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Prologue

The twin suns loomed overhead, scorching the barren scrub plains of Corneria IV with oppressive heat and humidity.  There wasn’t a cloud in sight.  The wind was nonexistent, and the heat just seemed to hang in the air, shimmering in the distant hills, but always out of reach.  For a fleeting moment, Alan Christopher was content to believe himself wandering amidst the Leuda Desert on Ka’Tula Prime—but the fantasy quickly faded.  There were no majestic mountains looming on the distant horizon, nor were there any birds or bugs flitting about the cerulean skies…. There was just an endless expanse of scrub grass and the occasional oasis of cycads, crawling all the way over the distant horizon.

As he traversed the dusty terrain, Christopher sighed and wiped the tiny beads of sweat from his brow.  It might not have been Ka’Tula Prime—but it was close enough.  “If only it were a few degrees warmer,” he mused to Justin Reinbold, who stood just a few meters away, pouring over the contents of his tricorder.  “I’d be right at home.”

Justin immediately glanced up from his scans, skepticism crossing his face.  “You’re insane.”

Christopher smiled.  He’d been called a lot of things over the years, but insane was not one of them.  “If the glove fits…” He unzipped his uniform and tugged at his bright red undershirt, hoping the action might circulate some cooler air down to his skin… but it did nothing of the sort.  The oppressive heat just seemed to filter right in.

Suddenly feeling eager to return to the Starlight, Christopher finally decided to make himself useful.  Thus far, he had simply acted as Justin Reinbold’s shadow, following him around the sweltering landscape as he performed some sensor scans for Sarah Hartman.  Prior to the mission, Sarah had informed Christopher that he was not to interfere with Justin’s work, but it was so freaking hot down here that Hartman’s “prime directive” was about to fall by the wayside.

Christopher pulled the tricorder from his belt and flipped it open.  “What are we looking for?” he asked—but even before he finished speaking, Christopher’s communicator chirped.

“Hartman to Christopher!”

He tapped the shiny—and warm—metallic broach upon his chest.  “Yes, Sarah?”

The Doctor wasted no time getting to the point: “Put the tricorder away.”

Christopher froze, and his eyes darted toward the blazing blue skies above.  “Are you monitoring me?  Haven’t you got anything better to do?”

“Yes and yes,” Hartman calmly replied, casually sipping at a steaming cup of coffee in her office aboard the Starlight.  She would have rather been studying the unique regenerative properties of the microbial life forms detected in the planet’s largest ocean…but she had known Alan Christopher for a very long time—and he was not to be trusted.  “This is Mister Reinbold’s final exam as my student, and he is absolutely not to have any assistance from you.”

Glancing at the computer monitor on her desk, Hartman watched Christopher’s rather animated protest unfold.  He threw his arms into the air and shook his head (undoubtedly for her benefit.  Most normal people wouldn’t even have done that much).  “It’s not like I’m going to be of much help in the first place!” he exclaimed—and he made a valid point. Christopher was no scientist.

“So you admit, your assistance would be more of a hindrance than anything else.”  Hartman grinned.  “So put away the damn tricorder before I have Lieutenant Sanders beam it out of your hands.”

That was a genuine threat, and Christopher did not doubt Hartman’s ability to make good on it.  Thus, he snapped shut the tricorder and placed it back into its holster.  “Satisfied?”

“For now,” replied the Doctor.  “Hartman out.”

Once the conversation concluded, Christopher’s gaze shifted back to Justin.  “I guess I won’t be helping you after all,” he mused.

Justin shrugged.  “Not a problem,” he said.  “I’m almost done, anyway.  Just got a few more samples to collect, and then we can return to the ship.”

Occasionally glancing at his tricorder, Justin knelt down beside a ragged gray rock jutting out of the rough, reddish terrain.  He scraped some pale yellow lichen from the rock’s underside, briefly analyzed it with his tricorder, and then stored the sample in a little Petri dish.

“How are you likin’ the lichen?” asked Christopher.  He was only marginally curious about the moss—but he couldn’t pass up such a witty comment.

Oblivious to the little quip, Justin only shook his head and muttered, “I thought my mom’s jokes were lame.”

“Well,” said Christopher, a bit disappointed in his joke’s lukewarm reception, “you could have waited a week—then she could have come on this mission with you in my place.”

“Commander Keller could have come,” Justin readily suggested.  “Or Lieutenant Trinn.  Or Lieutenant Sanders.  Or Ensign—”

Christopher raised a dismissive hand.  “I know, I know… I get the picture,” he said.  “I’m not quite as hot as Erin or Jayla—well, right about now, I’m sweltering, but…  I get it.”

Justin provided something between a shrug and a nod—Christopher wasn’t exactly certain… but whatever it was, the motion essentially marked the end of their conversation.  In retrospect, Christopher wasn’t entirely certain that the few words they exchanged actually qualified as a conversation.  It might have been the heat or the exam or something else entirely, but Justin was apparently not in the mood to talk.  Thus, Christopher decided to give the boy some room.  The sooner Justin finished his work, the sooner they could return to the cooler climate aboard the Starlight.  

As far as Christopher could tell, there wasn’t anything terribly interesting about Corneria IV.  Located about seven light years from the Elorg border, it wasn’t of any strategic value.  There were some life forms roaming the desolate scrub plains, but nothing more than insects and small amphibians—but on a blazing hot day like today, the vast majority of them were probably loitering around some distant watering hole.

Nearby, Justin was loitering over that same slab of rock jutting out of the landscape.  As far as Christopher could tell, it was a slab of limestone—or a very similar sedimentary rock—and probably contained a brief history of the sweltering planet.  Of course, that was mere conjecture, and since he was banned from using his tricorder, Christopher had no way to verify his suspicions.  He would simply have to read Justin’s report.

After studying the lone rock for what seemed like an eternity, Justin finally snapped shut his tricorder.  He shoved the scanner into his pocket and turned his placid blue eyes upon Christopher.  “Done.”

“Good.”  He immediately tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Starlight—two to beam up.”

“Acknowledged,” replied Flora Sanders a scant moment later.  “Stand by for transport.”

Flora Sanders was so well acquainted with the Starlight’s transporter console that she could operate it in her sleep.  In fact, on some rare occasions when things in the transporter room were slow, Sanders suspected that she might very well have been asleep at the controls.  Hers was not the most exciting job on the ship—that much was certain—and after a few hours of boredom, one was bound to get sleepy.  Still, she never allowed her boredom to interfere with her duties; sleepy or not, she was always ready to go.

Thus, when the Captain called, Flora Sanders was ready.  She quickly guided the targeting sensors to the appropriate coordinates, locked on with an annular confinement beam, and brought the Captain and Justin Reinbold aboard—and aside from one minor detail, the transport was a success.

Even before the transport was complete, Sanders knew something was amiss.  She hastily checked the computer for signs of trouble, but it insisted there was nothing wrong.  Still, her gut instinct told her otherwise, and Sanders frantically ran a few diagnostics just to be sure—and every last one of them indicated a normal transport was in progress.  But when the swirls of azure light faded, Sanders knew that she had been right all along, for the beings standing upon the transporter platform were definitely not Captain Christopher and Justin Reinbold.

At first, Sanders wasn’t certain what she was looking at.  The pair of blue-tinged entities was so unlike anything she had ever seen that her mind simply could not process the unique visual data…

The beings were roughly humanoid; they had long, lanky arms and legs, and stood more than three meters tall—easily towering over Sanders.  Even so, both of the aliens were frail and looked deathly thin, as if they hadn’t eaten in months.  Not surprisingly, the hairless beings had very small, thin mouths; it was likely difficult for them to imbibe their meals—assuming they absorbed nutrition in traditional means.  And while they had no discernable noses, each alien had a pair of large gray eyes that seemed to peer directly into Sanders’ soul…  

Many of the aliens’ other features were beyond comprehension.  In lieu of internal organs, each of the entities seemed to have large crystalline structures embedded into their chests, aglow in pale cerulean light.  On occasion, the glow would shift to a soft shade of lavender or amethyst.  It might have been some form of communication, but Sanders was not certain… They only thing she did know was that it was very, very weird.  

Slowly, so not to startle the aliens, Sanders tapped her communicator. “Bridge, this is the transporter room… we’ve got a problem.”

Chapter One

“How can you eat that stuff?”

As Megan Reinbold’s blatantly disgusted words penetrated the cool evening air, Matthew Harrison glanced down at his plate of sushi.  Having imbibed many similar meals with Commander Reinbold over the past several weeks, Harrison would have thought the question self-explanatory—but apparently, he was mistaken.  “It is really quite simple,” he mused.  “One simply places the sushi in his mouth, chews, and swallows.”

Reinbold immediately cast a sweetly sardonic gaze in Harrison’s direction.  “Thanks for clearing that up for me,” she said, picking through the leafy green remains of her Caesar salad.

The pair sat at a small round table in the courtyard of the Seabreeze Café, a quaint little establishment in Pittsburg—but quite some distance from the nearest breeze wafting in from the Atlantic.  Despite the titular misnomer, Harrison found the establishment—and its crisp city breeze—more than acceptable.  The food was good (he was surprised to find decent sushi in Pennsylvania), the atmosphere calm and relaxed, and the company… sufficient.

Harrison tended not to bond with his subordinates.  Admittedly, the fates conspired against him aboard the Starlight, for the Commander considered many of the crew as friends, but Megan Reinbold was not one of them.  In fact, Harrison didn’t even consider her an acquaintance—she was merely a subordinate.  And while that made life easy aboard the Starlight, it made things… awkward at a civilian restaurant on Earth.

As he ate his sushi, Harrison duly noted the myriad conversations flowing freely from the surrounding tables.  The Bajoran couple behind Reinbold was fervently discussing their kava farm in the Rakantha Province back on Bajor; the trio of humans in the center of the courtyard was also engaged in a lengthy conversation, though its contents were a bit more difficult to discern (something about the Bolians).   But as he ate his sushi, Harrison was well aware of the dreadful silence.

A part of him almost wanted conversation to erupt, but unfortunately, he did not know Reinbold well enough to carry an intelligent discussion, and as her superior officer, he didn’t really have the luxury to care.  They were in the midst of interviewing the Elorg prisoners captured during the attack, and Harrison knew that cluttering his mind with the minutia of Reinbold’s personal life would only distract him.  And Earth had been distracted enough in recent years—it couldn’t afford another distraction.

So night after night, the two of them dined in silence.  But one day, Harrison wistfully mused, when the Federation was safe from invasion, he just might find the time to strike up a conversation.

Suddenly, a hand fell upon Harrison’s shoulder.  He snapped away from his thoughts in a heartbeat and came about half-expecting an attack of some sort—dealing with the treacherous Elorg all day would do that to anyone—but much to his relief, Harrison found Admiral Kathryn Janeway’s pleasant façade looming overhead.

“I’m sorry.”  She immediately withdrew her hand.  “I didn’t mean to frighten you, Commander.”

Shaking his head, Harrison promptly rose from his seat to properly greet the Admiral.  “It was nothing,” Harrison hastily assured her.  “I was simply lost in thought.”

Janeway flashed a warm smile.  “We’ve all had a lot on our minds the past few weeks,” she said.  “I’ve had so many meetings with the Federation Council, I’m getting to know many of the Ambassadors on a first-name basis.”  She paused and in a playful voice, added, “Did you know that the Saurian Ambassador’s daughter is molting?”

“I did not,” said Harrison, shaking his head.  “I have not had the opportunity to meet the Saurian Ambassador.”

“He’s a bit of a windbag,” said Janeway, her voice dropping down a few notches so not to be overheard.  “But he’s certainly a likable individual.”

Since he suspected the Admiral hadn’t come all this way to speak of the Saurian Ambassador’s daughter, Harrison offered his seat.  Janeway graciously accepted the offer, prompting Harrison to pull a new chair from one of the adjacent tables.  Once he was situated, the conversation continued.

“It’s been more than a month since anyone has seen or heard from President Makar,” said Janeway softly.  She was about to continue, but the words died in her throat.  Moments later, a petite Andorian strode over to the table and placed a cup of steaming hot tea in front of the Admiral.  Janeway smiled as she accepted her beverage.  “Thank you,” she said.  “That will be all.”

The Andorian nodded politely, turned on her heel, and wandered away.  Janeway patiently sipped at her tea, not wanting to resume their discussion until she was absolutely certain the Andorian was gone.  And a few moments later, the blue-skinned girl vanished into one of the small buildings attached to the courtyard.

“I’ve been going over the intelligence data you collected during that incident at Tethe-Alla a few weeks ago,” she continued.

Though he had not collected any of the aforementioned data himself, Harrison was nonetheless familiar with the information in question—and it seemed to indicate that President Makar knew about the Elorg’s intentions well in advance of the actual attack.  

“Since our recent conflict with the Romulans didn’t go over so well, he might have been hoping the Elorg invasion would prompt the Federation to authorize a more legitimate campaign against the Elorg.”  Janeway sighed.  “It’s only speculation at this point, but we know that Makar wanted to drastically expand the Federation’s presence throughout the quadrant…”

“To do that, we’d need more ships,” said Reinbold, slowly beginning to fill in the pieces to this puzzle.  “And in order to get the Federation to authorize the construction of that many ships, we’d need a hefty war and a lot of dilithium.”

Janeway nodded, readily agreeing with Reinbold’s assessment.  “With the recent collapse of the Romulan Empire, we have all the dilithium we need,” she said.  “Now we just need the war…”

Harrison had been interviewing the Elorg prisoners for more than a month.  Most of them seemed to indicate that hostilities would continue until the Federation was obliterated, and with no less than twenty separate attacks in the past month—including the one that destroyed Starbase 204—the sentiment seemed valid enough.  The war was coming.  “What are we going to do about it?”

Janeway took a long sip of her tea—and when she finally set the flowery cup back upon its saucer, the look on her face was a morbid one.  “We’re going to have to defend ourselves,” she sighed.  “President Makar set certain events into motion, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them.  At some point in the future—six months, a year down the line—we’re going to find ourselves back in the line of fire.”

Reinbold arched a curious brow.  “You think the Elorg will attack again?”

“It’s inevitable,” said Janeway.  “But this time we’re going to be ready for it.”

“How?” asked Harrison.  He didn’t doubt Janeway’s ability to defend the Federation, but he was certainly curious to hear of her intentions.

And Janeway was more than ready to respond.  “We’re going back to the basics,” she said.  “According to the Federation charter, this is an alliance of exploration, free trade, and mutual defense.

“Over the past few decades, we have strayed from that directive time and again because it was convenient for us to do so.  We poisoned the Founders during the Dominion War because it was convenient for us to do so; we invaded Romulus last year because it was convenient for us to do so; I’ll admit—even I’ve bent the rules a few times under that guise… but just because something is convenient doesn’t mean that it’s right.”

Harrison understood Janeway’s reasoning perfectly.  What he did not understand, however, was how he fit into it.  “What do you need me to do?”

The Admiral hesitated for only a moment.  “We need Makar,” she deviously whispered.  “While it would be more convenient if we could ignore him, we have to stick to our guns if we want to survive the coming months—and bringing Makar to justice is a big part of that.”

That would do the Federation a lot of good.  Bringing Ghodan Makar to justice would signal the beginning of a newer, better Federation… “But how do I reach him?”

Janeway only smiled.

Erin Keller was concerned.  She wasn’t frightened or even remotely panicked—but she was definitely concerned.  In the blink of an eye, Alan and Justin were gone, apparently replaced by some odd-looking stick figures (or worse yet, somehow morphed into odd-looking stick figures).  But until she had some more concrete answers, Erin wasn’t going to jump to any conclusions.  She would simply take the situation one step at a time.

And those steps brought Keller to sickbay, where the aliens had been staying since their sudden appearance not much more than an hour ago.

The doors to the medical bay slid open with a hiss.  Erin stepped inside, her eyes immediately drawn to the pair of lanky aliens lying on the biobeds.  When last she spoke with Sarah Hartman, the good Doctor had been analyzing their guests; half-an-hour later, Erin suspected that Sarah’s progress was nominal, for she still loomed over the motionless aliens.

“Hey,” greeted Erin as she strolled over to the nearer of the two aliens.  He was a rather tall fellow—so tall, in fact, that his legs dangled over the edge of the biobed—but much as Flora Sanders had indicated, he and his companion were akin to crystalline walking sticks.  “These guys look… unique.”

A bewildered Sarah Hartman glanced up from her tricorder.  “That’s an understatement,” she said, shaking her head with confusion.  “As far as I can tell, we’re looking at two distinct species.”

Keller furrowed her brow, her pale brown eyes flitting from one lanky alien to the other—back-and-forth until she was fairly certain they were identical.  “They look the same to me,” she finally said.  She was no Doctor, of course, but maybe their internal makeup was different?

Hartman shook her head, practically shoving her sleek medical tricorder into Keller’s hands.  “The individuals are more-or-less the same,” she explained, “but each one appears to be made of two different species.”

“Kind of like the Trill,” Erin quickly realized.

“Exactly,” said Hartman.  And while Erin was skimming through the wealth of medical information on the tricorder, Hartman ran a few cursory scans at the console near the foot of the biobed. The results scrolled across the screen over the alien’s head, the computer hastily pointing out several oddities in the scan—most notable was the crystalline structure in the alien’s chest.  “That’s our second life form,” said Hartman.  “It’s a xenon-based entity—very rare in this part of the galaxy.”

So rare, in fact, that Keller had never before seen a xenon-based life form.  “I’m aware of a few xenon-based species in the Delta Quadrant,” she said, “but this is the first one I’ve seen in our neck of the woods.”

Thanks to the triple alpha process in red giants, carbon was one of the most common elements in the universe.  So common, in fact, the vast majority of alien species were carbon-based, humans included.  And since carbon was such a versatile element, it could bond with other atoms to create a seemingly infinite number of unique compounds (and in turn, life forms).

Xenon, on the other hand, was both rare and quite inert in its natural state.  The element had little desire to bond with other atoms because it had already achieved chemical perfection—it was neutral.  Thus, xenon-based life was a rarity.  

“So how did these guys come into existence?” asked Keller as she gazed upon the glittering xenon entity.

Hartman shrugged.  “Your guess is as good as mine,” she said.  “The xenon is bonded to an element that is currently unknown to science.”

Keller’s interest was definitely piqued.  “So wherever these guys came from… it wasn’t from around here.”  She sighed.  “They might be explorers, or something…”

“Or hostile invaders,” Hartman suggested a moment later.  But then she glanced at the motionless duo and quickly reconsidered the sentiment.  “Though that seems unlikely.”

“So what do we know about these guys?” Keller asked a moment later.  “Can we talk to them?”

“We don’t have any way to communicate with the xenon-based entities,” said Hartman almost immediately.  “Our minds are probably too primitive to comprehend their communication methods, anyway—which sucks, because it looks like the xenon-based entities are running the show.”

Keller arched a curious brow.  “Oh really?”

“Really.”  Hartman nodded, her voice hinting at annoyance.  “The carbon-based entity is essentially a mindless zombie—according to my scans, its brain is the size of a walnut.  Without the xenon-based entity, I’d bet they’re not even sentient.”

Keller shook her head with amazement.  “I can’t even begin to imagine the conditions on their homeworld!” she exclaimed.  “The conditions needed to create such weird life forms are probably mind-blowing.”

“Good thing Alan’s not here then,” said Hartman with a chuckle.  “His head would have imploded by now.”

Erin wasn’t going to dispute the sentiment.  While he had occasional glimmers of brilliance, Alan was not much of a scientist.  He was more of a leader than anything else.  As long as his head was screwed on straight, Alan was the pillar of the Starlight’s community.  And in her heart, Erin knew that he would be back.  All they had to do was find him.

“I’m going to be in the science lab,” said Keller a moment later, already inching toward the exit.  Not only was she eager to begin searching for answers, she was eager to interact with the crew in that search.  With Matthew gone, she was in command—she was the leader of the community—and Erin knew it was her duty to keep spirits up.  “Keep looking for a way to communicate with the aliens—hopefully they know something about what happened.  So let me know the minute you’ve got something.”

Hartman nodded, and promptly went back to work.  

And Erin went on her way.

“I’ve been over the transporter logs a dozen times,” said Kendall Johnson a good five minutes later.  He shook his head as he motioned toward the data in question, which flitted happily across the large, circular workstation in the center of the science lab.  “As far as the computer is concerned… um… well, the Captain’s transport sequence was flawless.”

Considering the Captain never came back from that little transport, Erin was inclined to disagree with the computer’s analysis.  “Obviously,” she said, “something went wrong.  The transport cycle might have completed—Alan and Justin might have materialized somewhere—but since that somewhere wasn’t on our transporter padd, this analysis isn’t going to cut it, little buddy.”

Johnson sighed, nodding his head agreeably.  “I… I figured as much.”  He cleared the faulty analysis from the screen and immediately brought up a new set of scans.

Stephanie Kerrigan approached their little congregation a few moments later, padd in hand, ready to discuss Kendall’s new scans.  “Since there aren’t any xenon-based life forms known to this region of space, we think these aliens might be extra-dimensional.”

“Or… or at least possess extra-dimensional technology,” added Johnson.

“They could just have some really advanced transporters,” Erin reminded.  After all, they couldn’t afford to discount any possibilities this early in the search.  “But let’s run with your theory now…  I take it there’s evidence to support it?”

Kerrigan tapped a few commands into the control interface.  Moments later, a holographic simulation of Corneria IV flickered to life above the console, gracefully spinning about on its axis.  Looming low in the planet’s atmosphere was a thin veil of glittering yellow particles.

Erin immediately recognized them.  “Tetryon particles…” And after the initial shock came the aftermath—in the form of questions: “In a planet’s atmosphere?  How did they get there?  And why the hell didn’t we detect them earlier?”

Much to Keller’s chagrin, answers were not forthcoming. 

“We could use a tomographic imaging scanner to search the inside of any interspatial rifts,” said Johnson.

“There’s just one minor detail,” interjected Kerrigan a moment later.

And Keller had a hunch what that minor detail might be:  “There aren’t any rifts.”

Kerrigan nodded.  “Exactly.”

Erin expelled a long, weary sigh.  She wasn’t panicked just yet.  Nor was she frightened.  She was still concerned… but now that concern was accompanied by a hint of frustration.  “Vanishing people… extra-dimensional aliens… and invisible rifts…  This should make for an interesting log entry.”

Chapter Two

Seated beneath the shady branches of a tall cycad tree, Justin Reinbold had only two words to describe the current situation: “This sucks.”

Alan Christopher had to concur.  He wasn’t exactly certain how many hours had passed since the Starlight’s failed attempt to beam them up, but if the scorching twin suns were any indication, the blazing hot morning had long ago passed into an even hotter afternoon.

“It’s got to be like… sixty degrees out here,” said Justin, wiping the sweat from his brow.

Christopher pulled out his tricorder—but unlike last time, Sarah Hartman’s chiding voice did not follow the action.  Instead, the chirping tricorder came to life; some initial sensor scans already flitting across its tiny screen, and it took Christopher only a moment to glean the data in question.  “Forty-seven degrees,” he said, shaking his head.  “Not quite sixty, but with the humidity, it certainly feels like it.”

Justin was not amused.  In fact, he couldn’t have cared less about the actual air temperature.  It was hot as hell, and that was all he needed to know.  There were, however, other things on his mind, and though he tried his best not to dwell, given the extreme heat and the river of sweat oozing from his every pore, his mind was fairly one-tracked:  “Where the hell is the Starlight?”

Christopher tapped his communicator, much as he had done the last five times Justin asked about the ship.  And, much as Justin had anticipated, nothing happened.  Christopher provided little more than a sympathetic shrug.  “They might have suffered some sort of technical difficulty,” he placidly suggested.

Justin didn’t want pity or sympathy or any sort of excuse.  He just wanted to leave this broiling hellhole.  But with the Starlight suffering some sort of unspecified “technical difficulty,” Justin didn’t see that happening any time soon.  They could be trapped on Corneria for days.  Or weeks.  Or worse.  And such thoughts were not comforting ones.  The last thing Justin wanted was to spend the rest of his life on a barren, sweltering hot wasteland.  

His shoulders sank, and he wearily rested his head on the cycad’s craggy old trunk.  “Why me?” he wearily moaned.

A faint smile flashed across Christopher’s face.  “What?” he asked, sounding way too cheerful.  “Not enjoying yourself?”

The question was so unintelligent that Justin wasn’t even going to respond.  He just closed his eyes and hoped that he was having a nightmare—one that he would wake up from very shortly.

“Are you hungry?” asked Christopher a moment later.

Justin hadn’t eaten since breakfast—thus, he was very hungry.  There was just one minor problem:  “We don’t have any field rations.”

“That’s right,” said Christopher.  “But we’ve got an entire planet all to ourselves, and according to my tricorder, it’s filled with potentially tasty critters.”

Though he enjoyed a good steak once and awhile, Justin never had any desire to actually go out and kill the animal for himself.  And despite the hunger pangs in his stomach, he wasn’t about to start hunting now.  “I’ll pass…”

“We could be here for a long time,” said Christopher evenly.  “If the Starlight was attacked or destroyed, it could be several days before help arrives.  You’re going to have to eat at some point—and it’s not going to be pretty.”

Justin very much wanted to protest—but having spent so much time amongst Starfleet officers, he had a hunch that Christopher was not providing idle banter.  They were going to go hunting, whether Justin wanted to or not.   “Shoot me now,” mused Justin, shaking his head.

Christopher chuckled.  “I don’t see what is so terrible about this,” he said, haphazardly pulling the scrubby weeds from the ground.  “Sure, it’s a little hot, but… you’ve got to take it in stride, Justin.  Laugh about it.”

He arched a curious brow.  “What is there to laugh about?”

“You and me,” said Christopher plainly.  “We’re complete opposites—yet here we are, trapped together on this smoldering world…”

“That is irony at its finest,” admitted Justin.  “But I sure as hell don’t think it’s funny!”

Christopher pulled a large clump of grassy weeds from the ground.  He stared at it for a moment, and then tossed it over his shoulder.  “In retrospect, this will be hilarious.”

“I don’t want retrospect,” said Justin.  “I just want to get back to the ship.”

“To do what?”

And Justin paused.  For the first time since beaming down to Corneria IV, he didn’t have an answer…  In fact, he didn’t have anything close to an answer, either.  His mind was blank.  The heat must have been getting to him—either that, or Christopher’s questions were getting more intelligent.

Or both.

Whatever the case, Justin finally shook his head, conceding defeat.  “I don’t know,” he admitted after a long moment.

The last time Matthew Harrison visited Mars, there was but a single pip on his collar.  It was stardate 60339, and a young Ensign Harrison was readily awaiting his first assignment as a junior officer aboard the newly commissioned USS Centaur-A.  His duties included manning the helm during the graveyard shift and, even more dreadful, spending hours in the transporter room, just waiting for something to happen.

The life of an ensign was hardly opulent.  Harrison readily recalled his quarters: a dank little closet in the lower decks.  It had no windows, no replicator, and no privacy from his Andorian roommate (a terse, unpleasant young man by the name of Turathan Karalis).  Still, having worked so hard to get through the Academy, Harrison was pleased with his posting aboard the Centaur…  But as he slept on his uncomfortable bunk each night, Harrison often dreamed of someday moving into the Captain’s quarters…

Some fifteen years later, that day had finally come.

Harrison watched intently as the shuttlecraft Newton navigated effortlessly through the maze of new starships orbiting the legendary red planet.  There were literally hundreds of vessels looming nearby, all of them in varying stages of construction.  Many of them were nearing completion, including a new Meridian​-class starship with the text “USS Enterpr” scrawled across the hull.  Undoubtedly a work in progress…

Other starships were little more than giant metallic skeletons.  A few of them were obviously Insignia​-class starships, but the one nearest the Newton was little more than a few bulkheads, swarming with tiny yellow work bees.  In a few weeks, it might be something a bit more recognizable, but until then, Harrison was forced to speculate.

The Newton gracefully soared over the skeletal starships, past the new Enterprise, and gradually approached the massive orbital space dock that held within its giant arms a single Explorer-class starship: the USS Columbia, NX-97502.

Seated beside Harrison, Admiral Janeway allowed a thin smile to cross her face.  “Do you think that will get you to Risa and back, Commander?”  She paused for a thoughtful moment.  “Or should I say, ‘Captain’?”

Captain Harrison…

It certainly had a nice ring to it—but until his promotion was official, Commander Harrison would have to suffice.  Admiral Janeway, of course, had the prerogative to call him whatever she pleased.

“That’s a nice ship,” commented Megan Reinbold, voice filled with awe.  She sat at the auxiliary console next to Janeway, eyes glued to the little ship.

“I’m glad you like it, Commander,” said Janeway lightly.  “Captain Harrison is going to need a crew for this mission, and I can’t think of a better operations officer.”

The awe on Reinbold’s face vanished, immediately replaced with a hint of muted excitement.  “I accept.”

And on that note, the computer bleeped.  They were at long last approaching the Columbia.

Brilliant rays of sunlight shined upon the magnificent space dock, casting long shadows upon the Columbia.  The starship was clearly a streamlined successor to the Nebula-class.  Though a much smaller starship (it had only ten decks), the Columbia was equal to the Nebula in almost every way.  It possessed ablative hull armor, regenerative shielding, transphasic torpedoes, and of course, the most advanced quantum slipstream technology available.

Soon, it would all belong to Matthew Harrison.  And the Commander smiled at the thought.

Sarah Hartman could have screamed.  The one time that she truly needed Alan Christopher’s services, the man was nowhere to be found.

Having wasted several hours in a futile effort to make contact with the lanky stick aliens, Hartman was definitely ready for a breakthrough.  To do that, she needed a language expert—and while Christopher was merely a self-proclaimed expert in the field, his species’ knack for languages (and communication in general) might have proven helpful.  So naturally, he took this most inopportune moment to vanish…

Still, Hartman had been able to make a few deductions about her mysterious guests.  “As far as I can tell, they can hear just fine,” she said aloud, to nobody in particular.  She had started to make a log entry about ten minutes ago… so technically she could consider her ramblings a part of that entry.  But in all reality, she was just talking through the data for her own good.  “So if they can hear us… why won’t they talk?”

The xenon-based entity was undoubtedly the primary source of intelligence.  The glowing crystalline structure pulsated constantly in a variety of colors.  Occasionally, there seemed to be some organization to the pulses, but it wasn’t anything Hartman could discern.  It could have been gastrointestinal distress for all she knew…

The computer was in the process of analyzing the pulses.  Thus far, it has generated some interesting algorithms for interpreting the pulses, but the longer she stared at the data, the more it confused her.  “I’m a doctor, not a Rosetta Stone.”  Clearly, she was out of her league… and since the resident “language expert” was gone, Hartman decided to take a different approach.

Main engineering…

In all her years aboard the Starlight, Sarah Hartman might have set foot inside engineering a dozen times, at most.  Aside from the occasional medical emergency, it was just outside of her purview, and she thusly had little reason to visit—not that she would have wanted to visit, anyway…  But it seemed hell had finally frozen over, because Hartman suddenly found herself doing just that—and as the doors hissed shut behind her, there was no turning back.

Jayla Trinn immediately darted away from the primary workstation in the center of the room, a curious look upon her face.  “I don’t think anyone’s due for a physical for another six months…”

Hartman shook her head.  Not only was the young Trill’s sentiment incorrect (physicals would start in four months… perhaps earlier), a summons to sickbay wasn’t even the reason for her visit.  “Sorry to disappoint you, Lieutenant, but I’m here for an entirely different reason.  But feel free to surprise me, and drop in for your annual physical a few months early.  It would make my day.”

Trinn arched a skeptical eyebrow.  “Really?”

“Really.” And on that note, Hartman took a few steps deeper into engineering.  Unfortunately, the place was so unfamiliar that she didn’t exactly know who did what and where.  “Where is Commander Tompkins?”

“He’s doing some maintenance work on the starboard catamaran,” said the Trill placidly.  “If you want to reach him, you’ll have to crawl through a few Jefferies tubes…” She alluded to the open hatch nearby—though considering the catamarans were a good ten decks above main engineering, Hartman doubted that was the most efficient means of reaching the chief engineer.

“Why don’t I beam to his position?” suggested Hartman a moment later.  “Or are you afraid that I’ll be banished to some extra-dimensional realm?”

A wry grin immediately crossed Trinn’s face—but she wisely chose to withhold whatever comments lingered on the tip of her tongue.  “Commander Keller doesn’t want to use the transporter until we’re certain it’s safe to do so.”

Hartman nodded.  “Of course…”

“So what do you need, Doctor?”  Trinn tucked a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear, and slowly wandered back to the master control station.  “Are the biobeds out of order?”

She shook her head, and immediately pulled a padd from the pocket of her lab coat.  “I’ve been studying the xenon-based entities,” she said, “and I think the pulsating colors they emit are some form of communication…  But I can’t make any sense of the algorithms the computer is providing me.  So I decided to go out on a limb, and hope one of you brilliant engineers might be able to give me a hand.”

Trinn took the proffered padd and casually perused its contents.  She wasn’t overwhelmed by the data, but the look upon her face wasn’t exactly exuding confidence.  “This is vaguely similar to the electrochemical signals the symbionts use to communicate with each other,” the engineer tentatively replied.  And then she reiterated:  “Vaguely.”

Actually, they were nothing like the electrochemical signals used by the symbionts, because Hartman would have noticed that in her analysis.  So she assumed it was some sort of crude analogy on Trinn’s part.  “Can you translate it?”

The Trill’s confidence level dropped another notch.  “I’ll have to run it through the computer a few times; hopefully that will clean up some of the information here…  Then we’ll see what happens.”

Hartman was not thrilled about the prospects of success, but since her own investigation had reached a dead end, she had few other choices.  Jayla Trinn would have her chance.  “How long do you think this will take?”

She shrugged.  “Probably not much longer than an hour.”

Hartman nodded, already turning to leave.  “Let me know when you’ve got something.”

In the Captain’s ready room, Erin Keller was just about to sit down with a steaming mug of hot chocolate, when she heard an odd noise rustling near the back of the room.  At first, she dismissed it as little more than her overactive imagination, but when the noise returned a few moments later, Keller had no choice but to investigate.

She hastily set her mug on the Captain’s sleek obsidian desk, and then wandered toward the back of the room.  The clunking noise continued, and Keller immediately realized that it emanated from the Jefferies tube.  There was an access hatch beside the replicator, and Keller decided that, given the noise, it was about to open.

She readied her phaser.  She didn’t know what, exactly, was coming, and wasn’t about to take any chances.

The hatch swung open.

And Lucas Tompkins promptly crawled out into the open.

Since Tompkins posed little threat, Keller immediately set aside her phaser, and offered a helping hand to the engineer.  He gladly accepted, and pulled himself to his feet a moment later.

“You know, Lucas, most people use the door,” said Keller as she returned to her mug of hot chocolate.  

“Heh…  I made a new year’s resolution back in January,” he said, approaching the nearby replicator.  “Thought it might be good to get a little more exercise.”  He sighed.  “I was wrong.”

Keller smiled—and though more exercise was always a good idea, she very much doubted that was the reason Tompkins crawled all the way to the bridge.  “So why are you really here?” she asked, retreating to the plush gray sofa near the desk.

Tompkins turned to the replicator.  “Synthale.”  Within moments, Tompkins’ desired beverage faded into existence inside the replicator basin, and the engineer quickly seated himself beside Keller on the couch.  “I thought you might need a hand,” he tentatively replied.  “You know, a first officer.”

Sipping at her hot chocolate, Keller nodded for Tompkins to continue.  She could sense there was more to come…

And there was—though Tompkins wasn’t too keen on admitting it.  He stared into his drink for a long moment, simply shaking his head.  “Ever since Jayla started banging McGuire, I haven’t been comfortable in engineering.  You know, it’s just too weird.”

Keller’s interest was immediately piqued.  “I didn’t know that Jayla had a new love interest!” she quietly exclaimed.  “I guess things have just been so busy around here lately, the rumor mill hasn’t been churning out as much gossip…”

“A damn shame,” said Tompkins flatly.  He was never too keen on following the ship’s gossip, either, but then again, he wasn’t a woman.

Still, Keller could understand where the engineer was coming from.  It was hard to watch someone you were once in love with… falling in love with someone else.  Throughout her many years, Keller had been on both ends of that very situation.  “Back when I was a cadet at the Academy, I had a major crush on Kevin Miller—he was so cute, Lucas!  I almost failed my stellar cartography class because of him…”

Tompkins rolled his eyes.

And Keller smiled.  “Hey, you’re pretty cute, too.”

He started to take a sip of his ale, when those words finally sunk in.  Tompkins immediately paused, and turned to Keller.  “Heh… You’d better not let the Captain hear that…”

“I am the Captain,” mused Keller.  “For now…  Alan will be back before you know it.”

“You sound pretty sure of yourself.”

“I am.”  She smiled.  “We’ve been through so much together over the past few years, this little vanishing act is probably nothing…”

Vanishing act.

Tetryon particles.

Alan Christopher.

“What is it?” asked Tompkins.

Though her mind was still racing through the details of a possible breakthrough, Keller was nevertheless ready to share her theory.  “We might have failed to take something rather important into account.”

Tompkins was on the edge of his seat.  “What?”

“Alan…”

And like any good first officer, Tompkins was quick to catch on.  “Ka’Tulans once lived in a non-corporeal state of being…”

“And pieces of that past physiology still linger in the Ka’Tulan genome to this day,” Keller excitedly continued.  “In theory, tetryon particles might interrupt Alan’s genetic stability—if only for a moment.”

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  “That would be long enough to disrupt the transporter beam.  It could have slipped into a fissure in the space-time continuum and sent them into some sort of extra-dimensional realm.”

“And by the time the computer adjusted for the discrepancy, it had two completely different passengers in the annular confinement beam,” said Keller.  “We just need to find that fissure!”

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  “I’ll have Kendall fire up the tomographic imaging scanner.  With a few modifications, that bad boy should be able to track the tetryon particles to their source.”

Keller arched a curious brow.  “You think that’s possible?”

Tompkins shrugged.  “We’re about to find out…” He quickly downed the rest of his ale and then stared for the exit—but he got no further than a few steps before curiosity turned him back toward the conversation.  “What ever happened with your lover-boy, Kevin?”

Keller allowed herself a sheepish smile.  “He wasn’t interested…”

Tompkins chuckled.  “The kid must have been blind…” And on that note, he made his departure.

Keller lingered on the sofa a few moments longer.  Kevin Miller might have been cute, but in retrospect, he wasn’t much of anything else.  Alan Christopher was everything… and with any luck, he would soon be back to remind everyone of his alleged greatness…

Chapter Three

At long last, the twin suns began to set, casting long shadows across the grassy scrublands as they slipped beneath the reddish horizon.  And while the fall of night provided respite from the incredible heat, it was certain the growing dark would create more than a few problems to compensate.

The temperature was bound to plummet.  Christopher knew not how cold it would get, but if this desert was anything like the Leuda Desert back on Ka’Tula Prime, the temperatures would go from one extreme to the other. 

The night also tended to bring out the predators.  While most of the life forms on Corneria were cold-blooded reptiles, evidence suggested there were more than enough nocturnal mammals to warrant concern.  None of them were likely very large, but sometimes even the smallest of creatures could be lethal.

Still, it was the cold that was of most concern to Christopher, and as he tucked some brittle cycad leaves into the bottom of his makeshift fire pit, he hoped he still had the magic fiery touch.  If not, it was going to be a very long night indeed.

Once he was content with the stack of twigs and branches in the fire pit, Christopher grabbed two of the larger sticks and carefully began rubbing them together.  Almost immediately, the acrid scent of smoke was in the air, but much to Christopher’s chagrin, his actions produced nary a spark.  If push came to shove, he knew he could always use his phaser to ignite the flames, but since he didn’t know how long he and Justin would be stranded on Corneria, Christopher thought it best to use phasers sparingly.

Thankfully, the twigs eventually sparked, and the dried out cycad leaves immediately took to the flame.  It wasn’t a roaring campfire, but it would suffice for the night…

“So why don’t you join Starfleet?” asked Christopher a moment later, hoping to strike up a decent fireside chat. “Now that you’re studies are completed, you should really consider taking the next step.  I’ve been watching you the past few years… I think you’d make a decent officer—heck, I’d even sponsor your application.”

Justin immediately scoffed at the sentiment.  “I don’t think so,” he said, adamantly shaking his head.

“Why not?” asked Christopher.  “You get to see the myriad wonders of the galaxy, defend the Federation from the forces of evil…  It’s a good career.  ”

“For you.”  He sighed, and tossed a tattered cycad leaf into the fire, watching intently as the flickering orange flames consumed it.  “I’m not interested in saving the galaxy.  Or wearing your dorky little uniforms.”

“Dorky?”  Christopher immediately glanced down at his threads and shook his head.  Sure, Starfleet didn’t provide the most fashionable uniforms, but they were far from dorky.  “They’re very functional,” Christopher promptly corrected.  “In fact, this dorky uniform will probably be keeping me rather warm tonight.”

Justin, on the other hand, wore little more than a T-shirt and a pair of shorts.  He would undoubtedly be begging for a Starfleet uniform by sunrise—perhaps not for everyday use, but he would certainly want one.

“So what are you interested in?” Christopher inquired a moment later.  

Justin shrugged.  “Sex,” he off-handedly suggested.

“Well… so am I,” said Christopher, awkwardly stumbling over the words.  He had long ago considered many possible answers to that particular question, but sex had not been one of them.  “But you don’t see me making a career out of it.”

“You snooze, you lose,” quipped Justin as he tossed another dry cycad leaf into the fire.  The flames sizzled as they engulfed the foliage, but the moment quickly passed.

Though he was reasonably certain Justin had made a little joke, Christopher wasn’t entirely certain.  It was obvious the young man had little desire to have this discussion in the first place, so it was quite possible he was trying to joke his way out of it.  After all, Christopher had done that a few times himself.

“It’s hard to plot your entire life in this one moment,” Christopher mused a moment later.  “But unfortunately for you, you’re at the age when it seems like the entire universe wants you to do just that…”

“Doctor Hartman thinks I should go to Starfleet Medical… Lucas thinks I should be an engineer… and my Mom thinks I should get off my ass and take on all the responsibilities the universe can throw at me.  The list goes on.  And on.  And on…” Shaking his head in confusion, Justin wearily tossed another leaf into the fire.  “It’s like nobody gives a damn about what I want…”

“I do,” Christopher calmly replied.

“Well…” Justin huffed, “I don’t know what I want!  How’s that for an answer?”

“Perfectly fine.”  Christopher smiled faintly as he recalled his own confusing youth.  “Back when I was your age, my parents wanted me to be an archaeologist.  I, on the other hand, was reasonably certain that I wanted to join Starfleet… But the truth is, I was as confused as you are right now.”

“So how did you finally make up your mind?” asked Justin.  At long last, there seemed to be a glimmer of interest in his voice.

“I didn’t,” Christopher candidly replied.  “I blindly forged ahead with my life, going to the Academy under the guise of an aspiring archaeologist.  And I hated every moment of it…  It took me awhile, but I eventually discovered my true calling—but when they told me that there weren’t many circus clowns posted aboard Federation starships, I transferred to command.”

Justin immediately arched a curious brow.   “You’re kidding?”

“I am.”  Christopher confirmed the sentiment with a nod.  “But I meant everything else—including that bit about you joining Starfleet.  Now, you don’t even have to consider my suggestion if you don’t want to… it’s your life, after all.  Just keep in mind, you can’t laze around on the Starlight forever.”

Curled up in front of the crackling fire, chin resting between his knees, Justin nodded.  Whether or not he would actually consider the words was another story, but at least he heard what Christopher had to say.  “Now let me ask you a question,” he said.

“Go for it.”

“Do you really think we’re going to get rescued?”  He paused, but before Christopher could begin to craft his response, Justin made an addendum to his inquiry.   “And tell me the whole truth,” he said.  “ I don’t want you to comfort me with some bullshit half-truth…”

“I certainly hope that we’re going to be rescued,” Christopher tentatively replied.  Then he pulled out his tricorder to deal out the truth.  The scanner came to life with a flurry of bleeps and blips, but much as Christopher had anticipated, there was nothing of consequence to report.  “There isn’t any debris within a five-hundred-meter radius… so if the Starlight was destroyed, it didn’t happen while they were in orbit.  Which means they either left orbit, or are crippled in orbit.”

“If they were crippled, they could have sent down a shuttle,” Justin hastily replied.  “And we should have been able to contact them with our communicators.”

“So that means they broke orbit,” Christopher affirmed, thoroughly impressed with Justin’s analysis.  He really would make for a decent officer…  “In the morning, we’ll see about turning our communicators into some sort of homing beacons.”

Justin frowned.  “Why not start right now?”

“Well, for starters… it’s dark…” Christopher had excellent vision, but even he was thwarted by darkness.  “Besides, we need to rest.  In addition to making those homing beacons, we’ve got to get food and water tomorrow… and maybe start heading for someplace a bit more hospitable to humanoid life.  It’s going to be a big day.”

Justin closed his eyes.  “I can hardly wait…”

As the Starlight gracefully sailed over Corneria IV, a glint of light flashed in its deflector dish.  Moments later, dozens of pale azure particles began to circle the particle emitter.  Their numbers grew with each moment that passed, and after a few seconds, the particles burst from the deflector in the form of a shimmering beam of light.

“Tomographic imaging scanner is active,” Kendall Johnson reported from the operations console a moment later.

Eager to see the data for himself, Lucas Tompkins accessed the small console beside his chair.  The modifications to the scanner had been a bit more complicated than he had anticipated, but thus far, everything seemed to be going fine.  “The computer is tracking the tetryon particles.”

“But,” Kendall interjected,  “it could take more than five hours to… um, to get some conclusive results.”

Five hours was a hell of a long time to wait, especially with the Captain and Justin missing.  Unfortunately, the modified imaging scanner was presently their best option, and until a better one came along, five hours was the best they could hope to do.

Given the look on her face, Erin Keller was equally displeased with the news.  She shifted uncomfortably in the command chair, but said nothing to make her displeasure known.  She was just as much a scientist as Tompkins, and she knew that five hours was not a flexible deadline.  Of course, that didn’t mean they could afford to sit around for five hours… 

She rose from the chair.  “Have we figured out why we didn’t detect these tetryons sooner?”

Kendall shook his head.  “We’re still working on that,” he said.  “But… it looks like the fissure opened just as the transporter initiated.”

“Did we somehow cause the fissure to open?” asked Tompkins.

“No,” Johnson replied.  “Not that I know of.  It looks like the fissure just happened to open during the transport sequence.  So… I guess we didn’t detect the tetryon particles because… well, because they weren’t there to begin with.”

Keller clenched her jaw.  “This is like the day from hell.”

Reeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEEE-eeee-EEEEEE!!!

Sarah Hartman winced as a strident, ear-piercing shriek filled her sickbay.  It was a constant, oscillating tone that was about fifty times worse than fingernails on a chalkboard.  And if it didn’t stop soon, she was going to go INSANE!

Reeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEEE!!!

“Lieutenant!”

Reeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEEE!!!

Jayla Trinn was working furiously at the island workstation in the center of the room.  She seemed oblivious to both the strident noise and Hartman’s call.

Reeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEEE!!!

“Lieutenant!” repeated Hartman, this time a bit louder.  “Turn that damn noise OFF!”

Reeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEE-eeee-EEEEEE!!!

The Trill pecked a few more commands into the workstation, and then finally… finally, silence returned to sickbay.  Trinn hit one last button and then shook her head, admitting defeat.  “Well… that failed.”

“Horribly,” confirmed the doctor.  The demonic noise still seemed to echo in her mind.  It would probably take a few minutes for everything to return to normal.  “What the hell happened?  I was under the impression you were making progress!”

Trinn shrugged.  “So was I.”

Medical tricorder in hand, Hartman strode over to her lanky patients, just to make certain they didn’t sustain any sort of damage during the auditory assault.  After all, Hartman was fairly confident the aliens could hear just fine—but much as she expected, neither alien was adversely affected by the noise.  In fact, their conditions were virtually unchanged.  “I’m detecting some nominal activity in their cerebral cortices,” said Hartman, “but there’s no indication it was related to your… noise.”

Trinn shook her head in disbelief.  “I thought those calculations were perfect,” she grumbled.  “The aliens should have responded to them—either that, or the universal translator should have picked up on the dialogue.  If it is dialogue.”

And while Trinn was apparently having doubts about her work, Hartman remained confident she was on the right path.  “It is dialogue,” she stated.  “It’s obvious the carbon-based life form is too stupid to communicate with us… so these flashing colors must be the xenon-based entity’s way of communication.”

“Well, the universal translator can’t understand flashing colors,” Trinn sighed.

“We’re just going to have to find a way to make these sounds more coherent,” said Hartman.

Trinn shook her head.  “My calculations were virtually flawless—and very complex,” she stated.  “If we want the computer to take another, more-detailed, pass at the data, we’re going to need the resources of a starbase.”

Unfortunately, with the recent destruction of Starbase 204, there wasn’t a starbase in range—so that was obviously not a viable option.  “Any other ideas?”

And much to Hartman’s surprise, Trinn said, “Yes.”  She abandoned the island workstation and wandered over to Hartman’s side, her gaze eventually settling upon the pale, lanky aliens.  “Why don’t we flash a few colors at them?”

A wry grin fell upon Hartman’s face.  “That just might work…”

After docking with the Columbia, Admiral Janeway gave Matthew Harrison the grand tour—and he was immediately impressed.  While many of the more modern starships attempted to fuse a more family-friendly atmosphere into their designs, the Columbia was not one of them.  It was strictly a military vessel—dark and sterile—there were no gentle pastel hues here.

Even the LCARS display reflected this change.  Gone were the purple and orange displays Harrison had become so familiar with aboard the Starlight.  Aboard the Columbia, every single console was aglow with bold shades of blue and green.

“Highly impressive,” mused Harrison, just to reinforce the earlier analysis.  He stood in the turbolift with Janeway and Reinbold, en route to what was undoubtedly the Columbia’s most impressive feature: the bridge.

Janeway smiled, the look on her face hinting that his satisfaction would only continue when they reached the bridge.  “I’m glad you like it, Commander.”

“So, Admiral, when do you think the ship will be ready for an official launch?” asked Reinbold a moment later.

“Barring any major disasters, within a month,” Janeway crisply replied.  “The phasers emitters are still being installed and there aren’t any torpedoes—” she turned to Harrison “—so unless you intend to throw stones out the airlock, try not to get into any fights on your way to Risa.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Harrison lightly replied.

Moments later, the turbolift chugged to a halt, and the doors parted to reveal the Columbia’s stunning bridge.

Much like the rest of the ship, it was small—probably half the size of the Starlight’s bridge—but it was also unlike anything Harrison had seen before.  The turbolift doors sat at the bottom of a small stairwell, and it was not until the group ascended the short flight of steps did they see the bridge itself.

It was both circular and symmetrical in its design.  The outer circle was the largest, and most of the major workstations were situated along its perimeter.  The helm and the operations consoles were situated along the front of the circle, and appropriately curved to fit within the design.  Tactical and mission operations were situated toward the back.  Directly behind the captain’s chair was the science/engineering station.

The captain’s chair, currently occupied by a petite young woman with strawberry blonde hair, had a circle all to itself, flanked on either side by some small workstations.  The deck in front of the chair was slightly recessed, allowing for the placement of a holographic communication platform.

When she reached the top of the stairs, Janeway immediately headed for the command chair.  “Commander Robinson,” she called.

The woman, undoubtedly Commander Robinson, promptly stood and greeted Janeway with a cordial nod.  “Admiral,” she said.

Janeway returned the gesture.  “Commander,” she said, gradually turning her gaze back to Harrison, “this is Lieutenant Commander Amy Robinson.  She’ll be your first officer—for this mission, at least.”

Harrison smiled, and proffered his hand.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Commander.”

“Likewise,” said Robinson, gladly accepting Harrison’s hand.  “I’ve heard a lot about your career aboard the Starlight.  I look forward to serving with you, sir.”

Sir… That was not something Harrison had heard since before Captain Christopher took command of the Starlight.  Thus, it seemed odd to hear, but in the back of his mind, Harrison definitely liked the way it sounded.  He smiled.

While Janeway ushered Commander Reinbold over to the operations console to get her acquainted with its controls, Harrison took a few seconds to simply savor the moment.  For the first time, he was aboard the bridge of his starship.  “Most excellent,” he mused.

“I was equally amazed,” said Robinson.  She stood nearby, arms clasped behind her back.  “And I certainly hope I’ll have the opportunity to continue serving here after this mission is over.”

Even though he had been slated to command the Columbia for the better part of a year, Harrison hadn’t given much thought to his first officer.  Commander Tompkins had jokingly suggested himself for the job on a few occasions, but for some reason, the engineer simply did not seem right for the job…  So he shrugged; at the moment, Robinson was the only true candidate for the job.  “I am certain there will be a place for you here, Commander.”

She grinned, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.  “Thank you, sir.”

The turbolift doors parted once more, admitting a few more officers onto the bridge—a human male and an Andorian whom he immediately recognized as Turathan Karalis.  The two briefly exchanged glances, but neither dared utter a single word… nor did they have the chance to do so.

“Everyone is aboard, Admiral,” reported the human male as he took his seat at the helm.

Janeway nodded, and patted the young man on the shoulder.  “Thank you, Lieutenant.”  She turned her gaze upon Harrison.  “This is Lieutenant Ian Meade, your helmsman and over there is Lieutenant Commander Turathan Karalis, your chief of security.”

“We are already acquainted,” said Harrison, but he left it at that.

And if Janeway was interested in hearing of their prior acquaintance, she made no mention of it—wisely, since it was not very interesting to begin with.  Instead, she strode over to Harrison’s side.  “Computer,” she said, “transfer all command codes to Commander Matthew Harrison, authorization Janeway-pi-1-1-0.”

The computer promptly bleeped.  “Transfer complete.  USS Columbia is under the command of Commander Matthew Harrison.”

The faint smile that had graced Harrison’s face since arriving on the bridge dissolved—and though he tried to keep a neutral façade, that grin was promptly replaced with an all-out smile.  He turned to Janeway.  “I relieve you, Admiral.”

She nodded politely, and stepped aside to give Harrison access to the command chair.  “I stand relieved.”

Harrison’s heart skipped a beat.  He was experiencing one of those rare, magical moments that seemed to unfold at an utterly surreal pace.  As the seconds ticked away, every last detail was forever burned into Harrison’s mind, and nothing… nothing could ever take that away from him.  And so, his heart swelling with pride, he stepped up to the command chair and seated himself…

“Ops is ready,” said Reinbold a moment later.

“Helm is standing by,” chimed in Meade.

“Tactical is online,” reported Karalis.

“All other systems are operational,” added Robinson from the mission operations console.

Harrison, desperately trying to ground himself into some sort of reality, sighed, and rested his hands on the command chair’s arms.  “Prepare for departure,” he crisply ordered.  

“Engines are online,” said Meade a moment later.  “Thrusters at station keeping.”

“Command and control has cleared us for departure,” added Reinbold, diligently pecking away at the helm.

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement.  “Clear all moorings,” he said.  “Ahead one-quarter thrusters…”

Its hull shimmering in the golden sunlight, the Columbia gracefully pulled away from the space dock’s massive arms.  For the first time in its relatively short life, the starship was in open space, and to mark the occasion, a brilliant spotlight near the bridge shined brightly upon the lettering atop the saucer: USS Columbia NX-97502…

“We’re on our way,” said Meade a moment later.

Caught in the euphoria of the launch, Harrison almost missed the announcement—but thankfully, he heard enough of it to know he had another order to give:  “Set a course for Risa,” he promptly called.  “Maximum warp…”

Meade’s fingers danced over the helm.  “Course set.”

A glint of excitement shimmered in Harrison’s eyes.  He had given this particular order dozens of times before, but never had excited him as much as this:  “Engage!”

And the Columbia streaked into warp.

Chapter Four

“I am so sorry,” said Erin Keller as she strode into the Starlight’s bright, colorful schoolroom.  She had fully intended to pick up Angela after her shifted ended… Then the two of them were scheduled play a game of kadiscot after dinner.  But since Alan chose the most inopportune moment to disappear, Erin’s shift never came to its conclusion.  In fact, as she stormed into the schoolroom, she was still on duty.

Thankfully, Angela didn’t seem to mind.  There were only a handful of children aboard the Starlight, and many of them were still there with her.  The group of about six children sat in the far corner of the room, intently watching the latest Adventures of Flotter.  Apparently, Trevis was in some trouble… again, but Erin was confident all would be well at the episode’s end.

“It’s no big deal,” said Alyssa Kensington, the Starlight’s incredibly accommodating schoolteacher.  “I don’t mind putting in the extra hours… especially at times like this.”

“Thanks.”  Erin smiled, and placed a grateful hand upon the teacher’s shoulder.  “I don’t know what we’d do without you,” she mused.  “But then again, we probably wouldn’t have to answer questions about the mating habits of Stegosaurus if you weren’t around.”

Alyssa chuckled.  “Teachers open the door,” she said.  “You enter by yourself.”

Erin grinned.  “Then perhaps you can explain to Angela where baby Stegosaurs come from,” she quipped, readily recalling a rather curious conversation from a few weeks ago.  Ever since the class started to learn about dinosaurs and other wondrous (and extinct) creatures, most of Angela’s conversations were both entertaining and… perplexing, to say the least.  “Do you mind if I steal her away from you for a minute?”

“By all means,” said Alyssa.

Erin nodded.  “Thanks.”  A moment later, she found Angela sitting on the floor between Erika and Molly, her best friend and her favorite dolly, respectively.  She quickly knelt down beside the little girl and grinned.  “Hey, sweetie!”

Angela glanced away from the movie for only a moment.  “We’re watching Flotter!” she quietly exclaimed.

“I see that,” said Erin, gently scooping the little girl from the floor.  Once Angela was securely in her arms, Erin wandered over to one of the little desks nearer the doors, and sat down with the girl.  “I’m sorry we didn’t get to play kadiscot tonight…  I’ve been very busy working—but I promise, we’ll play tomorrow.”

Slightly crestfallen, Angela nodded her understanding.  “I was happy when you said we could play tonight,” she said, stroking her doll’s hair.  “But it’s okay if you don’t want to play with me.  Erika says she’ll play with me when Flotter is over.”

Her heart slowly melting, Erin peered into Angela’s sad blue eyes.  “Of course I want to play with you, Angela!” she exclaimed.  “But—”

Her communicator suddenly chirped.  “Commander,” came Lucas Tompkins voice a scant moment later.  “Just thought you’d like to know, we’re starting to get some telemetry from the tomographic imaging scanner…”

Shaking her head at the terrible timing, Erin slowly tapped her communicator.  “Thanks, Lucas,” she said.  “Anything interesting?”

“We haven’t been able to pinpoint the source of the tetryon particles,” replied the engineer, “but we’re getting closer.  I estimate we’ll be all over that bad boy within the hour.”

“Good,” said Erin quietly.  “Keep me informed.  I’ll be there to check it out in about… twenty minutes or so.”

“Will do,” said Tompkins.  “Bridge out.”

Erin quickly closed her end of the transmission and turned her attention back to Angela… but the little girl was already gone…

Justin Reinbold wasn’t certain how much time had passed since he tried going to sleep, but one thing was certain: he wasn’t going to be getting any sleep.  It was cold.  He was stranded on some barren alien world.  And he wanted to go home.  That combination alone was enough to keep him awake, but with thoughts of his uncertain future lingering in the back of his mind, Justin was a virtual insomniac this night.

Thus, while Captain Christopher slumbered in the sand, Justin sat, throwing cycad leaf after cycad leaf into the fire.  He stopped counting at seventy, but was fairly certain the actual number of brittle leaves topped a hundred.  Once that grew old, he started to draw in the sand.  At first, he drew… cycad leaves, of all things, but after about five minutes of that, Justin’s artistry descended into little more than random circles and lines.

He briefly toyed with the idea of going out into the wilds and shooting off his phaser—just for the hell of it—but quickly thought better of it.  If the Captain was right, and they were going to be stranded for a while, they would need to preserve the phasers for as long as possible.

And so, Justin pulled the shiny communicator from his T-shirt, popped off the back, and started to tinker.  He didn’t have much engineering expertise, and thusly didn’t even know how to rig some sort of homing beacon… but with the help of his tricorder, he could certainly learn…

Sarah Hartman watched—skeptically—as Jayla Trinn walked into sickbay carrying what appeared to be little more than a thick pane of glass.  There were a few buttons on top of the unit, but the doctor had serious doubts about its capabilities as a communication device.  Yes, flashing colors at the aliens seemed like a good idea, but did they have to use such a cheap, ridiculous-looking device?

“It’s an ambient photon collector,” said Trinn as she approached the lanky aliens.  “Basically, it will gather light and reorganize it into colored patterns based upon that data you collected.”

“So basically,” said Hartman, “if the aliens flashes a blue light, the computer will flash a blue light back?”

“For now,” said Trinn, nodding.  “We don’t know their language, so… we can’t really show them anything more than they can tell us.”

Hartman rolled her eyes as Trinn began to setup her new device.  “Wonderful.”

It took the Trill only a moment to complete her work.  All she had to do was mount the photon collector on the end of the biobed so that it was visible to her chosen alien.  After that, it took little more than a few keystrokes to turn the thing on.

“I’m going to repeat the light patterns collected over the past few hours,” said Trinn, already programming the necessary sequence into the computer.  “We have to make sure it’s exact, otherwise it might not translate.”

And within a few moments, flashes of blue and green light began to strobe across the xenon-based entity’s crystalline skin.  

Nothing happened.

At first, Hartman was willing to believe that it just might take a moment for the entity to process all of the information it was receiving, but when it failed to reciprocate with a corresponding sequence of colors, Hartman’s faith in this plan began to wither.  “Maybe they’re not sentient after all,” she grumbled.  “They could be like the monkeys of their domain—highly intelligent, but… not quite self-aware.”

“That is a distinct possibility,” agreed Trinn, though she still fed new data into the computer.  “But for all we know, it just might take these guys a long time to say anything.”

That was within the realm of possibility.  “According to my Uncle Andrew, the shortest word in the ancient Chodak vocabulary was fifteen letters long,” Hartman matter-of-factly reported.

Trinn paused.  “Talk about a mouthful…”

But as the two waited around for the xenon-based entity to respond, it was becoming apparent that this particular alien didn’t have much to say.  Either that, or he simply didn’t want to talk.  Hartman hadn’t considered that before…  “These aliens might think they’re prisoners,” she hypothesized.  “After all, we did abduct them from their realm, and ever since their arrival, they’ve been confined to sickbay…”

“And everyone here knows that that is akin to torture,” mused Jayla Trinn.  “If only we could get through to them, let them know what’s going on…  Then maybe we could esta—”

“THAT WON’T BE NECESSARY,” came a tinny, yet ethereal voice from within the entity’s crystalline structure.  “THREAT ANALYSIS OF YOUR DOMAIN HAS BEEN COMPLETED.  THREAT NEGLIGABLE.”  Both of the tall, lanky aliens suddenly sat erect, their internal structures aglow in a rainbow of light.

Uncertain if this greeting was friendly or not, Jayla Trinn took a step back, but Hartman held her ground.  “Have you been able to hear us all along?”

“OUR AUDITORY PROCESSORS HAVE BEEN AWARE OF YOUR VOCALIZATIONS FOR SOME TIME,” said the entity on the right.  “HOWEVER, UNABLE WE WERE TO CONSTRUE THAT DATA.”

“How did you finally manage to do it?” asked Trinn, still keeping her distance.

“OBSERVATIONS THROUGHOUT THREAT ANALYSIS GAVE UNDERSTANDING.”

“I see,” said Hartman.  “Did… these flashing lights assist you in any way?”

“LINDARI USE MANY METHODS TO COMMUNICATE—PHOTONIC COMMUNICATION COMMON AMONGST LINDARI, HOWEVER, VOCAL PROCESSORS REQUIRED FOR COMMUNICATION WITH OUTSIDERS.”

Hartman was utterly fascinated by these aliens—apparently called the Lindari.  “I assume these ‘vocal processors’ are your carbon-based components?”

“KRENTIS ARE CARBON-BASED.  ENJOY DOCILE EXISETENCE ON KRENTIS HOMEWORLD.  SOME SELECTED FOR FUSION WITH LINDARI TO COMMUNICATE DURING EXPLORATION.”

“So you are separate entities,” Hartman excitedly confirmed.  “Can you exist without one another after the fusion, or is the procedure permanent?”

And in the blink of an eye, both of the Krentis dropped back onto their respective biobeds, leaving behind their glittering Lindari hosts.  With the link severed, it was impossible to communicate with the Lindari, but Hartman was nevertheless intrigued.  She immediately tapped her communicator.  “Hartman to bridge… we’ve made some progress down here…”

* * *

“We are approaching the Starlight’s position,” said Tassadar from the Aldaris’ helm.  

“The vicinity is apparently plagued with intense interspatial distortions,” added Zeratul a scant moment later, the curiosity in his voice evident.

And for good reason.  When the Aldaris set out to rendezvous with the Starlight little more than a week ago, no such distortions had been in the vicinity.  As such, Talyere was immediately suspicious.  “Can you determine the source?” he inquired.

Zeratul shook his head.  “Negative.  Long-range sensors are having difficulty scanning the area…  We will need to get closer.”

“How long?” asked Artanis, seated comfortably in the center seat.

“An hour,” guessed Zeratul.  “Perhaps less.”

In his heart, Talyere knew that something was amiss.  After all, interspatial distortions didn’t appear without cause.  Unfortunately, they would have to wait another hour to determine that cause…

The Columbia’s ready room was small, much like the rest of the ship.  There was one small window near the sofa, a nice-looking desk, a replicator, and a large potted plant near the door.  That will have to go, mused Harrison as he inspected the premises.  Not only was the plant unsightly, it very much appealed to Harrison’s allergies.  After only a few moments, his were watering…

Slowly, he retreated to his desk.  The chair wasn’t anything special.  In fact, it looked like something pulled from the junior officers’ quarters.  That will also have to go, he thought, adding it to his mental checklist.  He promptly seated himself at the desk, just to get a feel for it.

It was a sleek obsidian desk.  And empty.  Aside from a small keypad, there was nothing on it.  The computer terminal was sunk into the desk, visible only when needed… and there was allegedly some sort of holographic communication station somewhere nearby, but Harrison couldn’t find it for the life of him…

But then the door chimed, and Harrison search for the elusive console ended.  “Enter,” he said, making a valiant effort to get comfortable in his chair.

The doors slid apart with a hiss, admitting Commander Robinson, padd in hand.  “The status report you requested, sir.”

“Thank you.”  Harrison accepted the proffered padd and immediately reviewed its contents.  All ship systems were functioning within normal parameters, and the engines were apparently working better than anticipated.  “Most excellent.”

Robinson nodded.  “I’m glad you approve,” she said.  “I’ve spent the past few weeks getting this ship ready for action.”

“Well, you did a fine job,” said Harrison, still nodding his approval.  “How much longer until we reach our destination?”

And like any good first officer, Robinson already had the answer.  “Just over two hours,” she crisply reported.  “I’ve taken the liberty to upload the most recent information we have on President Makar’s whereabouts into the main computer.  According to that information, he has been keeping a fairly low profile—but he has sent an average of ten messages each day.”

“To whom?”

She shook her head.  “Unknown.  Possibly his allies in the Elorg Bloc.  Starfleet Intelligence was able to intercept and decrypt one of those messages; it seemed to indicate he is arranging for transport off of Risa.  He expects to leave within the next week…”

“He is certainly taking his time,” said Harrison skeptically.  “Had I been in his position, I would have left Risa immediately.”

Robinson sighed.  “That means one of two things:  he’s relatively unconcerned about his fate, or his position on Risa is more secure than we’ve been lead to believe.”

The sentiment raised some red flags in Harrison’s mind, and all his experience seemed to indicate one thing: expect trouble…

Chapter Five

“Here’s what we know,” said Sarah Hartman, seated along with the rest of the senior staff in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  “These xenon-based entitles are some sort of extra-dimensional explorers.  They apparently exist in a realm five realities from our own… whatever the hell that means…  They were charting Corneria IV—in another dimension—when we abducted them.”

“Perhaps… um, maybe they’re five parallel dimensions removed,” suggested Kendall Johnson.  He sat beside Lucas Tompkins near the head of the table, sounding less-than-confident in his analysis. “Unfortunately, that still doesn’t explain how or why the interspatial fissure formed.”

“How do we send them back?” asked Hartman a scant moment later.  As far as she was concerned, getting everyone back to their respective dimension was more important than finding out why all this happened in the first place.

“That’s an easy one,” said Keller almost immediately.  “We send them back the same way we initially abducted them.”

“The transporter,” added Tompkins, in case anyone in the room had slept through the past twenty-four hours.  “It took some doing, but we’ve located the fissure that links our two dimensions.  All we have to do is scan the interior of the fissure for their ship, and send them back.  Piece of cake.”

Keller grinned faintly.  “And with any luck, the Lindari will kindly send Alan and Justin back to us.”

“As far as I can tell, the Lindari are a terse… but understanding people,” said Hartman, and she quickly realized that her assessment was likely an understatement.  The Lindari were incredibly blunt, at times making Hartman herself look somewhat tame.  “If we explain everything to them, they’ll probably cooperate.”

Keller readily nodded her approval.  “Hey, it sounds like we’ve got a plan,” she said, clasping her hands together atop the obsidian table.

But it was not a plan without its flaws.  “We’re going to have to keep an eye on the deflector,” said Bator a moment later.  “With all the energy we’ve been channeling through the particle emitter in recent hours, it is possible we could overload the emitter.”

“That could destroy half the ship,” Neelar Drayge quietly added.  Everyone in the room was undoubtedly aware of the consequences, but… now that they had been voiced, it was that much harder to ignore them.

“It’s still a risk worth taking,” said Jayla Trinn.  “When we put in for repairs at Earth Station McKinley, our deflector was upgraded.”

Tompkins nodded his agreement.  “We could probably channel twice as much energy through the deflector without a serious risk of an overload,” he guessed.  “I say we do it.”

“So do I,” added Trinn.

And it didn’t take much longer for Keller to fall into agreement.  “Then what are we waiting for?” she playfully inquired.  “Let’s get to work!”

And on that note, the crew did just that.

“We are entering the Corneria System,” announced Underling Tassadar just moments after his workstation began to emit a series of shrill bleeps.

Talyere knew those sensor alerts indicated additional interspatial distortions rippling through the area.  Thus far, they hadn’t bothered the Aldaris, but it was only a matter of time, he suspected.  “Have we been able to determine the cause of those distortions?”

Zeratul very quickly accessed his console, sifting through the wealth of data flitting across the screen.  “There appears to be a small fissure in the space-time continuum very near the fourth planet in the system.  Something within the fissure has caused it to destabilize, and has consequently caused numerous interspatial distortions to ripple through the vicinity.”

“Do they pose a threat to the ship?” inquired Artanis.

Zeratul shook his head.  “Not at the moment.  The distortions are still weak, however, if we linger in the region for too long, the risk to the Aldaris will only grow.”

“Any sign of the Starlight?” Talyere knew that was the next logical question.  Since they had been in the region for many days, it was possible they had already interacted with one of the more violent distortions.

Again, Zeratul accessed the sensor data.  He was already shaking his head, indicating his inability to spot the Starlight—but before he could give his final report, something happened.  “I am detecting something near the fourth planet,” he tentatively replied.

Artanis was quick to take action.  “Set a course,” he said.

And Tassadar was quick to respond.  “Course set…”

Pleased with the efficiency of the underling, Artanis allowed a thin smile to creep across his ashen face.  “Execute.”

Admittedly, Alan Christopher was not much of a hunter.  Even in the holodeck he sometimes had trouble stalking his prey.  The problem wasn’t his inability to fight or make the kill—in fact, he often excelled in hand-to-hand combat—the problem was patience.  Christopher liked to see action, and admittedly, stalking was not very action-packed.

Under the burning midday sun, Christopher had wasted the better part of three hours in a futile effort to hunt down lunch for himself and Justin.  According to his tricorder, there were a fair number of small lizards to choose from, but many of them were quick and agile little buggers—even in the blazing heat.

“We might have to change our strategy,” mused Christopher as he tramped through a batch of browning grass in the middle of the reddish scrub plain.  “We might have to try making the animals come to us.”

“And how do you intend to do that?” asked Justin.  He pulled at his plain red T-shirt for a few seconds before ultimately deciding that it was too hot to wear it in the first place.  In one quick maneuver, he yanked the shirt over his head and tossed it over his shoulders.

Christopher shook his head.  “I’m thinking about it,” he said.

Justin stopped dead in his tracks.  “Is this going to be like, an all-day ordeal?” he asked.  There was definitely a hint of humor in his voice, something that had been sorely lacking recently.

“You should be a comedian,” said Christopher a moment later.  “Now, don’t take that the wrong way… that was intended to be a … dry… comment.”  And he promptly gestured toward their desert surroundings.

“…I could never compete with jokes like that,” Justin promptly replied, only slightly humored by the remark.  “But… I’ve also been thinking.”

“Oh?”  And since Christopher’s own thought-process was not likely to take the better part of the day, he resumed their mindless stroll through the desert.  “Anything profound?”

“Profound?” Justin shook his head—but then his pulled out his communicator.  “But I do know that it was hell trying to turn this thing into a beacon.”

“I know what you mean.”  Christopher went through the exact same hell when he modified his communicator.  “I’m not much of an engineer.  Or a builder, for that matter…  Or a scientist…”

Justin arched a curious brow.  “You’re not a lot of things…”

A curious glint suddenly fired in Christopher’s eyes.  “Don’t tell anyone, but… I’m not perfect.  It took me a long time to realize that—but you can’t go through life without considering both sides of the equation.  You have to know your strengths, but perhaps more importantly, you have to know your weaknesses.  And the only way to do that is trial and error…”

“Trial and error…” Justin considered the words for a long moment.  “I guess engineering falls into the weakness category.”

“Well,” said Christopher lightly, “let’s hope that you’re a strong hunter.  Because I am starving.  I could really go for a nice toasted lizard right about now.”

Justin chuckled.  “With some cycad leaf salad?”

“Exactly,” said Christopher.  “Greens are good for you, you know.”  But before he could utter another word, he froze.  His skin started to tingle, and before he knew it, Christopher was embraced in a swirl of violet light…  And seconds later, he stood aboard the bridge of an Elorg Warship, staring into the pleasant face of Talyere Rosat.

At long last, they were saved!

“We received your distress signal,” said Talyere a moment later.  “Where is the Starlight?”

Christopher immediately furrowed his brow, the rescue’s euphoria quickly fading.  “I was about to ask you the same question…”

Risa loomed on the Columbia’s viewscreen; a massive blue sphere dotted with lush green archipelagos and swirls of wispy white cirrus clouds.  It was ironic that such a placid location was the hiding place for the Federation’s corrupt president.

“Well,” said Megan Reinbold as the ship glided into standard orbit, “they say the best place to hide is in plain sight…”

 “Truer words were never spoken,” Harrison concurred.  But since Ghodan Makar was such a high-profile individual, hiding in plain sight was undoubtedly difficult for him.

“President Makar may have altered his appearance,” said Karalis from the tactical station.  “That would enable him to keep a low profile…”

But Makar was all about appearances.  In fact, it was one of his most valuable assets—he liked to be visible.  So it was unlikely he would do anything drastic.  It was more likely his personal defenses were greater than Janeway and Starfleet Intelligence had originally anticipated.  Getting to him would not be easy…

“Can we pinpoint his location?” asked Commander Robinson a moment later.  She had abandoned the mission operations console, and now stood near the holographic communication padd behind ops and conn.

“I’m running a sensor sweep right now,” said Reinbold, her deft fingers dancing over her console amidst a symphony of computer bleeps.  “According to the computer, one Ghodan Makar is staying in room 1224 at the Palms Resort in the El Nido Archipelago.”

“Is he in his room?” asked Harrison.

Reinbold checked.  “Yes.”

And the red flags returned to Harrison’s mind.  Everything was falling into place far too easily.  Even though this mission was of the utmost secrecy, Makar had many sources.  One of them had to have informed him of the Columbia’s approach.  “Something’s not right…”

Robinson concurred.  “I doubt he’d give up so easily.”

Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out.  Harrison immediately bolted from his command chair and turned his gaze upon Karalis.  “Get your security squad ready,” he said, the order flowing from his mouth much easier than the decision to give the order came to mind.  “Make certain they are fully armed…”

The Andorian nodded.  “Aye, sir.”

One way or another, Ghodan Makar’s presidency would soon be over…

Telemetry from the other side of the fissure was finally coming in—and Erin Keller was eager to see the results.  Hovering near her customary workstation, Keller waited patiently for Kendall Johnson to give the initial report.  “Well?” she asked, politely urging him to hurry up.

Much to Keller’s chagrin, the look upon Johnson’s face was not an encouraging one.  “I am detecting… well, numerous interspatial distortions on the other side,” he calmly stated.  “But there’s no sign of the Lindari ship.”

And that did warrant a bit of concern.  “Where is it?” asked Keller, hands resting upon her hips.

“Cloaked, maybe?” suggested Drayge.

At the engineering station, Jayla Trinn shook her head.  “The Lindari never mentioned anything about cloaking technology.”

“Is it possible the Lindari ship was destroyed by one of the distortions?” asked Tompkins.  He sat beside the Captain’s chair, glancing at the data on his own console.  “There are a whole lot of distortions, after all…”

“I’m not detecting any debris,” replied Johnson after consulting with the sensors.

“It is possible the Lindari simply gave up on their crew,” said Bator.  “And left.”

Keller was about to suggest broaden the scan range, but before she had a chance to utter a single word, she noticed a curious look on Johnson’s face—and this one was a bit more perplexing than the last.  “What is it?”

He shrugged, unsure as to what he was seeing.  “I think… I think there’s an Elorg warship on the other side…”

“What!?” exclaimed Keller, pulse suddenly pounding.  It was an alternate dimension, but even so, the very notion of an Elorg warship sitting nearby was unsettling.

“It is confirmed,” said Bator a scant moment later.  “The warship… Aldaris.”

Aldaris.  The name sounded utterly familiar to Keller, and for good reason:  “That’s Talyere’s ship.  They were going to rendezvous with us… here, I think.  To discuss the Romulans, or something.”

Bator shook his head.  “The ship is not on sensors.  They are either tardy or…”

It was a wild thought, but one that Keller had little choice but to entertain.  “Or we are the ones in the wrong dimension…” She turned her gaze back to Johnson.  “Is it possible that the Starlight fell through the fissure when it first opened?”

“We were very near its terminus,” he confirmed.  “But there’s no record of it on sensors.”

“Just like there’s no record of a transporter accident,” Keller mused.  There were still a ton of pieces missing, but at long last, some of the puzzle was getting solved.

“The computer has had trouble tracking this thing all along,” said Jayla Trinn.  “We did have to alter the tomographic imaging scanner, did we not?”

“And that is one of the most sensitive pieces of equipment aboard the Starlight,” said Tompkins.  “We could have fallen into the fissure and not even realized it…”

“By my estimate, the fissure has decreased in size by more than ninety-eight percent since we first encountered it,” reported Johnson.

“At that time, was probably big enough for the Starlight to fit through,” Tompkins surmised. 

“Well,” said Keller, “it’s not anymore…” She turned to Bator.  “Can we get a transmission through to the other side?”

“I believe so,” replied the Phobian, already working to establish communication with the Aldaris.  A few negative-sounding bleeps had already filled the air, but he didn’t seem deterred in the slightest.  “It looks like we will be unable to establish a visual feed, however, audio channels are open.”

“Good enough.”  Keller rose from the Captain’s chair.  “Hail them.”

Bator complied, and a few seconds later, Talyere appeared on the viewscreen—but more interestingly, Alan and Justin were visible in the background.  Apparently they weren’t aboard the Lindari ship after all, but Keller knew those questions would have to be answered later.  “Hey Talyere,” she pleasantly greeted, “I’m transmitting some coordinates to your ship.  We need you to direct a coherent tetryon beam toward those coordinates.” 

He didn’t immediately comply.  “I assume you are trapped on the other side of one of these interspatial disturbances?”

“We are,” confirmed Keller.  “So if both of our ships fire a coherent tetryon beam into the same distortion, it should open a fissure wide enough for the Starlight to fit through.”

“Understood,” said Talyere.  “Aldaris out.”

With her plan in action, Keller rose from her chair to oversee everything.  It seemed odd to have someone else executing the plan, but… watching from afar would be a pleasant change of pace.  “Are we ready?” she asked, strolling over to ops.

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” Johnson replied.

Keller nodded her approval.  “Fire!”

The glittering beam of light streaking from the Starlight’s deflector sputtered to a halt as the tomographic imaging scanner deactivated—but moments later, the deflector recharged and a newer, bright beam of blue light surged into the void of space.  The coherent tetryon beam plowed into the unseen fissure, wildly fluctuating as it worked its magic…  Tiny bluish ripples began to emanate from the beam’s impact point, much like a stone tossed into the water.  

Suddenly, the epicenter exploded, belching a shimmering azure shockwave into space.  The Starlight jolted violently upon impact, but the shields held the ship intact—and when the wave finally passed, the Starlight sat at the threshold of a gaping blue maelstrom.

Keller smiled at the beautiful sight.  “Take us in, Neelar!” she said.  Home was just a few minutes away…

Matthew Harrison materialized with Karalis, Reinbold, and a large contingent of security officers just outside room 1224.  On the outside, it was a small, inconspicuous room.  The average tourist would never have reason to suspect the Federation President was inside—and according to Harrison’s tricorder, Ghodan Makar was inside.  He tapped the door chime.

There was no immediate response.

“He is in there,” Harrison grumbled.

“Yes,” affirmed Reinbold, “but were you in his place, would you open the door?”

Harrison shook his head.  “I wouldn’t be in his place…” He tapped the door chime a second time, just in case Makar decided to cooperate, but much as Harrison expected, there was no response.

He turned to Karalis.  “Open the doors.”

And without so much as a hint of hesitation, the Andorian raised his phaser and blasted the keypad into oblivion.  That wasn’t exactly what Harrison had in mind, but since the doors hissed open a crack, he couldn’t exactly complain.

Harrison carefully wedged his fingers into opening and shoved the doors apart.  He half-expected to be shot at, but as Makar’s plain, unassuming room became apparent, it was obvious there were no assault forces waiting in the wings—only Ghodan Makar, sitting quietly at the desk in the far corner of the room.

“I don’t like this,” whispered Reinbold.

“Neither do I,” said Harrison.  He took a few hesitant steps into the room, hoping that might attract some attention.

And it did.

Makar glanced up from his work and smiled thinly.  “It took you long enough…” he said, his voice stern.  “I was expecting Starfleet to barge in here weeks ago.”

Despite the danger (and there was danger, even if it wasn’t immediately visible), Harrison did not draw his phaser.  “We had to deal with the two million dead you left us with.”

The Trill was not moved by the sentiment.  “I was acting in the Federation’s best interest,” he coldly stated.  “I cannot help it if the insolent masses did not share my vision.”

Harrison moved closer.  “Unfortunately, your vision does not agree with Federation laws.  We were sent here to apprehend you.”

“That won’t be necessary,” said Makar, adamantly shaking his head.  “I am not going anywhere.”

“Sir,” said Harrison, his voice a bit more forceful, “I must insist.  Surrender yourself peacefully…”

A thin smile glinted across Makar’s face.  “No.  If you want me, you’re going to have to shoot me.”

Though he would have rather taken Makar to the Columbia in a conscious state, Harrison wasn’t going to argue.  If Makar was only willing to surrender after being shot, so be it.  Slowly, he withdrew his phaser, pointed it at the Trill, and opened fire.

A streak of blazing orange light shot across the room, striking Makar square in the chest—but he did not collapse.  Instead, his chest began to ripple…

Harrison frowned.  At first he didn’t know what to think, but then it hit him…

A devious smile crossed Makar’s face, and slowly, his body began to liquefy…

“He’s a changeling!” Reinbold exclaimed.

The shapeshifter quickly molded itself into a glimmering amber helix that stretched from the floor to the ceiling.  It spun about for only a moment before streaking into the nearby ventilation duct… 

* * *

Amidst a brilliant flash of white light, the Starlight streaked out of the interspatial fissure and back into normal space, gracefully coming up alongside the much larger Aldaris. 

“We made it!” Neelar Drayge happily announced as he brought the Starlight into a standard orbit above Corneria IV.

“Damage to the ship was negligible,” added Bator a scant second later, “and it would seem the deflector is intact.”

Keller smiled.  “That’s good to hear,” she said—though she never doubted the deflector’s ability to handle the workload it was given.  “Hail the—”

Sensor alerts.

Lots of them.

“Another ship is emerging from the fissure,” said Johnson.  He frantically tried to mute the myriad alerts, but the sheer number of them made it next to impossible.  And that was a cause for concern.

Keller turned her gaze to the viewscreen.  “Let’s see it.”

In an instant, Corneria IV vanished, replaced by the massive, wedge-shaped vessel plowing through the collapsing fissure.

“I’m having difficulty scanning the vessel,” said Bator.  “However, it is emitting a great number of tetryon particles…”

“It must be the Lindari ship,” suggested Tompkins a moment later.  “They’ve come for their crew.”

Keller was definitely inclined to agree—and since she didn’t want to provoke the Lindari into a fight, she was more than willing to return their missing crew.  She immediately tapped her communicator.  “Keller to Sanders—lock onto our guests and beam them to the Lindari ship right away!”

“Yes ma’am,” came Sanders’ voice a scant moment later.  “Transport in progress.”

In her mind, Keller counted down to the transport’s completion—and just when her countdown reached zero, a Lindari officer flitted onto the viewscreen.  Keller couldn’t tell if it was one of their guests, or just another entity altogether, but… he was definitely Lindari.

“GRATITUDE IS EXPRESSED,” it said simply before cutting the transmission.  The Lindari ship lingered on the viewscreen for only a moment before an explosion of blazing blue light encompassed the vessel.  When the light faded, the Lindari were gone, undoubtedly resuming their dimensional exploration…

And Keller expelled a long sigh of relief.  “It’s over,” she happily said, sinking down into the command chair.

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76101.2:  After the Lindari’s departure, the numerous interspatial anomalies within the Corneria System began to dissipate.  It is believed all will return to normal within a few weeks.

Meanwhile, the Starlight has set a course for Talon IV, with hopes of getting permission to access to the remains of the Iconian ship that crashed near Romulan space late last year.  

After having his mind numbed by the mission reports provided by Erin Keller, Alan Christopher decided it was time for a walk.  So after making a brief log entry, he vacated his ready room and started to wander.  One would think that walking countless kilometers through the desert would kill such desires, but no… Christopher was content to walk a little further.  It was good exercise, after all.

But after meandering around deck three for about ten minutes, the scenery grew tiresome.  Corneria IV at least had that advantage… the weeds and cycads made for some relatively interesting terrain.  Deck three, on the other hand, was little more than doors and corridors.  As such, Christopher ducked into one of the turbolift doors in search of another deck to traverse… But much to his surprise, Justin Reinbold was there, standing in the turbolift when the doors parted.

“Hey,” Justin greeted.

Christopher smiled as he stepped inside.  “I thought you would be sleeping…”

He shook his head.  “I couldn’t sleep.  There was a lot on my mind.”

And though he was curious, Christopher didn’t inquire further.  If Justin wanted to share, he would do so.  Besides, he had some other things to mention, including his destination: “Deck seven.”  The turbolift immediately set into motion, and Christopher continued.   “I got a message from you mom about an hour ago.  Her work on Earth is complete; she’s on her way back to the Starlight right now.”  Of course, there was more to the transmission than that, but for the time being, Justin didn’t need to know about the distressing incident on Risa.

Justin, however, was not enthused about the mention of his mother.  “When will she be back?”

“Six days.”

“Well, that’s sort of what I was thinking about,” said Justin.  “She’s my mom—and I love her.  But she gets on my nerves sometimes, you know?”

“Oh, I understand,” said Christopher knowingly.  “So what do you want me to do about it?”

He hesitated for a moment.  “I was thinking maybe… I could get my own quarters.”

Right off the bat, Christopher didn’t think that was a good idea, but Justin was quick to provide reason for his request.

“I’m supposed to be taking on more responsibility, right? Well, I think that’s a step in the right direction—and it will keep me away from my mom.”

It was a valid argument, but it didn’t immediately sway Christopher to Justin’s cause.  “I’ll have to think about it,” he said.

“And it would be great if you could decide within the next six days…”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Though she hated to admit it, Sarah Hartman was actually tired.  The past thirty-six hours had been so very hectic that she hadn’t had time to sit down and eat, let alone sleep.  Oddly enough, the vast majority of those thirty-six hours were spent unraveling a mystery that had little to do with medicine—and Hartman actually enjoyed it.

In fact, the allure of cataloging cortical analeptics seemed to have lost its luster during those thirty-six hours, because Hartman found herself unable to commit to the task—not that it needed doing, since she tended to reorganize them every-other-day.

So… she was going to go to her quarters?  And sleep?

“What next?” she sarcastically prompted, shaking her head in disbelief.  “Fraternizing with the crew?”  But that was probably pushing it…

But sleep actually sounded appealing.  Hartman deactivated her computer terminal for the first time in months, pushed herself away from the desk, and promptly headed for the exit.  “Computer,” she said, “lights…”

The illumination level in her office immediately dropped to zero, and the rest of the lights in sickbay dimmed a bit.  It was an odd sight, but… Hartman didn’t really mind.

She was going to bed.

Erin Keller sat placidly on the floor in her quarters, staring intently at the kadiscot board.  It was her move, and she didn’t want to make an error—after all, she played to win.  But apparently, her strategy was not in favor amongst the younger generation.

“Mommy!” Angela impatiently exclaimed as she waited for her next turn.  “You’re taking too long!”

“I’m so sorry,” Erin sympathetically replied.  Her hand hovered over the board for a moment longer before she finally decided upon her move.  She plucked a green token from the board and moved it three spaces to the left.

Angela’s face immediately lit up—and without any hesitation, she grabbed one of her red pieces and weaved it across the board until the green token was captured.  Pleased with her victory, the little girl removed Erin’s token from the board.  “Your turn, Mommy!”

Erin started to grasp one of her few remaining tokens, but before she could complete her turn… he communicator bleeped.

“Tompkins to Keller.”

Angela immediately looked up, and already there was sadness welling in her bright blue eyes.  She was a smart girl; she knew that Erin had to work, but that didn’t mean she liked it.

Keller tapped her communicator.  “Hey, Lucas!  What is it?”

“We’ve got some new data about that fissure down in the science lab.  Thought you might want to check it out…”

Erin did want to see the data.  And eventually, she would.  But it wasn’t that important.  The fissure was sealed; everything was back to normal.  It could wait.  “I’m a little busy right now,” she mused, smiling at Angela.  “I’ll check it out tomorrow morning…”

“Sure thing,” said Tompkins.  “See you then.”

And the moment Lucas signed off, Erin returned to the game.  She very quickly resolved to make her move, but just as soon as she started to do so, the doors opened—and Alan stepped inside.

A split second later, Angela was excitedly charging the door.  “Daddy!” she happily exclaimed, wrapping her little arms around his leg.  “Mommy and me are playing kadiscot!”

He glanced at the board.  “I see that,” he said, smiling.  “Are you winning?”

She nodded happily.  “I won three times!”

“Wow!  You’re a pretty good player!”  With Angela still hanging on his leg, Alan slowly made his way into the room.  “We’re going to have to play later on.”

“Okay!” said Angela.  She quickly detached herself from Alan’s leg and plopped down in front of the kadiscot board.  Alan promptly seated himself directly behind her.

“It’s good to have you back,” Erin mused as she took her turn.

Alan smiled.  “It’s good to be back…”
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