Episode 20

Devil’s Virus

“Commander, we are receiving a set of coordinates from the Defense Perimeter,” Lieutenant Commander Vendar Perkins stated from ops.  “Apparently, they want us to be there in the next minute.”

Commander Sarah Caft was alarmed when she heard Perkins’ report.  “How far?” she asked.

“One million kilometers from here!” Perkins replied in an alarmed voice.

Sarah immediately knew what do as she opened an inter-ship comm link.  “Bridge to engineering.  I need warp one in the next forty seconds!”

“What?!?” Commander Kalia Tarkent shouted back.  “How the hell can I do that?”
“I just need it for under three seconds!” Sarah replied.

There was a pause from the other line, and Sarah hoped Kalia would be capable of giving them warp 1.  The Defense Perimeter was in a hurry to get to the front line, which was suffering horribly from the new Vorkalai defenses.  If the Dragon wasn’t where it was supposed to be, when it was supposed to be, it would be left behind to stumble along after the base.  If the Dragon didn’t make it…it might be out of the war effort permanently, and would be useless until after the war.

The battle the Dragon had experienced just a day ago had caused major damage.  Just getting away from the huge antimatter explosion had nearly caused a warp core breach.

“Warp power is online,” Lieutenant James Trikal reported from the helm.

“Thanks, engineering!” Sarah said, closing the channel.  “Helm, get us to those coordinates, and I mean now!”

She watched anxiously as James keyed in the commands, then hit the confirmation sensor on the console.  The Dragon leapt to warp, but almost as soon as it had, it dropped back out.

“Did we make it?” Sarah asked as James continued to key in commands.

“Just a second…” James said in a hesitant voice.  The Dragon had obviously fallen short of the coordinates, and James was no doubt maneuvering to the coordinates.

Finally, after several tense moments, James reported, “We made it.”

The moment he said that, the Defense Perimeter, in all of its size, dropped out of warp seemingly on top of the Dragon.  Immediately, from a bay directly heading towards the Dragon, a tractor beam locked onto the Dragon and pulled it in.

It took no more than fifty seconds for the Dragon to reach the bay.  As they entered, Perkins confirmed, “We’re in their inertial damping field…and have gone back into warp.”

Sarah sighed as she saw repair crews heading towards the Dragon while she had yet to even make it to the docking latches.  However, Sarah knew their work was far from over.

“All right, people,” she said.  “We’ve got repairs to make.  Let’s get to it.”

Perkins strolled through Deck 15, finally having a chance to relax after a very long, and hard day.  In less than twenty-four hours, her and the crew had learned of a horrible future.  They had combated that future, and barely came out alive.

It was because of Captain Harriman that they survived.  With out his heroism…they might never have made it…

Now, they had a long couple of days of repairs to do.  The Dragon probably wouldn’t be able to join into the battle until days after the Perimeter made it to the front.  But they would try…

Suddenly, the deck pitched from underneath Perkins.  She felt as if she was being thrown around…yet when she hit the wall to her right, it didn’t feel like she had actually been thrown!

She slouched to the ground, unsure as to what was happening.  Her mind was racing with thoughts…evil thoughts.  “What’s happening to me?!?!?” she screamed in her mind.

She tried to call out for help, but couldn’t move, and just sat there, slouched on the deck.  She could not move, not even her eyes, as evil images filled her head.  Finally, she blacked out…

“I personally think that getting them to pilot it was completely wrong,” Lieutenant Commander Thomas Halkrat said to Lieutenant Ada Marquet.  “I mean, the people were insane!”

Ada smiled as she replied, “Perhaps, but they got the job done like no other.”

She took another fork-full from her dinner as she listened to Tom.  “Maybe, but that’s the point: ‘like no other.’  Relations with the Cardassians might be much better if it hadn’t been for them.”

“Oh, come on, Tom,” Ada replied, swallowing her food.  “Captain Sulu didn’t have any choice!  The Cardassians attacked him and his ship!”

“But because they were giving sanctuary to a criminal!” Tom argued.

Ada frowned and said, “How could they know that he had really done something wrong?!  The Cardassians have always been distrustful, and you know it!  For crying out loud, the crew had to pilot that ship into a defensive battle well after the Excelsior encountered them!”

Suddenly, Ada heard the familiar sound of the comm chime.  She sighed angrily as a voice said, “Security to Marquet.  We have an emergency on deck 15.  We need you here immediately!”
Ada threw her fork down and stood, heading for a console.  She opened the comm channel and replied, “Can’t it wait?  I’m kind of busy right now.”

“No, this can’t wait,” the security officer, of which she finally recognized was her best officer, replied.  “Lieutenant Charlie Pulaski has been murdered.”

“Pulaski?!” Ada asked.  She looked at Tom, surprise very prominent on her facial features.  “Uh…I’ll be right there.  What section?”

“Thirty-two Beta,” the officer replied.

Ada closed the comm channel, then grabbed her communicator and a phaser.  “Enjoy dinner, Tom,” she said, smiling at him as she left the room.

Sarah rounded the corner of Deck 15 to find Command Kara Trieal already examining the body of Lieutenant Pulaski.

Sarah stopped far from the body, seeing from a distance the damage done.  When she had been informed that the Lieutenant had been murdered, she had thought with a phaser set on high stun, or something around those grounds.  This, however, was much worse.

Spilled all across the deck was the man’s blood.  With that blood was knotted intestines, which had been clumsily ripped from the man’s stomach.  His jaw was broken completely on both sides, his tongue lying in his lap.  The only think keeping his head from falling or collapsing inward into his chest was his spinal cord…his throat completely gone, no where to be seen.

Sarah turned away in horror form the site, and noticed for the first time the pale face on the security officers, who were also turned away in horror.  Sarah barely held back the urge to vomit as she heard Kara’s tricorder close.

Sarah, who somehow knew Kara was now standing next to her, asked, “What happened?”

“Its just what it looks like,” Kara replied.  “Someone ripped him apart…by hand.”

Sarah shook her head, disbelieving.  “How could any one do that?!  I could imagine ripping out his throat to kill him…but his intestines and his tongue?  Why!”

“That isn’t the biggest surprise of it all,” Kara said.

Sarah, not caring about the body anymore, spun around to face Kara.  “The surprise is who did it…isn’t it?”

Kara nodded solemnly.  “I found traces of partially human DNA on Pulaski…and it matched Commander Perkins’ DNA exactly.”

Sarah felt her jaw drop when she heard that information.  Her eyes went wide, her mind disbelieving.  It couldn’t be!  How could Perkins murder a fellow crewmember, let alone do something like this!

“It can’t be!” Ada said, who Sarah just now noticed standing next to her.  “How could Vendar do something like this?  She couldn’t…wouldn’t kill a fly!  Let alone rip its wings off!”

Sarah moved to a computer console on the wall, trying to ignore the mangled body of Pulaski.  “Poor Katherine Pulaski,” she thought.  “Her grandson…killed like this…”

Sarah activated the console with a simple touch, then ordered, “Computer, locate Lieutenant Commander Vendar Perkins.”

“Vendar Perkins is on Deck 15, section 21, in crewman Darson’s quarters,” the female computer voice replied.

“Move!” Ada shouted.  “Section 21, now!”

Sarah pulled her hand phaser from its holster and started chasing after Ada and her security officers, Kara left behind to deal with the body.  She never could hope to catch up to the athletic security officers, but she kept up with their pace.

The officers rounded a bend, and Sarah could no longer see them.  However, when she rounded the bend, she saw the officers surrounding a door, which had an odd dent in the middle of it…

Ada keyed in her emergency access code, causing the door opened.  The door stopped just before completely opening, due to the dent, but it was enough to allow the limp body of crewman Darson to fall back into the hall.  Her head was smashed in back, and was probably what had caused the dent in the door.  Like Pulaski, he had his throat completely ripped out, which was also nowhere to be seen.

The officers rushed into the room, ignoring the body, but came out moments later.  “She’s not in there…but I found this,” one of the officers stated, handing Ada a bloodied communicator.

Ada dropped the communicator in disgust, wiping the blood off on her uniform.  Sarah knew without having to identify it that it was Perkins’ communicator.

She activated the computer console closest to her and ordered, “Computer, locate Vendar Perkins’ bio signature.”

“Vendar Perkins is not on board,” the computer replied.

Sarah looked at Ada in horror.  “When did she leave??”

“Vendar Perkins never left the ship,” the computer replied.

With that reply, Sarah frowned deeply.  “Then how the hell can she not be on board?”

“Vendar Perkins’ bio signature disappeared twenty minutes ago, on deck 15.”
Sarah deactivated the panel and moved to the center of the hall.  “It looks like we have a sick mystery on our hands,” she commented.

“Commander!” someone shouted from Darson’s room.

Sarah ran in, her heart racing, and Ada following.  She entered Darson’s bedroom…to find a security officer pointing his pulse rifle down an open Jeffrey’s tube hatch.

“Damn,” Sarah said.  “It just got a whole lot more complicated…”

Ada tapped her comm badge and ordered, “Marquet to bridge, put Commander Caft on a ship-wide channel.”

Sarah then tapped her own comm badge, and didn’t even wait to be acknowledged.  “Everyone, we are going to red alert,” she said.  “Arm yourselves, and fortify yourselves in your rooms or stations.  Seal all Jeffrey's tubes hatches.  If you see any one who looks remotely like Lieutenant Commander Vendar Perkins, use heavy stun on her and alert the bridge or security.  We have an emergency on our hands, so don’t hesitate to fire!”

Sarah left the room as Ada sealed the hatch with her command codes.  Hopefully, Perkins would be too crazy to use her own command codes to open the hatch.

“What happened to you, Vendar,” she thought.

Captain Chris Harriman quickly turned off the screen that was displaying tactical readouts of the pirate group and looked back to his personnel readout.  He listened to the steps approaching closely, as he had, in only a week or two, developed a sense of being able to identify a person by their foot steps.

Immediately he recognized them as belonging to Falarr, the pirate group’s leader.  He turned around and gave her a warm smile.  Falarr returned the warm smile and walked past Chris to the console.  Chris’s head followed her as she turned around and leaned against the console.

Funny how I never noticed before how her form-fitting uniform was attractive… Chris thought.  He looked her up and down real quick, and added, VERY attractive.
He inwardly laughed as he thought, been here a week and never noticed until now.  I must really be a married man.
At that thought, a great pain entered his heart.  Sure, it had only been two to three weeks since he had left for this mission, sure he had barely had time to consider anything but the mission…but he sure as hell missed Sarah.

Of all of the women Chris had ever met in his life, he had never felt so close and so in love with anyone like he was with Sarah.  Sure, emotional barriers had been put up after an incident their first days at the academy, right when they first met…but they quickly grew fond of one another.

Falarr cleared her throat, forcing Chris from his memories.  “You OK, Jahkarr?” she asked.

Chris smiled and touched his rank insignia with his right hand.  After he had turned Chek in as being a conspirator, he had been given the rank of Falarr’s First.  The small badge on his left breast showed the Hintaru’s pride animal, the Alzon, which was a powerful herbivorous animal on the Hintaru home world.  The only thing higher than the Alzon in fame to the Hintaru was the Tritorn, a three-eyed beast that never procreated.

Chris thought of that animal for a moment.  If the animal never procreated, how could it have survived?  Chris searched his memory and remembered that there had once been an overpopulation of the Tritorn back before the Hintaru had evolved, and as the beasts were almost immortal, they simply evolved to no longer procreate.  With only two left in the entire universe, Chris was surprised they didn’t evolve again to procreate.

Evolution doesn’t work like that, though, Chris thought.  Funny how evolution was supposed to protect a species with natural selection…only to kill off a species.
He tapped the insignia a few times and said, “I’m still surprised at being at such a high rank already.”

Falarr smiled and said, “I’m sure you’re finding it to be hard work, though, yes?”

Chris pointed to the display on the console Falarr was leaning on.  “The hardest part is filling all necessary positions,” Chris replied.  “A good number of our force was part of that rebel group.”  Which makes the group a prime target for the Hintaru security force, Chris mentally added.

Falarr moved from the console and started slowly, sensually edging her body towards Chris’s.  Chris almost broke out a sweat of nervousness at this action as she said quietly, “I trust you will do the job well.”

Chris stumbled for words as hormones began an attempt to take control of his body.  “Uhhh….ummm…yeah, should be, uh…no problem.”

As she came closer, somehow managing never to quite touch her body to Chris’s, she let her breath moisten his skin.  Her lips were at his, almost touching, as she stared into his eyes.  “Good,” she whispered.

Suddenly, her body, which she had done such a good job of keeping off of Chris’s, touched.  It seemed as if her entire body, lips included, connected with his at the exact same moment.  Adrenaline pumped through Chris, his mind racing, trying to find reason.

He found the reason he had been looking for.  He pushed her away, not even taking the time to drink from her lips.  “No,” was all he said.

She frowned at his reply to her action, no doubt expecting him to have gone to bed with her that night.  Now she had to contemplate what kind of pirate Chris really was.  If he didn’t take advantage of her offer, what about taking advantage of others?

He knew he was taking a risk, but no matter what, he could not violate his oath of marriage to Sarah.  No matter how much of his life was at stake.  She stared at him a moment longer, shook her head, and left the room.

Chris stood there for a moment, stunned at both her actions and his own.  Her actions had been unprovoked, a universal sign of a pirate.  Chris’s had been the prime example of a moral, ethical human being.  But his actions now meant he had to watch his step, because she would be doing the same.

After a long minute of staring after her, he finally turned back to the console and brought up the tactical readout.  I’ve got to get the hell out of here, he thought.

He then smiled and added, damn…I really am married.
The first thing Ada noticed as she and Sarah stepped on to the bridge was the repair crew on the viewscreen.  As Ada headed for tactical, Sarah ordered, “Get those repair crews away from here.  Seal off the ship entirely.  No one gets on or off.”

R’Sharn, who had seemingly nothing to do prior to this, was now flying across her console, carrying out her orders.

“Ada, seal off the saucer section,” Sarah ordered, swiveling the command chair around to face her.  “That way our search area is almost halved.”

“Aye,” Ada replied, working her console.  First, she let the computer seal off the junctions leading from the saucer section to the stardrive section.  Then she manually checked each and everyone, a process that took half of an eternity.

Finally, several minutes later, she confirmed that the saucer section was completely sealed off.

As she took her train of concentration from her now finished tedious task, she heard R’Sharn finish, “…Out of warp.  The ships are reversing course and are bringing the Vorkalai ships to the defense perimeter.”

Ada filled in what she had missed by guessing that the Defense Perimeter had dropped out of warp to let the ships come to it.  A feeling of dread overcame her as she deduced that the retreat meant the Vorkalai had turned the tide of the stalemate…and they were winning.

She suppressed her feeling of dread and checked the current reports of the ship’s security officers.  Already a forth of the ship found, and no trace of Vendar.  “I refuse to believe it,” Ada thought.  “This can’t be Vendar doing this!  She has to have been captured and framed!”
“Lieutenant!” she suddenly heard Sarah say in a loud voice.  Ada snapped out of her thoughts and gave a blank look at Sarah.  “I asked for a status report!”

Ada was slow at first, but finally Sarah’s order registered.  “Uh, right!” she quickly amended.  She looked at her console again and replied, “Umm…just over a forth of the saucer section has been searched.  No disturbances reported, and the Jeffrey's tubes have thus far been empty.”

Sarah stared at her for a moment as Ada buried her face in her console, trying to avoid Sarah’s piercing stare.  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were a CO.  Only a CO can give that kind of stare…”
She began a systematic scan for unusual life forms, blocking out Sarah’s stare.  Obviously, if Vendar was somehow…transformed, she would register as a very unusual life form.

As the scan swept over the saucer section, nothing unusual showed up.  She sighed in frustration.  “Hey,” a voice said from right next to her.  She jumped and spun her head to see Sarah standing next to her.

“Uh, I didn’t see you there,” Ada amended.  She looked back at her console, trying to block that piercing stare.  “Umm…If Commander Perkins was somehow altered, her new form blocks all bio scans.”

“Ada,” Sarah said, forcing her to look at Sarah.  “I know what you are feeling right now.  You feel as if you can’t do anything…and you have trouble accepting the fact that Vendar did this.”

“Aren’t you?!” Ada snapped.

Sarah gave her a sympathetic stare.  “I am,” she admitted.  “However, instead of shutting the possibility out of my mind, I’m trying to figure out how it is possible.  Maybe then, we can save her.”

Ada stared at Sarah, not knowing what to do.  She was completely helpless…there was nothing they could do…  Or was there?

She turned her head back to her console as she remembered a new feature added to the Dragon’s internal sensors by the Hintaru designers.

“Hold on, I’m going to try a thermal radiation scan,” she told Sarah.  “I’m guessing that, if indeed Vendar has been altered, her temperature should be different from a normal human’s.”  As she keyed in the command, she added, “She shouldn’t be very different from our own.  It’ll be enough to distinguish it as not human, but close enough so that we know it’s not a normal alien’s temperature.”

She transfixed her eyes on the tactical display of the Dragon’s interior.  Hope permeated her emotions at first…but as the scan reached the ¾ point, despair filled her.  She gave up hope as the scan approached the very aft of the ship…when suddenly a warm blip appeared.

“There!” Sarah said.  “What’s that?”

Ada did a very concentrated scan of the area, which took a minute to complete.  “I think its her,” Ada declared.  “Barely a trace of a human bio signature.  Even that is very suppressed.  Looks like she’s trying to get to the stardrive section.”

“Get security there,” Sarah ordered.

Before Ada had the chance to do that, the almost finished thermal radiation scan suddenly picked up a second blip.  Ada frowned and did a concentrated scan on the new area, close to the Alpha warp core…the one that powered the nacelles.

“Damn,” she said under her breath.  “I don’t know how,” she spoke up.  “But another one’s near engineering!”

“There’s more than one?!?” Sarah asked, fear riding the edge of her voice.

“A report just came in from deck 39!” R’Sharn suddenly interrupted.  “Three people have been found mutilated, with their throats torn out!”

“That’s that second person,” Ada confirmed.  “It’s on deck 39.”

Suddenly, the deck pitched from underneath Ada.  She flew to the ground, landing hard on her chest.  Her vision began to blur as…as evil thoughts poured into her mind.

“Ada!” someone shouted.  Who was that?  “Sarah.”  As Sarah’s image entered her mind, the throat suddenly became necessary to her survival.  “Such a pretty throat…and in good health…”

Sarah suddenly noticed something on Ada’s skin.  She took a closer look…and saw some sickly green spot growing on her neck!

Suddenly, Ada’s eyes took on a furious look, and she lunged at Sarah.  Sarah reeled in surprise and had no time to react.  Fortunately, someone else did.  Just as Ada’s hands rapped around her throat, a phaser blast caught her mid-section.

Ada flew from the impact of the blast, no doubt set on high stun, and crashed heavily into the computer access terminal directly behind tactical.  The panel overloaded and exploded, sending Ada flying over the tactical station and rolling off of the command chair.

Sarah, not giving herself time to think, ran around the elevated area to the center of the bridge and kneeled next to Ada’s limp, but still morphing, body.  She tapped her comm badge and said, “Caft to transporter room 1, emergency beaming for two directly to sick bay!”

After a moment, a reply came back saying, “Can’t, ma’am.  Lieutenant Marquet’s signature is alternating too rapidly!  I can’t get a solid lock!”
“Then let’s carry her to sickbay!” Sarah ordered the bridge crew, who were mostly just standing around, gawking.  After a moment’s hesitance, she shouted, “NOW!”

With that, three officers moved forward and lifted Ada’s body up.  As they all moved towards the transporter room, Sarah ordered, “Have sickbay prepare for our arrival, and get security down there!”

The turbolift doors immediately opened and permitted them on as the bridge crew carried out her orders.  The officers set Ada’s body on the ground for a moment.  Sarah leaned over her body, taking out her tricorder.

She scanned over Ada’s body, unable to make any sense of the readings.  She would have to wait for an answer to this strange metamorphosis…

“Hold on, Ada,” she said quietly, storing her tricorder.  “Hold on…”

Commander Kara Trieal waited impatiently for Ada to arrive.  Having to listen to an EMH Mark I babble on about him having to take the risks, despite him being a hologram, of examining a strange, murderous patient.

Finally, after waiting for what seemed like forever, she said, “Computer deactivate the EMH and then activate the LMH!”

Before the EMH could get past its first word of protest, it was replaced by the LMH.  “Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” the LMH, which looked like Deep Space 9’s doctor, stated.

“We have a murderous patient coming in,” Kara said quietly.  “It appears that her entire body is mutating.  We’ll put you in with her under a level 10 force field.”

“Very well,” the LMH replied.  He smiled and added, “This should be interesting.”

Kara cocked her head to the side, smiled, and said, “Perhaps I’ll activate you first from now on instead of that EMH program.”

“A very good choice,” the LMH replied.

Kara just rolled her eyes and looked at the entrance as the doors parted.  Three officers carried a…thing she guessed was Ada.  She directed them towards the security medical bay and stopped Sarah as she followed.

“What the hell is going on?!” Kara asked, astonished.  She looked at Ada again as the officers entered the room.  Her entire body had turned green, and her hair was starting to fall out rapidly.  In fact, she noticed there was a trail of black hair on the deck.

“I don’t know,” Sarah replied solemnly.  “She just started…changing, and lunged at my throat.”

Kara frowned, looking back at the security med. bay.  “The throat…” she said quietly.

“Hmm?” Sarah replied, curious.

Kara shook her head and looked at Sarah.  “Each victim has had one thing in common,” she pointed out.  “Their throats were completely ripped out.”

Sarah frowned and asked, “Why the hell would Vendar or Ada do that?”

Kara shook her head again.  “I don’t know…yet.”

“Bridge to Commander Caft, two more murders have been reported near engineering,” Tom said in a very shaky voice.

“This had to be hard on him, seeing Ada go crazy like that, Sarah thought.  “On my way.”

“Let’s move, everyone!” Kalia shouted.  “Two murders reported near here, so she should be here any minute!”

Everyone in engineering grabbed a pulse launcher and began working on shutting down the warp core.  If Perkins still had some thought left, she might be going after the warp cores.  Why she didn’t go to the Beta core, Kalia didn’t know, but her job now was to protect the ship.

She moved to the command console and began locking everything down.  Only her access commands and a few other key engineers’ commands could unlock the system.

Suddenly, she heard it.  A huge roar rolled into engineering from a corridor leading into engineering.  She froze, making sure her pulse rifle was set on high stun.  Another roar followed, a blood hungry, high pitched roar.

Everyone in engineering stopped talking.  The roars began to sound closer and closer, which finally made something in Kalia’s brain click.

“Computer, seal off engineering with forcefields and the emergency bulkheads!” she said.

Thick bulkheads began closing themselves around every entrance to engineering.  The bulkheads were usually only used if there were a hull breach in engineering or something were leaking, such as plasma coolant.

Suddenly, from the area where the roars had been coming from, something shot out to stop the door from closing.  However, just as it reached the door, it met a forcefield, causing it to immediately back off.  It all happened so fast that Kalia couldn’t identify what it was.  A tentacle? she thought.

The light that could be seen through the semi-transparent bulkhead suddenly went dead.  It gave the bulkhead an eerie feeling…

“The forcefields just went dead!” an engineer reported.  “Commander Perkins’ access code was used!”

Kalia looked and confirmed what the man saw.  “Damn,” she said.  She looked closer, then smiled.  “At least she can’t open the bulkheads with her codes.  Looks like her codes were just blocked out ship wide.”

Suddenly, a deafening bang echoed through engineering.  Kalia jumped a meter into the air, surprised at the intensity.  She looked at the bulkhead…and already saw a dent forming.

“Not good,” she said.  She tapped her comm badge and said, “Engineering to security, get someone to emergency bulkhead Zeta 9!”  No reply.  She frowned and tapped her badge, “Tarkent to security, respond!”  Again, no reply came.  “Tarkent to bridge, any one, respond!”

Fear gripped her again as she realized they were cut off.  They would have to fend for themselves.

“Everyone, set your pulse rifles on the highest stun level, no higher!” she ordered, doing so to her rifle.

“Are you crazy?!” Lieutenant Meylar Palzen shouted above the banging noise that had now become nearly constant.

“That’s an order, Lieutenant!” Kalia replied.  “We don’t want to kill her!”

“Speak for yourself!” Meylar replied.

Kalia sighed and shouted back, “Look, mister, just follow my orders and we’ll get out of this alive!”

That’s when it happened.  The bulkhead suddenly flew out and across engineering banging into a wall on the far side, barely missing the warp core.  Tentacles of some sort shot out of the pitch-black corridor and latched onto anything it could, pulling what was supposed to be Vendar Perkins through.

The creature was a green blob, with a barely describable body mired with tentacles.  One huge, grotesque mouth with several eyes above it looked at the engineers.  It gave off one roar then, at an amazing speed, started moving towards them.

“Fire!” Kalia shouted, opening up a volley of her own.  The beast was stunned at first, but as Kalia found out instantly, it was only at the display of light hitting it.  After a moment’s pause, it began moving towards them again, unhindered by the large volley of stun energy.

“Damn,” Kalia said again.  “There’s only one thing to do…” She set down her rifle and moved back to the command console.

“Set rifles on low kill setting!  That should be enough to partially stun it each time!” she shouted above the roaring.  The pitch of the pulse rifles changed slightly, and she could hear that the beast was partially effected.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, she looked up and saw, with satisfaction, the entire warp core slide down out of engineering.  “Core ejection successful,” the computer confirmed.

She picked up her rifle, set it to low kill, then shouted, “Get to the Jeffrey’s tubes!  It can’t cause much more trouble from here!”

To make sure of that, Kalia aimed her rifle at the command console, which she had just fully locked out, and fired three shots.  The console exploded as Kalia moved towards the nearest Jeffrey’s tubes hatch, half of her team following her.

She spun around in time to see a tentacle coming right at her.  Instinct allowed her to aim and fire, hitting it and causing it to retract towards the beast again.

As the engineers opened the hatch, she gave cover fire, barely able to do so.  Tentacles came at them from every direction, the beast seemingly centering on them.  Kalia finally got herself into the hatch, fired a few more shots, then closed and sealed the hatch.

“Move!” she shouted, knowing the hatch would be momentarily ripped open.  “Head for Beta Engineering!”

The engineers then began making their way at inhuman speeds towards the second engineering on the stardrive section…

High-Admiral Piarn sat tense in the command chair of the Defense Perimeter’s command base.  It wouldn’t be long…

“The fleet’s coming out of warp,” a Commander named L’Kal at ops stated.  “Looks like we lost more than ¾ of the fleet!”

“Damn,” Piarn said, using a word he’d picked up from Chris to express his discontent.  On the main screen, ships seemingly extended out of no where, then took on the shapes of Hintaru and Britar ships.

“The Vorkalai are hot on their tails!” L’Kal added.

“As soon as our ships are behind the perimeter, raise shields again,” Piarn ordered.

“Aye,” L’Kal replied.

All but one ship seemed to be getting past the perimeter in good order.  That one ship, however, was moving very, very slow…

“The Hintaru’s Pride is heavily damaged!” L’Kal reported.

Before Piarn could issue and order, Vorkalai ships suddenly shot out of warp.  The Hintaru’s Pride fired a few torpedoes at the Vorkalai, but all were stopped by shields.  Within moments, the Hintaru’s Pride ignited in a matter/antimatter explosion.

For a moment, dread overcame Piarn.  That was the Hintaru flagship, and it had the best crew on it…  Then, determination came over Piarn.  “Raise shields, fire at will!” he ordered in his most commanding voice. “Make them pay!”

Before the Vorkalai could get off any shots, a huge barrage of weapons fire lanced and shot out at them.  Any unshielded ships were instantly destroyed, the others having to break off their initial attack run.  In less then ten seconds, the battlefield was almost an overload to the senses.

Any ships that tried to break through the shields was hit with a fierce barrage, and was instantly destroyed.  The others barely had a shot at hitting the Perimeter shields.  To make things worse for the Vorkalai, the Hintaru and Britar ships added to the out-bound weapons fire.

They would pay, indeed…

“Sir, the USS Dragon just ejected one of it’s warp cores!” L’Kal stated in a shocked voice.

“What?!” Piarn asked.  He looked at the readout on his console, and sure enough, there was the warp core.  The Antimatter was contained safely, but why would the Dragon eject the core?  Sure, there was a murderer on board, but would that constitute the ejection of a warp core?

“Tarkent to bridge, can you hear me now?” Kalia’s voice came over the intercom.

“We can hear you, Kalia,” Sarah said, sitting in the command chair.  “What just happened?”

“Vendar was after the warp core, I think,” Kalia replied.  “So I ejected it, and then we got the hell out of there.”
“Understood,” Sarah replied.  “How many people did you lose?”

After a moments pause, she replied, “I think we only lost one!  He was caught in the Jeffrey’s tube by a stray tentacle.”
Sarah frowned and froze in horror.  “A WHAT?!”
“Long story,” Kalia replied.  “We are en-route to Beta Engineering, but we’re encountering several other mutated beasts along the way.”
Mutated beasts, Sarah thought.  How are we going to get Vendar and Ada back…  “I copy.  Do what you can to keep them out of Beta Engineering.”

“I need you to change the access codes on the forcefield subroutines,” she replied.  “If we can keep them up, we should be able to keep the beasts out.”
“Right, I’m on it.  Bridge out.”

She then looked to ops and ordered, “R’Sharn, open a channel to the command base.”

Lieutenant Commander R’Sharn began to comply with her orders, but a negative sounding beep came from the ops panel.  She shook her head and replied, “No can do, external communications have been lost.”

Sarah pounded the armrest on the command chair, followed by saying under her breath, “Damn…”

“Sickbay to Bridge.” Kara’s voice came over the comm system.  “You better get down here.”
“What’s up?” Sarah asked, the events obviously beginning to wear on her senses.  Kara knew just why, too…

She moved to a black panel on the wall and brought up a view of cells.  “These are human cells,” she said.  Suddenly, very small green shells of some sort began moving from cell to cell.  Moments after touching a cell, that cell would turn a sickly green and grow double its original size.

“That is the mutant virus,” she concluded.  “And it is airborne.”

Horror overtook Sarah’s face.  No doubt she just came to the same conclusion Kara had.  If it was airborne…they were all already infected.  It wouldn’t be long now…

“Tell me more about it,” Sarah said quietly.

“The virus is highly dependent on oxygen,” Kara said.  “That’s only when it is mutating.  By now, Vendar should be in her final form, and no longer requires oxygen.  But any way, that’s why every beast goes for the throat.  Aside from the lungs, the throat and everything in it leading down to the lungs are saturated with oxygen due to repeated exposure to the oxygen.  In fact, the saturation is so dense that it’s more effective to these creatures than simply breathing air.”

“And it needs oxygen to mutate?” Sarah asked.

“Yes,” Kara replied.  “Therein lies its weakness.  If we could deprive the full creature of oxygen, for a limited period of time, it should revert to the human form, which requires less oxygen.  We’d then re-initiate life support.”

“But the virus would remain, wouldn’t it?” Sarah asked.  “Or at least part of it would.”

“True, but when person is in human form, we can send nanites into the human to destroy the weak version of the mutant virus,” Kara replied simply.

“In fact, here’s your cure,” the LMH said, pressing a hypospray to Sarah’s neck and activating it.

“The nanites will cure your body,” Kara said.  “The leave your body and try to find one of the full beasts and await a chance to kill off the weak version of the virus.”

“Ingenious programming,” Sarah said, rubbing her neck.  “So what do we do to separate the full beasts from the humans?”

“Separate the saucer section from the stardrive section,” a familiar voice said.

Sarah spun to her left, a great look of surprise crossing her face.  “Ada!” she shouted.  She ran to her friend and embraced her in a hug.  They stood there for a minute hugging, then parted.

“There’s proof that the nanites work,” Kara stated.

“How will separating the saucer section help?” Sarah asked, getting to business again.

“The full beasts need energy to actually finalize the mutation, and stabilize their final form,” Kara said.

“So we eject the saucer section’s warp core, leave one or both on the stardrive section, and let the beasts get to them,” Ada said.  “We separate, then shut down life support momentarily.  Each human life sign we read, we beam to sickbay and allow the nanites to work.”

“There’s a lot of risk in that option,” Sarah said quietly.

After a moments pause, Ada said, “But our only one.”

“True,” Sarah said, thinking hard.  “But we have to get external communications back online to do it, then eject the saucer section’s core, and then wait for the beasts to head into the stardrive section.  The saucer section would be running off of the fusion generators, and so we’d be at minimum power.”

“It’s that or death,” Kara said quietly…solemnly…

Sarah nodded in agreement.  “Yes…indeed it is.”  She looked up at Kara, smiled lightly, and finished, “Let’s get to work.”

You’re taking a risk, Chris thought to himself.  He was referring to his refusal to be seduced by Falarr.  Not accepting her offer might arouse suspicion of his true intentions.  No pirate would ever refuse an offer, especially from someone like Falarr.

But then, how could he accept the offer?  He was married, and he loved Sarah with all of his heart.  Betraying her like that would betray his very fiber of being…which he knew he must not betray.  If he were to betray that fact, he would also be betraying himself.  If he couldn’t trust himself, who could he trust?

It was a complicated matter, of not being able to trust one’s self.  He’d once gone through that…and he was not anxious to let it return.

…File Transfer Complete…
The message on the console’s screen made Chris’s heart leap into his throat…followed by his stomach.  Finally, he thought.

He grabbed the data disk from the console, then proceeded to erase all evidence of the files he’d accessed.  Almost ready to bail out…
Sarah entered the bridge, anxious to get the plan underway.  She sat in the command chair and opened a ship-wide channel.  Hopefully, the creatures will be too stupid to realize what I’m saying at this point, she thought.

“This is the First Officer speaking,” she began.  She waiting a moment, knowing people might be in the middle of a crucial operation.

Finally, she started again.  “Today, we’ve been presented with a very difficult enemy.  An enemy of which seems impossible to defeat.  I know how hard it has been the past couple of hours.  We’ve lost a lot…and seen a lot.

“That is not, however, cause for us to give up.  We need to fight this with every resource we have.  For now, all we can do is cooperate in this matter.  We’ve devised a plan that will allow us to defeat this nightmare.

“What I need all of you to do is evacuate to the saucer section.  Bring only what you need, as we aren’t going to destroy the stardrive section, just separate from it.  Delta engineering, power down the warp core completely.  There can be no energy emissions from it what so ever.  Leave the Beta warp core running at maximum capacity to attract some people’s attention.

“As you enter the saucer section, there will be medics with hyposprays.  Do as they say, and do so in an orderly fashion.  The only rush we have is a rush against death, and panicking will not allow us to go any fast…and will actually slow us down.

“I can not say too much right now about our plan, as some of these creatures may still retain some basic human knowledge.  But I’m asking you to trust myself and the command staff.  If you do as ordered…we will all get out of this alive.”

Sarah then closed the channel, satisfied that she was able to make a speech somewhat inspiring…  I hope.
“You should teach the Captain how to do speeches,” Tom commented from the chair usually reserved for the first officer.

Sarah smiled, not wanting to think about how much she missed Chris at the moment.  She had to concentrate on the here and the now, and take care of the situation.  She would uphold her promise when the time to uphold it came…

Then a thought occurred to her…  “Bridge to Command Trieal,” she said, opening a two-way channel.

“Go ahead,” Kara’s voice came back.

“A thought just occurred to me…the nanites leave the body once it is cured, right?  So what prevents an airborne virus from re-infecting a person.”

“I uh…kinda forgot to tell you that I released a chemical into the air that kills the virus in its airborne state only,” came Kara’s sheepish reply.

Sarah smiled, relieved.  “All I care is that I don’t have to get an injection of nanites again,” she said, smiling.  “Bridge out.”

“How long until the evacuation is complete,” Tom asked.

“Early estimates are projecting twenty minutes,” R’Sharn replied.  “That, of course, is due to the injections.”

“Understood,” she said.  She turned around to see Ada standing at tactical…not a trace of the mutation on her.  “Monitor the creatures and inform me when they’ve all moved to the stardrive section.”

“Aye,” Ada replied, beginning to work her console.

Sarah turned back around and started at the blank viewscreen.  She fidgeted in her chair, trying to get comfortable, but just couldn’t…

“Something wrong?” Tom asked quietly, leaning towards her.

Sarah looked at him, surprised.  She then let out a light laugh and replied, “I just hate waiting during these intense moments before the storm.”

Tom smiled and shook his head.  Then he stood and headed for tactical…for Ada.

Tom stopped close to Ada’s side, not bothering to look at what she was doing, and only staring at her.  She looked at him a moment, then went back to work.

“How are you doing?” he asked quietly.

“Excellent, considering what had happened,” she commented, never taking her eyes from the tactical station.

“Are there any residual effects?” he asked.

Ada shook her head and replied, “None.  Though it was pretty disturbing…the thoughts I had going through my mind.  All I wanted was to kill anyone…”  She paused a moment, staring blankly at the console.  “It was like watching someone else take control of my body.”

She started working again, probably trying to force the memories from her mind.  Tom didn’t blame her.  Though her experience was definitely shorter than that of Vendar Perkins’ experience, it still had to be very unnerving.

“I don’t mean to sound harsh, Tom,” she began.  “But I have work to do.”

“Of course,” Tom replied, mentally lecturing himself.  “But remember…I’ll be here for you.”

Ada paused again, but immediately went back to work.  Tom lingered for a moment longer, then headed back for the first officer’s chair.

He hoped this didn’t effect their relationship.  He hoped they could continue to be a couple…

As Chris passed by Falarr’s office, he elected to stop by, if only to give him more time.  He stood by her door and pressed the chime.

“Come in,” Falarr ordered.

The doors parted and allowed Chris to enter the familiar office.  She looked up from a data padd and smiled at him.  “Reconsider my offer?” she asked.

“Actually,” Chris began.  “I came to give you my final crew roster.”

He approached her desk and put a data padd on it.  The entire time he had been copying the information and hiding any evidence of his entry, he had also fashioned the crew roster.  Of course, that had been part of what he had copied in the end.

The crew roster would be perfect.  Each person would perform in their best area of expertise.  Of course, that area would soon become compromised when Chris made it back to the Defense Perimeter’s base.

Falarr began reviewing the beginning of the report, then smiled.  “You did a good job, Jahkarr,” she commented, setting the padd down.  “But you are sure that you won’t reconsider my offer?”

“Right now, all I care about is the good of our organization,” Chris replied.  “I’ll personally indulge myself once things settle back down.”

Falarr stood and circled the desk.  She never stopped approaching Chris, forcing him to slowly back away as her body nearly touched his.  “I look forward to that time,” she whispered in his face.

It didn’t take long for Chris to bump into a wall, and Falarr’s body to touch his.  A burning sensation, one that felt good rather than painful, shot through his body.  His heart began to race again as her pheromones ignited his hormones in a cascading frenzy.

She lightly pressed her lips to his, causing Chris’ senses to heighten so as to feel every sensation of the kiss.  In that same moment, she suddenly pulled away and left the office, leaving Chris alone.

He stood, pressed against the wall, for a long minute.  He forced himself to take control again, to not let himself be lost.

He forced himself to push off the wall and leave the dark office, of which he just noticed was dark.  He began walking towards the landing bay of the base.

There was a sort of excitement about the experience, and he began analyzing it.  The tantalizing thought of the moment was that it was not part of his usual being.  It detracted from something that was otherwise stable, and that always caused a feeling of excitement in a person, so matter how insignificant it might seem.

His hormones going on a rampage through his body also didn’t help the situation.  He had no control of those, and could only circumvent the resulting emotions.  It was, with out doubt, difficult, but he had to do it.  He had to do it for Sarah…

Suddenly, he noticed he was already entering the landing bay.  His mind had concentrated so much on the event that he didn’t even remember the short walk.

He entered the bay and, due to his rank, caused everyone to suddenly stand at attention.  He headed for the duty officer and ordered, “Get a Gulkarn transport ready.”

The officer simply nodded and moved to give orders.  A Gulkarn transport was meant only for speed.  The latest model of the Gulkarn was equipped with a newer warp drive, and the small craft could easily achieve warp 13.

Chris knew that, once Falarr found out what he’d done, speed was all that he would need…

“The Vorkalai are retreating,” L’Kal stated.

“Keep on them until they are all out of range,” Piarn said, sighing with relief.  It had been a rather difficult battle.  Several sections of the Perimeter had been destroyed, and a few Vorkalai ships had managed to penetrate the Perimeter.

If it hadn’t been for the ships waiting on the other side, it could have done some real damage further behind the lines…

“Sir, they’ve stopped.” L’Kal stated.

What?” Piarn asked, frowning.

“They’ve stopped just outside of our weapon’s range,” L’Kal continued.  “And they just appear to be…waiting…”

“Waiting…for us to make the next move…” Piarn said dryly.  “In the mean time, you can bet that they are planning for any possible contingency.”

“So we must then do the unexpected…” L’Kal commented.  “What ever that might be.”

Piarn stared at the readout of the waiting ships, knowing that there was only one course of action left...

Chris sat in the cockpit of the small, sleek craft.  Everything had been powered up and the preflight had already been finished.

“Everything all right with you, sir?” the officer asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Chris said.

“What shall I put in my report about your departure?” he asked.

Chris smiled, knowing his reply already.  “Just put that I am on a personal errand.  Just a few…‘loose ends’ to tie up.”

“Aye, sir,” he said.  “Have a good journey, and see you soon.”

The officer stepped out of the cockpit and closed the hatch behind Chris.  “Don’t bet on it,” Chris replied, smiling.

The landing bay doors slowly slid apart, revealing the odd greenish nebula the pirate stronghold resided in. He eased the transport off of the ground and slowly moved out of the bay.  As soon as he cleared the bay, he brought impulse up to full.

Not more than a minute later, the nebula dissipated and revealed the open space.  Chris set a direct course for the last known coordinates of the Defense Perimeter and went to maximum warp.

I’m coming home, Sarah…

“Separation complete,” R’Sharn confirmed.

“Move us eight kilometers forward, then come to a full stop,” Sarah ordered.

“Aye, Commander,” James replied, working the helm with ease.

“Transmit the order to the stardrive section to shut off life support,” Sarah ordered.

“Transmitting…” R’Sharn replied.  She worked her console as easily as James did the helm…only to meet a negative sound.  “We aren’t transmitting!” she exclaimed, surprised.  “External communications are off-line!”

Sarah opened a channel to engineering.  “Bridge to engineering, what’s going on with communications?”

“I thought we would have another hour, but during our last battle, the saucer section’s communications array was damaged,” Kalia replied.  “And in order for external communications to work, we have to completely replace the array.”
Sarah closed her eyes hard and clenched her fists in frustration.  “Great…”

“What do we do now?” Tom asked.

Sarah forced herself to calm down, then went through security protocols in her mind.  “Life support can only be fully shut down through a command console,” Sarah said.  “So we’d have to get there by shuttle, and head for engineering, as it has the closest command console to the shuttle bay.”

“Alpha engineering’s console is destroyed,” Kalia said over the open comm system.  “I didn’t want those beasts to take control of the ship through engineering.”
“So we’ll have to make our way to Beta engineering,” Sarah said slowly, regretting each word.

“That place will be filled with those creatures…” Tom commented. 

“Ada, please accompany me to shuttle bay 1,” Sarah said, standing from the command chair abruptly.  “Tom, you have the bridge.”

As Sarah and Ada made their way towards the turbolift, James stopped them.  “Begging the Commander’s pardon, but a good pilot at the helm of the shuttle craft might be useful,” he said.

Sarah turned to face him and frowned, asking, “How so?”

He shrugged and gave a sheepish look.  “You never know.  Might have to make a quick getaway if they are still intelligent enough to use the tactical console on the Battle Bridge.”

Sarah paused a minute, then nodded.  “All right, you’re on the team.”

The three officers then entered the waiting turbolift and headed for deck three to acquire weaponry.

James’ hands trembled as he moved across the Meridian’s helm.  This would be his real first ‘away’ mission.

He laughed in his mind and thought, funny how my first away mission is simply taking me to another part of the ship I’m stationed on.
However, it would still be a very dangerous mission.  Several creatures would be infesting the engineering, and the trip to engineering would be no picnic either.

“All right, let’s get this show on the road,” Sarah said, dropping into the copilot’s seat of the runabout.

James frowned and asked, “Ma’am?”

Sarah smiled and replied, “It’s an old saying.  As in, let’s get started.”

“Oh,” was all James could say, having never heard the saying before.  “Preflight completed.  Lifting off now.”

The Meridian eased off the deck and left the shuttle bay behind within seconds.  The only course correction James had to make was to angle the Meridian down a bit so as to fly over the Battle Bridge of the stardrive section.

The stardrive section looked like a ghost ship.  All lights were out, the warp nacelles and bussard collectors were black, as was the deflector dish.  It just ‘hung’ there…dead in space…

As the Meridian passed over the ship, he also noticed the single impulse engine, which was the one that was normally active, was now also dead.

They passed between the swept-back nacelles and came about to face the shuttle bay.

“Shuttle bay doors not responding,” Ada said from somewhere in the back.

“Try accessing the power distribution network of the shuttle bay, and switch to backup,” Sarah ordered.

The shuttle bay doors were normally powered by ship's power, but obviously, that power was being used elsewhere.  However, the shuttle bay doors had an emergency power generator meant for emergency opening and closing.

Finally, the doors began to part open to reveal a red-hued shuttle bay.  The only light came from the emergency lighting on the bulkheads, which happened to be red now due to the ship being on red alert.  It gave James the creeps.

He eased the Meridian into the bay, but didn’t have much room.  The entire bay still contained every Bladerunner fighter produced, and so only the very back of the bay was clear for emergency landings.

James made sure there was pressure in the bay, then opened the side hatch as the final shutdown procedure finished.

He grabbed his pulse rifle and followed the two ladies out.  Just my luck, he thought.  Alone with two women…and it has to be under these conditions.
“We should proceed through the Jeffrey tubes,” Ada said.  “Those creatures are way to big to fit in them.”

“Agreed,” Sarah said, heading towards the nearest hatch.  The three officers approached the hatch and opened.  James pointed his light into total pitch black.

“Where’s the emergency lighting?!” James whispered loudly, not daring to alarm any nearby creatures…if there were any.

“Power relay probably was damaged somewhere,” Sarah whispered back.  “Let’s go.”

Sarah eased into the Jeffrey tube, using the flashlight on her rifle as a guide.  Ada motioned for James to go next, but he hesitated.

“I don’t like this,” he said, finally moving to enter.  “Not one bit.”

“Quit whining,” Ada replied, pushing him in.  He heard her enter behind, then close the hatch.

When the hatch closed…he felt like he was closed off from the rest of the world.

“Report on their progress,” Tom ordered.

“They’re almost to engineering,” R’Sharn replied.  “About another minute before they reach the emergency hatch.”

Tom’s heart still raced as he anxiously stared at the view screen.  Though all he could see was the stardrive section, it somehow eased his anxiety.

“Come on, Sarah…” he said quietly.  “We can’t keep transporter sensors active forever…”

“This is it,” Sarah whispered, coming up to a hatch above their heads.  Each major area of a ship, such as engineering and the bridge, had an emergency access hatch to the Jeffrey tubes below.  “Ready pulse rifles.”

She slowly twisted the latch and lifted the hatch.  To James’ relief, engineering still had full power, and was well lit.  He shut off his rifle’s light and followed Sarah up.  Then…he saw them.

All up and down the warp core, which was thrumming at an incredible speed, were the creatures.  Their tentacles were fixated on the core, and occasionally, blue lightning would play across them.

Sarah didn’t even pause, and quietly walked to the command console.  “Cover me,” she whispered.

She began working the console quickly, moving through subroutines quickly.  Unfortunately, the noise from the console attracted the attention of the creatures.  They began emitting low shrieks as they moved towards the three people.

“I think they know we’re here,” James said.

“You think so?” Ada asked sarcastically.  “I couldn’t tell.”

Ignoring her remark, he said, “Come on, Commander, they’re getting closer.”

“I’m working as fast as I can, Lieutenant!” She stated, not caring about keeping her voice low any more.

Suddenly, the creatures rushed towards them.  Ada and James started firing at anything that got close…which was a lot of tentacle more than anything else.

The creatures began screaming in pain, the blasts only lightly stunning them.

Suddenly, James began to feel lightheaded.  He felt short of breath, and his vision began to blur.  He stumbled backwards, only to be caught by Sarah.

She set him on the ground as things began to spin.  His vision became so blurry that he could only barely decipher Sarah’s face.  To his surprise, and horror, she suddenly flew away violently.

A moment later, he was engulfed with a white light…and then darkness.

“Do we have them?!” Tom asked, rushing to the ops station.

“We have them,” R’Sharn replied.  Tom let out a huge sigh of relief, but when he saw R’Sharn’s stricken face, he stopped short of ops.

“However…Commander Caft was severely injured,” she said quietly.

Everything stopped…  At first, Tom thought it was his state of mind.  He thought he had been put into such a shock at the news that his mind literally slowed his perception down.  Then he realized everyone on the bridge had really stopped.

“Is she alive?” Tom managed.

“Barely,” was all R’Sharn could manage.

Tom’s mouth hung open as he read the report on her console for himself.  Indeed, she was almost mortally wounded.

To Chris’ relief, he finally came upon the Defense Perimeter.  “Damn, you guys moved forward a lot,” he said.  On sensors, the pirate ships that had been following him turned tail end and quickly left his sensors.

The streaking stars turned into a placid starfield to reveal a beautiful Defense Perimeter.  Damaged, yes, but beautiful none the less.

Several Hintaru and Britar ships were stationed behind the perimeter.  However, the number of ships alarmed Chris.  There were barely any…

Furthermore, several Vorkalai ships were stationed just outside of the Perimeter’s firing range…waiting like a patient predator.

Chris opened a channel to the Perimeter’s Command Center.  Immediately, Piarn’s face appeared.


“Captain Harriman!” he exclaimed, surprised.  “I didn’t expect you back for quite a while longer.”

“But I come bearing very useful information,” Chris replied.

“That’s good, but the information will have to be stored away for now,” Piarn said, looking a bit solemn.  “Right now, the Vorkalai are allowing us to make a move.  And we are going to take advantage of it.”

“Understood,” Chris said.  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to return to the Dragon immediately.”

“Of course,” Piarn replied.  “It just went through a rather…intriguing experience, so I’m sure you and your crew has much to talk about.”  Piarn looked off screen for a moment, then said, “Head for repair bay 325.”

“Right, Harriman out.”  Intrigued by the Admiral’s words, he punched the transport up to full impulse and headed for the desired bay.

Captain’s log, supplemental.


It’s most definitely good to be back home.  I may not have been gone for too long, but it was long enough to me.  I never realized how attached I’ve become to this ship and its crew in just a year.

The crew has told me the entire story of the events since I’ve been gone, and the affected crewmembers have recovered…physically.  It turns out that when my future self had transported over to the Vorkalai ship, they had somehow managed to squeeze a single cell of this virus through the pattern buffers, and it spread from there.  Why Perkins was effected first is beyond any of the crew.
Sarah remains in critical condition.  Kara can’t determine why she’s not recovering, but is barely keeping her alive…

I just got back from a very important meeting with High Admiral Piarn, and I definitely have some news for the crew…

“Quiet down everyone,” Chris ordered, standing from the chair at the end of the briefing table.  Everyone promptly stopped talking and gave their full attention to Chris.

He paused for a moment, not sure how to begin.  The news he was about to tell them would literally change their current outlook on the war.  And it would…hopefully…lighten their spirits and strengthen their determination.

“This war is about to encounter a deciding battle,” Chris began.  “One which will decide the outcome of this war.  We either win the battle and win the war…or lose the battle and lose the war.  Either way, the moment the battle ends…so does the war.”

The crew immediately realized what he was saying, and let their surprise show.

“The entire fleet will engage in a ‘piercing’ movement, as Admiral Piarn is calling it,” he continued.  “The fleet will form a strong, but narrow front that will hopefully punch through the Vorkalai defenses…and attack the Vorkalai home world.”

The crew was even more surprised, but no doubt knew, just as Chris had, that it would have to be their target to win the war.  Indeed, the moment the Vorkalai home world fell, the war would end.

“The home world is the only planet the Vorkalai have left, to our knowledge, that is still producing resources.  Therefore, taking it or…more to the point, destroying it, will cripple them.

“However, we aren’t going to fully participate in this battle,” Chris said.  The officers frowned in disagreement and wonder.  “To do so would be a sin upon our uniforms.  We can not murder people on such a mass scale.  We will provide protection for the fleet and destroy anything that attacks it, but we won’t actually help destroy the planet.”

“Begging your pardon, sir, but I disagree,” Ada stated coldly.  “Our ship might be what decides the outcome of that battle!”

“I understand that, and that’s why we are providing defense for the fleet,” Chris replied.  “There are over thirty billion people on that planet, half of which are just civilians.”

“But those ‘civilians’ are helping the war effort…for the Vorkalai!” Ada bit back.

“Lieutenant, I know you disagree,” Chris said.  “But I will not allow us to draw away from our morals, our very fiber of being.  When you wear that uniform, that delta, you are representing the whole of the Federation.  Murdering people on a mass scale is not what Starfleet officers do.”

Ada was about to protest even further, but finally backed down.  “I know you all might disagree with this, but I think that if we only provide defense, the court martial on us when we get home won’t be as severe.”

That squashed any objections.

“You’ll have the data on the mission waiting in your quarters,” Chris said.  “We have three weeks to prepare for the mission, so Kalia…I’m counting on you and your team to get this ship operational again.”

“Aye, sir,” she replied.

“Dismissed.”

Everyone filed out of the briefing lounge, leaving Chris with his thoughts.  He stood at one of the windows, dismayed to find only a repair bay, and no starfield.  Right next to the Dragon was one of the larger Britar cruisers, which had been heavily damaged.

“Hold on, Sarah,” he said quietly.  “Hold on…”
