced the smile back on his face, and retreated a few steps so that the Starlight’s new arrivals could come aboard.

Her pale blue eyes focused intently upon Justin, Megan Reinbold grabbed the one remaining bag from the transporter platform and said, “Hello to you, too…  Did you miss me?”

Justin shrugged.  “No.”

A bittersweet smile curved Megan’s lips.  “Didn’t think so,” she mused, turning her attention to Christopher.  “When they’re small children, you can’t wait for them to grow up… and when they’re all grown up, you wish they were small children again…  It’s a paradox of epic proportions.”

Christopher knew the feeling all too well.  Angela would celebrate her fourth birthday in just a few short months.  She seemed to be growing up so quickly… and yet, there were times when she wasn’t growing quickly enough.  A paradox indeed…

But now was not the time for paradoxes.  In tandem with Harrison, Reinbold stepped down from the transporter platform and asked, “What happened while we were gone?  Anything interesting?”

Justin shook his head.  “You have no idea…”

Though it was hardly necessary for two senior officers to check the astrometric logs every day, Neelar Drayge found himself, along with Erin Keller, doing just that.  Almost every day for the past five years, the two of them would meet under the pretext of discussing and cataloging the latest astrometric data.  And while they did occasionally discuss the data in question, the main reason for the daily ritual was simply to talk.  

It had started five years ago as a way for Erin to simply get to know Neelar—to bring him into the fold and show him the ropes of life as a Starfleet officer.  But now, five years later, it was a forum for their most inner thoughts…

And today was no different.

“The doctors say he’s making considerable improvement,” said Neelar of his brother, Taylus, who was severely injured during the Elorg attack on Earth.  “But he still has a long road ahead of him…”

“Good.”  Leaning on the sleek metallic rail near the Bolian’s workstation, Erin Keller smiled faintly.  “I’m glad that he’s going to be okay…”

Taylus’ memories were still sketchy, at best, and it was doubtful he would ever resume his post as the Bolian Ambassador to the Federation.  But in time, he would recover.  It was a relief, to say the least… but as he pecked away at his console, Neelar couldn’t help but notice that Erin seemed a little bit distracted.  She still said all the right things at all the right times, but… something seemed to be bothering her.  There was only one way to find out for certain.

Neelar allowed for a few moments to elapse.  He tended to his work until the silence grew uncomfortably thick, and then broached the question:  “Are you okay?”

Slowly, Erin came about to face her Bolian friend.  “I’m okay, I guess,” she tentatively replied.

Neelar was not fooled.  “You guess?”

“Today is Brian’s birthday,” she promptly clarified.

Unfortunately, the clarification was not enough for Neelar to put the puzzle together.  He didn’t know anyone named Brian aboard the Starlight, nor did he know of any Brians elsewhere—but then the proverbial light bulb suddenly shined overhead.  “Oh! Your brother.”

She nodded.  “It’s been three years since he died,” she solemnly stated.  “I don’t really think about him too much nowadays…  When he died, I promised I would never forget him—and for a very long time, he stayed in my memories, but… that’s the funny thing about memories: they fade.”  She frowned, shaking her head.  “I can hardly remember what he looked like… and with each day that passes, I think a little bit more of him passes into shadow… How can we honor the dead if we can’t even remember them?”

Neelar didn’t know.  Nor did he have a chance to ponder the question, because the sensors took the single most inopportune moment to bleep…

“It looks like a level-15 neutronic wave front,” Erin announced a scant moment later—effortlessly making the transition the transition back to business.  She pointed to the squiggly red line on Neelar’s console, and then alluded to a similar, but much larger anomaly on the panoramic viewscreen wrapped around the lab.

The news immediately brought concern to Neelar’s face.  To the best of his knowledge there weren’t any neutronic wave fronts in the vicinity—and had two neutron stars collided overnight, it was certain someone else would have spotted the incident long before the Starlight.  

“The front just passed through the Azel Cluster not too long ago,” gleaned Keller from her side of the controls.  She tapped a few commands into the computer and summarily brought the aforementioned star system into sight.

The four pale blue stars that were the Azel Cluster immediately flitted onto the expansive viewscreen.  And aside from the fact that a massive—and totally unexpected—interstellar storm just rolled through, everything in the vicinity was utterly normal.  Neelar shook his head in disbelief.  “I don’t know where it came from,” he said a moment later.

“It looks like the remains of FGC-22389,” said Keller a moment later.

“FGC-22389?”  Though it was merely a number in some antiquated star catalog, Neelar nevertheless felt a pang of familiarity when Erin mentioned it.  “If my memory serves, that star system was destroyed ten years ago!  Any shockwave from the blast would have dissipated by now—unless I’m mistaken…”

“You’re not,” Erin assured him.  She typed a quick sequence of commands into her side of the workstation and then watched as the computer extrapolated the results on the massive viewscreen.

A simulated shockwave suddenly burst out of the FGC-22389.  The crimson tide streaked through the cosmos, gradually fading as it journeyed into the unknown—and much as Neelar had anticipated, the entire shockwave was gone by the time it reached the Azel Cluster.

“Unfortunately, those readings are wrong,” said Erin, her deft fingers working to rectify the error.  “While more than ninety-eight percent of the shockwave is quite gone, something rejuvenated the two percent that passed through Azel…”

This sort of theorizing was not Neelar’s domain, but he nevertheless had a few suggestions.  “A particle fountain, perhaps?”

“Perhaps,” said Erin, nodding.  “Whatever it was, it happened recently… and it was a fairly substantial event.  Ten years ago, FGC-22389 was only a level-four neutronic wave front.  Something had to add those extra eleven levels…”

“Something big,” Neelar guessed—and this time, he suspected it was a fairly accurate assumption.  But there was only one way to find out for sure.  “We’ll need to visit the Azel Cluster if we’re going to investigate further…”

Erin readily nodded her agreement.  “I’ll tell Alan about our change in plans.”

• • •

Near the beginning of his career, Alan Christopher had been rather fond of spatial anomalies.  They were something new and exciting to study, and as a result, he never hesitated to go off and visit one (of course, that early in his career, it wasn’t like he had much choice).

Recently, however, Christopher’s affinity for such interstellar phenomenon began to fade—and the unfortunate incident on Corneria a few weeks ago essentially killed any desire he had to see another anomaly.  But then comes Erin Keller, padd in hand, with news of a brewing storm…

“A neutronic wave front?” he wearily gleaned from the proffered padd.  “Is there some sort of anomaly farm around here?  I mean, where the heck are these things coming from?  It’s like one freaking anomaly after another.  Pretty soon the Federation is going to start celebrating Anomaly Week…”

“So what’s your favorite anomaly?” Erin playfully inquired as she walked over to the replicator.  She returned a moment later, steaming mug of hot chocolate in hand.  “I’m kinda fond of the temporal anomalies, myself.”

Tossing the padd on his desk, Alan readily shook his head.  “I hate all anomalies.  Including level-fifteen neutronic wave fronts.  I don’t care how rare they are; I’ll inform Starfleet Command of the situation, and let them dispatch a science ship to the Azel Cluster.  If we never encounter another spatial anomaly, it will be too soon.  Besides, we have to escort the Aldaris to Talon IV—Azel is in the opposite direction.”

Even though his reasoning was sound, Alan knew that it wouldn’t satisfy Erin.  She wanted to study that anomaly, and she was bound to argue her point until she ran out of breath.  “It’s hardly a major detour,” she stated.  “If we leave right now, we can still be on Talon IV by the middle of next week.”

Alan shook his head.  This time he wasn’t going to yield in the name of science.  Getting to Talon IV—and ultimately, the Iconian ship—was far more important than some shockwave.  “And if we stay on our current course, we can be on Talon IV in three days.”

Erin sipped at her hot chocolate.  “You know, you can be quite stubborn sometimes,” she mused.  “I guess Neelar and I will have to perform a few more long-range sensor scans.  Maybe we’ll find something… maybe we won’t.”

“All right,” said Alan, nodding his approval.  He didn’t think he had won the argument, but… just in case he had scored a little victory, he decided to play along.  “Let me know what you find.”

Erin immediately glared across the desktop.  It wasn’t her most lethal or intimidating gaze, but she was obviously displeased with Alan’s decision.  “If our mission to Talon IV wasn’t so very important, I would be giving you hell right about now…  Just so you know…”

“Oh, I know,” Alan replied.  Of course, had their mission to Talon IV not been so important, the Starlight would have already been en route to Azel.

“We’ll keep an eye on the Azel Cluster—and the neutronic wave front—for as long as possible,” Erin placidly continued between sips of her sultry beverage.  “But I very much doubt we’ll find anything of consequence.”

“Divert some extra power to the astrometrics lab if you need to,” said Alan.  Since they wouldn’t be able to observe the incredible shockwave first-hand, it made sense to give the sensors a better look. 

“Very well, then.”  Erin set her mug upon the desktop and rose from her seat.  “Will I see you at lunch?”

“Yeah,” said Alan, nodding agreeably.  “How does thirteen hundred hours sound?”

“Works for me,” she chirped.  “Mess hall?”

“Works for me,” Alan replied.  But in the interim, he had some work to do on the bridge.  He swiftly rose from his seat, but instead of bolting for the doors, he maneuvered himself around the desk and into Erin’s arms.  “I’ve got to go,” he said, planting a gentle kiss upon her lips.

She smiled.  “If you must…”

A few seconds later, Alan was gone, and the moment the doors slid shut behind him, Erin could feel the smile on her face begin to fade.  A somber façade took its place, and feelings of malaise began to creep into her heart.

It was Brian’s birthday… and he was gone.

The impressive wave front was passing, and she wouldn’t be able to study it up close…

It was just a rotten day…

Chapter Two

Lucas Tompkins walked into main engineering and immediately saw Jayla Trinn hovering over the master control station in the center of the room.  For a fleeting moment, he thought about darting into his office or back into the corridor to avoid a confrontation with the Trill, but better judgment quickly kicked in.  They were both of them adults, and Tompkins decided that it was probably a good idea to behave as such.

Besides, he couldn’t avoid her forever.

“Hey,” he said, promptly assuming a position on the opposite side of the console.

Trinn briefly glanced up from the controls.  “Hello.”  Her tone was pleasant, as always.  Technically, the two of them were never really on bad terms, but… with Jayla’s new relationship, Tompkins just felt uncomfortable around her.  After all, not such a long time ago, he had been the one involved with Jayla Trinn.

“What’s our status?” asked Tompkins, deciding it would be easiest if their conversation didn’t venture too far away from work.

“Status quo,” Trinn placidly replied.  “Everything is running fine—and that report you wanted, on the reaction chamber, it’s on your desk.”

“Thanks.”  Earlier, Tompkins had noticed some slight fluctuations in the dilithium reaction.  It wasn’t anything too terribly ominous, so he relegated the task of fixing the problem to Trinn.  He was pleased to see the work completed in such a timely manner.  “What was the problem?”

“The magnetic constrictors were out of alignment,” she quickly replied.  “The discrepancy was only a few nanometers—still well within safety parameters—but I realigned them nonetheless.”

“Good work,” said Tompkins, nodding his approval.  And that one simple sentiment immediately brought him to one of the other thoughts lingering in his mind.  Jayla was intelligent; she obviously knew what she was doing.  She was undoubtedly the right choice for the job…  “What would you think of a promotion?”

She froze.  “A promotion?”

“Yeah.”  He nodded.  “That’s what I said.”

“To Lieutenant Commander?”  She seemed a bit skeptical, but then again, from her perspective, this entire part of the conversation was coming out of nowhere.

“Heh… I was thinking more along the lines of chief engineer,” Tompkins clarified, “but if you think you’re ready to be a Lieutenant Commander, I’ll recommend you for that job, too.”

Up until now, Trinn had at least pretended to operate her workstation, but that last sentiment brought her work to an all-out stop.  “Are you kidding?” she asked, her eyebrows arched and forehead wrinkled.  “Is this some sort of joke?”

“No joke.”

“Where are you going?”

“The bridge,” Tompkins replied.  “Harrison is out of here in a few more weeks… so I’m going to talk to the Captain about me taking his place.”

Now Jayla’s jaw started to drop.  “You?  First officer?  On this ship?”  She looked across the workstation and drilled her most inquisitive gaze into Tompkins’ skull.  Clearly, she had her doubts, and the feeling was infectious.

After only a few seconds under Jayla Trinn’s intense scrutiny, Tompkins himself began to doubt his decision.  “Heh… It might be a difficult change,” he conceded, trying to convince both himself and Jayla of his resolve to do this.  “But I think I can do it.”

Jayla returned to her work.  “We’ll see…”

Erin Keller didn’t want to dwell.  Sometimes it was good to stop and reflect upon things past, but Brian had died years ago… and the neutronic wave front was little more than a passing interstellar phenomenon.   And here, Erin had spent the entire morning with her thoughts lingering on these two events.  It wasn’t very productive, to say the least, but for some reason, she couldn’t let the thoughts go.

Perhaps it was her mind’s way of telling her that her hazy memories of Brian had already faded too much.  If she didn’t spend some time recalling the memories that remained, she risked losing them forever…

Suddenly, as she strolled through the myriad corridors of deck five, Erin remembered some old photos she had stored away in her quarters… Somewhere.  If she could find those photos, it was certain they could rekindle her lost thoughts.  If she could find them…

In the mean time, there were plenty other thoughts lingering in the back of Erin’s mind—and as she entered sickbay, she knew those more pressing issues needed to be addressed.  So the morning’s disappointments were allowed to fade—for the moment—and Erin’s pleasant façade slowly returned.

Of course, when she strolled inside the medical facility, there was nobody there to notice her good mood.  There were two nurses in the far corner of the room, both of them tending to a nasty, bloody wound on Ensign Catton’s left shoulder.  It didn’t look life threatening, but it was certainly gross.

Upon hearing Erin’s approach, one of the nurses, a petite redheaded woman, turned away from Catton to speak with her.  “Can I help you, Commander?”

“I just wanted to speak with Doctor Hartman,” said Keller softly, her eyes scanning the room again, just in case she somehow missed seeing the Doctor on her first glance.

The nurse shook her head.  “Doctor Hartman isn’t here,” she stated.  “I understand she took the day off.”

Erin furrowed her brow.  Days off were not usually mentioned in the same sentence as Sarah Hartman.  “Are we talking about the same person?”

“They’re one in the same,” confirmed the nurse.  “You should check her quarters.”

“Thanks,” said Erin, still surprised that Sarah would willingly spend some of her time away from sickbay.  But it was no rumor…  A few minutes later, Erin strode up to Hartman’s quarters and rang the door chime.  The Doctor responded almost immediately, beckoning Keller inside with a reasonably pleasant tone.

“What do you think?” asked Hartman as the doors slid apart to admit Erin Keller.

Aesthetically speaking, Sarah Hartman didn’t really like flowers.  They were short-lived plants that smelled bad and attracted insects (which wasn’t much of a problem on a starship, but on a planet, swarms of insects were really a pain in the ass).  Medically speaking, there were many plants that worked wonders—and Hartman found herself quite fond of them… but in her quarters, medicinal plants didn’t really matter.

So as she arranged the bouquet of yellow tulips displayed prominently on the table in the center of the room, Hartman knew their stay in her quarters would be brief.

Keller, on the other hand, seemed to like the flowers.  A wide grin crossed her face as she approached the table, and she immediately took in a lungful air, hoping to catch a whiff of the tulips’ sweet scent.  “I like them,” she promptly stated.  “They really brighten up the room.”

Then again, considering Hartman’s quarters still consisted of little more than the bare essentials, just about anything would brighten the room.  But in her opinion, those tulips just didn’t fit the bill.  “I hate them,” she admitted with a faint laugh.   “Yellow is not among my favorite colors.”

Erin gently plucked one of the tulips from the bouquet and brought it to her nose.  The smile on her face immediately widened as its pleasant aroma drifted into her nostrils.  “I kinda like peach and purple, myself,” she happily chirped, “but… flowers are flowers.  I love them all!”

“Then they’re yours,” said Hartman as she seated herself across from Keller.  She nudged the bouquet a bit, indicating Keller should take the whole thing.  “I’ll find something else to… brighten up the room.”

A weight suddenly seemed to lift from Keller’s shoulders.  Her smiled broadened to reveal a set of perfect white teeth, and for a moment, Keller seemed content to simply peer into the bright, colorful bouquet.

Hartman allowed Keller a few moments to enjoy the flowers, but somehow, she doubted the Commander came by just for this.  “So, what do you want?” she bluntly demanded a moment later.

Keller paused, and glanced up from the tulips.  “Oh,” she said, suddenly realizing her euphoric trance had inhibited the conversation, “I just wanted your final report on the Lindari.”

The Lindari.  Hartman remembered the mysterious xenon-based entities well.  Trying to make contact with the aliens had been hell, and keeping the conversation flowing once contact had been established was even more frustrating.  The Lindari were certainly one of the more blunt species in the universe.  But the report on them… “I must have forgotten about that,” she suddenly realized.

The report, of course, was written.  Hartman quickly wandered over to the computer at her desk and downloaded the necessary information into a padd for Keller to examine.  But Hartman simply couldn’t understand how something like that could have slipped her mind.  Perhaps it was the price she paid for taking some time off?  Whatever the case, Hartman provided the report to Keller a scant moment later.

“Of all the words to hear, ‘I can’t remember,’ are perhaps the most frightening,” mused Hartman.  “But it’s a part of growing older.  Memories fade.”

Keller’s smile immediately began to wane.  “I know how you feel,” she said, still peering into the tulips.  “My brother has been on my mind quite a lot, recently—it’s his birthday, today—and I sometimes struggle to picture him in my mind’s eye.  His voice is little more than an ethereal echo in my soul…  It’s like I’m losing him all over again, Sarah.”

Hartman was never a very sympathetic person.  She could certainly feel for her patients when they were in pain, but she never let herself get too involved.  And in the long run, that emotional detachment kept her from dwelling too much upon any particular patient’s pain or suffering.  But not even Hartman could deny the sadness in Erin’s voice.  Unfortunately, she didn’t know what to tell Keller… somehow, she doubted prescribing ten cc’s of valanine would solve the Commander’s problems.

Thankfully, she wouldn’t have to say anything at all, for Keller’s communicator chose that exact moment to chirp:  “Christopher to Keller!”

She snapped out of her reverie, and tapped her communicator.  “What’s up, Alan?”  Her voice was suddenly devoid of all sadness.

“You’d better get up to the bridge,” replied Christopher, his voice cryptic.  “We’ve got a little enigma for you…”

On the bridge, Alan Christopher stared at the roiling crimson shockwave on the viewscreen.  It wasn’t nearly as potent as earlier reports had indicated; in fact, it seemed to be falling apart—which was not unexpected considering the rest of the neutronic wave front had dissipated years ago.  But even though the entity was fading, there were still plenty of mysteries that needed resolution—and as Erin Keller strode onto the bridge, Christopher hoped some of them might be solved.

“Your entity is exiting the Azel Cluster,” Harrison crisply reported as Keller took her station.

“But that’s not all,” Christopher crisply interjected, the enigmatic tone still present in his voice.  “I was looking through some of your earlier scans of the wave front—and there was always a minute energy signature fluctuating in the background radiation…”

Keller nodded her recollection.  “I’m not entirely sure what those energy signatures are,” she said, “but I very much doubt they pose a threat to anything.”

“They certainly won’t now,” said Bator, his tone dry.  “Those energy signatures have terminated.”

“All of them?” asked Keller.  She would have expected them to gradually fade out with the rest of the anomaly.

“All of them,” Neelar confirmed.  “We last detected them about half-an-hour ago, about five billion kilometers from Azel IV.  They haven’t appeared since.”

“That is certainly odd,” mused Keller.  There were already a dozen theories flitting through her mind, but she decided to share only the most promising of the group.  “I guess it’s possible those energy signatures were a separate entity—after all, something had to ignite this portion of the wave front, and if there was another little anomaly inside the Azel Cluster, that just might do the trick.”

Christopher folded his arms upon his chest, nodding agreeably.  “What do we know about the Azel Cluster?  Is there anything out there that might cause such a flare up?”

Keller’s deft fingers immediately danced over the control interface in search of answers.  “Actually, we know very little about Azel,” she announced a few seconds later.  “It’s located 23.8 light years from Federation territory, in a region of space called the Phendrana Drifts.”

“So called because of the massive planetary nebula in the vicinity,” Drayge crisply chimed in.  “Azel isn’t technically a part of the nebula—it formed about five million years ago in the now-extinct Kinsey Nebula—but it’s close enough to be considered a part of the region.”

“An aside from our little neutronic wave front, there are no known spatial anomalies in the region,” continued Keller.

Christopher nodded his understanding.  “The Azel Cluster is made of four stars, isn’t it?”

“It is indeed,” said Keller.  “They’re all A-type stars with an absolute magnitude around 1.3—and at five million years old, they’re probably nearing the end of their natural lives in the Main Sequence, and on their way to becoming red super giants.”

“One could imagine the extreme gravimetric forces between such stars,” said Harrison.  “Might that have somehow interfered with the neutronic wave front?”

“It’s starting to look that way,” said Keller.  “But there’s only one way to find out…”

And though he had hesitated to do so earlier, Alan Christopher suddenly found himself contemplating a journey to the Azel Cluster.  He might have loathed the little anomalies lurking in the vicinity, but some sixth sense told him that there was something more going on.  Something that was worthy of his attention.

He turned to Bator.  “Hail the Aldaris.  Tell Talyere that we’re heading to the Azel Cluster to investigate the neutronic wave front, and that we’ll catch up with him in a few days.”

“Aye, Captain.”

And as the Phobian went to work, Christopher’s attention quickly diverted to the helm.  “Neelar,” he called, “set a course for Azel IV, maximum warp!”

“Course set,” came the Bolian’s response a scant moment later.

Christopher promptly returned to the command chair.  “Engage!”

Chapter Three

“We need to talk.”

Those were the four words Justin Reinbold hated most—especially when they fell from his mother’s lips—because the conversation that followed was almost always an unpleasant one.

Justin, we’re moving to Earth.


Justin, we’re moving to the Starlight.



Justin, you need to accept more responsibility.




Justin… Fill in the freaking blank…

He already knew what this conversation was going to be about.  Or at least, he had a fairly good idea.  Hours had passed since his mom’s return from her trip to Earth, and in the interim, she had plenty of time to talk to the Captain.  And the coming conversation was undoubtedly going to highlight the numerous reasons why Justin was absolutely not getting quarters of his own…

So Justin sighed.  He threw the padd he was studying to the side, and wearily sank into the sofa, just waiting for the rant to begin.

For her part, Megan Reinbold took her time getting started.  She retrieved a tall glass of water from the replicator, sipping away as she casually rearranged the photos on the shelf nearby.  She picked some of Justin’s dirty clothes from the floor (many of which had been on the floor when she left the Starlight a few weeks ago), and after shaking her head in disgust, tossed the clothes to Justin.

He easily pulled them out of the air… and tossed them back on the floor.  “I’ll get to them eventually.”

Megan shook her head.  “This place is a mess,” she calmly stated as she sat down on the sofa beside Justin.  “I’ve seen drunken Klingons keep cleaner quarters than this…”

“So maybe if I had something to drink—”

“Noooooo,” said Megan, promptly cutting off the sentiment before Justin had a chance to complete the thought.  “The last thing this ship needs is a drunk teenager.”

Justin shrugged.  He hadn’t expected that suggestion to be a popular one to begin with.  And since his unpopular suggestions were undoubtedly going to be this conversation’s theme, he decided to broach the most unpopular of them right away:  “I guess I’m not getting my own quarters.”

Megan shook her head between sips of water.  “That wasn’t what I was going to talk to you about, actually… but based upon the look of this place, I think it’s safe to say you’ll be staying with me a while longer.”

Justin angrily clenched his fists—but he knew losing his temper would get him nowhere.  So instead of yelling, he simply pounded those angry fists together over and over again…  “You’re always making a big thing about being responsible… but whenever I want to do something that might require a little bit of responsibility, you won’t let me do it!”

Megan only had to glance at their dirty quarters to prove her point.  “You had your chance to impress me, Mister… but that three-week old pizza stuck to the floor by the replicator told me that you’re not ready to handle that much responsibility.  Or maybe it was the six weeks of dirty clothes scattered about the room… Or the eighty-seven cups you couldn’t put back into the replicator…”

“Sometimes a man’s life is a messy one,” said Justin.  In his mother’s eyes, it was undoubtedly a poor defense, but in his opinion, truer words had never been spoken.

Megan clenched her jaw.  There were words—angry words—on the tip of her tongue, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to say them.  So she sighed, and blurted out something else entirely: “I’ve been offered a position aboard the Columbia.”

Justin immediately opened his mouth, ready to refute his mother’s statement.  But… he had been expecting her to say something that was relevant to the conversation—which meant he was totally unprepared for her Columbia comment.

“Admiral Janeway thinks I would make a decent operations officer,” Megan slowly continued, practically spoon-feeding this new information to Justin.  “It’s a hell of an opportunity, Justin.”

If he considered himself angry a few seconds ago, Justin was downright furious now.  Pounding his fists just wasn’t going to cut it this time.  “What about the Starlight?” he demanded.

“What about it?”

“We’re just going to leave?”

Megan chuckled faintly.  “I can’t serve aboard the Columbia from here…”

Justin couldn’t believe where this conversation was going.  In the blink of an eye, it had gone from mildly bad to… terrible beyond his worst nightmares.  He didn’t want to move.  For the first time in his short life, he was happy with his surroundings.  The Starlight was more than a ship—it was his home.  He couldn’t just leave…

“I don’t want to go,” he immediately proclaimed.

“Justin,” Megan sighed, her tone deliberate condescending, “don’t make this any more difficult than it has to be…”

“Then let me stay here,” he insisted.  “Otherwise it’s going to be difficult.  This is my home, and I’m not leaving!”  And with his stance thoroughly conveyed, Justin bolted from the sofa and stormed away…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76136.7: After four hours at high warp, the Starlight is at long last approaching the Azel Cluster.  As of yet, there is no sign of any renegade interspatial anomaly, but sensors are certainly picking up plenty of other activity in the region…

The very first scan of Azel IV indicated the planet might have sustained some ecological disaster when the neutronic wave front passed.  The second scan suggested conditions on the planet might have been worse than initially expected, but… the planet would recover.

But now that Alan Christopher saw the planet with his own eyes, it was quite obvious that Azel IV would not be recovering from this particular disaster.  What had once been a pristine blue sphere was now little more than a giant, smoldering rock.  Half of the planet had been erased from the universe during the storm; Christopher expected the other half, plagued by constant and massive volcanic eruptions, would soon endure a similar fate.

“Was this planet inhabited?” asked Harrison, his eyes glued to the viewscreen.

“There is evidence that it was inhabited at some point,” Keller gleaned from her console, “but it’s impossible to tell if the population evacuated prior to the storm’s passing—or simply died out.  Either way, they’re dead now.”

“They weren’t an indigenous people, were they?” asked Christopher.  Since the Kilka Sector was not far away, he was reasonably familiar with this region of space—and he had no recollection of any sentient life forms in the Azel Cluster.

“No,” said Keller, shaking her head.  “They were settlers from another world.”

“And we might be able to find out which world,” Bator calmly interjected.  He tapped a few commands into his workstation, and moments later, the thick haze of brownish asteroids surrounding the dead world was highlighted.  “Not all of these are asteroids,” he said.

That was news to Christopher.  From his perspective, every last mote of dust ringing Azel IV was indeed an asteroid of some sort.

But Keller was quick to fall into agreement with her comrade.  “He’s right,” she said, hastily scanning the ring system with a bit more scrutiny.  “There is a lot of organic matter in the debris…”

“Bodies?” asked Christopher.  He doubted someone could actually survive passing through a planet’s atmosphere, but organic matter didn’t magically appear in orbit of planets—so it had to get there somehow.

Keller furrowed her brow.  “It’s hard to tell.  Sensors are having difficulty scanning the debris—that’s why we didn’t detect these signatures earlier…  But the readings are vaguely consistent with the energy readings we observed inside the neutronic wave front earlier.”

“So these organic units were caught up inside the front…” said Harrison.  It was a guess, but a rather informed one.  “That would explain why their energy signatures terminated.  They perished whilst being transported with the front…”

“…And then the planet’s gravity drew them back into orbit,” Christopher quickly continued.  Sometimes the mechanics of space and time confused him, but this was not one of those instances.  At least not yet.

“So… what are they?” asked Neelar Drayge a moment later.  “Ships?  Weapons?”

It was an intelligent question that Christopher wanted answered; so he turned to Keller for an intelligent answer.  “Erin?”

She spent a few additional moments sorting through the sensor data flitting across her screen before making any sort of assumption.  “I’m reading atmosphere,” she tentatively stated, “but it’s mostly carbon dioxide.  If they are ships, the crew is not your standard humanoid.  And since I’m not familiar with any carbon-dioxide-based weapons, they are probably ships…”

And on that note, Christopher immediately turned to Harrison.  “Form an away team, Matthew…  If Erin is right, and these are ships, we need to know why there thousands of them so close to the Federation border.”

“This was an L-class planetoid,” said Keller.  “The aliens couldn’t have lived there…”

“It could have been a staging area for some sort of invasion,” suggested Bator, his sentiment echoing the very thoughts that lingered in the back of Christopher’s mind.

“There was definitely something going on here,” Christopher readily agreed.  But they couldn’t afford to jump to any conclusions just yet.  “The answers lie on those ships…”

Five minutes later, Matthew Harrison materialized in the middle of a dark, cavernous chamber, flanked on either side by Bator and Kendall Johnson.  All three of them were clad in their bulky environmental suits—though in the dark, it was certainly hard to tell.

With the simple tap of a button, Harrison activated the search light on his helmet.  Seconds later, a beam of bright light sliced through the darkness, revealing a room of horrors.  The reddish walls were clearly organic in nature—and had the entity been alive, it would have been pulsing with energy.  A network of stringy veins wrapped around the room, all of them converging near the large orifice in the ceiling.   The hole was seeping thick green gobs of mucus onto the cluster of hanging veins, which in turn seemed to be causing some sort of bio-chemical reaction…

“It looks like some sort of propulsion system,” Johnson gleaned from his bleeping tricorder.  “But… but since the organism is dead, it’s no longer operational.”

If it was a propulsion system, it was easily the oddest one Harrison had ever witnessed.  Still, interesting as it was, they weren’t here to study the ship’s engines.  “Any sign of a computer?”

Bator studied his tricorder for a moment.  “I’m reading another chamber up ahead,” he stated, alluding to the long, narrow corridor a few meters away.  “It contains several inorganic components.  They may be computers…”

“It also contains three life forms,” added Johnson.  “All dead.”

Much as Harrison had expected.  So violent was the neutronic storm, it killed every living thing in its path.  “The bodies might provide some useful information.”

Bator nodded his agreement.  “I will have Lieutenant Sanders beam them to sickbay for further analysis.”

Harrison thusly started for the corridor up ahead, but he got no further than a couple of meters before his booted feet began to stick to the fleshy deck.  He glanced down to see his left foot nearly submerged in a thick puddle of the gelatinous mucus seeping from the ceiling.  He tried to free himself, but the mucus was already beginning to harden.  Soon, he would be a prisoner…

But maybe that was the purpose?

“Bator.”

The Phobian glanced up from his tricorder, immediately aware of Harrison’s situation.  Without uttering a single word, he withdrew his phaser and fired at the vile puddle of mucus—but the ragged phaser beam sputtered and died before it reached the ground.  “Something within this room is having a detrimental effect on the phasers…”

“Obviously,” said Harrison, now struggling to escape with a bit more force.  With all his might, he worked to pull his foot from the puddle—but to no avail.

Growing a bit more concerned, Bator slowly approached the puddle.  “It is certainly an effective security measure,” he mused.  “If we could implement a similar system aboard the Starlight, intruders would never again be a problem.”

Harrison glanced at his murky surroundings.  “I shall pass on that offer,” he stated, still struggling with his boot.  He could feel the gelatinous substance slowly beginning to pressure on his foot…

“Well… it is an organic substance,” Johnson reported a moment later—from across the room.  It was obvious he wouldn’t take any chances with the mucus.  “It should become inert shortly.”

The sentiment was hardly comforting to Harrison.  “How soon might that be?  An hour, perhaps?”

Johnson shrugged.  “I… I don’t know.  It could take days for an organism this big to completely die.”

That was completely unacceptable.  There was no way Harrison was going to wait around for several days—in fact, as his foot began to tingle, he suspected he wouldn’t last several days.  So he pulled in a deep lungful of the environmental suit’s recycled air—and pulled!

His entangled foot suddenly popped out of the gelatinous puddle—and lacking the balance to keep himself standing, Harrison tumbled backward onto the deck.  He rolled over several massive veins on the mushy deck before coming to a stop about a meter from Johnson’s booted feet.

Once his orientation returned, Harrison noticed his foot was still numb—but when he wiggled his tingling toes, he could feel them moving.  He was still completely intact—and he intended to stay that way.  Harrison hastily scrambled to his feet and then made his way toward the exit.  “Let us proceed…”

• • •

Alan Christopher’s mind had been so intent on hearing from the away team that it took him a moment to realize there was a sensor alert bleeping in the background.  He slowly glanced back toward the tactical station, eager to hear Lieutenant Marizex’s report.

“There is a ship entering the system,” said Marizex after only a moment of study.  “It’s basic design is similar to the alien ships orbiting the planet—but it’s much larger.”

“How much larger?” asked Christopher.

Marizex’s gaze returned to the tactical station.  “About twenty-times larger…”

Christopher ran some quick calculations in his head, and though he was certain they weren’t exact, the results were close enough for him to know this new vessel was about the size of the Starlight—if not a little bigger.  “Weapons?”  That would be the determining factor.

But Marizex shook his head.  “None are discernable.”

Christopher crept forward in the command chair.  Rare was the ship without weapons—and considering this might have been the beginning of an invasion, Christopher decided that the ship did indeed have weapons.  Of some sort.  “Yellow alert.”

The standard illumination immediately dimmed a few notches, and the bridge was summarily bathed in a pale golden aura.  Christopher immediately tensed.  “Have they spotted us yet?”

“It doesn’t look like it,” said Keller.

“The ship is headed straight for the planet,” added Drayge.  “If they have noticed us, they don’t consider us a threat.”

“They could be investigating the debris, just like us…” That would have been a pleasant change of pace.  But Christopher wouldn’t allow himself to grow complacent by lingering on the sentiment, because the entire situation reeked of danger.  He tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Harrison.”

“Harrison here.” A giant metallic doorway irised open before the Commander, revealing yet another darkened room—but when he stepped inside, he was surprised to find metallic decking beneath his feet.

“Matthew,” came the Captain’s voice a scant moment later, “a large alien ship is approaching the planet.  We don’t know its intentions as of yet… but so far, it hasn’t done anything overtly hostile.  We’re going to keep a constant transporter lock on all of you—just in case.”

“Acknowledged.”  His boots clanking on the deck, Harrison cautiously strolled deeper into the void.

“What is your current status?” asked Christopher.

“We have just entered some sort of control room,” Harrison promptly reported.  Just then, his searchlight glinted on metal, and his eyes were immediately drawn to the glow.  It was a computer station—and cast in some sort of hideous brown metal, it looked like a petrified mushroom that was infested by the Borg.  Computer consoles and large levers jutted from the station at odd angles; egg-shaped monitors ringed upper portion of the station, and some sort of antenna sprouted from the top.  “I shall report back to you in a moment.”

“Okay.  Starlight out.”

The moment his link to the Starlight was severed, Harrison turned to Johnson for an analysis.

“It’s a fairly complex system,” he cautiously stated.  “There’s no way we can sort through it here.  We’ll have to take it back to the ship for further analysis…”

Harrison knitted his brows.  “The whole thing?  Or just the data?”

“The whole thing would be helpful,” said Johnson.  “But the data will suffice.”

It would undoubtedly take time to transfer the entire workstation to the Starlight, and with the alien ship looming nearby, time was not something Harrison wanted to waste.  “Collect the data for now,” he ordered.  “If necessary, we can come back for the console later.”

On the opposite side of the console, Bator was busy examining something else entirely.  He waited patiently for Harrison to finish his business with Johnson—but the moment that conversation was complete, the Phobian promptly called to Harrison.

He glanced up and saw Bator kneeling beside a shadowy lump on the floor.  “One of the aliens?”

Bator nodded.  “The other two are over there,” he said, alluding to a dim alcove on the opposite side of the room.

Harrison briefly shined his light on the colossal alien body.  It was clearly insectoid, something similar to a beetle—only much, much larger.  There were six jointed legs attached to the thorax—the upper-most pair clearly adapted to serve as arms.  Its body was covered with a thick, plated exoskeleton, and there might have been wings tucked beneath the dark carapace… but from Harrison’s vantage point, it was difficult to be certain.  The head was large, dominated by a pair of massive compound eyes, and a vertically cleft mouth that was flanked on either side by massive mandibles.  Certainly not the most pleasant aliens…

Harrison retracted his light and turned back to Bator.  “Beam them back to the ship.”

He nodded, contacted Lieutenant Sanders, and moments later, the alien carcass shimmered away amidst a swirl of blue light.

“We’re being hailed,” Marizex suddenly reported.

Christopher had been teetering on the edge of his seat for quite some time.  This latest bit of news finally put him over the edge.  He stood, and nervously approached the helm.  “The aliens?”

Marizex nodded.  “Affirmative.”

Assuming his most placid, diplomatic face, Christopher turned to the viewscreen.  “On screen.”

The remains of Azel IV immediately flitted away, promptly replaced by a grisly insectoid alien.  “Salads near the mountain!” screamed the alien in a strident voice, its antennas twitching wildly.  “Bake dirty on the roast!  Frogs left a parity on…”

Christopher quickly motioned for Marizex to mute the nonsensical transmission, and then turned to Keller.

“The universal translator isn’t working,” she quickly proclaimed.

An incredible deduction.  “And my roast is on fire near the cupcakes,” added Christopher, lightly.  “Whatever he’s trying to tell us, it’s obviously something he’s not too pleased with…”

“Maybe he thinks we’re responsible for the attack?” suggested Drayge.  “What would you think if you came upon an alien starship amidst the debris of an entire planet?”

And the Bolian had a good point.  “I would certainly be suspicious of the aliens,” admitted Christopher.  He glanced back to the viewscreen—and the large insectoid was still ranting about his concerns, apparently unaware that he had been muted.  “Restore the audio…”

“…the valley!  Rest by light on the table, under the dog can or three corals.”  The alien paused, its compound eyes glinting in its command center’s harsh light.  “Fish.”

Christopher flashed the alien a wan smile.  “I am Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight,” he diplomatically stated, hoping that the universal translator might work for them.  “We come in peace…”

The alien’s vertical mouth parted.  It expelled some sort of strident, incomprehensible hiss and then vanished, replaced moments later by the exterior of its ship—which looked similar to a brownish manta ray, dangling tendrils and all.  Apparently their universal translator was malfunctioning as well…

“I’m reading an energy buildup aboard the ship,” Marizex summarily reported.  “It might be some sort of weapon.”

Christopher clenched his teeth.  “This is not good,” he muttered as he returned to the command chair.  “Beam the away team back, raise the shields, and go to red alert…”

Chapter Four

The colossal manta-like vessel approached, green energy crackling at the tip of the long, dorsal tendril—but blinded by the threat that was the Starlight, neither the ship nor its insectoid crew noticed the giant chunks of rock breaking away from the distant planet.  A disaster was looming, for it was only a matter of time before the entire world broke apart…

“How long do we have?” asked Christopher, intently watching both the planet and the looming ship.

But much to his chagrin, concise answers were not forthcoming.  “It’s hard to tell,” said Keller, her deft fingers dancing over the operations console.  “Sensors are still having a hard time penetrating the dust and debris—but I would guess we have no more than ten or fifteen minutes before the entire planet is destroyed.”

A tendril of blazing green light suddenly crackled across the viewscreen, striking the Starlight’s shields with incredible force.  The ship rumbled upon impact, but it was immediately obvious that damage was negligible.

“Shields down to ninety-eight percent,” said Bator, confirming Christopher’s suspicion.

However, the wimpy blast didn’t deter the aliens in the slightest, for only seconds later, another whip of the dorsal tail called forth a second, equally tame blast.  This time, the deck barely vibrated.

Harrison turned a quizzical gaze upon Christopher.  “Apparently their bark is far worse than their bite…”

“Apparently so,” Christopher agreed, just moments before the third and weakest blast struck the shields.  

And while the threat from the alien ship was virtually nonexistent, the threat from the planet was still very real indeed.  In the distance, far beyond the looming alien ship, a large chunk of rock separated from the planet’s crust, tumbling into space amidst a sea of flame.  The Starlight felt the subsequent shockwave a scant moment later…

And that was the last one Christopher intended to feel, because they were only going to get worse.  “Neelar,” he promptly called, “get us out of here…”

The young Bolian nodded, but when his fingers hit the helm controls, his commands were greeted with inaction.  Glancing back from his station, Drayge began to frown.  “The warp core isn’t responding…”

Christopher instinctively slapped his communicator.  “Lucas… what’s going on down there?”

The engineer had known there was a problem even before Christopher’s call.  Thus, he was already pouring over the master control station when the Captain’s voice echoed throughout the room.   Unfortunately, the head start didn’t do him much good, because there weren’t any smoking guns to indicate what went wrong.

Still, he slapped his communicator to share the limited information he had.  “Those few hits we took from the alien ship must have affected our engines somehow!  I’m reading a buildup of protons in the warp core!  If we can’t stop it, we’re going to have to shut down the core!”

“If we don’t get out of here in the next couple of minutes,” Christopher calmly interjected, “there won’t be much of a warp core left!”

Tompkins sighed.  There was nothing like a ticking clock to inspire oneself to action.  “I’ll have the warp core back online ASAP.”

Another bolt of verdant energy surged through the glittering cosmos, blasting into the Starlight.  The shield bubble crackled, but no damage was done.  Even so, the aliens were undeterred by the ineffective assault, and the manta-like ship forged ahead, firing two additional blasts at the Starlight.

“The alien ship has closed to less than a thousand kilometers,” Drayge reported, a hint of concern seeping into his voice.

On the viewscreen, the large set of mandibles near the front of the ship had begun to widen, and the dorsal hull was aglow in a pale verdant light.  Already, wisps of energy danced in the space between the Starlight and the alien ship, and it didn’t take a scientist to realize what was going to happen next.

Bator furrowed his brow as he watched this new data flit across his screen.  “The grappling beam has penetrated our shielding,” he suddenly announced.

The ship now filled the entire viewscreen, and with each second that passed it drew nearer…  But in the background, Christopher could imagine Azel IV beginning to tear itself apart.  And he shook his head.  “This isn’t exactly the best time to send over a little boarding party,” he grumbled.

The deck began to vibrate.

And the planet began to fall apart.

Down in main engineering, Lucas Tompkins manned the workstation directly in front of the warp core.  Jayla Trinn stood at his side, desperately trying to neutralize the protons seeping into the warp core.

“Where they hell are they coming from?” she demanded, her fingers little more than a blur as they flew over the controls.  “Everything was fine a few hours ago!”

Tompkins shrugged.  “I’ll be damned if I know,” he grunted.  “Those aliens probably have something to do with it, though.”

The deck suddenly began to shake; the lights flickered for a moment, during which 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.

“We’re losing antimatter containment!” Trinn suddenly exclaimed.

And moments later, ringlets of fire began to shoot from the agitated warp core.  Tompkins quickly worked to counter the breach, but when the cloud of white haze began to filter into the air, he knew he had failed.  “We have a coolant leak!”

Trinn immediately backed away.  “Coolant leak!” she exclaimed.  “Everyone out!  Let’s move!  Let’s move!”

The five beams of pulsing green light seemed to intensify as they attached themselves to the Starlight’s pristine hull—and with their hold on the ship a virtual fusion, there was little the Starlight could do to escape.  The alien ship drew nearer.

And with ceaseless waves of flame and debris flowing from the planet, so did the destruction of Azel IV…

But the Starlight wasn’t helpless.  In fact, Christopher suspected they were in a very prime position to strike.  Seated on the edge of the command chair, he turned his devious gaze upon Bator.  “How are those phasers working, Lieutenant?”

The Phobian grinned.  “Fully functional.”

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Then by all means, Mister Bator, fire!”

A pulse of glittering orange light danced across the Starlight’s ventral phaser emitter for a few moments, lingering just long enough to converge with a similar pulse moving from the other side of the emitter.  And in the blink of an eye, the two little pulses converged into one blazing orange phaser beam.  It streaked away from the ship with incredible force, driving into the alien ship’s dorsal hull amidst a sea of greenish flame…

The colossal manta paused.  Its brownish hull began to ripple, and an instant later it pulled away from the Starlight, a cloud of greenish bio-matter trailing from the hole in its wing…

Just then, Tompkins stormed onto the bridge.  “We need to jettison the warp core!” he exclaimed, already headed for the engineering station.

Both Christopher and Harrison followed Tompkins to his station—but the incredible flash of light on the viewscreen kept them from getting too far.  Azel IV had exploded.

Christopher immediately turned to Tompkins.  “You were saying?”

Drayge was already plotting a course away from the blast.  “The shockwave will intercept us in thirty-seconds…”

But nobody had a chance to respond—because the tactical station was suddenly abuzz with sensor alerts.  Confusion, panic, concern… all of it crossed Bator’s face as he glanced at the data.  “We’re picking up a distress call from the Lylat System,” he stated.  “They’re under attack.”

“There’s a small colony on Lylat VII,” Drayge promptly reported.   “It’s inside Federation space.”

Harrison retreated to the helm.  “Who is attacking them, Lieutenant?”

Drayge glanced over the data.  “The Velora…”

“The Velora!?”  The news was unexpected, to say the least.  Ever since first contact nearly three years ago, the Velora had given the Federation’s borders a wide berth.  Christopher couldn’t even begin to fathom why they chose this moment to strike.

Not that it mattered.

Drayge checked the helm.  “Shockwave in twenty seconds!”

“The warp core breach is accelerating,” Tompkins frantically added.  “We need to eject the core now!”

It was obvious they had to do something.  Christopher was already formulating a plan, but he turned to Harrison for some quick advice.

“The Phendrana Drifts are less than a light year away,” he said.  “If we can get one small burst of warp power, that should be sufficient to get us there…”

“And then we can eject the core,” Christopher readily continued as the vibrating deck began to grow more unruly.  He was already returning to the command chair.  “We can hide in the drifts until we’re back on our feet…  Assuming the plan is a plausible one.”

“We might blow up half the ship,” Tompkins warned over the growing clamor.  “But if we don’t get the hell out of here, it won’t really matter!”

“Then do it!” Christopher exclaimed.

The lights began to flicker, and workstations all across the bridge started to strobe amidst the tumult.

“Set course for the Phendrana Drifts!” shouted Harrison.  “Best possible speed!”

The order definitely made it to the helm, but Drayge’s response never made it back.  Christopher could see the Bolian mouth some words, but amidst the roar of the engines, he heard nothing.  It looked like he might have indicated they were ready to go… and Christopher subsequently ran with the assumption.  “ENGAGE!” he shouted at the top of his lungs.

Asteroids bumping into its hull, the Starlight hastily came about and sputtered into warp, streaking into the cosmos amidst a great flash of white light.  Just moments later, Azel IV blew apart, spewing a massive wall of rock and flame into space…

And then, nearly a light year away, the Starlight tumbled back into normal space, practically cartwheeling into the murky blue and red depths of the Phendrana Drifts.

Chapter Five

CAPTAIN’S LOG, SUPPLEMENTAL:  The Starlight has retreated into the murky depths of the Phendrana Drifts after a brief skirmish with a hostile group of insectoid aliens.  Aside from the unfortunate loss of the warp core, damage to the ship was minimal, and repairs are already nearing completion.  With any luck, we’ll be able to participate in the defense of the Lylat System in a couple of days.

Since our retreat into the nebula, information on the Velora attack has been sketchy.  The last communiqué from Starfleet indicated the remote colony had already fallen—and the preliminary data from our investigation of the insectoid aliens does not bode well for the Lylat System.
• • •

The entire senior staff sat assembled at the sleek, oblong table in the conference lounge.  Christopher occupied his usual place at the head of the table, flanked on either side by Keller and Harrison.  Tompkins and Johnson sat near Keller; Hartman and Drayge beside Harrison—and having just reviewed the data obtained from the alien ship, none of them looked particularly happy.

“The computer… um, it was able to completely translate the alien ship’s database,” Johnson calmly stated.  That, unfortunately, was the only bit of good news in the report…

“The whole thing read like gibberish,” added Keller.  “Unless we’re interested in gerbils on the tuba, the vast majority of that report is useless to us.”

Christopher sighed.  “Lovely.”

There was but a single diamond in the rough, and as he sifted through the data on his padd, it took Johnson only a moment to get to it.  “There was one word, however, that… um, wouldn’t translate.”

Keller nodded.  “Ii’zyyr’aa.”

“Gee,” Christopher mused, “I wonder why…” He had inspected the preliminary data about an hour ago—even with his superior linguistic skills, the alien language remained a mystery—and with words like Ii’zyyr’aa, it was likely to remain that way.

“It could be a proper name of some sort,” suggested Harrison, oblivious to the Captain’s quip.  “Perhaps the name of the species?”

“We reached the same conclusion,” said Johnson.  “But unfortunately, that was the only conclusion we were able to make.”

“There might have been some star charts in their database,” Keller crisply continued.  “But none of the star formations corresponded with anything in our database.  We can assume they’re not from around here…  But that’s only an assumption.”

Johnson wearily tossed his padd on the tabletop.  “We’re still studying the data,” he sighed, “but… for all intents and purposes, it’s a dead end.”

“The medical front has been a bit more productive,” Hartman promptly interjected, a bit of pleasure in her voice.  “I did autopsies on all three of our guests…”

“And?”  Christopher had only glanced at the Doctor’s report a few minutes prior to the meeting; he didn’t see anything of consequence amidst the medical terminology, but then again, he wasn’t a doctor.

“All three of them were female.”  It was a fairly mundane fact, but Hartman seemed to revel in the mention.  “At first, I didn’t think anything of it, but then I stumbled upon their reproductive systems—utterly inactive.”

Christopher still wasn’t hearing anything earth shattering.  “Maybe they’re still maturing?”

“I don’t think so,” said Hartman, shaking her head.  “I found a strange chemical in the aliens’ blood.  I think it’s some sort of compound designed to repress their reproductive systems.”

“You think someone might have poisoned their world?” asked Drayge.

“Or maybe this was some sort of punishment,” Tompkins suggested.

“I was thinking along those lines,” said Hartman, “until I checked their DNA—all three of them are virtually identical.”

Christopher wasn’t sure if he liked where this was going.  “Inbreeding?” he cautiously suggested.

“Even better.”  Hartman grinned.  “These Ii’zyyr’aa are probably one the most ingenious species in the universe.  They seem to have developed some sort of parthenogenesis…”

“Meaning what?” asked Harrison, his brow furrowed.  And he wasn’t the only one confused by the term.  Christopher, Drayge, and Tompkins were also looking rather curious.

“They don’t need males to reproduce,” Keller promptly clarified. 

Christopher’s confusion still lingered, but a part of him suddenly felt a bit concerned.  If all women developed parthenogenesis, at some point in the future, his breed could be obsolete.

“Heh… I’m not sure I’m liking this,” Tompkins promptly interjected.

“But it’s highly efficient,” said Hartman.  “They can quickly bolster their numbers when environmental conditions are right…”

And though he was hesitant to ask, curiosity demanded Christopher delve further into this conversation: “And when environmental conditions are not favorable?”

These answers, however, were not readily available to Hartman.  She glanced at her padd for a moment, but it was clear that she had to speculate.  “Since the Ii’zyyr’aa database is currently worthless, I can’t be sure… but it’s likely the aliens keep a few males stockpiled somewhere.  When environmental conditions go downhill, the males are probably brought to the queen.   My guess is… she’ll mate with those lucky guys—and then devour them.  Any females produced in the coupling are sent to work, and the males are sent into storage.”

Christopher was utterly silent.  His concerned gaze shifted from Harrison to Tompkins and back across the table to Hartman.  “Lovely.”

Keller giggled.

Hartman grinned.

Harrison cleared his throat.  “While this is indeed fascinating… how is it relevant to the current situation?”

The grin on Hartman’s face immediately faded.  “That compound I mentioned earlier—the one suppressing the Ii’zyyr’aa reproductive system—it’s a pheromone.  It’s probably secreted by the queen to prevent males from mating with other females… but it also contains the blight.”

Christopher’s heart skipped a beat.  The blight was the virus developed by the Velora to neutralize any threats to their genetic purity.  For a brief moment, Christopher postulated the Ii’zyyr’aa might have been fighting the Velora… but then he recalled Azel IV was a staging area—and the Lylat System was under attack.  “The Ii’zyyr’aa are allies of the Velora.”

The implications of such an alliance were not quite evident, but given enough time, the Federation would undoubtedly find out.

Christopher shifted uncomfortably in his command chair, wondering what to do next.  “What do we know about Lylat VII?”

“It’s M-class world,” Drayge solemnly reported.  “And if memory serves, it has vast deposits of tetralithium, all of them virtually untouched by the Federation.”  And that was all the information anyone needed, for they all knew what would happen next.

  “If they have not done so already, the Velora will infect the population with the blight to neutralize any genetic impurities,” Harrison quietly stated.  “The survivors will be sent to internment facilities and forced to mine tetralithium until they perish—and now that the Ii’zyyr’aa are involved, the process may be more gruesome than ever.”

“We can’t allow that to happen,” Christopher immediately replied.  Unfortunately, without a warp core, there was little they could do to prevent the massacre.  The group sat in silence for a moment, everyone considering some unique angle of the situation… but then things took a turn for the worse.

“Bridge to Captain Christopher!”  Marizex’s voice sounded urgent.

Christopher tapped his communicator.  “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“The alien ship!” he nervously exclaimed.  “It’s back!”

Moments later, Christopher strode onto the bridge.  The hellish manta loomed on the viewscreen, already aglow in crackling verdant light.  “Is it me, or does that thing look a bit more menacing this time?”

“Your eyes aren’t deceiving you,” said Keller as she took her place at ops.  “The ship’s energy output has quadrupled since our last encounter.”

“Is it the same ship?” asked Harrison a moment later.

Keller shook her head.  “It’s hard to say.  There’s no sign of the damage we inflicted during our previous encounter… but the specifications are exactly the same.”

Christopher’s posterior hovered near the command chair a couple of times, but the butterflies in his stomach kept him from sitting down.  “Have they spotted us yet?”

“Unlikely,” said Bator.  “Interference from the nebula is likely hindering their sensors.”

“But they know we are in here,” Harrison stated.

Christopher suddenly stopped dead in his tracks.  “I don’t know what we’re so worried about,” he said.  “We disabled it with one phaser blast earlier…”

“A few transphasic torpedoes should dispatch that bad boy in a second,” said Tompkins from the engineering station.

But then came the sensor alerts—and given the organic vessel’s sudden thrust into the nebula, it was obvious Tompkins’ theory would soon be put to the test…

“Red alert!” called Harrison, already bracing himself in his chair.

Christopher promptly seated himself.  “All hands to battle stations!” he called, also preparing for the deck’s inevitable tremors.

The colossal alien starship practically swam through the murky azure nebula in its search for the Starlight.  But with sensors greatly reduced by the myriad gases therein, the Ii’zyyr’aa manta sailed past the Akira-class starship without incident…

“Evasive maneuvers,” called out Harrison.  “Keep us within the denser pockets of gas.  That shall make it more difficult for them to spot us.”

“Aye, sir.”  Drayge’s deft fingers danced across the helm, and the Starlight dove deep inside a massive pillar of twisted reddish gas.

For now, Christopher was content to evade.  He didn’t have any concrete plans to destroy the Ii’zyyr’aa ship, and until he did, evasion was their best tactic.  With the manta’s energy output quadrupled, he didn’t want to face them in battle without a plan.

But they couldn’t hide forever…

The manta appeared amidst the haze of the viewscreen yet again, streaking between two giant clouds of rosy violet gas.  It fired a few seemingly random shots into the cloud, but missed the Starlight by a mile.

“They’re coming about,” Drayge reported.

“Evade them,” said Harrison.  And the Starlight dove deeper into the gaseous crimson pillar, and the threat of attack lessened just a bit…
“Captain,” Bator called as the crimson veil slowly intermingled with a strand of wiry violet gas, “we may be able to fight this battle from afar.”

“Our sensors are obviously more advanced than theirs,” said Keller.  “If we manually target our torpedoes, we could pick them off before they have a chance to fight back.”

Normally, Christopher didn’t like resorting to obviously cheap tactics.  He liked a fair fight.  But since they were lacking a warp core, they were already at a considerable disadvantage.  Cheapness was now a necessity.  “Do it.”

“The alien ship is bearing 1-1-4 mark 2-9,” Drayge reported a moment later, watching intently as the little manta icon flitted across the helm.

“Bring us about, Lieutenant,” said Christopher, hands already clenching the arms of his chair.

The haze of reddish-blue murk barely moved, but after a few moments, the Ii’zyyr’aa ship suddenly appeared on the viewscreen—dead ahead.

“I have acquired the target,” said Bator a moment later.  The ship was gradually drifting away from the Starlight, but if they acted soon, they would still get a clean shot.

And Christopher didn’t waste any time.  “Mister Bator,” he said, creeping forward in his command chair, “fire!”

Seconds later, two blazing yellow transphasic torpedoes shot across the viewscreen.  They were quickly enveloped by the nebula’s gloom, but in his mind’s eye, Christopher could still see them hurtling toward the Ii’zyyr’aa ship—and the moment his mental countdown struck zero, the alien ship was aflame.

Green explosions rocked the giant manta, and clouds of yellowish plasma streaked from the flaming hull.  But the ship did not quiver.  It didn’t even pause, for that matter.  Instead, it came about, headed straight for the Starlight.

“Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea,” mused Christopher a moment later.

The Ii’zyyr’aa ship fired six or seven vivid green pulses at the Starlight.  Most of them missed, but the last two skittered across the starboard catamaran, singing the hull, but doing little in the way of damage.  The Starlight gracefully came about, laying down plenty of phaser fire as it retreated back into the heart of the nebula—but this time around, the giant manta was immune to the assault.

Rabidly following the Starlight into the gaseous pillars, the Ii’zyyr’aa ship continued its assault—but when the siege again proved useless, they tried a new tactic.  The ship came to a sudden halt.  The mandibles on the front of the ship parted, and massive beam of ragged black energy suddenly bore into nebula.  Tendrils of energy began to crackle around the gaseous pillars and seconds later, the Starlight’s haven evaporated.

“What’s happening?” demanded Harrison.

Keller braced herself against her workstation as the ship began to tremble.  “The nebula is dissipating!” she gleaned from the controls.  Her lips parted to deliver the rest of her report, but before she could utter a single word, a vortex of greenish light swirled around her petite body—and moments later, she was gone.

Christopher didn’t realize what had happened until it was too late.  He glanced away from the vanishing nebula on the viewscreen just in time to see the transporter’s fading light…  “Beam her back!” he frantically called, his nervous heartbeat thundering in his head…

But Bator suddenly found himself overwhelmed with sensor alerts.  “Two more alien ships are approaching the nebula!” he said.  “And we have intruders on decks five and six!”

Christopher stared at the operations console.  It was empty…  

Empty…

“Captain!” Harrison’s voice seemed distant.  Christopher tried to focus his mind, but with Erin suddenly gone, concentration was the least of his concerns.

Suddenly, another verdant vortex surrounded the helm—and moments later, Neelar Drayge vanished in the swirling haze…

Harrison immediately took control.  “Seal off decks five and six!” he shouted.  “Get security down there right away!”

Bator nodded.  “Aye sir!”

Knowing this was not the time to lose his mind, Christopher shook his head, hoping it would free him from his trance—but thoughts of Erin remained firmly entrenched in his consciousness.

The Ii’zyyr’aa weapon streaked into the nebula for only a moment longer, and the crimson haze immediately began to swirl into the newly created void.  Still, it was enough of a disruption for the other Ii’zyyr’aa ships to notice, and the lethal triad subsequently converged upon the Starlight.

To Be Continued…
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