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Prologue

Kendall Johnson liked to run.  He ran from epic battles and blossoming romances, from responsibility and loyalty… and just about anything that one could possibly hope to run away from.  Though he would frequently convince himself that things in his life weren’t really as bad as they seemed, Kendall knew that, when push came to shove, he would run again.  Of course, running wasn’t always a bad thing…

As far as Kendall was concerned, running was one of the few bright spots in his dreadfully gloomy life—and when he spotted a new track-and-field holodeck program sitting in the Starlight’s database, curiosity demanded he investigate…  

It had been many, many years since Kendall’s last serious run.  He had been forced to sprint through the Starlight’s myriad corridors on countless occasions in recent years; it was certainly exhilarating, but… none of that truly compared to zipping around a track at top speed.  Thus, Kendall was immediately pleased when he stepped into the holodeck.

The track was a classic setup: four hundred meters of pavement ringed a field of verdant grass; a short deck of bleachers sat to the left of the track; a few concession stands led to a chain-link fence, and sandy white beach on the right.  It was certainly a small venue, nothing like the giant arenas at Starfleet Academy, but it would suffice.

Eager to get started, Kendall hopped over the fence and started for the track.  The pavement was smooth, tan in color, and divided into six lanes.  Kendall immediately situated himself on the inside lane and started to whip around the track—when he suddenly heard the holodeck doors clank open back by the beach.  Curious, Kendall slowed to a stop and came about to see Neelar Drayge strolling up to the fence.

“How do you like the program?” asked the Bolian.  He was dressed in a white athletic jumper, apparently ready to run a few laps for himself.

“It… it looks great,” said Kendall.  He then decided that the program most likely belonged to Drayge.  “I… um, hope you don’t mind me using it.”

“Oh, not at all,” replied the Bolian.  He easily hopped the fence, and wandered onto the track.  “To be honest, I didn’t think anyone else would use it.  I am pleased to see someone here.”

“I was a part of the track and field team back at Starfleet Academy,” Kendall explained.

A smile crept across Neelar’s face.  “So was I,” he said.  “It would seem we have something in common, Lieutenant.”

Kendall chuckled.  “You learn something new every day,” he mused—and now that Neelar was steadily approaching, Kendall decided to resume his journey around the track.  

“What events did you participate in?” asked Neelar, easily keeping pace with Kendall.

“The four hundred-meter dash… the eight hundred-meter relay…” He pulled in a deep lungful of the crisp seaside air.  “I was, well… I was a long-distance runner.  I think I still hold the Academy record in the sixteen hundred-meter.

“You do,” Drayge readily confirmed.  “How did you fare on Danula II?”

Even after ten years, the famed Starfleet Academy marathon still seemed fresh in Kendall’s mind.  In his sophomore year, he had been favored to win the forty-kilometer run, but…  “I finished third,” he grumbled.  Despite his best efforts, he simply could not catch up with the leaders.  “How did you do?”

“I finished eighty-fourth.”  Drayge chuckled as he thought back to the event.  For a moment, it seemed like Drayge might explain the disappointing finish, but he instead pulled in a deep lungful of air and forged ahead.

And Kendall didn’t know quite what to say.  Technically speaking, eighty-fourth wasn’t that bad.  There were likely hundreds of others finishing behind Drayge—but still, eighty-fourth place was not exactly near the front of the pack.  He must have had a leg cramp or something…  

“Obviously, I am not much of a long-distance runner,” Drayge mused as he blew the air through his lips.

Kendall was not about to disagree, but out of respect for Drayge, he didn’t voice his opinion.  Actually, he didn’t voice his opinion because after five years, he barely knew the Bolian and wasn’t exactly comfortable around him… but it was much easier to justify his silence with respect.  Unfortunately, that did little to advance the conversation, and silence slowly began to grip to arena.

Shoes hit the pavement.  Deep, rhythmic breaths filled the air.  A gentle wind whispered in the ears.  Birds chirped…  And thankfully, so, too, did Neelar Drayge’s communicator.

“Christopher to Drayge.”

The Bolian slowed to a halt very near the start/finish line, took only a moment to catch his breath, and then slapped his communicator.  “Drayge here.”

“Neelar,” said the Captain, “I need to see you in my ready room when you’ve got a minute.  It’s about your… little inquiry.”

A devilish smile suddenly crept across Drayge’s face.  “I’ll be right there,” he said.  He must have been up to something, but Kendall couldn’t even begin to imagine what.  He simply did not know the Bolian well enough to even speculate.

Whatever the case, their little jog was certainly over.  Though he could have done a few more laps, Kendall didn’t want to wear himself out—besides, his fifteen-minute break ended a good ten minutes ago.  Thus, he headed toward the exit alongside Drayge.

“We should do this again sometime,” said the Bolian.

Kendall couldn’t tell if the offer was genuine, or if Drayge was simply being polite… but Kendall didn’t have any objections.  As far as he was concerned, he still had plenty of impetus to go running.  So he forced an awkward smile upon his face.   “That… that sounds good.”

• • •

Alan Christopher couldn’t wipe the smile from his face.  He had certainly been surprised to find an inquiry from Neelar Drayge on his desk; it wasn’t often the young Bolian submitted such formal paperwork to Christopher…  In fact, he couldn’t even recall the last time he saw Drayge’s name on such an inquiry (if it ever happened).  Thus, he had been more than a little curious.

And now that he had perused Drayge’s submission in its entirety, Alan Christopher was thoroughly pleased with the Bolian.  He had come a long way from his days as a lowly ensign.

“A promotion,” mused Christopher as he glanced up from the padd.  Neelar stood about a meter away, smiling faintly as Christopher continued to wrap his mind around the situation.  “Neelar, it seems like just last week we were changing your diapers!”

Drayge had never been the biggest fan of Christopher’s quirky humor, but to his credit, he always forced a smile to his face.  This time was no different.  “My parents always said that I was a child prodigy,” he mused, gently clasping his hands behind his back.

“Mine said the same thing,” Christopher happily recalled.  It seemed that, at one time or another, all parents liked to profess the genius of their children.  “They were wrong, of course.  I was no genius back then…”

“But you are now,” Drayge succinctly continued, practically taking the words right out of Christopher’s mouth.  Of course, had Christopher spoken, he suspected the sarcasm in his voice would not have been so evident.

Not wanting to dwell upon minor details of this conversation, Christopher instead focused on the more pressing matter at hand.  Neelar’s promotion to Lieutenant Commander wasn’t written in stone; at the moment, it was little more than a suggestion, written on a padd—and because Neelar himself initiated the process, he would first have to prove himself worthy of the higher rank.

“It’s not going to be easy,” Christopher warned.  The sentiment wasn’t meant as a deterrent—Christopher had total faith in Drayge’s ability to succeed—he was just stating a simple fact.  “You’re going to have to endure countless cheesy simulations on the holodeck, a few written exams, and you need to gain a little more first-hand command experience.”

Drayge didn’t hesitate for a moment.  “I am up to the challenge,” he crisply replied.

“Then report to holodeck tomorrow morning,” said Christopher.  “I’ll have Ensign Jayesh take your shift on the bridge.”

This time, the grin on Neelar’s face was truly genuine.  “Thank you,” he said, already headed for the exit.  He was certainly eager to get started, and somewhere deep in the back of his mind, Alan Christopher wanted to know why…

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76478.3:  The Starlight is headed to the remote 92-Eridani star system in response to a distress call from an alien cargo ship.  The reason for their distress remains unknown, but long-range sensors do not presently indicate anything out of the ordinary.

“We’re entering visual range,” said Neelar Drayge, his deft fingers gracefully tapping at the helm controls.

Eager to learn more about the situation, Alan Christopher was about order the spectacle onto the viewscreen—but even before he could part his lips, Lucas Tompkins bolted from his seat and came about to face the operations station.  “Let’s see it, Erin.”

Erin Keller quickly complied with the order, and moments later, a massive conglomeration of twisted metal appeared on the viewscreen.  It was clearly a freighter—probably half the size of the Starlight—and it was old.  The pocked hull looked craggy and rusted, and there were countless gaping hull breaches scarring the aft section of the ship.  Some of them had been crudely patched, but the vast majority of the breaches were letting the vacuum of space slip right into the ship.

“The vessel is of unknown origin,” said Bator as the freighter drifted across the viewscreen.  “Main power appears to be offline, and most other systems are damaged beyond repair.”

Though he was doubtful, curiosity demanded Christopher ask, “Are there any life signs?”

“There are none,” Bator promptly replied—hardly a surprise considering the extreme damage.

While Christopher chose to remain seated, Tompkins started to pace.  Even so, he never took his eyes away from the viewscreen.  “Were they attacked?”

“There are no residual energy signatures,” said Bator.

“But that doesn’t mean they weren’t attacked,” Keller quickly added, before anyone could fall into a false sense of security.

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “It just means they were attacked using non-conventional methods… or that the attack happened long before we got here.”

Keller glanced at the data flitting across her station.  “A Federation listening post near the Veridian System first detected the distress signal six days ago,” she reported.  “If there were any energy signatures, it is quite possible they have dissipated.  I would even say that it’s likely…”

“Even so, there has been no enemy activity in this region of space for more than ten months,” added Bator.

“And what happened ten months ago?” asked Christopher.  If memory served, that was about the time things started heating up with the Romulans.

With a few decisive keystrokes, Bator pulled the requested information from the computer database.  “The Klingons reportedly destroyed a single Romulan scout ship on stardate 75621.3.  The Romulans later confirmed the scout ship Volos went missing in this sector at about the same time—last known contact was on stardate 75616.7.”

Despite the freighter’s condition, Christopher was starting to think the damage was not caused in an attack.  The Klingons didn’t frequently attack old freighters, nor did they leave the wreckage behind when they did.  “Is there anything strange on sensors?” he asked, starting down the long list of other possibilities.

“I’m not detecting any spatial anomalies,” Keller crisply replied.  Apparently she had already been looking into that possibility.

“Might have been some sort of internal malfunction,” suggested Tompkins.  He stopped pacing just beside Drayge’s chair, and tapped a short sequence of commands into the control interface.

The computer quickly scanned the freighter, generated a realistic three-dimensional model, and then zoomed in on the gaping hull breaches in the aft section of the ship, adjusting the camera angle accordingly.  “Those hull breaches aren’t exactly consistent with a wide scale disruption of the EPS grid—but mercenaries don’t always have Starfleet’s guidelines on hand…”

“Sometimes you have to improvise,” Keller chirped.

“Heh…  Yeah.” Tompkins grinned.  “And this could be the result.”

With each moment that passed, Christopher was becoming more and more certain that some unspecified forces of evil were not responsible for the freighter’s near destruction—and that was certainly a relief.  After the mysterious attack on Subspace Relay Station 54 a few weeks ago, everyone had been on edge, Christopher included.  Still, there was an air of mystery about the freighter, and Christopher wanted some answers.  “Is there an atmosphere aboard that ship?”

Erin Keller glanced down at her sensors.  “Most of the interior sections sustained some sort of damage,” she said, “but there’s enough atmosphere for an away team to survive for a few weeks.”

Christopher chuckled.  “That’s good to know...  Now we can stroll on over to Risa while the away team is gone, and be back before they’re in danger of suffocating!”

“Sounds good to me,” said Tompkins, a devilish grin already crossing his face.  There was no doubt in Christopher’s mind that Tompkins would make good use of any time spent on the pleasure planet.

“Unfortunately,” Christopher lightly interjected, “you’re going to be a part of the away team, Lucas…  Sorry.”

He shrugged.  “No big deal…  I like to be where the action is.”

“And for you, Lucas, that is definitely not on Risa,” Keller sheepishly mused.

He immediately shot an icy glance in Keller’s direction, but—being the undisputed master of evil glares—she was virtually unfazed by the visual assault.  

Thrilled as he was to see somebody else get picked on, Christopher nonetheless cut short the banter.  “As a part of his training, young Neelar will command this away mission—and any subsequent missions pertaining to our friendly neighborhood freighter…”

Eager to take charge of his very first mission, Drayge bolted from his seat and came about to face his superiors—and though he tried valiantly to maintain a neutral façade, it was obvious to anyone that the Bolian was excited beyond belief.  “I won’t disappoint you, Captain,” he happily proclaimed.

“I know you won’t.”  Any doubts Christopher had about Drayge’s sudden request for a promotion began to fade.  Perhaps he was just very eager to advance his career?  After all, stranger things had happened.

“I’ve never seen a ship like this before,” said Sarah Hartman as she stepped into the dark, narrow corridor before her.  The walls were blackened and charred, ash and debris littered the deck—but there were still enough alien features in evidence to give the stale atmosphere decidedly creepy feel.

There were large, sharp spikes jutting from the wall, and an even more ominous set embedded into the ceiling.  The decking was little more than a piece of grated metal in places, giving one direct access to the deck below—though Hartman didn’t dare shine her flashlight down there.  Cobwebs were strewn across the corridors—and a particularly large web completely covered the only visible computer terminal.  It was a meter or two up ahead—and aside from the cobweb, it appeared both undamaged and unpowered.

“The exterior design is somewhat consistent with the old freighters used by the Coridan,” said Drayge as he approached the dormant computer station.  “But the interior…”

“Heavily modified,” said Bator.  He was the first to reach the computer workstation, and when he cleared away the sticky cobwebs with a swipe of his arm, he uncovered yet another mystery—thousands of tiny brownish globules were plastered to the workstation.

“That’s blood,” said Hartman, gleaning the information from her bleeping tricorder.

“What the hell went on here?” asked Tompkins, though—not surprisingly—the question went unanswered.

“I’m detecting eighty-four bodies,” Hartman continued, watching intently as the data scrolled across her tricorder screen.  Unlike Tompkins, she was completely unfazed by the blood.  “Not all of them are humanoid… but every last one is dead.”

“Can you identify any of the species?” asked Drayge, slowly stepping closer to Hartman to get a look at the data for himself.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t very much to look at.  “Some of the humanoids might be Darsaean,” she stated, pointing at the third item on the list of dozens.  “The remaining of the bodies are unknowns.”

“The Darsaean System is about eighteen light years from 92-Eridani,” said Drayge, pulling the information from the incredibly vast astrometric database in his mind.  “As far as I know, the Federation has had contact with the Darsaeans a few times… but each encounter went without incident.”

“Is this a Darsaean ship?” asked Hartman.

Drayge shrugged.  “I don’t know.”  Apparently his mental database wasn’t infinitely vast…

A few meters up ahead, Commander Tompkins stood in silent observation of a badly damaged section of wall.  Almost all of the sharp spikes had broken away, leaving what appeared to be a large, semi-circular hole in the wall.  “Heh…  What do you make of this, Bator?”

The Phobian was equally perplexed.  Shaking his head in confusion, he pointed his tricorder at the hole.  “It looks like something dissolved right through the hull,” he stated.

“I’m detecting some sort of organic residue,” added Hartman as she waved her medical tricorder in front of the craggy fissure.

“Organic technology?” suggested Tompkins.

Bator considered it for a moment, before providing a possibility of his own:  “Or a biogenic weapon?”

Both were certainly plausible options, but Hartman wasn’t about to speculate.  “Whatever the case,” she said, “the hole apparently leads back into one of the cargo bays.”

“Can we reach the cargo bay?” asked Drayge, carefully shining his flashlight into the hole.  The darkness almost literally swallowed the beam after only a few meters.

“I think so,” said Bator, carefully inspecting the schematics on his tricorder.

Drayge politely nodded his approval.  “Then let’s check it out,” he said, already leading the way into the dark.

Erin Keller didn’t like to stay behind.  Even though she would get a full briefing when the away team returned, it always felt like she was missing something important…  And in a way, she was.  While Erin was toiling away on the Starlight, she was missing the first-hand experience of being there on the alien ship, watching things unfold as they happened.  But Erin knew that someone had to stay behind… and this time, it just happened to be her.

And misery loved company.

Alan also stayed behind, an event that was somewhat unusual.  Despite a Starfleet protocol that suggested the Captain should remain on the ship during away missions, Alan Christopher frequently ventured into the heart of danger—most likely for the very same reasons Erin liked to… it was always one hell of an adventure. 

But there was no adventure today.  Alan was lazily sprawled out in the command chair, one leg dangling on the floor, the other draped over the arm of chair.  “…So I talked to Matthew yesterday,” he said, continuing the banal conversation that had been sporadically occurring since the away team left.

“And how he doing?” Erin inquired.

“It sounded like things were going well aboard the Columbia.  He actually got to meet Odo a few weeks ago.”

Erin’s curiosity was certainly piqued.  “The Odo?”

Alan nodded.  “Yeah,” he said with a faint chuckle.  “While we were playing in the mud on some backwater Klingon planet… Matthew was meeting with the leaders of the Dominion.”

The Starlight’s recent mission to Gren-ga’tharg wasn’t quite earth shattering, that much was certain… but in retrospect, Erin could recall dozens of other high-profile missions.  In fact, Alan was probably the only Captain in Starfleet’s history to have a decent relationship with the leader of the Romulan Empire.  “Don’t worry, Alan, I’m quite certain you’ll be back in the spotlight soon enough.”

“I hope so,” he said, grinning deviously…  but that grin faded when a sensor alert shattered the idyllic calm.  Alan was immediately on his feet.  “What is it, Erin?”

“I’m detecting a massive tachyon surge,” she exclaimed, watching intently as the entity blossomed on sensors.

“Where?”  Alan was looking to the viewscreen in hopes of seeing the formation of a temporal phenomenon near the freighter—but he was in for quite a surprise.

A faint azure light suddenly rippled in front of the helm.  It gently distorted its surroundings before a shaft of blazing white light ripped through the very fabric of space, spewing tiny shards of glowing light into the air.  Moments later, Kendall Johnson emerged from the distortion.  Slightly confused, he glanced around the bridge for a moment, conferred with the sleek black tricorder in his hand, and then slapped his communicator:  “Johnson to Meade—we’ve only gone back a few weeks… stardate 76478.4.”

“That’s it?” came the static-filled on the other side of the conversation.  “I’ll realign the matrix and try again…”

And as quickly as he appeared, Kendall Johnson disappeared in the same glittering shaft of white light.

Surprised as he was by the sudden temporal confusion, Alan was hardly confused by the event.  “This has something to do with that future incarnation of Kendall we encountered last year in the Yaraka Sector.”

“I’d say that sounds about right,” Erin crisply replied.  Almost one year ago, the Starlight encountered a massive tachyon field in the aforementioned region of space.  The disturbance was apparently caused by a malevolent individual called Illidan—and Kendall set out on a journey through space and time to stop him.  “According to future Kendall, everything hits the fan on stardate 76502.”

“So this isn’t the main event?” asked Alan, his bright turquoise eyes wide with curiosity.

Erin shook her head.  “Nope.  We’ve still got a few weeks to prepare… for whatever is going to happen.”

Alan was already grumbling his mantra, “I hate temporal mechanics,” and it didn’t take a temporal incursion for Erin to know she would be hearing it again in the very near future.

“Hey,” she said, suddenly feeling inclined to put a much more positive spin on the situation, “at least something interesting happened while the away team was gone!”

The journey to the cargo bay was more menacing than Neelar Drayge could have anticipated.  It was pitch black, thick cobwebs were everywhere, and a horridly putrid stench hung in the clammy air.  Despite the grated floor, there was a still thick layer of brown sludge on the decking.  For a moment, he was tempted to turn back, but he didn’t want to return to the Starlight without answers… so he mustered his courage forged ahead into the gloom.

“Something very wrong happened on this ship,” said Hartman as she trudged the sludge alongside Tompkins.  “I’m starting to think… torture, perhaps?  Why else would there be spiked ceilings?”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a garbage scow, actually.”  Tompkins briefly flashed his tricorder at Hartman.  “There’s all sorts of worthless shit down in the lower decks.”

Hartman briefly glanced at the display.  “…Broken EPS conduits, damaged medical supplies, rotten food…” She sighed, and returned the tricorder to Tompkins.  “We should be wearing environmental suits in here!”

“Probably,” said Tompkins.  “But at least none of the garbage is toxic or radioactive.  It’s not going to kill you.”

“You sound disappointed,” said Hartman, sarcastic.

“Heh… Maybe I am,” replied Tompkins.

Taking notice of the sincerity in the first officer’s voice, Hartman paused for a moment.  “That rectal exam was necessary,” she strongly retorted, perhaps a bit louder than Drayge would have preferred.  “You’re family has—”

The Bolian thusly cleared his throat to end the conversation.  “I think we’ve reached the cargo bay,” he stated, making sure his voice was louder than Hartman’s.

With the map readily displayed on his tricorder, it took Bator only a moment to confirm Drayge’s sentiment.  “The bay is just behind those doors,” he said, alluding to the pair of massive black doors across the corridor.

Eager to peek inside, Drayge traversed the muddy floor and dug his fingers into the tiny crevice between the doors.  It was a tight fit, but he was able to slide his fingers in just deep enough to get a decent grip.  He thusly shoved to doors apart to reveal… not the cargo bay, but a vast and glittering starfield.

“There is a forcefield in place,” said Bator before anyone could begin fearing for their lives.  “There is still emergency power in this part of the ship.”

“Too bad there isn’t much of a ship left,” mused Tompkins as he peered inside.   “No cargo, either…”

“This has been a total waste of time,” Hartman grumbled.  She was already heading back into the bowels of the ship, clearly ready to leave.

Drayge, however, wasn’t so eager to go.  “Doctor…”  

She paused.  “What?”

Had this been any other day, Drayge knew that his defenses would have crumbled long ago.  He could feel them doing so even as Hartman’s icy glare drilled into his skull… but on this mission, Drayge knew that he could show no weakness.  “Collect a few samples of the sludge on the floor, please.”

That was hardly a stern warning, but… Drayge hoped that it was enough to keep Hartman from wandering off on her own… and thankfully, it was.  But Drayge knew that this was just the beginning of his testing.  Things would undoubtedly get worse before they got better…

Chapter Two

A metallurgical analysis wasn’t the most complex sensor sweep in the Starlight’s arsenal.  In fact, under optimal conditions, the computer could scan the target, analyze the data, and provide a fairly detailed report in just a few seconds.  Unfortunately for Kendall Johnson, the alien freighter’s condition was anything but optimal.

He started his work more than two hours ago, and while it took the computer less than a minute to perform the actual scan, the freighter’s hull condition was so poor that the computer could not make any sense of the data.  Making things worse, it looked like many of the alloys used in the hull were completely unknown to Federation science—and he hadn’t even started to compare the data to the Starlight’s hull.

Kendall had been able to piece together a fairly crude model of the many alloys used in the hull, but after two very long hours of work, a marginally coherent, utterly crude list wasn’t much to get excited about.  In fact, so dull was the task, Kendall was tempted to reassign the analysis to Stephanie Kerrigan, because he needed a change of pace.  It was too bad she was already busy working on the spectral analysis of 92-Eridani…

But then the science lab’s doors parted, and the monotony came to a sudden end.  Like a breath of fresh air, Erin Keller strolled into the lab, gracefully approaching Kendall’s circular workstation in the center of the room.  “Hey there, little buddy!” she exclaimed, flashing an ethereal smile.

Kendall quickly reciprocated with a giddy grin of his own.  “Hello.”

Erin paused, waiting patiently for Kendall to further the conversation, but when he said nothing, she turned her placid gaze upon him and said, “I’m fine thanks, how are you?”

“I’m… I’m okay,” Kendall lied.  He didn’t want to bore Erin with his tales of tedium, especially when she was expecting a conversation. “How are you?”

Obviously pleased with the inquiry, Erin batted her eyelashes and chirped, “I am most excellent, Kendall.  Thanks for asking!”  She was certainly in one of her better moods.  “So, did anything interesting happen today?”

“Uh… no,” said Kendall, shaking his head.  “Today has been fairly routine.  Why… why do you ask?”

Erin pulled a padd from behind her back, and gently placed it upon Kendall’s workspace.  Her smile grew wider.  “Your doppelganger from the future just visited the bridge,” she happily explained.  “The sensor readings were consistent with the two temporal incursions he caused last year.”

Kendall afforded Erin’s data only a moment of his attention.  After the earlier temporal incursions, he had poured over every shred of available data—and since this information was likely identical, it wouldn’t require much of his time.

Or would it?

Temporal incursions of any kind were more interesting than some metallurgical analysis—and since it was quite obvious that there was going to be a major temporal incident in the coming weeks, Kendall knew it was best to be prepared.  “Did my doppelganger… did he say anything?” 

Erin shook her head.  “Nothing substantial,” she replied.  “Though he did indicate that he traveled only a few weeks from the future.”

And Erin was right; the information wasn’t very substantial, but Kendall was grateful nonetheless.  He appreciated everything Erin did for him, whether she knew it or not.  “Thanks.”

“Not a problem, my man…” And on that playful note, she departed, leaving Kendall to his work.

After returning to the Starlight with the rest of the away team, the Sarah Hartman quickly changed into a clean uniform, and headed to sickbay to analyze her sludge samples. Though she had been less than enthusiastic about collecting the greenish sludge from the freighter’s deck, Hartman was moderately surprised by the subsequent analysis.

The initial tricorder scans weren’t overly impressive, and that had tempered Hartman’s enthusiasm—but the moment she set her Petri dish under the microscope, the slimy green sample became a whole new world of scientific wonder.

Under the microscope, Hartman could see the sludge was much, much more than a puddle of goop.  In fact, it had a fairly impressive helix-structure, which was most likely an indication of DNA.  The microscope was also able to provide insight on some of the sample’s other properties. 

“It’s a highly corrosive, organic secretion of some sort,” she said to Neelar Drayge, who stood nearby in silent observation of her work.  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

His interest obviously piqued, the Bolian approached the microscope to witness the sample for himself.  “There is a definite genetic structure,” he said.  “Do you think this might be from some sort of space-dwelling organism?”

“It would almost have to be,” said Hartman.  “Since the organism wasn’t aboard the freighter, it had to have gone somewhere—and given the looks of that cargo bay, I’d be inclined to guess it escaped into interstellar space.  I’ll know more once I have a chance to analyze the cellular structure.”

Drayge stepped away from the microscope.  “Thank you, Doctor.  Please, let me know when you’ve found anything of interest.”

It looked like the conversation was over, because Drayge started to make his retreat—but Hartman wasn’t done just yet.  “Lieutenant,” she called before he could wander too far away.

He paused.  “Yes?”

Hartman’s gaze wandered over to the surgical bay.  “In addition to your sludge samples, I also had Lieutenant Sanders beam aboard one of the corpses.”

And in that instant, Drayge came about and retraced his path to Hartman’s side.  “Anything?”

Hartman shook her head.  “I’m going to perform the autopsy right now… but my preliminary report doesn’t show anything out of the ordinary.”

The Doctor swiftly led the Drayge into the surgical bay, where a big, muscular alien lay on the biobed.  He was gray-skinned, with a column of small spikes running down the center of his face and throat, and onto his chest, where they melded into some sort of natural body armor. “It’s a Darsaean,” Hartman immediately confirmed.

Drayge kept his distance.  “I’ve never seen one before.”

“Now’s your chance!” said Hartman.  “Their internal organs are fascinating—did you know that almost sixty percent of Darsaean internal organs can regrow, even after being completely removed?”

“No, I did not know that,” Drayge politely replied… and Hartman suspected that he didn’t particularly care. 

Thus, she decided to provide some information that was actually interesting.  “Petechial hemorrhaging near the optical nerves indicate death by asphyxiation,” she said, indolently lifting one of the alien’s eyelids to reveal a considerably bloodshot eye.

“That’s to be expected considering the number of hull breaches aboard that freighter,” said Drayge, still making a conscious effort to keep his distance.  Hartman could only assume the Bolian was uncomfortable around dead bodies… 

Or uncomfortable around doctors.

Or both.

Either way, Hartman didn’t really care.  She just continued with her report.  “Lividity indicates the body was moved after death,” she said, pointing to some of the darker splotches of bruised skin visible on the chest and abdomen.  “If the man died on his back, there shouldn’t be any bruising on the chest—blood settles to the bottom upon death—but he has bruising on both sides…”

“So what does this mean?” asked Drayge.  Curiosity forced him to creep closer to the biobed and see the bruising for himself.

Hartman shrugged.  “It could mean a lot of things,” she said, running the countless possibilities through her mind.  “But it’s probably a pretty good indication of our space-dwelling organism’s size…  If this thing can blast through metallic walls and move a ninety-kilo man… it’s got to be a fairly decent size.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”  And on that note, Neelar Drayge flashed a faint smile and left Hartman to her autopsy.

 “The Luzaera Sector is a moderately trafficked trade route, established six or seven years ago to facilitate our treaty with the Grintaka,” said Lieutenant Boedus—and if Captain Christopher followed her correctly, she was the adjunct to the assistant governor in the Traeanor District on Darsaea II.  Or in other words… she was a very low ranking individual.

She was also incredibly terse—of course, anybody with face full of spikes was welcome to be as terse as he or she desired, because Alan Christopher wasn’t about to mess with them.  And apparently that was sage advice, because the Federation database indicated the Darsaeans fought and won no less than eight wars with the Klingons.  “You’re not missing any ships in the Luzaera Sector, are you?”

“None,” said Boedus without even glancing at a computer terminal.  Not only was she intimating, she also knew her stuff.  Either that, or she just didn’t care enough to check.  “It should be noted that we do not track the mercenary vessels that pass through Darsaean space.”

That probably did wonders for the local black market, but Christopher assumed it did not bode well for the investigation.  “Then you have no idea what kind of cargo the freighters in this area might carry?”

“We are currently in the process of establishing several colonies in the Jaeris Cluster,” Boedus replied.  Not once did she even blink her beady little eyes… they just seemed to drill right into Christopher’s skull.  “Dozens of freighters are headed there each day, carrying a wide assortment of supplies: food, building materials, medical supplies…  Why do you ask?”

“We recently came upon a derelict freighter near 92-Eridani,” Christopher explained, though given the plain look upon Boedus’ face, she was hardly interested.  “We were hoping you might have some information.”

“The vessel in question is beyond our jurisdiction,” Boedus immediately replied, shaking her spiky head.  “We have nothing to offer your investigation.”

Of course not…  That would make things too simple, and Christopher knew they couldn’t have that.  “Well, thank you for your time, Lieutenant.”

Boedus provided little more than a curt nod, and without uttering a single word, cut the transmission.  Within moments, her pleasant face was replaced by a serene, glittering starfield—and Christopher blew a weary breath of air through his lips.  “I guess eight wars with the Klingon Empire will do that to you…  I’d hate to butt heads her in person.”

“The spikes would probably kill you,” said Bator.

Christopher feigned a smile as his gaze wandered over to the tactical station.  “Thank you for that lovely ray of sunshine, Bator.  It has truly brightened my day.”

Just then, the turbolift doors parted, and Neelar Drayge strode onto the bridge, padd in hand.  “Captain,” he called as he approached the mission operations console.  “I just spoke with Doctor Hartman; she believes that the freighter was attacked by some sort of space-dwelling organism.”

That had been one of the more promising theories from the outset, but now that it had some solid data behind it, Christopher decided they would run with it.  “Good work,” he said, pleased not only with the data, but also with Neelar’s performance.  “Are you sure this is challenging enough?  I can reassign you to a paradoxical time-travel situation if you want—guaranteed to make your head explode in just five minutes!”

Drayge actually seemed to consider the proposal for a moment before ultimately shaking his head.  “If you don’t mind, Captain, I’d like to see this particular assignment to its conclusion.”

“Of course,” replied Christopher.

“But the Captain will have a temporal paradox for you next time,” Tompkins quickly chimed in.

“You’ll spend months figuring it out,” Christopher happily continued, “and just when you’ve got it solved, you’ll suddenly discover that you’re nine hundred years in the past, fighting the Desian War on Ka’Tula Prime…”

“…In your underwear,” added Erin Keller, giggling.

Though a smile did indeed creep across Drayge’s face, he nevertheless ignored the vast majority of his next mission, and instead focused on the current one.  “I believe we can track the organism with this data,” he stated, alluding to the padd in his hand.

It took some effort, but Christopher forced himself back into the current situation, as well.  “Good work, Neelar… we’ll start searching for the organism right away.”

Drayge readily nodded his approval.  “I’ll be in the mess hall if you need me,” he said, already headed for the turbolift.  He got about halfway there, when he suddenly darted over to ops.  “Underwear?” he whispered to Erin Keller, voice somewhat seductive.  “You would like that too much.”

Keller only smiled.

It had been many months since Kendall Johnson last set foot in the temporal science lab.  In fact, not since the disastrous maiden voyage of the Epoch did he even consider working on his myriad temporal projects.  The whole fiasco with the Yelss and the Borg had been such a setback, Johnson had been both unable and unwilling to deal with the failure.

But in retrospect, he couldn’t fathom why.  He hadn’t accomplished anything of consequence outside of the temporal science lab in years.  But despite the numerous problems inside the lab, Kendall knew that he could always come back and fix them.  He was a temporal pioneer, an expert in the field… scientists across the galaxy looked to him for advice.  He had to further his research—and now that he had a fresh batch of new data courtesy of Erin Keller, Kendall had every excuse to do just that.

The temporal matrix was a thing of beauty; Kendall designed and built the entire unit himself. It was a large, circular workstation in the center of the lab, its surface almost literally covered with incredibly complex computer terminals necessary to perform the incredibly complex equations that made time travel possible.  Kendall approached the computer, and immediately started to peck away at the controls, feeding the wealth of new data into the computer…

But he got no further than the first few bytes of information, when his communicator chirped.  “Christopher to Johnson!  How is that metallurgical analysis coming along, Kendall?”

Kendall immediately paused… suddenly aware of his desire to rid the universe of Alan Christopher.  There were times when the man could be menace, and this was certainly one of them.  Unfortunately, the technology to erase Christopher was still a work in progress—and until it became a viable option, Kendall knew that he would have to deal with the menace.

He thusly sighed, and slapped his communicator.  “It’s… it’s coming along,” he lied.  He hadn’t touched the analysis since Erin’s visit to the science lab.  

Thankfully, Christopher was easy to please, and he didn’t inquire further.  “Good,” he chirped, and that was that.  “Christopher out.”

Kendall returned to his work.

So far, Neelar Drayge was pleased with his performance.  Taking charge in a command situation had, without a doubt, been his biggest fear—and while the away mission wasn’t an incredible success, it was by no means a failure.  The away team managed to collect a fair amount of useful data.

The written exams were probably going to be reasonably simple, and after this mission was over, Drayge assumed the simulated holodeck training would be equally mundane.  As far as he was concerned, he was well on his way to becoming a Lieutenant Commander. 

 Thus, Drayge decided that he could finally take a few moments to sit back and relax in the mess hall.  After seeing so much death and destruction aboard the Darsaean freighter, he didn’t have much of an appetite, so a complete meal was out of the question.  But Drayge knew that he had to eat something to keep his strength up, so he grabbed a bowl of tomato soup from the replicator and found himself at one of the smaller tables in the far corner of the crowded room.

Seemingly out of nowhere, Lucas Tompkins came along and joined him a scant moment later.  “Hey,” he said, sitting down in the empty chair opposite Drayge.  “Just thought you’d like to know—xenobiology just finished up the analysis of the non-Darsaean corpses aboard the freighter.”

So much for relaxing…  “What did they find?” asked Drayge, taking a tiny slurp of his soup.  Since he had a bad feeling about this conversation, he didn’t dare eat anything more.

And given the concerned look upon the first officer’s face, the news was probably even worse than Drayge had imagined—Tompkins didn’t worry easily.  “The carcasses’ genetic structure was consistent with the space-dwelling organism,” he said, keeping his voice low so not to disturb anyone else.  “They were all fairly young and severely decomposed… probably been there for months.”

Confused, Drayge knitted his brow.  “Why?”

“Heh…” Tompkins shrugged.  “Your guess is as good as mine—but between you and me, I don’t think the Darsaeans were making steaks.”

“That’s terrible…” The Darsaeans were capturing and killing these organisms for no apparent reason; it didn’t make any sense—at least not in Drayge’s mind.  “Why would somebody want to kill an innocent animal like that?”

“Money?” That was Tompkins’ best guess.  “I’d be willing to bet those corrosive secretions are worth a hell of a lot of latinum on the black market.  You and I could probably own our own plant if we sold that piece-of-shit freighter to the right thug.”

As wonderful as it would be to own a planet, Drayge had no desire to buy one at the expense of an innocent space-dwelling entity.  “Who would do that sort of thing?”

Tompkins sighed.  “Things aren’t always so squeaky clean outside the Federation,” he grimaced.  “Money is still the driving force behind countless cultures, including the Darsaeans… and if a lowlife mercenary can make some quick money of an alien carcass, he’s going to do it.”

Sickened by the very notion, Drayge’s appetite completely vanished.  He wearily shoved aside his soup and said,  “There’s nothing in the galaxy so demoralizing as money…”

Tompkins was inclined to disagree.  “Hey, I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t mind getting paid once and awhile…”

“Speak for yourself,” said Drayge.  “Over the past few centuries, I think the Federation has proved that money doesn’t really matter—except on the most basic levels of trade, and even that’s a rarity.  It’s a pretty good system in my opinion… One worth fighting for.”

“So that’s why you’re after this promotion,” Tompkins mused, letting his voice go up a few notches now that the delicate part of the conversation had passed.

Drayge certainly had his reasons for pursuing this promotion—and now that he thought about it, defending the principles of the Federation was certainly one of them.  “I believe in what we’re doing out here…”

Tompkins chuckled—though he wasn’t laughing at Drayge.  “We need more people like you, Neelar…  Then galaxy would be a far better place.”

Chapter Three

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76480.1:  After nearly a day of extensive sensor sweeps, long-range scans have finally detected an energy signature that is consistent with the space-dwelling organisms.  The Starlight is moving to intercept.

“The signature is heading zero-three-one, mark six,” said Neelar Drayge as he tracked the energy signature on the long-range sensors.  The match wasn’t perfect, but the sample from the freighter could have been contaminated… or this could have simply been a different organism.

“It looks like there are two of them out there,” said Erin Keller a scant moment later.

Since he was also focused on piloting the ship, Drayge hadn’t noticed that—but when he was able to afford the sensors a more scrutinizing glare, it certainly seemed to be so… Two space-dwelling organisms!

“They are in close proximity to a Darsaean light cruiser,” added Lieutenant Bator.

As far as Drayge could tell, the cruiser was still in one piece—but if it lingered near the organisms for too long, he suspected that was likely to change.  “What is the cruiser doing?” he wondered aloud.  “They don’t appear to be under attack… nor do they appear to be attacking.”

“Why don’t we find out?” Captain Christopher calmly inquired.  “Hail the cruiser, Mister Bator.”

The Phobian promptly complied, and within moments, he was able to establish a communication link with the distant cruiser.  The transwarp conduit on the viewscreen subsequently blinked away, replaced by a relatively slight Darsaean.  Even so, the column sharp spikes on his face were still impressive, as was the massive scar that curved around the left side of his face—but much to Drayge’s surprise, the man actually cracked a smile.

“Thank the Goddess!” he exclaimed upon seeing Captain Christopher’s face.  “I am Captain Aaitus of the Darsaean Cruiser Hidraea… and I am very glad to see you, Captain.”

Christopher nodded politely as he rose from the command chair.  “I am Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight,” he crisply replied.  “I assume you need a hand?”

“Yes,” exclaimed the Darsaean.  “Please!  We were en route to investigate the derelict ship near 92-Eridani when the aliens attacked.  We haven’t sustained very much damage, but if we continue to linger, that is likely to change!”

“Is there something wrong with your engines?” asked Christopher.  He was gently tapping his fingers on the back of Drayge’s chair; it was probably a completely unconscious maneuver, but… distracting nonetheless.

“No,” said Aaitus, shaking his head.  “The organisms generate an extremely powerful bioelectric field.  It disrupts almost all of our computer systems and drains power from our energy reserves.  After only a few hours of exposure, we will be dead in space.”

“That is not good,” mused Christopher.  

“Most certainly not,” Aaitus readily agreed.  “Unfortunately, my ship is nearing the critical stage.  Our power will be completely drained within the hour.  If you are going to assist us, you must act quickly!”

Christopher glanced down at the helm, his bright turquoise eyes hastily perusing the wealth of astrometric data flitting across the display.  “We should be near your position momentarily,” he said.

A muted wave of relief crossed Aaitus’ craggy face.  “Good,” he sighed.  “Whatever you do, Captain, do not harm the organisms.  They might be dangerous in their current state, but they are downright lethal when angered.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Christopher, stepping back toward the command chair.  “We’ll rendezvous at 92-Eridani once your freed.”

Aaitus nodded his approval.  “Agreed.  Hidraea out.”   The Darsaean blinked away just a few moments later, and the verdant streaks of the transwarp conduit returned. 

Captain Christopher wasted no time getting down to business—and Drayge thusly prepared himself for what was certain to be a fairly intricate dance around the organisms.  Evasive maneuvers were probably a must…

“Suggestions?” asked Christopher, his gaze falling upon Commander Tompkins.  “A low-frequency phaser beam, perhaps?”

“That might do the trick,” Tompkins conceded, “but I was thinking something more along the lines of a low-frequency nadion burst.”

Erin Keller was quick to fall into agreement with Tompkins.  “A nadion burst is a lot more passive than a phaser beam,” she explained.  “It’ll get the aliens’ attention, but it probably won’t be enough to piss them off—or harm them.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Christopher as he seated himself.

“How long until we’re in range, Neelar?” Tompkins inquired.

Drayge glanced at the helm.  “About five seconds…”

As a precaution, Christopher gently braced himself for a rough ride.  “Drop out of warp,” he ordered, “and prepare to open fire.”

With a few simple keystrokes, Drayge brought the Starlight back into normal space.  The verdant hues of the transwarp conduit summarily streaked into a flash of brilliant white light, and moments later, the space-dwelling organisms were in plain sight on the viewscreen…

Though the nearby Darsaean ship dwarfed them, the aliens were nonetheless an impressive sight to behold.  They were both of them earthy shades of brownish green; their bodies were long and slender, and trailing behind them were five or six flimsy tentacles.  Both organisms were reasonably motionless in their standoff with the Darsaean ship, though the gentle solar winds occasionally managed to graze the small dorsal sails along their backs.

“We are entering weapons range,” Bator loudly announced—and though it was merely happenstance, the aliens seemed to flinch accordingly, their tentacles flailing wildly in the void of space.

Christopher glanced back at the Phobian.  “Fire!”

Soaring through the heavens with incredible speed, the Starlight descended upon the space-dwelling organisms before they could even think about attacking.  A single pulse of crackling red light summarily streaked away from the starship, barreling through the void of space before exploding into a glittering ball of crimson energy a few hundred meters above the organisms.

The larger alien immediately darted upward, its dorsal sail aglow with a pale green aura that somehow inspired its smaller companion to follow.  Both aliens quickly tracked the nadion burst back to the Starlight… and started to pursue.

Now freed from the deadly bioelectric field, the Darsaean ship subsequently streaked into warp.

“It worked!” Erin Keller happily announced as the aliens eclipsed the dissipating nadion burst on the viewscreen.    “The aliens are coming after the Starlight.”

“Aaitus’ ship has jumped to warp,” Tompkins added, just a moment later, gleaning the data from his personal workstation beside the Captain’s chair.  “We should do the same.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  “Get us out of here, Neelar, warp thirteen!”

Drayge had long ago set course for 92-Eridani, but now that the time had come to execute the new course and heading, complications arose—and the helm could only spout sounds of failure.  “I can’t create a stable warp field,” said Drayge, fingers dancing across the control interface.  “The aliens are causing some sort of disruption in subspace—” he glanced at the sensors “—and they’re practically on top of us!”

Tompkins’ eyes widened as he watched the aliens effortlessly dart across the viewscreen.  “Those bad boys can move,” he noted.

“But we can move faster,” Christopher summarily reminded.  “Evasive maneuvers!  Don’t let them get anywhere near the Starlight!”

The helm was already sluggish thanks to the aliens’ close proximity, and with each moment that passed, Drayge noted the problem was only worsening.  He would tap a sequence of commands into his workstation, and three seconds later, the computer would acknowledge that input with a pleasantly monotone chirp.  “The helm is barely responding,” Drayge announced, hints of frustration creeping into his voice.

Just then, the computer recognized his evasive maneuvers, but… not all of them.  The Starlight took a graceless ninety-degree nosedive and then jerked to halt.  The lights flickered a bit, and then the ship started to drift aimlessly through the stars.

Just then, the larger of the two organisms crept onto the viewscreen, its companion not far behind.  The longest of its five tentacles gracefully curved upward and took aim upon the Starlight.

“Shields?” suggested Tompkins.

Bator shook his head.  “Offline.”

The alien loomed dead ahead for an agonizingly long moment before a ragged beam of pale green energy shot across the viewscreen.  The ship trembled as the beam struck the hull, but damage was quite obviously nominal.

“Structural integrity on deck two, section eleven is down to fifty-nine percent,” Erin Keller immediately reported.  “That must be the corrosive agent at work.  Effective stuff…”

“Let’s not find out how effective,” said Christopher, teetering on the edge of his seat.  “Divert all available power to the engines.  I want to get out of here now!”

The power transfer was a painless process, and within moments, Drayge noticed a decrease in the helm’s response time.  It was negligible, but it was enough for him to bring the Starlight to safety.  “I’ve set a course for 92-Eridani.”

Christopher expelled a sigh of relief.  “Then by all means, Neelar… Engage!”

The Bolian complied, and amidst a flash of green light the Starlight jumped into warp.

Two hours later, Neelar Drayge sat with Captain Aaitus and most of the Starlight’s senior staff in the conference lounge—and at long last, it looked like they were about to get some answers, because Captain Aaitus seemed more than willing to speak of his experience with the space-dwelling aliens.

“We call them Qinxaea,” Aaitus started, gently clasping his hands together on the sleek obsidian tabletop.  “We first noticed them in this region of space decades ago—and at first, they were seemingly harmless beasts.  They gave our vessels a wide berth, and we tended to do the same; scientists would occasionally approach the aliens, but none of those incidents ended badly.”

“Obviously,” Captain Christopher politely interjected, “something went wrong in the years that followed.  It’s doubtful the aliens would start attacking your ships without reason.”

Aaitus nodded his solemn agreement.  “About seven years ago, we established a trade route with the Grintaka—it still runs through this sector to this day…  Evidently, the Qinxaea were not fond of our Grintaka friends.”

The Starlight had encountered the Grintaka a handful of times over the years—and none of those encounters had been very recent, thankfully, because the Grintaka were as foul a species as they came.  “The Grintaka aren’t the most peaceful race in the universe,” said Drayge.  “Is it possible they attacked the Qinxaea?”

“Unlikely,” replied Aaitus.  “The Grintaka were primarily interested in weapons and things of that nature.  They showed no interest in the Qinxaea.”

“Well, it’s possible the Qinxaea are attracted to your energy signatures,” suggested Tompkins.  “At first they probably didn’t take notice because a few starships don’t really generate too much energy—but if you’ve got hundreds of ships plowing through that trade route every month… well, that’s a much more tempting target.”

“We considered that as well,” said Aaitus, nodding his head accordingly.  “The theory certainly has merit.”

“Have you tried to change the frequency of your energy signatures?” asked Captain Christopher a moment later.  Drayge knew he wasn’t an overly technical man, but he could make informed hypotheses on occasion.

The Darsaean chuckled faintly, and raised a polite, but dismissive hand.  “I don’t know how it is aboard Federation starships, but unfortunately, it is not a simple task to alter the energy frequencies aboard Darsaean ships.”  He paused, and turned his beady black eyes upon the Captain.  “We did try, however… it had no effect.  The Qinxaea were able to adapt after a very short period.”

Drayge wasn’t surprised; considering the extremely harsh habitat, space-dwelling organisms were usually highly adaptable to environmental changes.

“Have you tried to relocate them?” asked Erin Keller, unconsciously tucking a stray lock of auburn hair behind her ear.

“We have,” said Aaitus, “but unfortunately, the Darsaean Alliance has recently expanded into the fringes of the Qinxaea’s natural habitat.  No matter how many times we move the organisms, they always come back.  Our scientists believe it some sort of natural instinct.  The nature of the beast, if you will…”

A chill suddenly crept down Drayge’s spine.  In the back of his mind, he was starting to put the pieces of this puzzle together—and he didn’t like the image that was taking shape.  “Have you tried killing the organisms?” he asked, hoping there wasn’t too much contempt in his voice.

Not only did the sentiment draw Aaitus’ attention, it also drew a fairly stern gaze from Captain Christopher.  Apparently the question wasn’t the most appropriate thing to ask…  But if Aaitus took offense, he showed no sign of it.  “Officially, the Darsaean Alliance does not condone any hostile actions against the Qinxaea,” he stated.

“And… unofficially?” Christopher politely prodded.  If the conversation was going to tread thin ice, Christopher clearly wanted to be the one to lead the way.

“Unofficially,” Aaitus softly continued, “mercenaries have been allowed to hunt and destroy the organisms for quite some time.  The government conveniently looks the other way… while their ships proceed to the edges of our territory unscathed by the Qinxaea.”

“That’s certainly a convenient arrangement,” said Christopher.

“It is at that, ” Aaitus quaintly replied.  “It’s also somewhat unethical… but as long as troops and supplies can reach the borderlands unharmed, the Alliance will do nothing to stop the mercenaries.”

“I take it you don’t agree with these policies?”

“I do not,” said Aaitus.  “Unfortunately, my opinions do not carry much weight on Darsaea.  I am but a simple military officer.  It is not my place to form opinions about politics…  I must simply uphold the opinions of those above me—whether I agree with them or not.”

The Federation was a bit more open-minded—and Neelar Drayge suspected the Federation Council might be open to the possibility of hearing Aaitus’ opinions.  And since Drayge was in charge of this investigation, his opinions certainly mattered.  “We should contact Starfleet,” he said to the Captain.  “They might be able to help talk some sense into the Darsaeans.”

But before Christopher could even consider the proposal, the deck started to tremble…

 “There is a hull breach on deck two,” Lieutenant Marizex crisply reported as Captain Christopher and the rest of the senior staff filed onto the bridge.

“That’s where the Qinxaea hit us,” noted Tompkins.

The moment he felt the deck tremble beneath his feet, Alan Christopher knew that was the case—but he didn’t want to believe it… because there was suddenly a very unpleasant conversation on the horizon.  “Seal the breach,” he grumbled, already marching toward the turbolift.

“Where are you going?” Tompkins plainly inquired.

Christopher expelled a weary sigh as he strolled up to the turbolift doors.  “I’m going to have a little chat with Kendall…”

Chapter Four

The simulations were promising—and after nearly seven hours, the very notion of success put Kendall Johnson into a fairly decent mood.  For months, he had tinkered with technology on the periphery of temporal mechanics: he devised better probes and chronometric beacons, and developed newer temporal shielding…  But now Kendall was one step closer to his ultimate goal—he was on the very cusp of a controlled journey through time.

This wasn’t going to be some random act of nature, nor would it be a highly imprecise thrust into the annals of time like his previous attempts.  This was going to be an exact, calculated effort to venture to another time—and if the simulations were correct, that venture was but a few weeks away.  Unfortunately, Kendall had more to worry about than a few simulations…

Kendall was eagerly reviewing the simulation results in his office, when the doors suddenly slid apart with a hiss.  He was expecting to see Commander Kerrigan with her spectral analysis, but when he glanced up from his padd, Kendall was incredibly surprised… Captain Christopher stood at the threshold, and he didn’t look too happy.

 “Kendall,” he said, stepping into the office, “whatever happened to that metallurgical analysis you were working on?” 

Narrowing his eyes, Kendall carefully inspected the mountain of padds sitting atop his desk.  When he didn’t immediately see it, Kendall simply assumed the metallurgical analysis was probably buried on the bottom of the pile—and he shrugged accordingly.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter where the analysis went, because it wouldn’t have done Christopher any good.  “I… I never finished it,” said Kendall after a moment.

Christopher’s jaw dropped, and his blazing blue eyes were wide with surprise.  “Is something wrong?” he asked, a bit of muted anger creeping into his voice.  “That analysis should have been done hours ago!”

And had he been working on the analysis, Kendall supposed it would have been done in the said timeframe.  “Sorry…”

Christopher was already shaking his head to refute the sentiment.  “Sorry isn’t good enough,” he said, stepping closer to the desk.  “The ship has a hull breach on deck two because we didn’t know aliens could dissolve our hull so easily…  A metallurgical analysis of secretion’s affect on the hull could have done wonders for deck two!”

While waiting for the computer to complete its analysis of the temporal data, Kendall briefly perused the sensor logs—and as far as he was concerned, the said analysis would have done little to change Captain Christopher’s actions.  “It’s… it’s not my fault you can’t keep the ship in one piece.”

Kendall regretted the words the moment they fell from his lips—though he wasn’t entirely certain that he had actually spoken.  Such dark sentiments usually died long before reaching the vocal chords…

But then Christopher blinked.  “What did you say?”

Apparently Kendall had spoken—and considering the mountain of temporal data sitting on his desk, he didn’t really have time to repeat himself.  “You heard me.”

Utterly speechless, Christopher spent several seconds just shaking his head.  “For your sake, you’d better hope I didn’t hear that.  What’s gotten into you, Kendall?”

“Uh… Nothing,” insisted Kendall.  Eager to resume his work, he reached for the padd atop the pile—but Christopher promptly grabbed the padd and threw it to floor.

Kendall’s heart nearly skipped a beat as he watched the padd skitter across the deck and crash into the nearby wall.  The data therein was incredibly valuable to the future of temporal mechanics, yet Captain Christopher tossed it aside like a piece of trash!  Not wanting his other padds to suffer a similar fate, Kendall quickly started to collect them…

“Kendall…”

Christopher’s voice was brimming with anger, but Kendall didn’t care.  In a few weeks, once his simulations were something more than meager theories, Captain Christopher would be long gone.  Kendall’s only wish was that he could somehow rid of the Captain a little sooner—and even that could be made a reality.  

With his padds now safely in hand, Kendall mustered his courage—now snowballing into outright boldness—and looked the Captain in the eye.  “Get… get out of my office!”

Unfortunately, Captain Christopher did not take well to the suggestion.  Now seething with anger, he folded his arms upon his chest and said, “The last time I checked, Lieutenant, I was the one giving the orders around here…  And you are relieved of duty.”

Kendall’s options were suddenly few.  Words were most likely a very bad idea, because Kendall knew anything he said would only make things worse.  And since there was no way he could physically harm the Captain (without a trip to sickbay), Kendall had but one option: he gathered his things and left.

• • •

The next morning, Erin Keller strolled into the conference lounge, steaming mug of hot chocolate in hand.  She was a few minutes early for the day’s briefing, but Alan had not long ago finished his conversation with Starfleet Command, and she was eager to hear what they had to say about the Qinxaea.

…And while that was her primary excuse for arriving early, it was actually a secondary concern.  Alan hadn’t seemed himself this morning, and Erin was curious to find out why.

As she entered the lounge, Erin found Alan seated with Lucas near the head of the table.  Everyone else was still in the mess hall enjoying breakfast—but Erin suspected Neelar would arrive very shortly to find out what was going on with his mission.

Erin quickly slinked into the seat across from Lucas, flashing him a pleasant smile before turning her gaze over to Alan.  “I got Angela off to school without a hitch,” she chirped, hoping to ease her way into the conversation.  “She wants spaghetti for dinner, just so you know.”

Alan flashed a faint smile.  “I’m sure that can be arranged,” he mused.  It was his night to cook—not that operating the replicator was very difficult. “With meatballs, of course.”

Sipping at her hot chocolate, Erin’s gaze briefly darted back over to Lucas. “You want to come?”

“To dinner?”

She nodded.

“Heh…” He considered his plans for a moment, then nodded his agreement.  “I was going shoot some hoops with Justin tonight, but—”

“He can come, too,” said Erin.  Not only was Justin Reinbold really cute, Angela seemed to have a bit of a crush on him—and that was also kinda cute.  “You can go play your little games after dinner!”

 “Works for me,” said Lucas.

Erin hadn’t exactly anticipated making dinner plans, but… there was no better way to spend an evening.  But since she had wasted precious moments on dinner, she had to cut to the chase with Alan:  “So what’s bothering you?”

He sighed, his eyes darting from Erin to Lucas and back again.  “I had to relieve Kendall from duty last night.”

That was the last thing Erin had expected to hear—and it was apparently quite a shock to Alan, too.  “Why?”

“The word insubordination comes to mind,” said Alan, but he wasn’t able to explain further…

The doors suddenly slid apart, admitting Neelar, Bator, Jayla Trinn, and Doctor Hartman into the conference lounge.  The newcomers quickly took their seats—and once everyone was settled, Alan started the briefing.

His gaze immediately settled upon Neelar.  “Starfleet is willing to relocate the Qinxaea,” he simply stated.  “I’ve already talked to Captain Aaitus about the plan, and he agrees that it’s probably the best thing we can do at the moment…”

It was quite obvious Neelar didn’t agree with Starfleet’s noble idea.  Erin didn’t think very highly of it herself, but… she chose to remain silent.  Neelar was not so content.  “Why can’t they talk to the Darsaeans?” he asked.  “Convince them to stop expanding into the Qinxaea’s habitat?”

“It’s not our policy to dictate policy to other civilizations,” Alan calmly reminded.  “The Darsaeans are expanding their territory into non-aligned space, and until that changes, there isn’t much we can do about it.”

“Then we should stake a claim to 92-Eridani!” said Neelar.

“That won’t do us any good,” Erin interjected.  Neelar was certainly smart, but there were times when his inexperience showed.  This was one of them.  “If we start claiming worlds along the Darsaean border, they’ll get really pissed off, Neelar.  They might even see that as a threat, and then we probably won’t be able to help the Qinxaea at all!”

Neelar shrugged.  “So we’re just going to send them away?” he demanded.  “Aaitus already said that didn’t work!”

“The Darsaeans only transported the Qinxaea half a light year,” Alan replied.  “We’re going to do a little better than that—there’s a small class-14 nebula about thirty-two light years from Darsaean space.  It’s a habitat very similar to 92-Eridani… and it’s in the middle of nowhere.  The Qinxaea will have free reign—”

“Until the Darsaeans expand into that sector,” Neelar interjected.  Erin could tell he was starting to walk a very fine line… but she suspected Neelar knew when to stop.  And she was right.  After a few moments of contemplation, the Bolian sighed, and begrudgingly shook his head.  “Maybe the Federation will be in a better position to intervene a few years down the road…”

That was certainly possible, but Erin wasn’t too confident that the Federation would change its stance, even after several years.  The situation would have to get much worse for such a dramatic turnaround.  Alan seemed to feel the same way, because he provided Neelar with little more than a pensive smile in response.

Thankfully, Lucas kept the conversation moving.  “Here’s the plan,” he said, utterly oblivious to more thoughtful facets of the situation.  “We’re going to tractor the Qinxaea into cargo bay two and then transport them to the nebula—piece of cake.”

“It sounds simple enough,” said Jayla Trinn.

Of course, Erin knew that things were never that simple.  “The aliens will probably resist,” she noted.

“As long as we keep our shields up, we will be protected from their corrosive secretions,” said Bator, “but we will have to lower shields in order to bring the aliens into the cargo bay.”

“We can probably stun them into submission for a brief period of time,” Hartman stated.  “I’ll go through my data and come up with a few suggestions.”

Alan readily nodded his approval on all accounts.  Even if the plan hit a few snags along the way, he was undoubtedly confident that the crew could handle just about anything the universe had to offer. “Let’s get moving,” he crisply announced, already creeping out of his seat.

It didn’t take long for the ball to get rolling.  Less than an hour later, Captain Aaitus hailed the Starlight with news of a possible encounter with the Qinxaea.

“I’ve just received new orders from my superiors,” said the Darsaean, his spiky face filling the Starlight’s viewscreen.  “The Hidraea is to escort a convoy to our outpost on Welgaia V.  The journey will take about five days—and it is certain the Qinxaea will appear at some point in time.”  Aaitus paused for a moment, and subsequently drew himself nearer.  “…However, I have been told a few ships from the convoy left a few days early.  Assuming they did not stray from the established trade routes, they should be about half way to Welgaia V.”

It took Lucas Tompkins a split-second to locate Welgaia V on sensors—and just another few seconds to extrapolate the halfway point between Welgaia and Darsaea.  “At maximum warp,” he said to Christopher, “we’re less than three minutes away.”

Christopher had been more than willing to accompany Aaitus and his convoy all the way to Welgaia, even if the trip did take five days…  But a three-minute journey was much more appealing.  “Bring us about to heading one-eight-zero, mark two,” said Christopher, gleaning the data from Tompkins’ workstation.  “Engage at maximum warp!”

• • •

While Captain Christopher retained command of the Starlight from the bridge, Neelar Drayge simultaneously commanded his mission from the relative comfort of the astrometrics lab.  Surrounded by the very stars he so loved to navigate, Neelar almost felt at home.  He stood alongside Erin Keller atop the small platform in the center of the lab, intently watching the plethora of information flit across the vast panoramic viewscreen.

They were currently looking at the Luzaera Sector, which included Welgaia, Darsaea, 92-Eridani, Veridian, and a very small sliver of the Klingon Empire.  There was also a small pulsar known only as NGC-59428.  And while all of that was very interesting, it was the cluster of yellow and blue dots between Welgaia and Darsaea that had Drayge’s attention…

With a few quick keystrokes, Erin Keller quickly framed the cluster and instructed the computer to zoom in.  It complied, and in a matter of moments, the little frame filled the entire viewscreen.  “There are three Darsaean ships,” said Keller, “and two Qinxaea.”

The blue dots represented the Qinxaea, and now that they were under a bit more scrutiny, Drayge could very easily see some familiar data.  “They appear to be the same two organisms we encountered earlier.  Their specifications are exactly the same.”

Erin nodded her agreement.  “They’re either the dominant members of the group—or the most aggressive,” she theorized.  “Or both, I guess.”

“How long until we intercept them?” asked Drayge.

Keller glanced down at her sensors.  “Two minutes…”

• • •

Lucas Tompkins didn’t like his options.  There was certainly no shortage of ways to safely pacify the Qinxaea, that much was certain, but given the fact the Starlight was a mere two minutes away from their position, time was a constant enemy.  “We’re probably going to have to fire another nadion burst,” he ultimately decided.  There just wasn’t enough time to make preparations for some of the more elaborate options.

“That will undoubtedly get our friends’ attention,” said Christopher, glancing over to Tompkins, “but will they be distracted long enough for us to grab them?”

As Tompkins recalled, the previous nadion burst held the Qinxaea’s attention for only a few seconds before they decided to charge the Starlight.  “If Neelar is quick, we can probably snag one of them,” he said.  It was more of a theory than anything else, but Tompkins was confident that Neelar was up to the task.  “The other one will probably get away.”

“Then we’ll have to fire two nadion bursts,” Christopher surmised.  “One right after the other…” It sounded like a decent plan to Tompkins, and Christopher certainly had no objections, but…

“That is the worst plan I’ve ever heard!”  Doctor Hartman stood at the nearby mission operations console, more than willing to make her opinions known.  “If we bring those aliens aboard the Starlight without first subduing them, I guarantee the ship will look like a block of Swiss cheese after just a few hours!”

And the Doctor did have a point.  Tompkins readily recalled the numerous hull breaches that scarred the derelict freighter’s hull—and while he was doubtful the aliens could actually destroy the Starlight, they could probably do a great deal of damage.  “Do you have a better suggestion?” he asked.

“As a matter of fact,” she announced, “I do.  Though I have to admit, it’s not very hard to outwit Captain Genius…”

Feeling the comment was meant for his ears, Christopher turned his gaze upon Tompkins.  “I don’t know about you, but I’m glad she spends most of her time down in sickbay…”

“Heh…” Tompkins was indifferent.  He could definitely live without her blunt commentary, but as long as the Doctor provided some useful information, he didn’t really care where she was or what she was doing.  “As long as she’s making fun of you—and not me—I guess she can stay.”

Hartman chuckled.  “Alan, someone has to keep you in line when the old ball-and-chain isn’t around…  And I’ve known you longer than anyone aboard the ship—so I’m more than qualified.”

Having heard more than enough, Christopher dismissed the entire conversation with dismissive wave of his hand.  “So what is your incredible plan, Sarah?”

Despite the banter, Hartman was more than ready to proceed.  “My data indicates we can increase the yield of our nadion bursts by up to twenty percent,” she said, tapping away at the mission ops console.  “That should be more than enough to safely stun the aliens into submission without doing any harm.”  A small grin crept across her face.  “Then we can tractor the aliens into the cargo bay as planned.”

Tompkins afforded Hartman an approving glance before turning his attention upon to the tactical station.  “Bator,” he called, “do as the Doctor says.”

“Aye, sir,” said the Phobian.  He immediately set out to make the necessary modifications.

Tompkins estimated the task would take little more than a minute—and that was fortunate, because the helm suddenly started to bleep.  “Captain,” said Ensign Jayesh a scant moment later, “we’re approaching the convoy.” 

“Drop out of warp,” ordered Christopher.

“Aye, Captain.”  The Ensign’s deft fingers danced across the helm, and in the blink of an eye, the Starlight’s transwarp conduit gave way to a glittering starfield.  Already visible in the distance was a trio of Darsaean transport ships under siege by the Qinxaea.

“The aliens are bearing zero-zero-eight, mark one,” Bator promptly announced as he concluded his work on the nadion pulse.  “Tactical modifications are complete; the enhanced nadion pulses are ready to fire.”

Christopher nodded his approval.  “Set an intercept course…”

As the Starlight encroached upon the Qinzaea, Neelar Drayge found himself thinking not of the aliens, but of Captain Aaitus.  Back in the conference lounge, the Darsaean mentioned something that really seemed to resonate with the young Bolian: he essentially said that opinions were luxuries that no soldier could afford.  The words never seemed truer.

In stark contrast to Neelar, Erin Keller didn’t seem at all troubled by the current situation as she pecked away at her console.  Neelar almost envied her control, but… Erin was such a passionate person!  He couldn’t even begin to fathom how she kept her opinions away.

“We’re approaching the Alpha-Qinxaea,” Erin calmly stated, highlighting the larger of the two aliens on the panoramic viewscreen.  “The tractor beam is standing by.”

Shoving aside his random thoughts, Neelar tried to focus on his duty.  “How long until we’re in range?”

Erin glanced at the sensors.  “About a minute.  When should I tell Bator to fire the nadion burst?”

So focused had Neelar been on the politics, he hadn’t even bothered to run his calculations on the science.  So he had to guess:  “Forty-five seconds.”

Erin didn’t seem to object, so Neelar took that as an omen that his guess was accurate.  It also bought him a few precious moments to get his act together.  He hastily assumed a position at Erin’s side, and skimmed over the various reports trickling in from the bridge—but after a few seconds of reading, he stopped, and shoved himself away from the workstation.

Erin frowned.  “What’s wrong, Neelar?”

He shrugged.  “Am I the only one that thinks we’re making a mistake?” he asked, keeping his voice quiet.  “I mean, who are we to dictate where the Qinxaea can and cannot live?  According to Aaitus, the aliens have been in this part of space for decades… and now we’re relocating them because they’ve become inconvenient?”

Erin shook her head.  “I don’t like it any more than you do, Neelar,” she softly replied, “but if we don’t relocate the Qinxaea, the Darsaeans are going to kill them—and if you ask me, that’s even worse!”

Death was undoubtedly the worst possible outcome, but for some reason, Neelar still couldn’t justify a forced relocation.  “The Qinxaea can fight back,” he reminded.  “That has to mean something, because if they were truly easy to kill, then the Darsaean mercenaries would have driven them to extinction years ago!”

“True enough, but they’ll be safer in their new home,” Erin replied.

Which brought up Neelar’s other concern.  “The Darsaeans are rapidly expanding their borders,” he said.  “Moving the Qinxaea is only a temporary solution; it’s only a matter of time before we find ourselves right back in the same spot!”

The sensors bleeped—forty-five seconds had passed—and though she seemed a little reluctant, Erin nevertheless sent Bator the order to open fire.  Seconds later, the order was confirmed… and the ball was rolling.

A glittering crimson storm raced away from the Starlight as it approached the Darsaean convoy. 

Hands hovering over his workstation, Neelar Drayge prepared to activate the tractor beam.  The Alpha-Qinxaea was less than a thousand meters away, and the moment that nadion burst exploded, Drayge knew he would have to take some decisive action; his future in Starfleet depended on it…

The blazing red nadion burst hastily maneuvered between a pair of the Darsaean ships, and already it had the Qinxaea’s attention.  Both of the space-dwelling organisms followed close behind, dorsal sails flashing with a wild array of colored light—undoubtedly some sort of communication.

It was definitely crunch time.  Neelar could feel it.  If he was going to get the job done, he had to start working toward that goal now!  His hands immediately fell upon the workstation, deft fingers racing over the controls…

Gleaming shards of crimson light sputtered into space as the nadion burst lived up to its namesake.  The Darsaean ships were relatively unfazed by the spectacle of light, but both of the space-dwelling organisms were stopped dead in their tracks…

Like a hawk on patrol, the Starlight summarily swooped in from afar to pluck the Qinxaea from their habitat… 

But nothing happened.

Alan Christopher frowned.  For a moment, he considered the possibility that he simply misinterpreted their plan—and that something else was supposed to happen at this point in the operation—but the notion was ridiculous.  The Qinxaea should have been en route to the cargo bay… Which meant something went wrong.  Thus, Christopher’s gaze slowly turned back to Bator.  “What happened?”

Apparently, the Phobian was still sorting through the data flitting across his screen—and he was displeased with every last bit of that information.  “Our tractor beams have been disabled…”

Tompkins was immediately on his feet.  “How?” he demanded, already approaching the tactical station to see the data for himself.

“Somebody cut power to the beam emitters,” Bator promptly replied, gleaning the data from his console.  “It will take several minutes to repair the damage… “

Christopher didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, but in the back of his mind, he already knew the culprit: “Neelar…” And after two betrayals in as many days, he could almost feel the knife in his back, as well.  “Can we beam the Qinxaea aboard the ship?”

“No,” Bator immediately replied.  “Their bioelectric field constantly deflects the targeting sensors.”

The deck suddenly jolted—and Christopher turned his gaze to the viewscreen just in time to glimpse three more Qinxaea approaching the convoy.  Making matters worse, the two stunned aliens were already starting to regain control of their bodies.  Most disturbing was the beat red dorsal sail on the Alpha-Qinxaea… it seemed to be a call to arms, for the newcomers immediately started to attack to convoy.

“We cannot lower our shields to evacuate the convoy,” Bator solemnly reminded, “and if we move any closer, we will be caught up in the bioelectric field… and destroyed ourselves.”

There was still one option left, and as he watched the Qinxaea completely destroy one of the Darsaean ships, Christopher was tempted to use his ace in the hole—tempted to destroy the Qinxaea…

But he didn’t.  The damage was already done…

Watching the Qinxaea obliterate the Darsaean convoy left Neelar Drayge feeling confused.  On one hand, he was certainly pleased to see the Qinxaea prevail… but on the other hand, he knew that he had just made a terrible mistake.  He knew not how many people were aboard those ships, but it was likely the Darsaeans just suffered a considerable blow.

Maybe the Darsaeans would finally realize their mistakes?  Maybe they would forgo their expansion into the Luzaera Sector?  Or maybe… just maybe they would come and completely obliterate the Qinxaea once and for all?  Whatever the case, Neelar knew that the blame could be placed squarely upon his shoulders.

Chapter Five

Peering into a steaming pot of bubbling water, Alan Christopher tried his best to concentrate on making dinner.  Instead of replicating some spaghetti, for reasons unbeknownst to him, Alan decided to actually make dinner, using real ingredients from the mess hall.  It only took a few minutes for him to realize that he wasn’t much of a chef, but Erin insisted that spaghetti was hard to screw up…

Of course, if he did screw up, Alan knew that he would be in good company.  Terminal errors seemed to be growing in frequency aboard the Starlight as of late, prompting Alan to wonder if it might somehow be his fault.  “Am I too laidback?” he wondered aloud.

The question wasn’t directed toward any particular person, but oddly enough, Justin Reinbold was first to respond.  Seated with Erin at the dinner table, he chuckled and said, “No.  If anything you’re way too strict!”

Alan briefly turned away from his pot of spaghetti, gaze falling directly upon the boy.  “I made an exception for you, Justin.  I know you’re trouble… and since Mommy Dearest is gone, I have to keep you on a tight leash.”

Justin rolled his eyes.  “Thanks,” he muttered, taking a sip of his soda.

Erin grinned.  “If it’s so terrible here on the Starlight, you could always head over to the Columbia.  Your Mom would be so very happy to see your smiling face.”

That was a bit of an oxymoron.  Though Alan had seen Justin smile dozens of times, it never seemed to happen when Megan was around—though in retrospect, Alan didn’t recall smiling around his parents too much when he was seventeen.  Of course, the entire sentiment was moot, since the boy probably wasn’t going anywhere.  “Don’t worry, Justin, Erin won’t let you leave.  She thinks you’re cute…”

Justin’s eyes darted from Alan to Erin—and she thusly provided him with a seductive smile.

“It’s too bad she’s old enough to be your mother,” Alan loudly interjected, slowly stirring the spaghetti with a big, two-pronged fork.  “Actually, I think Erin is older than your Mom, Justin…”

Erin shook her head.  “I’m twenty-nine, thank you very much.”

Had Alan not known better, he might have believed Erin’s sentiment.  After all, she certainly looked like she was twenty-nine, even if the calendar insisted she was nearly a decade older.

Just then, Angela darted out of her bedroom, giggling sheepishly as she ran over to the dinner table.  “Mommy!” she exclaimed, frantically hopping beside Erin’s chair, “Uncle Lucas is tickling me!”

Erin was about to take a sip of her water, but Angela’s ‘crisis’ suddenly took priority.  “Is he?” she asked, mocking concern as she set aside her glass.

The little girl nodded.  “He got me right here!” she said, pointing to her belly.

Erin’s eyes went wide.  “Oh no!” she exclaimed.  “What are we going to do?”

She shook her head.  “I don’t know!”

A few seconds later, Lucas Tompkins emerged from Angela’s bedroom—and despite the little girl’s apparent lack of a plan, she had no reservations about marching over to confront her tickler.  “You’re not gonna get me!” she happily chirped.

Lucas paused, getting down on his knees to be at Angela’s eye-level.  “And why not?”

“Because I’m the Captain,” she proclaimed, hands on her hips.  “You hafta do what I say!”

“You’re the Captain?” Lucas exclaimed, laughing.  “Of this ship?”

Angela nodded.  “And you’re not gonna tickle me any more!”

Even though she was three years old, Angela certainly had an air of authority about her, because Lucas immediately fell into line.  “Yes, ma’am!” he said.  He hastily climbed back to his feet… but Lucas wasn’t going to let the Starlight’s new Captain go without a fight.  “Say, Angela, if you’re the Captain… shouldn’t you be on the bridge?”

Evidently, Angela hadn’t considered that, because her face suddenly went blank.  She considered the question for a long moment before finally shaking her head.  “Today’s my day off!” she chirped—and then she ran back to the dinner table, this time climbing into the empty chair next to Justin.

“Maybe I should have her start giving the orders around here,” said Alan.  The spaghetti looked about done, but he was going to give it a few more minutes, just to be safe.  After all, there was nothing worse than under-cooked spaghetti.

Erin shook her head.  “There’s nothing wrong with the way you do things around here, Alan.”

He was inclined to disagree.  “Two acts of defiance in two days?” he prompted.  “Obviously something isn’t right… and I’m starting to think that it might be me.  Maybe I am too easygoing….

“I mean, almost everybody aboard the Starlight is on a first-name basis, there are no deadlines for anything, and now that Matthew is gone, protocol is virtually non-existent…  If you ask me, it’s a miracle Admiral Janeway hasn’t come to boot me out of Starfleet!”

“You’re being too hard on yourself, Alan!” Erin immediately replied.  “You’ve been in command of the Starlight for five years… and this is the very first time we’ve had a major breach of protocol!”

That wasn’t entirely true, either.  Alan could readily recall a few questionable breaches of protocol in the distant past…  But he wasn’t about to dwell upon them, because as a whole, Erin was indeed right—things had gone surprisingly well aboard the Starlight.   “You think it’s possible these were isolated incidents?”

“Maybe,” said Tompkins, seating himself between Justin and Erin.  “But it wouldn’t hurt to have a little more structure aboard the ship.  Now I’m not saying we need to keep the Starfleet handbook on the bridge or anything, but… you know… you’re the Captain, Alan… you’ve got to put your foot down once and awhile.”

Alan sighed.  As much as he didn’t like what Lucas was saying, he had to admit that it was true—and considering recent events, now was as good a time as any to get started.  “I’m going to have a talk with Neelar tomorrow morning,” he softly stated.  “Kendall is up to you, Lucas…”

He glanced up.  “Me?”

“I don’t think he likes me,” Alan bluntly replied.

“Well, he’s the most antisocial person on the ship,” mused Justin.  “I don’t think he likes anybody.”

Alan ignored the sentiment.  Quite frankly, he didn’t even want to think about Kendall Johnson… and since the spaghetti was looking like perfection, it was definitely time to start eating.  Not wanting a black cloud to hang over the meal, Alan thought it best to change the subject.  “This spaghetti sauce is my Mom’s secret recipe,” he said, pulling the pot of sauce from the burner next to the spaghetti.  “It’s made with only the freshest Ka’Tulan vegetables…”

“Is it toxic?” Erin asked, suddenly remembering that almost all Ka’Tulan food was lethal to humans.

Alan shook his head as he set the simmering saucepan on the table.  “We grow human food on Ka’Tula Prime as well,” he said.  “This meal is completely safe for you weak little humans to eat.”  And on that note, he shut down the burners, transferred the spaghetti to a more presentable bowl, and placed dinner on the table.  “Now let’s eat…”

• • •

The very moment he disabled the Starlight’s tractor beams, Neelar Drayge knew that his actions would have some fairly steep consequences; in the back of his mind, he knew that a court martial was possible, even likely if the Darsaean death toll was as high as he feared.  But the decision to free the Qinxaea was a conscious effort on his behalf, and Drayge did not regret his actions for a nanosecond.  Though somehow, he suspected the sentiment would do little to soften the coming blow…

Drayge stood just outside the Captain’s ready room.  He wasn’t entirely certain how long he had been standing there, but he suspected a good five or six minutes might have elapsed.  Time had been moving at an utterly surreal pace ever since the incident; for some reason, it didn’t really feel like anything had happened—but the moment he stepped into Christopher’s ready room, Drayge suspected that would all change. Thus, he gathered his few remaining shreds of courage, tapped the door chime, and just waited for fate to catch up with him…

He didn’t have to wait very long.  Captain Christopher’s hauntingly neutral voice beckoned Drayge into the ready room just moments later.  Drayge could barely hear the summons over his beating heart, but some unseen force suddenly thrust him forward.  The doors parted with a dreamlike hiss… and Christopher’s ready room awaited.

The Captain sat quietly at his desk, sipping at a mug of… something while he reviewed the contents of a padd.  Probably the padd that would spell doom for Neelar Drayge’s future in Starfleet—and it wasn’t the future Drayge had anticipated.

When the doors finally slid shut behind him, Drayge could almost feel the tension in the room.  Normally he would try to appease the Captain’s ego with a pleasant smile or something, but not on this morning.  He simply stood and listened to his thundering heartbeat while he waited for Christopher make the first move.

Christopher sipped at his beverage one last time before finally setting aside both the drink and the padd.  And then he frowned, an action that almost literally sent panicked shockwaves through Drayge’s soul.  But he didn’t speak; instead, Christopher slid the padd across the desk, and indicated to Drayge that he should read it…

Not at all inclined to argue, Drayge quickly plucked the padd from the desk and started to skim its contents.  Much as he feared, it was a report destined for Starfleet Command, and it outlined in excruciatingly accurate detail the circumstances that ultimately led to the destruction of three Darsaean ships.  After just a few seconds, Drayge wanted to throw the padd aside… he wanted to hear his punishment so he could get on with his life…

…But when he finally reached the bottom of the report, Drayge suddenly noticed one incredibly obvious omission: Christopher neglected to mention how the tractor beams failed.  Instead, he attributed the entire incident to some unspecified computer malfunction.  

Drayge immediately blinked, and hastily reread the closing paragraphs again, just to make certain he hadn’t misread anything… and he hadn’t.  “You falsified the report?”

Christopher nodded.  “You killed seventy-three people…”

Suddenly, Drayge didn’t know what to say.  He had been expecting a demotion or something similar—anything but this!  He stammered over a few incoherent words, but none of them managed to form a sentence; the entire situation was simply beyond words.

Christopher, however, was not equally restrained.  “Neelar,” he said, his voice utterly devoid of anger, “for the past five years, you have embodied everything that is exemplary about Starfleet.  There isn’t a single stain on your record… Admittedly, I don’t know you as well as I should, but I know enough to see that you’re one of the most ethical and thoughtful individuals in the galaxy…”

This was not at all the harsh scolding that Drayge had been expecting.  Perhaps he was dreaming?  Though it was possible, the Bolian highly doubted it…

“I can understand your reasons for disabling the tractor beam,” Christopher calmly continued.  “In fact, in my heart, I think you even made the right decision; had our positions been reversed, I might have done the same thing.  We don’t have any right to push the Qinxaea out of their home—it’s like telling all the humans on Earth that they have to move to Cardassia because my people wanted to live on Earth.  It’s utterly ridiculous…”

“But because the Qinxaea aren’t people, nobody seems to understand their plight…” Drayge sighed.  “I’m sorry so many people had to die, but… I was so caught up in the moment…  I believed in what I was doing… and I just wanted to make a difference—to finally prove myself to you and everyone else!”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Is that what his whole promotion business was about, Neelar?”

He nodded.  In retrospect, it seemed a bit silly, but at the time, everything made perfect sense.  “I have been average my entire life,” Drayge sighed.  “When I was a child, my brother was always getting special attention because he was gifted—whatever that means.  So I joined Starfleet, hoping I might make a name for myself there, but I was barely a blip on the radar.”

Captain Christopher was already shaking his head.  “Neelar,” he said, suddenly sounding more like a friend than a Captain, “you don’t need to prove yourself to me or Lucas or Erin… or anyone else aboard this ship.  I don’t care what anyone else says…  you are the best pilot I’ve ever met.  ”

Drayge almost wanted to cry.  He could feel his heart beginning to flutter, and the tears were welling in his eyes…  But he forced them to stay hidden.  “You don’t need to humor me, Captain… If I were really the best pilot, I wouldn’t be here right now!  I would be on the Endeavor or the Enterprise… or something!”

“Not everyone can be the best,” Christopher thoughtfully reminded, “but as long as you try your best, there isn’t a soul in the universe that can rightfully speak ill of you.”  He paused for a long moment, and gradually turned his most vulnerable, candid gaze upon Drayge.  “Granted, this incident with the Qinxaea is a setback, Neelar; you are not going to be a Lieutenant Commander any time soon…  but if you continue to work with the same ethics that have guided you for the past five years, I’m sure you’ll get posted to the Enterprise someday.”

Or in other words, not any time soon.  But now that he thought about it, Drayge had to admit, being average wasn’t so bad.  It brought him to the Starlight, after all.  “So… if you don’t mind me asking, why did you falsify that report?”

Christopher shrugged.  “I’ve been thinking a lot recently… about how things are run on this ship.  Lucas even suggested that, in light of recent events, I consider making things a little more protocol-oriented—I’m still thinking about it, of course—but the truth is, Neelar, this ship is never going to be the bastion of Starfleet rules and regulations.

“After five years together, we aren’t just Starfleet officers anymore.  In fact, considering everything we’ve been through—both good and bad—you guys are like family to me… and I value those kindred spirits more than Starfleet itself.

“You made a mistake, Neelar, I’m not going to deny that.  But you made that mistake for all the right reasons, and I’m not willing to see you punished.  I am going to recommend to Starfleet that you retain your current rank of Lieutenant… and I might mention in my report that you were negligent in your duties when you failed to check the functionality of the tractor beams prior to an important mission…”

Drayge arched a curious brow.  “Even though that wasn’t my responsibility?”

Christopher shrugged.  “Your mission, Neelar, your responsibility…” He smiled.  “Now go report to your station…”

The incredible feelings of dread suddenly started to lift.  Drayge knew that Starfleet might want to investigate further—especially if the Darsaeans demanded an investigation—but somehow, he felt confident that everything would turn out okay.  In fact, Drayge felt more confident in general… because at long last, he knew who he was, and where he fit into the universe.

He was Neelar Drayge, helmsman aboard the Federation Starship Starlight…
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