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Prologue

The Columbia was a very busy ship.  After partaking in a series of tactical simulations, the Columbia was assigned to chart Sector 83024, an unexplored region of space near the Cardassian border.  Save a brief, but pleasant encounter with a species called the Nu, Sector 83024 was relatively uninteresting.  There were two trinary star systems and a small pulsar, but nothing out of the ordinary… and certainly nothing that required Harrison’s attention.

Thus, the Captain decided to sneak away from the bridge for a few hours.  Now was as good a time as any to take a short break; besides, ever since he stumbled upon an archival recording of Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind, his mind had been somewhat distracted…  Though it was an ancient, non-interactive movie, Harrison was nonetheless eager to watch its plot unfold before his very eyes.  

He knew little about the film—only that it was about a people engaged in a constant struggle with some powerful insects called the ohmu, the guardians of a poisonous jungle creeping across the Earth.  It certainly seemed interesting enough, but he would find out for himself soon enough.

Eager to get started, Harrison dimmed the lights in his quarters, grabbed a cup of green tea from the replicator, and seated himself on the sofa—just in time for the door to chime.  For a moment, Harrison considered ignoring the chime so that he might watch his movie without interruption—but somehow he suspected that tactic would ultimately fail.  So he carefully set aside his tea and said, “Enter.”

The doors slid apart with a hiss, and Commander Robinson poked her curious head inside.  “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but… I have the final report on our recent contact with the Nu.”

Typically, Harrison left the status reports for Robinson to deal with, but first contact situations were a completely different story.  Because meeting a new alien species was such an important event, Harrison wanted to make absolutely certain the report for Starfleet was flawless.  And since this encounter with the Nu was Harrison’s first first contact situation, he was going to analyze every single word in the document.

After his movie.

“Set it on my desk,” Harrison politely instructed.

Robinson quietly crept into Harrison’s quarters.  She set the sleek gray padd on the nearby desk and started to make her retreat, when her gaze suddenly fell upon the opening moments of Harrison’s movie.  “Nausicaä!” she happily exclaimed.  “That is one of my favorite movies!”

This certainly came as a surprise to Harrison.  While there were countless anime fans in the galaxy, it had been Harrison’s observation that most Starfleet officers preferred the more interactive forms of entertainment offered by the holodeck (or holomatrix, as it was called aboard the Columbia).  Thus, he didn’t expect to meet a fellow fan aboard the Columbia.  “I have not yet seen this particular film, however, I am quite familiar with many of the other masterpieces from this genre.”

The sentiment brought a faint smile to Robinson’s face.  “Are you familiar with the Ivalice series?” she asked, gently resting her hands on the back of the plush black sofa.

“Vaguely,” said Harrison, shaking his head.  “I have seen a few episodes, but not nearly enough to hold an intelligent conversation.”

Robinson’s grin widened.  “I have all fifty-two episodes if you’re interested…  It’s similar to Nausicaä, so you’ll probably like it.”

Even though he still knew next to nothing about Nausicaä, Harrison was still very interested in this Ivalice series.  “I would certainly like to peruse your library.”

“I’m sure something can be arranged.”

“Most excellent.”  Harrison was tempted to invite Robinson to stay and watch Nausicaä with him, but he knew that she was still on duty.  Still, he could not allow this opportunity to pass him by, and he was suddenly quite eager to discuss their common interest.  “I recently came upon a complete collection of The Chozo Chronicles… Perhaps you would like to watch it with me someday?”

Since the collection in question was an incredibly rare find, Robinson had no choice but to agree.  “I would like that,” she said after only a moment of contemplation.  “‘Tis a date, good sir!”

And on that curious note, Robinson departed, leaving Matthew Harrison alone, and in a state of utter shock.  A date?  That was not at all Harrison’s intent; in fact, it was a violation of almost every Starfleet protocol he could think of!  Obviously, the situation would have to be rectified before any rules or regulations were violated…

Obviously.

“I used to be the science officer aboard the Damocles,” said Ian Meade, indolently pecking away at the Columbia’s helm.  “It wasn’t exactly what I would call my true calling, but… I learned quite a bit during my tenure there, so I guess it wasn’t a complete waste of time—got me interested in temporal mechanics…”

Sitting in the nearby command chair, Megan Reinbold tried her best to feign interest in the… conversation (for lack of a better term).  Ian Meade was certainly a likable man—and a very competent officer— but… Reinbold was quickly discovering that the man liked to talk, and he didn’t seem to care if anybody was listening.  Reinbold assumed that she was the intended listener, but since she very rarely got a chance to speak, it didn’t really matter.

“…I’ve been tinkering around in our temporal science lab,” Meade continued.  “It’s impressive, but not nearly as nice as the one aboard the Starlight.  Kendall Johnson is clearly a visionary when it comes to temporal science; I met him a few months ago—right around the time the Iconian Station was discovered.  He seemed a little distracted, but—”

The sensors suddenly bleeped, and in the blink of an eye, Ian Meade was down to business.  “A ship just dropped out of warp,” he gleaned from the data flitting across the helm.

“The vessel barely within sensor range,” added Turathan Karalis.  The Andorian carefully studied the sensors for a few moments—but his twitching antennae gave away his neutral façade.

“What is it?” asked Reinbold, already on her feet.

Karalis shook his head, still slightly confused by the information.  “The vessel’s warp signature is apparently consistent with Dominion technology.  If I am not mistaken, that is a Jem’Hadar attack cruiser…”

“Jem’Hadar… in the Alpha Quadrant?”  Reinbold’s curiosity was immediately piqued—but she wasn’t going to let that get in the way of the investigation.  They definitely needed to proceed with caution.  “Yellow alert.”

Reinbold quickly slinked over to the operations console to view the sensor data for herself—and sure enough, the purplish blip that represented the vessel was slowly creeping closer to the Columbia.  It was, without a doubt, a Jem’Hadar attack cruiser.

“And where there is one Jem’Hadar ship,” grumbled Karalis, “there are usually two more lurking nearby.”  

Even though she had no experience with the Jem’Hadar, Reinbold knew that they almost always worked in teams of three.  “Have they detected us?”

“Yes,” said Karalis.   And in retrospect, it was probably a stupid question; the Dominion’s sensors were equal to the Federation’s in almost every way imaginable.  In fact, the Jem’Hadar were probably aware of the Columbia several minutes before their little attack cruiser appeared on the Columbia’s sensors.  “They are hailing us.”

That was a surprise.  Reinbold couldn’t even begin to fathom what the Dominion might want with the Columbia… and she would have preferred Captain Harrison deal with them—but until he got to the bridge, the Columbia’s fate rested entirely upon Reinbold’s shoulders.  Thus, she pulled in a lungful of nervous air and approached the command chair.  “On screen.”

The glittering starfield blinked away, and Reinbold prepared herself for an encounter with the Jem’Hadar or one of the Vorta… But she was quite surprised when a changeling flitted onto the viewscreen—and a very familiar-looking changeling, at that.

If her memory served, Megan Reinbold now stood face-to-face with one Constable Odo…

Chapter One

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76443.8: The Starlight has been diverted to Gren-ga’tharg, a remote colony on the edge of Klingon space.  According to the High Council, the remains of a Federation starship were recently discovered in a remote area of the colony.  Though details on the wreck were sparse, Starfleet believes it might be the remains of the Courageous, one of the many vessels lost during the Elorg War.

To put it mildly, Gren-ga’tharg was not a nice colony, even by Klingon standards.  In fact, as he surveyed his surroundings, Lieutenant Bator was forced to wonder why the Klingons even bothered to colonize the world—because for all intents and purposes, it was an endless and incredibly putrid swamp.

The air was hot and very humid; Bator’s skin felt clammy after only a few seconds of exposure.  The skies were pale, and vast clouds of buzzing insects swarmed overhead.  There were a few poorly constructed shacks along the algae-encrusted shores of the bog.  There were also a few of the shacks submerged several meters into the murky, bubbly marsh…

Captain Christopher was able to sum up the experience with one sarcastic word:  “Lovely…”

Bator had to concur.  “At some point in time, this planet must have had some sort of strategic value to the Klingons,” suggested Bator.  He could already feel his boots sinking into the grayish muck.  “However, I cannot even begin to fathom what that might have been…”

“Maybe they were hoping to turn this place into a giant resort,” said Christopher with a shrug.  “Mud baths are very popular on some planets—in fact, Ka’Tula Prime has several opulent spas where the mud baths are the prime attraction…”

Bator yanked his boot from the bubbly mud.  “Ka’Tula Prime also has solid ground,” he quipped.

In the distance, Bator could see a pair of Klingons happily trudging through the mud.  They were either unconcerned or unaware of the sinking ground—and Bator thusly had little desire to go and greet them.

Not that such an action was necessary.

The larger of the two Klingons happily raised his muddied bottle of bloodwine to the air.  “Gagh!” he exclaimed.  “It is good to see you my old friend!”

Captain Christopher cringed—and then forced a diplomatic smile to his face.  “Likewise…”

Bator immediately recognized the man.  The boisterous Klingon’s name was Kayvok.  About a year ago, he “assisted” the Starlight’s crew in the investigation of the derelict Phobian ship that appeared in the Krai’jih’na Nebula.  Kayvok’s involvement in the mission ended with the destruction of his ship, in a battle that was less-than-glorious.  It would seem he was relegated to swamp duty as a result.

Apparently, a few bottles of bloodwine helped to repair Kayvok’s wounded pride.  “I have heard of your many great deeds, Gagh!”  Chuckling, he took a long swig of his wine.  “You are an honorable warrior—if not a strong one…”

Christopher’s jaw dropped.  “What?”

Kayvok easily wrapped his meaty fingers around Christopher’s biceps.  “There is no meat on these bones,” he loudly proclaimed; the alcohol on his breath was obvious.  “My mother could defeat you in glorious battle, Gagh, and she is already halfway to Sto-vo-kor!  Don’t they feed you on that starship of yours?”

By Klingon standards, Captain Christopher could very easily be considered slight of build.  But Bator had seen the Captain in action on countless occasions; he was no slouch when it came to hand-to-hand combat.  “Captain Christopher is an able warrior,” Bator proudly insisted.

Kayvok turned his scrutinizing gaze upon the Phobian.  “That is not in dispute,” he hissed, spittle flying away from his tongue.  Clearly, the drunken Klingon was sizing up his opponent… But Bator knew that, in their inebriated state, he could personally pound both Klingons into the muddy ground.  “I was just saying that the Captain could use some meat on those bones.”

Bator smiled politely.  “Of course.”

And before Kayvok had a chance to respond, Captain Christopher loudly cleared his throat.  “About that starship?”

Despite his drunken state, Kayvok’s reflexes were still incredibly quick.  His gaze immediately shifted from Bator to Christopher.  “Some Yridian pahtk found the wreckage three days ago.”  He motioned with his bottle toward a gnarly clump of trees nearby.  “It is just beyond those mangroves.”

Mercenaries, many of them Yridian, frequently visited the Klingon border in search of wrecked starships, because there was certainly no shortage in supply.  “Can we talk to the Yridian?”

Both Klingons suddenly laughed, as if Bator had just told an incredible joke.  “You can talk,” said Kayvok, “but he won’t hear you!”

“Why not?” asked Christopher.

Kayvok’s eyes grew wide with excitement.  “When the Yridian refused to relinquish the wreckage to the Klingon Empire, I slit his throat!”  Kayvok happily pulled a bloody dagger from his belt, and proudly dangled it in front of Christopher for inspection.  “The pahtk squealed like a little rat—until his vocal chords were severed!”

Christopher’s diplomatic smile was quickly fading.  “Lovely.”  He took a few deliberate steps away from the Klingons.  “Do you think Mister Bator and I might be able to have a look at that wreckage?”

“Of course,” said Kayvok, utterly oblivious to Christopher’s retreat.  “But be ware—at times the swamp is an enemy even more contemptible than a Romulan.”

Over the years, Matthew Harrison had come to expect the unexpected…  He had faced so many bizarre entities and situations during his tenure in Starfleet that he should have been immune to the entire concept of surprise—but it seemed the universe always liked to push the envelope a bit further, just for Harrison’s sake.

When he first heard the news of a Jem’Hadar attack cruiser on sensors, Harrison simply assumed that his ears temporarily betrayed him.  Nearly twenty-five years had passed since the Dominion War’s end.  During that time, the Dominion had shown little interest in the Alpha Quadrant, and while the Federation continued to explore the Gamma Quadrant, they gave Dominion territory a very wide berth.  Apparently, all of that was about to change…

After exchanging a few cordial communiqués, it was ultimately agreed that a face-to-face meeting would better serve the situation.  Harrison suggested they congregate aboard the Columbia, and an hour later, he was seated with Reinbold, Robinson, Odo, and a Vorta named Solis in the conference lounge.  Two Jem’Hadar soldiers loomed nearby.

“Before we begin, allow me to make one thing clear,” said Odo without any preamble, “the Dominion was not responsible for the loss of your President earlier this year.”

Shortly after the Elorg attack on Earth, it was discovered that Ghodan Makar—the Federation President—was, in fact, a changeling.  The incident sparked some serious concerns about a possible Dominion resurgence, but those fears quickly waned when the changeling never reappeared.  Even so, Harrison was eager to see what the Dominion had to say.  “Before it escaped, were able to acquire some tricorder scans of the changeling in question,” said Harrison.  “It was clearly one of your people…”

“I’m not about to dispute the facts,” Odo tersely replied. “If you saw a changeling, then you saw a changeling.”

Odo was apparently a man of few words—but Harrison had spoken with Solis several times in the past few hours, and the Vorta was anything but.  He was very quick to pick up where Odo left off.  “Several hundred years ago, the Founders, in their quest to learn more about the universe, sent a hundred baby changelings into the unknown.”

“I am familiar with the tale,” Harrison politely interjected.  “If memory serves, Odo was one of the hundred.”

“A Bajoran scientist found me in the Denorios Belt,” said Odo with a curt nod.

The Vorta flashed an utterly placid smile.  “We have reason to believe that one of the hundred sent out by the Founders all those years ago may be responsible for the unfortunate loss of your president.”

“A rogue?” suggested Robinson.

“I doubt that, Commander,” said Odo.  “If one of my people wanted to replace your president, he would need some sort of assistance.”

“The president is under constant and considerable guard,” reminded Harrison.  “It is highly unlikely a single rogue agent could penetrate all of those security arrangements…”

And in that very moment, it was certain the very same thought began to float through the minds of every individual in the room.  It was Megan Reinbold who ultimately voiced the concern:  “It sounds like it might have been an inside job.”

It was certainly not the most comforting thought…  but it was also more than a little perplexing.  “Why would someone within the Federation wish to replace Ghodan Makar?” prompted Harrison.  “Prior to the Romulan crisis last year, he was a well-liked and highly respected leader.”

 Odo grunted.  “Respect doesn’t make a man invincible, Captain.  If Makar had enemies—and I would imagine a man of his stature probably did—then he was at risk.”

“The changeling that replaced Makar could undoubtedly be considered one of those enemies,” said Reinbold.  “And if we can get to the changeling—”

“—we can get to the bottom of this unfortunate situation,” Solis continued, his voice calm as ever.  “That is why we have come.”

“You have information regarding the changeling?” asked Harrison.

“No,” said Odo, “but one of my old contacts along the Cardassian border recently indicated that he might have some useful information.  I intend to investigate once we’ve concluded here.”

Solis was immediately taken aback by the declaration.  “With all due respect, Founder, the Vorta are more than capable of handling this situation…  It will be but a simple matter to open a transwarp conduit and send you back to the Gamma Quadrant.”

Odo continued as if he never heard the Vorta speak.  “I’ll contact you again after I’ve met with my contact.  I’m sure the Federation wants this changeling brought to justice as much as the Dominion does.”

That much was certain, but Harrison was hoping for a less unilateral approach.  “Perhaps we could accompany you…”

Odo shook his head even before Harrison could finish speaking.  “That won’t be necessary, Captain.  My contact will only speak to me.  If he even suspects I might not be alone, he’ll go deeper into hiding—and take any information he might have with him.”

Seeing that he was not in a very good position to argue, Harrison had no choice but to comply.  “Understood…”

Ten minutes later, Christopher and Bator stood at the edge of the clumpy mangroves—and much as Kayvok had indicated, the blackened and charred remains of a starship were in evidence.  Though most of the decrepit vessel had long ago sunk into the murky mire, a badly damaged warp nacelle was still exposed, along with a small portion of the hull.

“It is obviously a Federation starship,” said Bator without accessing his tricorder.  The muddy Starfleet insignia on the hull was evidence enough.  “However it is clearly not the Courageous.”

“The Courageous was an Insignia-class starship,” said Christopher.  He glanced at the decaying warp nacelle jutting from the swamp.  “This thing isn’t much more than a shuttlecraft… and given its condition, I’d say it’s been here awhile.”

“I am curious as to why it was here in the first place,” grumbled Bator.  He carefully tested the nearby swamp with his boot, only to find that the mushy terrain was like quicksand—ready to envelope his entire body if given the chance.  In fact, the Phobian had difficulty dislodging his boot after just a few seconds of contact with the murky sludge.

Christopher was tempted to retreat a few steps, but he knew that the clump of gangly mangroves to his aft would provide little in the way of protection.  In fact, the mangroves were probably home to several million biting insects.  “Do you think we could beam the ship into one of the Starlight’s shuttle bays?”

Bator pulled the tricorder from his belt and quickly started to scan the vicinity; the results were immediately discouraging.  “The shuttle leaked warp plasma into the swamp when it crashed,” said Bator.  “The levels are not toxic, but they are high enough to interfere with the targeting scanners.  Even if we can beam up the shuttle, it is very likely we will bring a lot of swamp with it.”

And that would create a mess of epic proportions.  Christopher could already envision the smelly, brownish sludge oozing across the shuttlebay—and that was not something he really wanted to experience firsthand.  Thankfully, Christopher wasn’t out of ideas just yet.  “Do you think we can get inside the shuttle?”

“We could slice through the exposed hull with our phasers,” said Bator, still glancing at his tricorder.  “However, it looks like the cockpit is already filled with mud.”

“This is the aft section of the ship,” Christopher reminded.  “We don’t need the cockpit; as long as we can access the computer, we can retrieve all the data we need.”

“And how do you intend to access the computer?” asked Bator.  “Traversing the swamp is certainly out of the question.”

Despite his alleged lightweight status, Christopher doubted the gentle breeze could carry him over to the shuttle.  He needed a more radical solution—and thankfully that solution was literally standing right before his eyes.  “Do you think you can throw me that far, Mister Bator?”

The Phobian immediately shook his head.  “No.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  He thusly plucked the communicator from Bator’s uniform and tossed it across the swamp and onto the sunken ship.  “I didn’t want you to throw me anyway.”

The communicator hit the side of the shuttle with a clank—but instead of bouncing into the swamp, it adhered to the muddy, metallic hull, and slowly skittered onto the warp nacelle.  Once the tiny Starfleet insignia came to a rest, Christopher tapped his own communicator.

“Christopher to Starlight.”

“Starlight here,” came Lucas Tompkins’ voice a scant moment later.  “What’s up?”

Gracefully teetering on the edge of mangled mangrove roots, Christopher said, “I need you to beam me to Lieutenant Bator’s position—assuming you can get a lock on his communicator.”

“We’ve got a lock,” replied Tompkins after a moment.

“Energize.”

Within moments, the shimmering blue transporter beam whisked away Alan Christopher, summarily depositing him atop the sunken shuttle just a few meters away.  It was an utterly simple solution to an utterly simple problem… Christopher certainly liked that—and now that he was in position, he could carve himself a doorway.

It took only a few seconds to phaser away a small chunk of the muddy hull, and once the passage was open, Christopher poked his head inside the shuttle.  Much as he had anticipated, there was no power feeding to any of the workstations—and aside from the shaft of light pouring in from the makeshift doorway, the interior was pitch black.

Given the shuttle’s fairly awkward orientation—it had nearly crashed on its side—Christopher knew he would have no solid ground to stand on; the computer-lined walls had essentially turned into the ceiling and the floor, and one wrong move could very easily result in the computer’s destruction.  Then all the data would be lost…

Thus, Christopher proceeded with extreme caution.  He carefully lowered his feet into the shuttlecraft and, once confident he could go the rest of the way without crashing through the computer screens, Christopher gradually maneuvered himself into position.

The air was thick and humid.  A thick layer of moss and mud clung to the walls, and there were more than a few spider webs dangling from the ceiling (which was actually the port side of the ship).  All sorts of junk had collected in the steep, V-shaped crevice at the bottom: tricorders, phasers, a few medical supplies… There was also an inch or two of slimy mud.

The computer workstation hadn’t fared much better.  Much to Christopher’s chagrin, the screen was shattered, and some sort of insect tried—and failed—to establish a colony in the cracks.  The control interface was covered in a thick layer of mud… but when he wiped it aside with his hand, Christopher was relieved to see it intact.

Using his tricorder as a power source, Christopher quickly interfaced with the shuttle’s computer core.  Without an LCARS interface to guide him, the Captain decided it would be easiest to simply download as much data as possible.  At a glance, the data was fragmented and degraded… but there was still enough there for Christopher to make an initial analysis.  “This is the shuttlecraft Darwin,” he called up to Bator.  “It was stationed aboard the Athena until it vanished late last year!”

The Athena was Admiral Grayson’s ship.  And oddly enough, Admiral Grayson vanished late last year while en route to Klingon space.  In Alan Christopher’s mind, that could only mean one thing: “This was Admiral Grayson’s shuttle…”

Chapter Two

So much for the Nu.  Matthew Harrison had become so preoccupied with the Dominion in recent hours that he almost completely neglected his report on the Nu.  He managed to skim the treatise, of course, and it was certainly presentable… but he was hoping to present Starfleet Command with an analysis beyond compare.

Next time, perhaps…

Thankfully, if Admiral Nechayev noticed those few shortcomings, she didn’t bother to mention it.  Much like Matthew Harrison, her attention seemed to be focused on the Dominion.  “Have you been able to track them?”

“To an extent,” replied Harrison.  He sat at the desk in his ready room, eyes fixed upon Nechayev’s curiously static-filled image on the viewscreen.  “Prior to his departure, Odo made it quite clear that it would be unwise to follow him.  We were able to track his vessel into Cardassian space… but nothing more.”

Nechayev started speak, but her image froze in a distorted haze.  A few garbled words managed to pervade the static, but it was nothing comprehensible.  After a few moments, the Admiral disappeared.

And Harrison frowned.  Thinking there might have been some sort of technical difficulty, he immediately tried to reestablish the communication link—but to no avail.  His conversation with Admiral Nechayev was done and over with—and he wanted to know why.

Harrison promptly tapped a few commands into his computer workstation.  The screen subsequently blanked out, and descended into the desktop with a hiss—and Harrison immediately headed for the bridge.

Amy Robinson was surprised to see Captain Harrison emerge from his ready room so soon.  Given the situation with the Dominion, she would have expected a longer conversation.  “What did Admiral Nechayev have to say?”

Harrison shrugged as he approached the command chair.  “Very little,” he cryptically replied.  “For reasons unknown, my conversation with the Admiral came to an abrupt and unexpected end…”

Before he sat, Harrison’s gaze wandered to Megan Reinbold’s station—and without uttering a single word, her fingers swiftly started to dance over the controls.  “All ship systems are fine,” she promptly reported.  “If there is some sort of technical problem, we are not the source.”

On the surface that might have seemed like good news, but for some reason Robinson felt little in the way of relief—possibly because that meant there was another problem out there… somewhere.  “Are there any ion storms or similar interstellar phenomena in the vicinity that might be disrupting communications?”

“No,” said Ian Meade, his eyes barely grazing the helm.  “It’s clear sailing from here to Earth…”

Robinson was certainly befuddled, and if the curious look upon Harrison’s face was any indication, so too, was the Captain.  “Earth is still there, isn’t it?”

It was a silly question, but Meade checked, no doubt to humor Robinson.  “Earth is there,” he confirmed after only a moment.  “Maybe there isn’t a problem after all…”

But Turathan Karalis immediately shook his head.  “I am still unable to contact Earth,” he stated.  “I was able to get a brief transmission through to Andoria, but it has gone unanswered…” He checked again.  “We have apparently lost communication with Andoria, as well.”

“I might know why,” Reinbold thoughtfully interjected.  “I can’t seem to contact Subspace Relay Station 54.”

To the best of Robinson’s knowledge that relay station served as a major hub in the Federation’s communication network.  If something were to happen to it, communication would certainly be affected.  “Has it gone offline?”

Reinbold shook her head.  “It’s not even on long range sensors anymore,” she replied.  “It looks like it’s been destroyed…”

“There are no vessels in the vicinity,” said Karalis.

Robinson supposed it was possible the station suffered some sort of terminal malfunction… But in the back of her mind, she very much doubted that.  “It could have been a cloaked ship; the Dominion most likely has some sort of cloaking technology.” 

“But so does the Federation,” Harrison quietly reminded, his thoughts no doubt lingering on the possibility of a force within the Federation assisting the renegade changeling.

Of course, there were countless other species in possession of cloaking technology, as Reinbold was quick to point out.  “The Romulans, the Klingons, and the Garidians all have highly advanced cloaks…  And there are dozens of other species out there with some form of cloaking device.”

And Reinbold was right, of course.  But at this point, it was too early to jump to any conclusions.  “The first thing we need to do is find out if the station was attacked or not,” said Robinson.

Harrison readily nodded his agreement.  “Commander Meade,” he called, “set a course for Subspace Relay Station 54… maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir.  Course set!”

Harrison finally sat.  “Engage.”

From the moment he sat down with Erin Keller to review the data collected in the swamp, Bator knew something wasn’t quite right.  “According the Klingons, Admiral Grayson boarded a Klingon transport on stardate 75704.”

“The Bok’mar,” said Keller, gleaning the data from one of the myriad padds sitting before her.  “The ship was destroyed shortly thereafter…”

“But if Grayson was taking one of the Athena’s shuttles to Qo’noS… what was he doing aboard the Bok’mar?  And why didn’t the Athena’s crew report the shuttle as missing?”  Bator could already feel a headache coming on…

Keller wearily tossed aside a few of her own padds.  “Obviously we have more questions than answers,” she grumbled.

“Have you been able to reconstruct any of the data from the shuttlecraft’s computer?” 

Keller shook her head.  “The computer is still working on it.  Kendall said he’ll try to run a few of his magical algorithms later this afternoon—but for the time being, we have nothing…”

This was going to be a very annoying investigation.  In the back of his mind, Bator could just feel it.  Answers were nowhere to be seen, and it seemed there were more questions around each and every corner.  “I thought the Captain was going to be here with some additional data provided by the Klingons…”

“He’s still in the shower,” mused Keller as she indolently fished through her stack of padds.  “And that data from the Klingons wasn’t anything too exciting.”

Bator frowned.  “We returned to the ship two hours ago…” Not only had the Phobian showered, he also managed to eat lunch and spend an hour on the bridge.

Apparently, Erin Keller didn’t find the Captain’s excessive time in the shower unusual.  In fact, she barely gave the sentiment a moment of thought.  “You know how Alan is about germs…”

Taking that as an indication that Christopher might be a while longer, Bator decided that this meeting was on a road to nowhere.  “Perhaps we should reconvene later?”

Keller nodded.  “Sounds good to me.”  She gathered her padds into a sloppy pile and then shoved them into the middle of the table.  “In the meantime, I’ll contact the Athena and see what they know about their missing shuttle.”

• • •

“Missing shuttle?”

Prior to contacting the Athena, Erin Keller had prepared herself for several different scenarios when she asked about the missing shuttlecraft.  Not surprisingly, denial was at the top of her list… But for some reason, when the ship’s first officer—a slight Bajoran woman named Fara—heard of the shuttle, the surprise in her voice was undeniably genuine.

The Bajoran, clearly a bit skeptical, hastily conferred with the nearby computer console in an effort to confirm or deny Keller’s seemingly preposterous claim.  “I’m sorry, Commander, but we aren’t missing any shuttlecraft.”

“That is certainly odd,” Keller politely replied.  “The Starlight is currently in orbit of a Klingon colony—and one of your shuttles, the Darwin, is nearly submerged in the local swamp.”

For some reason, the Bajoran was clearly not willing to accept this.  She frowned, adamantly shaking her head to deny the claim.  “I am sorry, Commander, but the Darwin is presently located in our shuttlebay.”

But Keller wasn’t about to relent.  “Are you sure?  Because the ship in the mud is clearly one of yours…  Would you like me to send you our data?”

“Do so,” replied the Bajoran—and then she ended the transmission.

Keller wasted no time in sending the information she had to the Athena… but she couldn’t even begin to fathom why Commander Fala was so very unpleasant.  This was nothing more than a simple and friendly inquiry.  “Must have woke up on the wrong side of bed,” she guessed.

• • •

Subspace Relay Station 54 had been more than an hour away when Matthew Harrison left for lunch—and while he hadn’t been keeping track of the time, he was fairly certain that the Columbia was encroaching upon its destination.  With this in mind, Harrison finished his meal, a simple bowl of vegetable soup, and headed for the bridge.  Much to his chagrin, things got interesting in the turbolift.

The moment the doors parted to admit Harrison, he found himself standing face-to-face with Amy Robinson.  Considering his mixed feelings about their date, he was tempted to bolt.  But that would be most impolite… so he pulled in a lungful of air, and stepped inside.  The doors slid shut, and the turbolift resumed its journey to the bridge.

“Captain,” greeted Robinson after a short moment. 

Harrison only nodded his acknowledgement.  He desperately wanted to address the date situation, but… he was unsure of how to proceed without making the situation any worse than it already was.

And so there was relative silence.  The turbolift chugged along with a constant thrum, gradually making its way toward the bridge.  In the back of his mind, Harrison knew the situation was ridiculous; silence would accomplish nothing…  He had to act…

Harrison cleared his throat.  “About our… pending congregation…”

Robinson glanced up from her thoughts.  A faint smile crossed her face.  “I was just thinking about that, as well,” she said.  “How does tomorrow night sound?”

Of all things Robinson had to say… that was the last one Harrison was anticipating.  Had this been a perfect conversation, she would have made some inquiry into Harrison’s deft prelude.  Obviously, this was not a perfect conversation; as such, Harrison knew not what to say.  His lips parted for a moment…

…And then the turbolift chugged to a stop.  There was no longer time to ponder the many conversational choices.  Harrison had to respond, and do so quickly, before his inaction started to draw unwanted attention from the bridge crew.  “Tomorrow night… is good.”

Nothing more needed to be said.  Robinson happily accepted the response, and together, they strolled onto the bridge—and now that Harrison was back into familiar territory, his thoughts became more coherent.  

“Status report.”

Ian Meade was the first to respond.  “We’re approaching the relay station,” he said, deft fingers dancing across the helm controls.  “Still no sign of it on sensors, though.”

“I am detecting some debris in the vicinity,” added Megan Reinbold at ops.  “There are trace amounts of tritanium and duranium in the field.”

Robinson bit her lip.  “That is certainly consistent with a subspace relay station…”

From the outset, there had been little doubt in Harrison’s mind about the station’s fate.  But now that all doubt had been erased, he was left with quite an enigma.  “How was the station destroyed?  Are there still any vessels in the area?”

“There are none,” said Karalis after only a moment.  “However, I am detecting residual energy signatures that might be indicative of weapons fire.”

That sounded promising.  “Can you identify it?”

Unfortunately, the Andorian shook his head.  “The source is of unknown origin…  If the station was indeed attacked, then the Federation has yet to make contact with the attackers.”

“And we can’t follow them,” Meade interjected before Harrison had a chance to ask.  “The attackers didn’t leave a warp signature of any kind.”

Considering the tumult faced by the Federation in recent years, this mysterious attack was the last thing Harrison wanted to see. But the truth could not be denied: there was a new enemy out there, somewhere, and they were bound to strike again.

Chapter Three

“We have nothing.” 

That wasn’t exactly the proclamation that Erin Keller had been hoping to hear when she reached the science lab.  The initial data was slow in coming, but it certainly looked promising… but now that Kendall Johnson’s salvage operation was completed, Keller had no choice but to fall into agreement with the science officer: they had nothing.

“Captain Christopher managed to retrieve nearly five terabytes of information,” Johnson continued, his hand occasionally pointing to the nearby computer screen.  It wasn’t really that much data, but at the time, it seemed like enough to begin an investigation.  “Most of that data was… um… well, it was too heavily fragmented to be restored—and I’ve tried every computer algorithm I can think of…”

“The computer core was probably damaged when the shuttle crashed,” suggested Jayla Trinn.  The chief engineer stood with Bator and Tompkins on the opposite side of the console, casually reviewing what little data had been restored.  “Even the stuff that we managed to restore isn’t very pretty…”

Keller had to agree with that as well.  “I spoke with the Athena’s first officer not too long ago,” she stated.

“And?”  Tompkins glanced up from the data, curious.

“She was of no help whatsoever,” said Keller.  “According to her, the Darwin is still aboard the Athena, in perfect working order.”

Bator expelled a curious grunt.  “How is that possible?”

Keller shrugged.  “I don’t know.  As I said, Commander Fala wasn’t very forthcoming with the answers.”

“The Darwin’s registry might be damaged,” suggested Johnson.  “I’ve… I’ve never heard of anything like that happening, but I suppose it might be possible.”

“A ship with an identity crisis?”  Trinn arched a curious brow.  “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Keller knew that it would have to take a very unique computer failure to cause such an identity crisis; she also knew that they could speculate about it for days without making any sort of progress.  As such, she knew that there was one very logical solution:  “Why don’t we go inside and take a look at the computer core?”

Trinn’s enthusiasm quickly faded.  “Because the ship is sinking into a swamp?”

Even though she wasn’t afraid of a little mud, Erin Keller had no intention of boarding the Darwin in its current condition.  “I had something else in mind,” she cryptically replied.

• • •

Standing at the bottom of a shadowy cave on a barren moon called Siktora, Odo waited for his contact to arrive.  He had met with this particular individual a dozen times over the years—and ironically, he still knew next to nothing about the man.  He seemed to be an older Cardassian… and given his reasonably eloquent speech, a fairly well educated Cardassian.  It was possible he worked for the Obsidian Order at some point in time—or maybe he still did to some degree…  Either way, the man was one of Odo’s more reliable contacts.

He was just not very punctual.

Odo had stood at the bottom of the dank cave for nearly six hours.  This was nothing unusual; he had waited for nearly twelve hours once before, while gathering information on a Kressari smuggling operation along the Demilitarized Zone.  Thus, Odo was prepared to wait a bit longer for his contact to arrive.

But he wouldn’t have to.

“It has been a long time, Odo.”  The Cardassian suddenly appeared high atop a large stone outcropping on the opposite side of the drafty cavern.  As usual, he was shrouded in dark shadows… 

Odo allowed himself a faint smile.  “Good of you to come…”

The Cardassian chuckled.  “I had to make certain you were alone.  After your encounter with that Federation starship—the Columbia, I believe—I had to be careful.”

It was obvious the enigmatic Cardassian had some impressive resources of his own, but Odo knew better than to ask about them.  “About that changeling…”

“Ah, yes…  The changeling.” As he moved along his rocky perch, a faint shaft of dusty light briefly fell upon the Cardassian, highlighting his beady eyes.  “I have heard that the changeling is no longer in favor with his associates.  They are apparently displeased with his performance as Ghodan Makar.”

“Associates?”  Odo’s interest was piqued.

“Aliens,” replied the Cardassian, his voice dismissive.  “They apparently wish to disrupt the Federation.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” said the Cardassian, “but one of their vessels was recently seen along the Talarian border.  When the Talarians tried to investigate, their ships were destroyed.”

“And what about the changeling?” asked Odo.  “Where is he now?”

“Closer than you think.”

Odo wanted an explanation.  He knew the changeling was probably in the vicinity… but where?  A planet?  Starship?  Starbase?  The possibilities were endless.  But when Odo glanced up at the shadowy ledge for his answer, the Cardassian was already gone.

At first, Megan Reinbold wasn’t exactly sure what she was looking at.  Since there was so much debris in the vicinity, almost every blip on sensors looked the same.  Occasionally she would come upon something that looked interesting, but so far, none of those promising leads turned up anything substantial.  Thus, Reinbold wasn’t overly optimistic when this latest piece of debris caught her attention.

At a glance, it was a small hunk of charred metal—nothing too extraordinary—but when Reinbold afforded the debris more than a simple glance, it immediately became obvious that she had something of extreme value.  “Captain,” she called, “I’ve got an escape pod.”

Since the relay station only had a crew compliment of five people at the very most, there were only five very small escape pods.  Two of them had already been recovered—empty—and debris from a third pod was spotted near the remains of the fusion reactor.

Harrison was immediately on his feet.  “Life signs?”  It was generally assumed that all hands had perished, but…

“One,” confirmed Reinbold.  “Very weak.”

“The escape pod took heavy damage when the station exploded,” said Robinson, gleaning the data from her personal workstation.  “I’m reading multiple hull fractures, a complete systems failure… It’s a wonder the pod wasn’t vaporized in the blast!”

More like a miracle, considering the passenger was still alive.  Of course, he wasn’t likely to stay that way for very long.  Thus, Reinbold worked frantically at the controls to get him aboard the Columbia.  “I’ve got a transporter lock!”

“Beam him directly to sickbay,” called Harrison, already on his feet and headed for the turbolift—no doubt with the intention of greeting the Columbia’s new guest.  “Commander Robinson, the bridge is yours…”

The prognosis was not good.  Even without his tricorder, Doctor V’Sal Arayne could sense this patient’s stay aboard the Columbia would be a short one.  Much of the patient’s body was charred black—hands, arms, face… it was even difficult to tell if the patient was a man or a woman.  There were numerous broken bones and lacerations, and the internal organs were shutting down due to a lack of oxygen.  Still, the Bolian Doctor would do everything in his power to save the patient, even if those efforts were futile.

“Ten milligrams inaprovaline!” he frantically shouted as he approached the biobed, medical tricorder wailing the entire time.

Seconds later, Arayne felt the nurse place a hypospray in his hand.  The Doctor quickly injected the medication into the patient’s system, but so great was the damage, the inaprovaline seemed to have no effect.

“Renal organs are failing!” called the nurse from the workstation at the foot of the biobed.

A flurry of strident computer bleeps filled the air, and Arayne knew that he was quickly losing this battle against time—even the neural systems were beginning to fail.  “Prepare twenty milligrams of cortalin,” said the Doctor as he attached a pair of cortical stimulators to the patient’s forehead.

The nurse wasted no time in getting the said medication, but Arayne had a bad feeling that even a stiff dose of cortalin would be insufficient to resuscitate the patient if his condition worsened.  Even so, he wasn’t about to give up; the cortical stimulators were in place, and ready for action—but then the heart monitor began to waver, and the shrill beeping tone gradually turned constant.  

“He’s going into cardiac arrest!” exclaimed the nurse.  “We’re losing him!”

“Damn it!”  The failures were coming faster than Arayne could deal with them—but the cortical stimulators were in place, and those were certainly the best option at this point.  The jolt of energy would probably be enough to keep the higher neural functions going… and maybe even the heart.  “Activate the cortical stimulator!  Two second burst!”

The nurse’s deft fingers flew over the controls, and the patient’s body jerked as the jolt of energy surged through his body—but to no avail.  “No pulse, minimal brain activity,” said the nurse.

Arayne was already monitoring the situation with his medical tricorder.  He saw it, too.  “Again!”

The cortical stimulator fired again, and the patient jerked—but this time the end result was different.  The patient’s bloodshot eyes flew open, and he started gasping for air…

“Pulse is very weak,” said the nurse.  “Thirty beats per minute!”

Just then, the sickbay’s doors parted, and Captain Harrison entered the facility alongside Turathan Karalis.  They had undoubtedly come to greet the Columbia’s guest, but unfortunately, the man (or woman) was in no condition to talk. 

Harrison approached the patient’s biobed, but made a discreet effort to keep his distance.  “How is he, Doctor?”

“Not good,” said the Bolian.  “Time is not on his side…”

The Captain afforded the patient a glance—but so grotesquely hideous was the individual on the biobed, Harrison could only keep his gaze there for a moment.  “I need to speak with him…”

Arayne adamantly shook his head to the contrary.  “Out of the question; this person is barely alive—he is in no condition to answer your questions!”

But Harrison wasn’t about to relent.  “Doctor,” he said, his voice quivering, but not quite angry, “this man is the sole survivor of the attack on the relay station!  We must speak with him!”

“I don’t care what you must do,” shot back Arayne.  “This man is not going to be answering your questions!”

Now Harrison was starting to get a little perturbed.  His eyes narrowed, and a frown slowly etched into his face.  “Then I hope you are prepared to deal with the survivors from the next attack, Doctor… because there will be another attack!”

“It is only a matter of time,” confirmed Turathan Karalis.  “And it is likely the attackers will select a bigger target…”

Arayne didn’t have time for this.  At the moment, the Captain’s threats were little more than hearsay—but this man’s life was very real… and ultimately more important.  As such, Arayne ignored the rest of Karalis’ spiel, and returned to work…

But the patient must have been somewhat aware of the little argument, because the moment Arayne reached the biobed, a trembling, bloody arm extended reached for the Doctor.

The patient started to speak, but his raspy words were nearly incoherent.  Realizing this, the man tried again.  “…One… one… six… mark… …eight.” Each word was an epic struggle, but by some act of divine intervention, the man willed himself to speak.  “They came… out of nowhere—”

Suddenly oblivious to the gore, Harrison approached the man’s side. “Who attacked you?”

Again, the man tried to speak, but his words were cut off by a raspy cough.  Blood dribbled from his nostrils and seeped from the corners of his blackened mouth—but he was bound and determined to utter a few more words.  “The…” He hacked again, this time expelling more than just a glob of blood; it looked more a like a chunk of lung or something.

Arayne had his hand on the hypospray, ready to intervene, but the man shoved the medication away.  With his dying breath, he uttered one final word:   “Nu…”

In the back of his mind, Alan Christopher had always suspected that it might be necessary to return to the swampy surface.  Admittedly, his scan of the Darwin’s computer core was quick and imprecise, and if more data was needed… then somebody was going to have to go back into that shuttlecraft.  And that somebody wasn’t going to be Christopher.  Thankfully, it seemed there was a viable alternative.

“It’s going to be tricky,” said Erin Keller.  She stood at mission ops with Jayla Trinn, explaining her plan to the rest of the bridge crew.  “However, I think we should be able to pull the shuttle out of the mud with a simple tractor beam.”

That certainly sounded better than climbing back into the mud, but it wasn’t a plan without its flaws.  “When it crashed, the shuttle’s structural integrity was severely compromised,” reminded Bator.

“If we’re not careful,” continued Lucas Tompkins, “we’ll tear that bad boy in half when we pull it out.”

Christopher didn’t really see any alternatives; since the transporters couldn’t easily lock onto the shuttle, they simply had to give Keller’s plan a try.  “Where are we going to take the shuttle once we’ve got a hold of it?”

“There’s about three square kilometers of solid land on the southern continent,” said Neelar Drayge.  He summarily highlighted the patch of brownish-green terrain on the viewscreen.

“So we’re just going to drop it?” asked Christopher.

Drayge shrugged. “Well, it’s either that or bring it into one of the Starlight’s shuttlebays.  Given the amount of mud involved, I would imagine that would be rather messy.”

Christopher had long ago taken the mud into consideration, and bringing the shuttlecraft aboard the Starlight was definitely a last resort.  “Then I guess we drop it…”

“When can we get started?” asked Tompkins.

Keller exchanged glances with Trinn.  “What do you think?”

Glancing at the data on the mission ops console, the Trill provided a simple shrug.  “I think we could get started right away.”

Smiling, Keller nodded her approval.  “Very well, then,” she chirped.  “Let’s do it!”

Alan Christopher was just as eager to get started.  After all, the Starlight didn’t frequently get a chance for suborbital maneuvering; as such, the prospects were kind of exciting.  “Condition blue, Mister Bator!  Neelar, set course for the shuttle.”

The lights suddenly dimmed a bit, and a pale blue aura filled the bridge.  On the viewscreen, the swampy green and brown hues of the Gren-ga’tharg colony drew nearer with each moment that passed.  Wispy white clouds hung in the atmosphere, gracefully swirling through the hazy sky.  It certainly looked serene—but it was anything but.

A flare of white light flashed across the viewscreen as the Starlight smashed through the planet’s exosphere—and then the decking began to vibrate.  Christopher instinctively braced for impact, fully anticipating a rough ride.

And he wasn’t disappointed.

Just seconds later, a violent jolt of turbulence rocked the ship.  As the overhead lights began to flicker, flames of red and orange rippled across the viewscreen.

“The shields are holding!” shouted Bator over the sonorous racket.

“We’re entering the thermosphere,” added Drayge a moment later.  His fingers frantically danced over the helm in a seemingly desperate effort to guide the Starlight into a smoother descent.

Those efforts weren’t exactly working though.  Even though the ship wasn’t sustaining any real damage, the constant rattling gave Christopher the distinct impression that his brain was about to pop out of his head.  Everything in sight was turning into a blur—and lunch was really close to making another appearance…

Another sudden jolt of energy only added insult to injury.  While Christopher struggled to keep his lunch down, Lucas Tompkins seemed to take flight as he was ejected from his seat.  Tompkins soared a good three of four meters before smashing into the rumbling deck at full speed.  His hands managed to take the brunt of the impact—and he thusly flipped over onto his side in a flurry of expletives.

Christopher wanted to render assistance, but the moment he started to inch away from his seat, a second powerful jolt of energy hit the ship, forcefully throwing Christopher back into his chair just in time to see a great wall of fire swirl across the viewscreen…

And then it all stopped.

The roiling flames vanished, the wispy clouds parted, and the greenish mangrove swamps of Gren-ga’thar were finally visible.

“Damage?” asked Christopher.

Bator shook his head.  “Shields are down to seventy-three percent,” he said, “but the ship is undamaged.”

The same couldn’t be said for the crew.  Christopher suspected there would be quite a few bumps and bruises reported to sickbay, Lucas Tompkins included.  For the most part, his injuries looked superficial, but it was better to be safe than sorry.  Christopher would have him report to Doctor Hartman once the shuttle was retrieved; in the meantime, it was business as usual.

“When can we lock onto the shuttle?”

“Technically, we could do it right now,” said Jayla Trinn, her fingers slowly pecking away at the engineering console.  “But I’d rather wait until we’re closer to the surface…”

“…That way we can get a good, clean lock on the shuttle,” continued Keller.

Christopher silently nodded his approval.  For the time being, he was content to simply observe the sordid mangrove swamps from above.  Already he could see large flocks of tiny black birds soaring over the swamps, but there was still no sign of the sinking shuttle.  It was either completely submerged or sitting somewhere beyond the distant horizon.  Either way, he was going to have to wait.

Thus, he turned to Tompkins.  “You want to head down to sickbay?”

The first officer briefly examined the scrape on his hand.  “Nah, I’m good,” he said, shaking his head.  “It looks worse than it feels.” 

Christopher wasn’t going to argue.  After all, there was nothing worse than a forced visit to sickbay in the middle of a crisis.  Doctor Hartman was surely in one of her moods…

Just then, the Starlight broke through the thin layer of wispy gray clouds veiling the surface.  There were several clumps of mangrove trees dead ahead, and what appeared to be the remains of a Federation shuttlecraft, gradually seeping into the mud.  From this distance, it looked like little more than a toy model, but… Christopher knew it was the Darwin.

As if on cue, Jayla Trinn glanced up from her station and said, “We’re in range.”

Christopher flashed a faint smile.  “Then lets get ourselves some answers…  Engage the tractor beam!”

The Starlight descended upon the sinking shuttle like a hawk, swooping down from the pale blue sky with both speed and agility.  In the blink of an eye, a glittering blue tractor beam splashed into the slimy mud.  It dragged through the slimy bog for several hundred meters, leaving in its wake a shallow trench—until finally, the beam latched onto the shuttle’s metallic hull.

The beam slowly began to pull the Darwin from its swampy grave, but the thick mud was wrapped around the shuttle’s hull like a glove, refusing to let go…  The tractor beam pulled up; the shuttle creaked.  The mud pulled down; the shuttle groaned.  It was tug-of-war on a colossal scale—but from the outset, the mud was doomed to failure.  The Starlight’s tractor beam was incredibly powerful, and despite the vacuum pulling the shuttle back into the swamp, the Darwin was ultimately freed…

Dripping clumps of mud and strands of algae, the Darwin dangled helplessly from the Starlight’s hull—and thusly began its trip across the continents…

Chapter Four

“They were heading 1-1-6 mark 8,” said Matthew Harrison, indicating the Nu’s general direction to Ian Meade with a vague sweeping gesture toward the viewscreen in the astrometrics lab.

Meade ignored Harrison’s theatrics, and instead concentrated on the more concrete course and heading.  He swiftly tapped the coordinates into the computer—and in response, a yellow line swiftly arced away from Subspace Relay Station 54.  “It doesn’t seem to intercept anything of interest,” said Meade as the computer continued to extrapolate the Nu’s course.

Harrison had to concur.  The thin yellow line passed through several sectors, but didn’t come close to a single planet or nebula.  “I suppose it is possible the Nu did not maintain their course.”

Meade had a different take on the situation.  “It’s also possible our man down in sickbay was mistaken…  He was dying, after all.  His thoughts might have been a little screwy.  Stranger things have happened, right?”

That was a very distinct possibility, but Harrison wasn’t quite ready to accept it.  He wanted a decent lead, and for the time being, this was it.  “Highlight all planets and celestial bodies within ten light years of our projected course.”

“Aye, sir.”  Meade hastily instructed the computer to make the necessary changes, and after a moment, a wealth of information began to pop onto the viewscreen: fifty-eight stars, ninety-four planets, ten nebulas, three pulsars, and a single black hole…  It was, perhaps, too much information.

“Do we have contact with any of the inhabited worlds in the target area?”

Meade glanced at the sensors.  “Yes.  Starfleet has apparently rerouted the communication network to function without Relay Station 54.  Establishing a connection might take longer than usual, but we can definitely make contact.”

“Most excellent,” said Harrison.  “Send out all the information we have on the Nu.  If they appear in one of those inhabited star systems, we shall know about it almost immediately.”

Just as Meade sent out the information, Harrison heard the doors sliding apart to his aft.  Curious, he turned on his heel to see Odo standing at the threshold.  The changeling had apparently returned from the meeting with his contact—but unfortunately, now was not the time to go hunting for the renegade.

“I understand one of your relay stations was attacked,” said Odo as he entered the lab.

“Indeed,” said Harrison, forcing a diplomatic smile to his face.  “Three people were killed, and communication throughout the quadrant was disrupted for more than three hours.  As one might imagine, our hunt for the renegade changeling has been temporarily delayed.”

 “I see,” said Odo, nodding.  “Is there anything we can do to help?”

Even though Harrison knew the offer was genuine, he was uncertain what kind of assistance the Dominion could render.  At the moment, there was no adversary for the Jem’Hadar to fight—and if negotiations with the Nu were required, it was likely the Federation would want to take the lead… not the Vorta.  Still, for the sake of diplomacy, Harrison knew he had to accept Odo’s offer.

“We have reason to believe a group of aliens known as the Nu attacked the relay station,” Harrison explained.

“The Nu?” repeated Odo.

“Yes,” confirmed Harrison.  “The Columbia briefly made contact with them a few weeks ago; apparently, while I was speaking of peace and trade, the Nu were sizing us up for an attack.”

“That’s certainly odd,” said Odo, folding his arms upon his chest.  “The Nu are members of the Dominion.”

“Oh really?”  Harrison arched a curious brow.  “They neglected to mention that bit of information.  Is this sort of behavior typical of the Nu?”

“They are primarily an agrarian species,” Odo replied, drawing from information deep within his memory.  “Quite frankly, Captain, I’m surprised they had the technology to destroy your station…”

“Their vessel was moderately armed,” said Harrison, drawing information from his own memory.

“And subspace relay stations are typically unarmed,” added Ian Meade.  “A Yridian garbage scow could probably take out one of those stations.”

Despite the reassurances that the station was a viable target for the Nu, Odo hardly seemed convinced.  “Do you still have their vessel’s schematics?”

“Yes,” said Harrison.

“I’d like to see them.”

A moment later, the glittering starfield blinked away, replaced by a computer-generated image of the boxy Nu vessel.  It was similar in design to an Oberth-class starship, thought it was lacking the stardrive section beneath the saucer.  There was a large sensor pod over the bridge and another pair of lateral sensor arrays on the warp nacelles—which were aglow in yellow light.  As far as Harrison was concerned, it could have easily destroyed the relay station.

Odo was also nodding his head agreeably.  “You were right,” he said, “this vessel could have destroyed the station.  But there’s just one problem…”

“And what is that?” asked Harrison.

Odo feigned a smile.  “That is not a Nu vessel.”

Long shadows slinked away from the lanky mangroves as the gentle rays of sunshine began to slip below the horizon.  Soon, night would fall upon the putrid swamps of Gren-ga’thar—but by Bator’s estimate, they still had at least an hour of daylight to study the newly relocated shuttlecraft.

The landing went as well as expected.  Despite the numerous large fractures along the hull, the shuttle was still intact.  It would never fly again, but it was intact.  Mud and algae still clung to the hull—and there also seemed to be a fair amount of bird droppings.  

“It is a pretty nice perch,” said Erin Keller, also taking note of the drippy white goop sliding down the hull.

Nearby, Kendall Johnson and Lucas Tompkins were already inspecting the wrecked shuttlecraft.  “It’s a type-15 shuttlecraft, just like the Darwin,” said Johnson.

Using his free hand, Tompkins wiped away some of the mud stuck to the hull—and while he managed to uncover only a portion of the shuttle’s name, it was quite clearly designated the Darwin.  “Heh… This is it,” he proclaimed, wiping aside a little bit more mud to reveal some of the registry number.  “This thing is definitely from the Athena.”

Keller frowned.  “I don’t know why Commander Fala would lie to us like that.  It’s not like she had anything to do with the shuttle’s loss.”

“Well, I… uh, guess they never reported it missing,” reminded Johnson.  “That could have something to do with it…”

That was possible, but as he inspected the shuttle with his tricorder, Bator was suddenly inclined to agree with Commander Fala’s assessment.  “This might not be the Darwin after all,” he mused.

“What do you mean?” asked Tompkins.

“If Admiral Grayson’s shuttle crashed last year, one would expect some oxidation on the hull.”  Bator stepped nearer the shuttle, hoping to place it under a bit more scrutiny.  The tricorder bleeped accordingly, but there was no sign of rust.  “By my estimate, this shuttle hasn’t been here more than a few months.”

“And look at this,” said Johnson, pointing his tricorder at the registry number emblazoned on the hull.  “These hull markings were altered.  The Federation uses a crystalline disilicate compound to add hull markings…”

“Essentially, that’s just a really fancy paint,” Keller continued, also scanning the ship’s hull with her tricorder.  “These markings are similar, but I’m detecting trace amounts of trisarium chromate in the mix, as well.”

“Definitely not Federation standard,” said Johnson.

Tompkins studied the new paint job for a moment before finally turning his attention back to the others.  “Well, they did a good job…”

“But what did they do it?” asked Bator.  He had a few theories floating through his mind, but none of them made a lot of sense.

Keller shrugged.  “I have no idea,” she said, poking her head inside the hull breach Captain Christopher had previously used to gain entry to the craft.  “Maybe somebody is trying to throw us off the trail; after all, we’ve wasted an entire day here.”  After a moment, the putrid stench of swamp began to float into her nostrils, prompting a quick evacuation.  “It smells like shit in there…”

Over by the forged hull markings, Johnson continued to sort through the wealth of curious information.  He wasn’t ready to make any conclusions just yet, but he was confident someone intercepted the shuttle prior to the crash.

Tompkins stood nearby, wiping his muddy hand on the grass.  “Say, Kendall, what are you doing tonight?”

He shrugged.  “Nothing, why?”

Tompkins flashed one of his more devious smiles.  “I think I might have found a chick for you…  Do you know Ensign Tzinski?  She transferred to the Starlight when we were docked at Starbase 83 a few months ago…”

“…And works in environmental control,” continued Johnson.  He had encountered her a few times, and she was good looking, but… “An ensign?”

“What?” Tompkins chuckled, now wiping his hand clean on the front of his uniform.  “Worried about robbing the cradle, Kendall?”

“Among other things…” He rolled his eyes, and instead concentrated on his tricorder.  The paint seemed to be thinnest right over the Darwin’s name… and Johnson suspected that it might be possible to chip away some of that paint.  “Get your phaser, Lucas.”

Tompkins didn’t hesitate to pull the phaser from his belt—but he was clearly curious.  “What am I shooting at?”

Kendall pointed at the hull.  “You’re going to peel away the top layer of paint; set your phaser to… level-two, medium-angle dispersion.”

It took a few seconds of fidgeting with the controls for Tompkins to reach the proper settings, but he was ready in a reasonable amount of time.  “Stand back,” he warned as he took aim upon the muddy craft.

Johnson complied, assuming a position at Tompkins’ side.  “Go slowly,” he instructed.  “One clean pass… that should be enough.”

Tompkins took a moment to double-check his aim, and once satisfied he could make the necessary maneuver, he opened fire.  A flat beam of pulsating orange light summarily crept over the shuttle’s hull; not only did it clear away the paint, the mud and algae vanished as well.  When Tompkins finally ceased firing, it was quite obvious where the shuttle originally came from:  “USS Starlight, NCC-72080…”

• • •

Every time the investigation took one small step forward, it seemed to take several large steps back.  Matthew Harrison had been confident the Nu would provide a decent lead—but after his meeting with Odo in the astrometrics lab, it seemed they were firmly entrenched in square one.

“We don’t know who attacked the station—or why.  We don’t know the ship’s location…” Megan Reinbold sighed, wearily shoving herself away from the operations console.  “As a matter of fact, we don’t seem to know much of anything.”

Harrison had yet to adopt such a negative stance.  As Captain, he couldn’t afford to do so.  “What do we know?”

“The Nu are a part of the Dominion,” said Ian Meade, now back at the helm.  “But since we’re no longer certain the Nu attacked the relay station… I don’t know how much good that’s going to do us.”

“My source indicated that the renegade changeling was nearby,” Odo abruptly interjected.  He stood on the periphery of the bridge, a mere observer to the action.  “One could assume that he is with the Nu.”

“Even if we go with that assumption, it still fails to further the investigation,” said Harrison.  “We are very near the proverbial dead end.”

“At the moment, the Nu are still the only suspects.  If we can still establish if the Nu were responsible for the attack, we can keep the investigation moving,” said Odo.  “What did they look like?”

That was perhaps the easiest question Harrison had heard in weeks.  The Nu might have been elusive, but they were very distinctive.  “They were purple,” he readily recalled, “and shaped something like an eggplant.”

Antennas twitching, Turathan Karalis nodded his agreement.  “Additionally, their arms and legs seemed frail… almost unable to support their rotund bodies.”

Odo expelled a faint chuckle.  “That’s the Nu, all right, but I—”

The lights suddenly dimmed, and Harrison noticed several workstations go dark.  The ship didn’t seem to be under attack, but something was definitely wrong.  “Commander Reinbold?”

Her fingers were already dancing over the operations console, but given the flurry of uncooperative bleeps flowing from the station, Reinbold didn’t have much to report.  “Ops isn’t responding,” she sighed.

“The helm is offline, as well,” said Meade.

Down in sickbay, Doctor Arayne was just about to begin his autopsy on the patient recovered from the escape pod, when the lights started to flicker.  At the first sign of trouble, the emergency backups activated to ensure sickbay remained operational…  Thinking they might be under attack, Arayne waited for the call to red alert, but when nothing happened, he shrugged off the power failure as a fluke; the autopsy could proceed as scheduled.

Tricorder in hand, the Bolian approached the Columbia’s morgue.  It was little more than a series of ten cryostasis drawers, tucked away in a secluded corner of the sickbay.  In order to keep things simple, Arayne had placed the deceased into the first drawer—but when he approached, the unit was clearly deactivated.

“I was certain I activated that,” he mused to nobody in particular.  It was possible he was mistaken; he had been under a great deal of stress during and after the failed effort to save the man’s life…  But Arayne knew that it was not like him to forget things so easily.

Eager to see what happened, Arayne tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad on the drawer, and stepped aside as it opened.  It didn’t take long for him to realize that the cryostasis chamber was quite empty.

Both shocked and confused, the Doctor gently tapped his communicator.  “Arayne to bridge; we have a problem…”

Chapter Five

“We lost a shuttle two months ago,” said Erin Keller, carefully inspecting the newly uncovered hull markings.  “It just vanished when Sarah and I were responding to Ra’thenn’s distress call.  We assumed the shuttle was stolen by mercenaries, or something, but… we could never really explain what happened.”

“But now the shuttle is here,” said Bator.  The Phobian duly noted that Keller suddenly looked a little uncomfortable—as if the shuttle’s sudden reappearance brought back some bad memories.  Still, Keller kept a strong façade.  Clearly, she didn’t want to anyone else to know that something was bothering her—and Bator respected her unspoken wishes.  “If the shuttle had been captured by mercenaries, I doubt they would have dumped it in a Klingon swamp.”

“They would have stripped it clean,” said Tompkins.

“The Elorg could have taken it,” suggested Johnson.  “They did come for Ra’thenn… and so did those aliens, the… um…”

“Adraxians,” said Keller.  It was practically impossible for her to forget those vile, yellow-skinned reptilians.  “But somehow, I very much doubt they were interested in a shuttlecraft.”

Bator had to agree.  He had perused Keller’s report on the incident, and it seemed the Adraxians were just as technologically advanced as the Federation; a shuttlecraft wouldn’t have done them any good.  “There must have been another faction on Midrian IV.”

Tompkins laughed at the very notion.  “Heh… Elorg, Adraxians, Federation, lawless mercenaries… how many different factions exist on that planet?”

Johnson shrugged.  “Evidently, more than we had anticipated.”

In her heart, Erin Keller wanted to back away from the conversation.  She didn’t want to talk about that other faction, not after what happened—but in the back of her mind, Keller knew that she possessed the information that would drive the investigation forward.  She couldn’t just keep it bottled up inside because she didn’t like it.

She sighed.  Gathering her courage, she turned to Kendall and said, “There was another faction.”

Tompkins’ eyes widened.  “Who?”

Keller hesitated, but there was no turning back.  “The Phobians…  I encountered one of them on the surface.”

Bator’s heart leapt into his throat—but he was certain that he misheard Keller.  “Phobians?” he repeated, just to make sure.

And much to Bator’s surprise, Keller nodded to affirm the sentiment.  “Phobians.”

“That wasn’t mentioned in your report!” exclaimed Bator.  He didn’t exactly know if he was angry just yet, but… once the shock began to subside, he would have a much better idea.

Keller chose not to respond directly.  “I have my reasons,” she stated, making every effort to keep her voice calm.  “For now, I suggest we just concentrate on this new lead…”

When he last saw the patient, Turathan Karalis was confident the man was dead.  He had been burned beyond recognition and was expelling copious amounts of bodily fluid through his mouth and nose and any other number of orifices.  Thus, Karalis hadn’t anticipated returning to sickbay to investigate his disappearance.  “You are certain the deceased was placed inside the cryostasis chamber?”

Doctor Arayne almost seemed insulted by the question.  Still, he flashed a quaint smile and said, “Yes.”

Not wanting to insult the man, Karalis quickly clarified.  “I am merely being thorough, Doctor.”

The Bolian nodded.  “Of course.  Proceed.”

Unfortunately, Karalis wasn’t exactly certain what to do next.  Typically, dead men didn’t wander very far—which led to yet another potentially insulting question:  “Are you certain the man was dead?  Is there any possibility he simulated death?”

Arayne shrugged.  “There are some species that can simulate death, the Takarans, for example…  But my initial scans seemed to indicate the patient was human.  Of course, we have no way of knowing for certain now.”

Even if the man was alive, Karalis found it difficult to believe that he could crawl out of the cryostasis chamber—let alone do it without being noticed.  And in Karalis’ mind, that could only mean one thing:  “Your patient was a changeling, Doctor.  Perhaps the very one we’ve been searching for.”  And on that ominous note, Karalis headed for the bridge.

Odo was not overly surprised when he heard Turathan Karalis’ theory.  In fact, Odo had reached a similar conclusion not too long ago—and it was certainly valid.  “It makes sense,” he said, aimlessly wandering around the Columbia’s bridge.  “My source indicated the changeling was falling out of favor with his associates—and since safe to say those associates wanted to harm the Federation, the attack on your relay station might have been the changeling’s attempt to redeem himself.”

Seated nearby, in the command chair, Matthew Harrison was quickly warming to the theory.  “Since those associates neglected to retrieve the changeling, we can assume they were unimpressed by the show of aggression—summarily forcing him to try another tactic.”

And Odo knew the tactic well.  “He intends to destroy the Columbia.  He won’t make a direct assault, but if the changeling isn’t stopped, his actions will eventually lead to the destruction of this ship.”

“That cannot be allowed to happen,” said Robinson.

The changeling shook his head.  “It won’t.”  And in the blink of an eye, Odo’s world began to melt.  As his humanoid body liquefied into a mass of amber sludge, the Founder leapt into the overhead ventilation duct and began his search for the rogue shapeshifter…

But Captain Harrison wasn’t willing to idly stand and wait for Odo to return.  He wanted to take some action of his own.  “Commander Karalis,” he called, “erect level-ten forcefields around all essential systems, and have security details posted at every access hatch on every deck.”

The Andorian’s antennas were already twitching.  It might have been stress or excitement, or some combination of the two, but whatever it meant, Karalis was quick to take action.  “I will need additional security forces in order to secure the access hatches,” he said just moments before the forcefields zapped into place.

By Harrison’s estimate, the entire bridge was now entombed within a protective barrier—but that only eased his nerves a little.  “Use as many people as you need,” he said.  “Take them from engineering or science if necessary, because I want to ensure this ship is an impregnable fortress!”

Odo slithered through the myriad conduits like a liquid snake, and even though he had no idea where the renegade changeling was hiding, he could somehow sense that he was headed in the right direction.  After all, this wasn’t the first time found himself in this position, and somehow, he knew that it wouldn’t be the last…

There was a junction up ahead—a small chamber where the vertical and horizontal Jefferies Tubes intersected.  Since most of the critical ship systems were clustered in the lower decks, Odo decided to continue his descent; he effortlessly seeped through grated hatch on the floor and dropped down into deck four—and the moment he plopped onto the deck… the lights flitted away, and the deck started to rattle.

Curious, Odo morphed himself a head and torso—thusly using his newfound mouth to contact the bridge.  “What’s going on up there?”

That had yet to be determined—and Harrison stood anxiously beside the operations console, just waiting for Megan Reinbold’s analysis.

Her console was still uncooperative, but at least there was enough data to make an analysis.  “The EPS grid on deck five, section fifteen has been disrupted!”

“Damn!”  Karalis reached for his phaser and started for the exit.  “I don’t have anyone in that section yet…”

“Very well,” said Odo.  “I’ll meet you there!”

Harrison was tempted to accompany Karalis, but he knew his place was on the bridge—and so his gaze defaulted to Robinson.  “Make haste, Commander…”

Without so much as an ounce of hesitation, Robinson nodded her acknowledgement, and bolted into the turbolift after Karalis.  The instant the doors zapped shut behind her, the deck resumed its unsettling rumble.

Harrison clenched his fists.  “Now what?”

“Another EPS conduit,” said Reinbold.  “Deck five, section eighteen.”

“The changeling is certainly quick,” mused Harrison.  

Reinbold nodded.  “Let’s just hope our guys are quicker…”

Phaser in hand, Amy Robinson stormed out of the turbolift in tandem with Turathan Karalis.  The power disruptions had left much of deck five in darkness—and though the emergency backup lights were functional, it was barely sufficient… especially considering the renegade changeling was nearby.  Robinson sighed.  “Creepy, is it not?”

Karalis had no comment.  In fact, the Andorian was so focused upon that task at hand, he probably didn’t even hear the comment.  “The Founder should be nearby.”

“I’m right here,” said Odo.  At first, Robinson didn’t see the shapeshifter—but when a golden puddle began to shimmer on the floor, she knew at once what it was.  “Have you seen the changeling?”

“Negative,” said Karalis, constantly monitoring the vicinity with his tricorder (not that it was doing any good).  “We just arrived.  Additional security forces are en route… they will be here shortly.”

“With any luck we won’t need them,” said Odo as his gaze drifted over to the Andorian’s phaser.  “Or those.”

The lights dimmed again—but this time the event was hardly noticeable.  The rogue changeling must have disrupted a fairly nonessential conduit… or he was already on the other side of the ship.  Either way, he wasn’t going to get much further.

Karalis tapped his communicator.  “Karalis to bridge: seal off all of deck five.”

Megan Reinbold quickly complied with the order, and seconds later, a series of blue forcefields zapped into place all around the deck.

“He’s nearby,” said Odo, his voice curiously confident.

“How do you know?” asked Robinson.

“It takes a lot of energy to change forms,” Odo explained as he took over the point position.  It was probably best to have him lead, anyway.  “The changeling has assumed dozens of different forms over the past few hours—from the patient in sickbay, to any number of different objects necessary to go undetected on the ship.  Quite frankly, Commander, he’s tired.”

And sure enough, a few moments later, the trio came upon a shapeless golden blob in the middle of the corridor.  When it could sense Odo and the others approaching, it struggled to change into something, but so drained were its energy reserves, the renegade changeling remained shapeless.

Karalis immediately pointed his phaser at the changeling, but Odo seemed much less intimidated.  Smiling faintly, he knelt down beside the rogue and ran his fingers through the shapeless puddle.  “It’s harmless,” he insisted.

The sentiment was not mutual.  Robinson also took aim upon the changeling.  “Can you get it out of here?” she asked.

Odo glanced at the motionless puddle.  “That shouldn’t be a problem.”

Robinson finally started to let her guard down.  It was amazing to think that one small puddle of amber goop could cause so much trouble; there were times, especially during the Dominion War, when she had been petrified by the very notion of a changeling—but now that she stood beside one of them… the changeling didn’t really seem that threatening.  “So ends Ghodan Makar…”

Obviously, Karalis was not as trusting as Robinson.  The Andorian kept his phaser pointed directly at the changelings—both of them.  He still managed to keep a neutral façade, but his antennas, pointed down at a fairly severe angle, betrayed that placid neutrality.  It was obvious he wanted them to leave.  Quickly.

Still, Robinson knew that it was important to maintain a good relationship with Odo—because he was still at the heart of the Dominion.  There were a few polite words on the tip of her tongue… but before a single word could be uttered, the allegedly docile changeling began to morph.

At first, Robinson thought nothing of it; she simply assumed the two of them were about to link, or something—but then a pair of lanky tendrils shot up from the puddle and sliced Odo in half!  He quickly toppled over, reverting to his liquid state before splashing onto the metallic decking.

Meanwhile, the renegade started to assume a new, more threatening stance.  Karalis started to open fire, but a gelatinous tendril suddenly snapped the phaser from his hand and threw it across the deck.  Robinson instinctively dropped her weapon, and took a few steps back from the changeling…  

But the changeling wouldn’t let her go.  It hastily looped one of its many tendrils around her neck, and pulled her closer.  Robinson struggled to get away, but… to no avail.  She subsequently lost her footing and fell to the deck.  Karalis soon followed, his body slamming into the ground with THUD.

Robinson tried to scramble back to her feet, but when she came about, she was greeted by the changeling, and a pair of massive, serrated pincers looming overhead.  Suddenly fearing for her life, Robinson started to randomly kick her feet into the air, hoping to at least stun the changeling—but not a single one of her kicks made contact.

The pincers started to descend, and the noose around Robinson’s neck grew tighter… Darkness encroached upon her fuzzy vision, sounds grew faint…

And then Odo surged up from the deck, wrapping his golden form around the pincers.  They were quickly absorbed into his shimmering, viscous being.  The two of them were linked—and locked in mortal combat…

What are you doing? Odo demanded as he willed the rogue shapeshifter into submission.  He could sense malevolence, a cold hatred burning in every drop of the rogue’s being…

Who are you? asked the rogue.  It wasn’t a friendly gesture, but a cold accusation.  The rogue wanted to know why Odo was encroaching upon his territory.

I am you, Odo simply replied.  You are me.  We are one in the link.
The rogue resisted.  He didn’t want to link.  Let me go!
Odo refused.  You are dangerous.  What are you doing here?
Thinking himself immune to interrogation, the rogue didn’t answer—but he had never before experienced the link.  He couldn’t hide anything from Odo; he didn’t know how.  Thus, it didn’t take much to forcefully extract the necessary information from the rogue’s being.

You’re serving the solids, said Odo.  You’re little more than a petty criminal, forced into servitude by your associates.

The sentiment did not sit well with the renegade, and his attempts at escape only intensified.  Get away from me!  I must complete my mission!

You don’t have a mission, replied Odo.  You belong with your people.

The rogue was curious; he had never before seen another shapeshifter—but so loyal was he to his solid associates, he couldn’t bring himself to ask.  His true desire was to go back… But Odo had no intention of letting him return; his life among the solids was violent and chaotic, the antithesis of everything the Dominion stood for.

You are not just any shapeshifter.  You are a Founder, one of the hundred sent out by our people to explore the galaxy.  You are an integral part of the Dominion… and the Great Link…  And now that your task is completed, you must return to us.

The rogue was still confused.  He was vaguely aware of the Dominion, and even less certain about the Founders—but as the moments passed, Odo’s recollections gradually began to merge with the renegade’s; soon, their thoughts would be one, and the renegade would understand.

What if I don’t wish to join the Great Link? asked the renegade.

You don’t have much of a choice, replied Odo. If you don’t come with me, I’ll have to turn you over to the Federation.

That struck a chord.  The Federation is evil; it must be eliminated…
Why do you say that?

My associates say that…

And who are they?

I don’t know.

And it was the truth.  At this point, Odo was aware of the renegade’s entire existence.  He was found in the Delta Quadrant nearly fifty years ago, by a species known as Devore; they kept him in an isolated science lab for decades—until one day, the lab was attacked.  The alien invaders ransacked the lab and took everything of value, including the shapeshifter.

Once the aliens realized what the baby shapeshifter could do, they worked to develop those abilities.  The process took countless years—and all the while the seeds of hatred were being sowed.  By the time the shapeshifter perfected his craft, his hatred of the Federation ran deep—and at that point, he somehow managed to assume the role of Ghodan Makar…

Never did the aliens reveal themselves.  Never did they give the rogue more information than he needed.  To them, the shapeshifter was little more than a tool to be exploited—and as far as Odo was concerned, that was crime in itself.  There is a better life for you in the Great Link.

And on that note, the renegade reluctantly surrendered. I will return to your Great Link…

At the time, searching for the Phobians had seemed like a good idea.  Even though their involvement in the shuttle situation was still a bit hazy, they were quite possibly the missing link that had kept the investigation from moving forward.  Thus, the sensor sweeps began.

Not only that, Drayge and Johnson were reviewing older sensor logs, Bator was scouring the computer database for every scrap of data pertaining to his enigmatic people, Tompkins was looking through some of the less-reliable first contact logs, hoping some mercenary might have stumbled upon the Phobians in the recent past…

But to no avail.

After sixteen hours, the sensor sweeps revealed nine Klingon ships, an ion storm developing in the Nuq’tal Sector, and a variety of other completely ordinary phenomena.  Those older sensor logs turned up nothing of consequence, Bator’s efforts didn’t yield a shred of new information, and Lucas Tompkins was forced to conclude that not even a renegade mercenary managed to encounter the Phobians…

“We’re not going to find them,” Christopher finally decided.  He didn’t really want to give up, but given the circumstances, it was the only viable course of action.

As expected, Bator was not pleased—and he thusly continued his work at tactical.  “We have only been searching for sixteen hours.  We cannot give up so easily.”

“We’re not giving up,” Christopher assured him, “but we can’t afford to sit around in Klingon space and look for them.  Think about it… The Phobians have been in hiding for more than 200,000 years—and we have never encountered them directly.  I think it’s safe to say that we’re not going to find them unless they want to be found.”

“And at the moment,” mused Drayge, “they apparently want to remain anonymous.”

“But we know the Phobians are out there,” Christopher continued, “and we know they’re up to something.  That shuttlecraft is just a small piece of the puzzle.”

“So small, in fact, that it’s basically worthless,” Jayla Trinn crisply added.  She had a point, too, since every single piece of evidence pointed to a dead end.

“But it is a start,” said Christopher, deciding to look on the bright side.  “Besides, I have a feeling the Phobians will turn up sooner or later, and when that day comes, we’ll get all the answers we need…”

Ghodan Makar was no longer a threat to the Federation.  On some level, the sentiment should have put Matthew Harrison at ease, but as he strolled through the Columbia’s myriad corridors with Odo, the renegade, Solis, and several highly imposing Jem’Hadar, Harrison felt anything but ease.  Yes, Ghodan Makar was out of the way… but apparently, he was little more than a puppet to begin with.  The true culprit still remained, anonymously pulling the strings from afar…  But at least he no longer had a renegade changeling to do his bidding.

Harrison afforded to renegade changeling a brief glance.  As a whole, he still looked similar to Ghodan Makar, but the shapeshifter had indeed assumed a form that more closely resembled Odo—and just as Solis hastily ushered both shapeshifters toward the transporter room, the renegade glanced back at Harrison.  Their eyes met for only a second, but it was more than enough time for the renegade to deliver a most wicked glare.  He smiled, and waltzed into the transporter room alongside Solis.

Odo stayed behind, allowing the doors to slide shut behind the renegade before turning a reassuring gaze upon Harrison.  “Well, Captain, I believe my work here is complete.”

Technically speaking, Odo spoke the truth.  He had come for the renegade changeling—nothing more.  Unfortunately, Harrison found himself in a much more precarious place.  “I wish I could say the same,” said Harrison, smiling faintly.  “It would seem the changeling’s capture has elicited more questions than answered.”

“When we were linked, I was able to get a great deal of information from the renegade.  However, I think that was just the tip of the iceberg.  Even if the changeling never knew his captors, he still had encounters with the Nu and countless other species who might have additional information.  Once he joins the Great Link, I’ll have access to that information…”

Harrison liked what he heard; in fact, he suspected this might be the beginning of a solid—and peaceful—relationship with the Dominion.  “The Federation would greatly appreciate any information you might offer.”

Odo nodded his approval.  “I’ll see what I can do.  I suspect it will take some time for the changeling to adjust to the Great Link… But once he’s acclimatized, I’m…”

Voices suddenly emanated from the transporter room.  Loud, panicked voices.  The Vorta was shouting something at the Jem’Hadar… Starfleet security forces were shouting back… The voices were muffled, but it was obvious something had gone terribly wrong—and when the red alert klaxon began to sound, Harrison immediately started for the transporter room. 

But he got no further than a few inches before something exploded.  The lights dimmed as a massive BOOM rattled the deck.  Harrison tried to keep his footing, but the sheer force of the blast sent him tumbling to the deck.  When he came back to his senses a moment later, smoke filled the air…

Both curious and concerned, Harrison scrambled to his feet to find the transporter room in smoldering shambles.  Countless bodies, both Jem’Hadar and human, were on the deck, flames danced from the ceiling, and the Vorta stood nearby, covered in blood and soot…

Harrison was shocked.  “What happened?” 

“A bomb,” said Odo as he poked his head into the room.  His gaze immediately turned to the Vorta.  “Where is the changeling?”

But Solis was speechless.  He simply stood upon the transporter platform, gazing at the golden sludge dripping from the walls and ceiling.

The renegade changeling was dead.

• • •

Something was bothering Alan Christopher.  It had been lingering in the back of his mind for quite some time now—just a lingering feeling that indicated something in his psyche was unsettled.  He knew that it wasn’t anything truly important, but despite his best efforts, Alan simply could not put his finger on the problem.

So he decided to sleep on it.  After all, sleep was the ultimate therapy—and since it was also one of Alan’s most beloved hobbies, he had nothing to lose.  Even if the bothersome sensation in the back of his mind remained elusive, he would still wake up refreshed and ready to go in the morning…

When he finally reached his quarters, Alan was surprised to be greeted by the darkness.  It was an unusual occurrence, but not unprecedented… and it didn’t last long.  For Alan’s convenience, the computer automatically kicked up the illumination a few notches.  It was still dark enough to maintain the illusion of night, but bright enough for Alan to see where he was headed.  And he headed for Angela’s bedroom.  

Not surprisingly, the little girl was sound asleep in her bed, arms wrapped tightly around her favorite doll, Molly.  The sight was forever burned into Alan’s mind as one of the purest examples of simple perfection—and not wanting to disturb it, he quietly started to make his departure…  But before Alan could creep back into the living room, Angela’s sleepy blue eyes fluttered open.

She was momentarily startled by the shadowy presence in her doorway, but instead of jumping to a manic conclusion, Angela paused to study the shadow. She gazed upon Alan for only a moment, smiled, and then went back to sleep.

When Alan entered his bedroom a few moments later, he was greeted by perfection of a different kind.  Erin was perched on the edge of the bed, wearing little more than a pair of shorts and a violet tank top—and unlike Angela, she immediately took notice of Alan.  “Hey,” she said, her voice both warm and inviting.  “I wasn’t expecting you for another few hours.”

According to the duty roster, Alan was supposed to be working the late shift tonight, but he had already spent most of the day searching for those enigmatic Phobians—and of course, he had prescribed himself a night of sleep to reflect upon that nagging feeling in the back of his mind.  “Neelar said that he could handle a few hours on the bridge without me.  He loves the late shift, you know.”

Erin smiled.  “When did he say that?”

Alan shrugged.  “Stardate 73129.7.”

“More than three years ago?”  A hint of skepticism might have crept into Erin’s voice.

“I have a good memory,” said Alan in his own defense—and it was true, of course… just not enough to convince Erin.

Thankfully, she dropped the subject.  “Well, I was just getting ready to curl up in bed with a good book…”

“Well,” said Alan, sitting down beside Erin, “now you can curl up with me instead.”  He unfastened his jacket and tossed it across the room; it hit the wall, and then dropped onto the desk below.

Unimpressed, Erin only rolled her eyes… and for some reason, that utter disinterested started to jog Alan’s memory… because this wasn’t the first time he had failed to impress!  He quickly removed his bright red undershirt and then placed his bare chest under a bit of scrutiny.  “Do you think I’m wimpy?”

“Wimpy?”  Erin arched a curious brow.

“Yeah… you heard me.  Yesterday, at the swamp, Captain Kayvok told me that his mother could beat me up…  That I could use a little meat on my bones.”  Alan flexed his muscles.  “What do you think?”

Though she didn’t say a word, Erin obviously liked what she saw.  She inched closer to Alan, seductively wrapping her arms around his muscular shoulders.

“I take it you approve?”

“I don’t think you have to worry about Kayvok or his mom…” And that was all that Erin had to say.  Flexing some muscle of her own, she easily maneuvered Alan onto his back… and all thoughts of turning in early immediately evaporated.

Alan gently reached for Erin’s hand, but the moment his hand touched her hers, the mood seemed to shatter.  Instead of embracing Alan’s advance, Erin seemed to pull away—and she was trembling.  Choking back tears, she nervously scrambled back to the foot of the bed, shaking her head.

“Erin?”  Concerned, Alan immediately sat up.  “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head.  “Nothing.”

That was a lie if Alan had ever heard one.  “You can’t fool me that easily,” he said.  “I know you too well.  Something is definitely bothering you…” Unfortunately, Alan couldn’t even begin to fathom what that something might have been.  “Did I do something stupid?”

Erin tried to giggle, but the sadness in her voice seemed to pervade all signs of joy.  “No…  It’s not you, Alan.”

Since that was his only guess, Alan was truly stumped—and growing increasingly concerned.  After all, Erin had some pretty thick skin; it took quite a lot to get her this upset.  He crawled back to her side, and very gently wrapped a comforting arm around her body.  Even if he couldn’t begin to comprehend Erin’s problems, he still had to help her through them.  “Is there anything I can do?”

Wiping aside the tears, Erin gently rested her head upon Alan’s shoulder.  She didn’t say a word, but in his heart, Alan knew that something terrible had happened…

The renegade changeling’s demise proved to be a setback for both the Federation and the Dominion.  Had he not been killed—presumably by his former associates—it was very likely the shapeshifter could have provided a wealth of intelligence information on this new threat to the Federation.  Of course, had those associates been a little more intelligent, they would have long ago foreseen the error in their violent tactics.

Had the changeling been allowed live, and return to the Great Link, the Dominion would have held up its end of the bargain: Odo would have provided the intelligence information, and little else.  But now that the changeling was dead, the renegade’s associates had made themselves an enemy in the Dominion.  Not only that, the fledgling bond between the Federation and the Dominion was strengthened considerably…  If push came to shove, a combined Federation/Dominion task force would likely be unstoppable.  By killing the renegade to protect a few secrets, those associates might have spelled their own doom…

But Matthew Harrison didn’t really want to think about any of it.  He had been consumed by the whole Dominion fiasco for the past several days, and it was certainly time for a change of pace.  Perhaps it was even time for him to finally sit down and watch The Chozo Chronicles?

With Commander Robinson?

After all, he had confirmed the date and time in the turbolift yesterday, and it would be very impolite to recant those words.  Harrison certainly didn’t wish to violate the rules of etiquette—but if he adhered to Starfleet protocol, and avoided this date with Robinson, then etiquette would have to fall by the wayside in this instance.  

“I did not take this assignment to make friends,” Harrison muttered to himself.  Of course, the Columbia was going to be a long-term assignment; not even Starfleet could expect him to remain completely isolated.  A date with Commander Robinson would not be the end of the world, but it would mean the end of strict adherence to protocol…  Harrison knew he couldn’t have it both ways.  He had to choose.

So he tapped his communicator.  “Harrison to Robinson…”
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