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Part I

A Hole in Space
 
 
 
Prologue
 
          “Take you to the other side”
          Twentieth Century Earth Song Lyric
 
 
 
 
 
          Right at that moment, Captain Sulek had bigger fish to fry.  The assembled starships, flagged around the USS Monarchy, were facing a Borg Cube, which was quickly approaching at near maximum warp.  Despite the knowledge gained over the last encountered with this particular mechanized race, there was still so little known about their history, but there was one thing that all races understood – brute force.  Captain Sulek knew that the USS Quirinus could dish out such force in spades, to borrow an old earth term.
        There were 50 ships assembled from the 5th Fleet, all of them with the explicit purpose of stopping the Borg from reaching the stable, Omega particle fountain uncovered in the fringes of the Alpha quadrant.  The 50 ships also constituted the bulk of the 5th fleets strength in that portion of space, which meant that core worlds such as Betazed were relatively undefended until rear-guard units could be brought forward.  
        He looked over at his XO, who was standing back at the Engineering station, three gold pips on her crimson collar.  Commander Thelsh was pouring over some schematics with the bridge engineering officer, Ensign Ken Hakawa.  Looking up, she gave a small smirk to him, and went back to work.  All of them were going in harms path, and with the losses sustained at the hands of the Borg, they knew the statistics and chances of their survival.
        “Captain Sulek,” Lieutenant Commander Peron spoke up from the ships OPS station just fore of the Captain’s chair, “We’re receiving a transmission – it is the Borg.”
        Sulek remained impassive, the picture of calm in a storm.  “On speakers.”
         Peron pushed a quick LCARS keystroke and the speakers crackled to life.
        “We are the Borg,” the disembodied, mechanical chorus of voices began, “Your technological and biological distinctiveness will be added to our own to serve us.  Resistance is futile.”
        Sulek nodded to cut the speakers, and Peron was quick to reply.  “Incoming communication from Admiral Shadow from the Monarchy.  Move into positions Attack Plan Alpha and prepare to engage.”
        Sulek gave the order to Commander Ved at Helm and the Steamrunner class starship began to move, its impulse engines churning.  The strikeforce, comprised of Nebula, Akira, Steamrunner, Excelsior and Defiant Class starships shifted into position.
        “Red alert,”  he called out, and immediately the Klaxons began to wail.  Far below, the phaser arrays began to charge and torpedoes were loaded into their launchers.  Shields leapt into position as the crew took their battle stations.
        Commander Thelsh sat down in the XO’s chair, pensive.  Sulek could tell she was worlds away as the lights dimmed and the alert lights came to life.  She was worried, for their safety, a luxury no matter how illogical he could not afford.  
        “Battlegroup, this is Monarchy, engage Attack plan Alpha,” Admiral Shadow ordered over the Tactical net and the vessels moved into engage.
        Almost immediately, The 50 vessels launched a staggering barrage of Photon and Quantum torpedoes.  The Borg cube slowed to impulse and prepared to engage – and at once they were struck.  The 100 torpedoes streaked forth and rippled across the hull of the great cube, sending debris and power surges out into the depths of space.  Immediately, the cutting beam returned fire, glancing off of the shields of the USS Damocles as the tractor beam reached out and tried to grab the nimble Defiant Class USS Regent.
        “Direct Hit,”  Lieutenant Lawrence reported from the Tactical station.  “Borg cube has sustained moderate damage but still well within operation parameters.”
        “Reload all torpedo bays and fire at will,”  Thelsh spoke up, “and keep adjusting the nutation of those phasers!”
        As they watched on the main viewer, the USS Troy – Excelsior Class – was grappled by the Borg’s tractor beam.  The vessel hung in space as the Quirinus came around for its next pass, its aft torpedo and phasers keeping the Borg under constant fire.  The trapped Excelsior class poured phaser and torpedoes at the Cube at near point blank range, trying bully its way out of the beam’s grasp.  As the phasers and torpedoes streaked forth, so did the Borg’s cutting beam, lancing out and piercing the shields and the hull.  The beam began just below the engineering hull and moved its way up, slicing through the most vital portions of the hull.
        “Warp Core breach in progress aboard the Troy,”  Lieutenant Lawrence reported from Sciences as the Quirinus swung into attack position.
        “Lets see if we can break them free,”  Sulek began, “Full photon torpedo spread at that emitter.  Fire.”
        The ten photon torpedoes leapt from the launcher and streaked past the Troy toward the Borg cube.
        “They’re loosing it,”  Ens. Hakawa reported.
        “Get us out of the blast radius,”  Thelsh barked.
        Commander Ved at helm swung the vessel around as both the Photon torpedoes struck home and the Warp Core of the Damocles breached.  The resulting explosion began to blossom.
        “Captain, I’m detecting some sort of rift,”  reported, “Its coming from the warp core breach of the Troy!”
        Sulek looked over at Thelsh, who looked back, her eyes awash in defiance and confusion.
        “The blast is overtaking us,”  Peron reported, his voice rising over the rumbling that began to rock the ship.
        Then everything went white.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter
One
 
        “Beware the skies, for the raiments of that sweet realm mask a darkness and an evil that know no bounds.  Do not look to the heavens for peace, for there resides destruction.  Beware all who descend from those skies, for they are the harbingers of death and hell.”
        Dogma of the Church of the Recurrent Tragedy as quoted in Derec Maifair’s: Aftermath: Geopolitical and Religious movements in the Aqualiae Star Cluster.
 
        The starship USS Monarchy hung in gyrosynch orbit high above San Francisco.  Recently returned from a distant campaign, it had been spared the worst of the ravages in the recent drive for the Omega Particle, and had spent nearly a month returning to Earth space for some much needed repairs.  Few vessels escaped the encounter of the Borg untouched, and the Monarchy was no exception.
        Captain Dustin Maverick had yet to decide whether its survival constituted a blessing or a curse.  He could just make out the Sovereign class vessels underbelly through the main viewport.  Passing along the silver hull of the vessel were Worker Bee’s and Engineers, attending to repairs and refits on the vessel.  He watched them move for a moment, as if in slow motion, and thinking bemusedly: weightless.
        Maverick sniggered aloud, ignoring the curious glances his self-amusement had elicited.  He returned the looks with interest, until each one of the curious onlookers returned to their own business.
        He had it alright; what his former CMO, Doctor O’Mallory had once termed  “the look of the lost”.
        Maverick inclined his head to try and get a better look at the ship, with her dark symmetry obscuring a narrow sweep of stars.  
        Running lights illuminated the damage that the recent campaign had wrought – retrofitting and deep space repair work without benefit of a space dock and she rested alone in the McKinnley Fleetyard, sure to be joined later by numerous other vessels.  She rested at gravity anchor, a symbol of a distant struggle that had wrought so much devastation.
        A Betazoid-accented voice cautiously interrupted Maverick’s contemplation.
        “Captain Maverick,” the Ensign repeated as the Captain turned from the view.  She stood in the aisle, her auburn hair pulled back tight and severely as was required by Starfleet, accenting her sharp features.
        “What is it?”  he replied, masking his thoughts.
        “Sir, Admiral Shadow wishes you to be informed that he’ll be on hand to meet the shuttle.  Commander Koepke and Ambassador Dumas are also with him, sir.”
        Maverick nodded and put on a pleasant face certain it read as a twisted malicious grin.  But the Ensign only broadened her smile in response and asked if there was anything he needed before docking.  He told her he was fine.  
        So much to relearn, he mused, so much to forget.
        The Monarchy remained one of the only fully functional vessels that remained from the taskforce designated with stopping the Borg Cube as it strove for the Omega Particle.  Several more had entered Utopia Planetia or New Aberdeen for extensive repairs.  The Monarchy, however, had remained in Gyrosynch since returning from her fateful jaunt across the cosmos.  The battle had not gone well for the Federation, but the taskforce under the command of Admiral Shawn Shadow had stopped the Borg as hoped.  All but one of the ships or remains there of were accounted for, the USS Quirinus, and she was currently listed as missing in action.  However, that didn’t keep the rumor mills from starting up:  the Quirinus was utterly destroyed, that she was lost in Subspace, that she was never there at all and was actually on some ultra-secret mission.
        It had begun to make sense after the anger and disappointment had washed through him.  Starfleet was off chasing after a stable Omega particle fountain, and had spent nearly its entire reserve in stopping not only the fountain but all of the races that sought to possess it.  After it all, when the wreckage, survivors and the destroyed were being tallied, the question he and had heard most often those two months had been: “What happened to the USS Quirinus?”  
        That was what Maverick had been pulled from the Omega Fleet and assigned to find out.
                
        The shuttle docked in one of the Monarchy’s aft shuttlebays just as the light from Sol was flooding the west coast of North America with morning light.  Maverick drank in the view that had been denied him for a year: Earth’s blue oceans and healing landscape. 
        The memories surrendered to more recent recollections as Dustin and the rest of his senior crew stepped off of the shuttle.  Nearly every component of the ship was different from what he remembered, from the subtle lighting to the deep, persistent thrum of the ship’s impulse drive symmetry.  He hadn’t been aboard the Monarchy long, only briefly to receive his transfer and new assignment from the Quirinus, and already he could sense a change.
        He soon caught sight of Admiral Shawn Shadow over a small gathering of civilians and Starfleet personnel bottlenecked at the shuttlebay entry.  
        A male aide escorted him through the crowds and bustle on the shuttlebay deck, and a moment later, he stood facing the Admiral and the Federation representative Ambassador Domas of Tellar.
        “Captain Maverick, reporting as ordered,” he said snapping to attention sharply.  “Permission to come aboard?”
        “Granted,” Admiral Shadow returned, “Welcome aboard, Captain.”
        “Is there any word?”  Maverick asked, breaking the silence.
        Commander Julia Koepke shook her head, her hair pulled back into a tight chignon, imparting a severity to what would normally be a warm looking visage.  “We’ve received some garbled transmissions from the TacNet, and the last known position of the Quirinus was near the USS Troy right before we lost her.  There’s been no word from them since.”
        “I think we should discuss this elsewhere,”  Shawn said with a hint of suggestion in his voice.  “We all have a lot of catching up to do.”
 
Chapter
Two
          “With the disappearance of the USS Quirinus, I find myself drawn back into the realm of the surreal.  I suppose my reassignment to Starfleet Command helped insulate me from everything I had experienced while serving there as Chief Science Officer.  It feels good to be at the heart of a mystery once again.”
From the Duty log of Commander Julia Koepke, 
Aide de Camp to Admiral Shawn Shadow: CINCFIFTHFLEET.
                   
 
          Commander Koepke purposely fell out of step with Admiral Shadow and the Ambassador so that she might observe Maverick without setting him off.  She took note of a slight limp in Dustin’s long-legged stride as Shadow led everyone to the Captain’s ready room aft of the bridge.  She could see the scars, both internal and external, from the past years missions.  From beneath the slightly graying (prematurely, she wondered), slicked back hair, she could see the crystal-clear, piercing eyes she had known while serving under him on the Quirinus.  
        Julia listened closely to Mavericks’ words as everyone settled themselves around the long, oak table.  Dustin relayed to them the story of the Omega particle from his point of view, a journey that seemed to have been a personal trip to disillusionment and despair.  Of the Rogues, Traitors and the rest and their until then unknown Storm Cell that tried to claim it for their own - of the climactic battles, the war, and the bitterness that remained in its wake.
        Her ears perked up when Dustin mentioned the battle aboard the Storm outpost and spoke of the things he had described the Counselors and Intel operatives planet-side.  She saw no reason to doubt the veracity of Dustin’s claims – but she also sensed that he was hiding something.  Intel had tried tracing some of his senior staff that had chosen to retire after the campaign rather than continue service, but with the chaos surrounding the particle fountain, it was proving to be a daunting task.
        Julia waited for a lull in the shop talk before attempting to return the conversation to personal concerns.  She had stood and approached the viewport, looking out the blue gem that was Earth.  
        “We’re sorry to hear about your XO,” she said at last, turning away from the view, “From reports, Commander Roy was an excellent officer.  Her parents are aboard.”
        Maverick nodded, grimly.  With all of the debriefing he had become embroiled in, he hadn’t had time to fulfill his duties and complete the tragic final letters to the survivors of the men and women under his command that had perished during the campaign.
        “Alright,” he began, leaning forward, “what aren’t you people telling me?  What have we got so far?”
        “It’s only what we told you, Dustin,” Admiral Shadow answered, setting aside his glass of water, “The Quirinus disappeared in the explosion of the USS Troy.”
        Dustin ran his hands down his face, “So where the hell is the ship if they were caught in an explosion?  If they didn’t survive, where’s the debris?  An Excelsior Class warp core doesn’t explode with enough energy to completely annihilate another ship.”
        “Easy, Captain, “ Shadow said, straightening in his chair, “We’re doing all we can.”
        Dustin glared at him.  “By sitting here?  I don’t think so.  Hasn’t anybody thought of returning to the scene of the battle?  There has to be some trace of them.”
        Julia cleared her throat, “The truth is, Captain, we’re not sure we can return any time soon.  We are receiving reports of severe subspace interference in the area, which we believe was caused by the destruction of the Borg Cube.  Some believe a subspace rift of some sort was created in the massive exchanges of firepower, which is rare but not impossible.  We were hoping that you could help shed some light on where the Quirinus went.”
        “Me?  What could I –“ he began, brushing back a strand of unruly hair.
        Julia turned back to the viewport and thought a moment, remembering the phenomena described in reports from the Claymore crew, the disappearance of an entire race in a single moment in the Bellicose.  “Maybe the Quirinus went where the Bellicose went,” she suggested softly, “from what the crew of the USS Don Johnson reported, along with our mission to Riga, the entire Bellicose race seemed to up and disappear about the same time as the Quirinus disappearing.”  Shadow sent her a questioning look as she turned around.
        Dumas make a knowing sound.  “It’s a pity that there aren’t any more Bellicose left to quiz as to just where they went.”
        Dustin had to clench his jaw tightly, biting back the words.  Somewhere, out in the boundaries of the Federation, was the last of the Bellicose clones created in human form; cloned to look like Commander Cristine Roy of the USS Odin.
        “What is it Captain,” Julia asked him, watching the look on his face form.
        “Not all of the Bellicose have left,” he told them at last.
 
        Above the surface rose crystal palaces and brilliant translucent spires, invisible mansions out of Grimm’s fairy tales, platforms of elfin glass, and ethereal towers.   Below, however, was that which had given illusion to the above:  the complexities of a planet-sized construct, birthed in an alien intellect who had left his mark on over half of the worlds in this far flung quadrant of the universe. A race met now only in lore and legend and even then encountered in great temples masking the beings.
        It had been guessed that He had imparted His name on the construct or merely left that for others to do, but that his essence was reflected in his world could not be denied.
        Suspended between it all, in numerous chambers, halls and buildings, was the place of instrumentality nodes and networks, the interface with the worlds computer – known as the Awareness – that Haydon had set in place to observe his works.  So it was this place, the middle ground, from which to know creator and creation.  Where else could one take accurate measure of things, other than the very cradle of creation?
        N’vret ceased his mystical musings even before he sensed the soft intrusions of Ubra’s sendings.  This was what mingling with Humans, Betazoids and Bajorans, he told himself, a penchant for the metaphysical.  Questions outside of the boundaries of logic; questions commencing with “why”.
        How far had he come from the directed, purposeful nature of the teachings of Surak.
        “A moment more and the requested data will be available,”  Ubra sent from his terminal.
        N’vret, former Lieutenant JG in Starfleet, swiveled in his chair to regard the limbless Haydonite and partner during their time on Haydon IV.  After a moments thought, he opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off by the android.
        “Your words are an echo, an unnecessary redundancy,” Ubra said, turning slightly with a sound in his synthetic voice that approximated a smile.  Early on, N’vret had found that having his thoughts constantly scanned by the Haydonites rather unsettling, but that was long ago and he had grown accustomed to it.  It was only logical to have his mind open to Ubra, if only to expedite their research.
        The Quirinus was missing, not merely disappeared into Subspace, but had vanished from the Universe all together, which is why Starfleet called upon the Neutral world to aid in the search, this despite the fact that the world itself was outside the boundaries of the Milky Way.  The ship had not disappeared into any known area of empty space, nor was it trapped in subspace, which was confirmed by Haydon IV’s dizzying array of sensors and probes, and further confirmed by the massive Awareness.  What the artificial sentience could not tell them is where it HAD gone, or if it had continued to exist at all.  The Quirinus had simply ceased to be, and there were no indications that it had met with any of the thousand ills matter was heir to.
        That the disappearance had coincided with the reawakening of numerous, long forgotten computer components on Haydon IV, N’vret originally registered as a sign that the artificial planet had been in some sense responsible for the event.  Further research indicated that the Awareness was merely responding to a concurrent event in another Galaxy, the Milky Way.
        Something originating there had sent a ripple through the space-time continuum, whose destination seemed to be a collapsed star that bore the name “Eris’ Star” – at least, according to Terran mythology, Eris was the Roman God of Discord, and was plotted by a survey mission performed by the USS Equinox before she disappeared.  Eris’ Star was the most dramatic of astrophysical bodies, a Black Hole.  The originating pulse and event began somewhere in the Alpha quadrant – a location in the depths of space where 50 Starfleet vessels and had engaged and destroyed a Borg Cube.
        Haydon – he has returned to our world!   It was the exclamation that Ubra had sent upon detection of the pulse, and being a novice Astrophysicist, N’Vret had taken his colleagues words literally.  However, literalness was not a skill which most Haydonites chose to use with any skill.  The expression was best translated to the self-depreciating phrase “Well, I’ll be damned!”
        But the correlation between the Quirinus disappearance and the pulse that it created had yet to be deciphered by N’Vret, Ubra, or the Awareness.  Logically, N’vret mused, we need more intellects to try and put this together.  Perhaps the great Ambassador Spock, could help shed some light on what happened.
        Or perhaps even Haydon himself could figure it out.
        “My thoughts exactly, N’vret,” Ubra said, a smile could almost be heard on his synthetic face.
        “There is a very old phrase that says,” N’vret began, turning to face the Android, “’Great minds think –‘”
        Just then, the whole chamber began to shake.  This, in and of itself, was nothing unusual.  Terran geologists would call the world geologically unstable, but this would require the surface to actually be composed of rock.  Haydon IV was, in fact, a synthetic world.  This tremor, however, was much stronger and by far more sudden than anything previous experienced by N’vret.
        “What is happening?  Another atmospheric cleaning?”
        Ubra sailed over to his terminal and began to take in the information there, schematics and holographs flashing across his featureless face.
        “An intruder, perhaps,”  N’vret asked cautiously.
        “No, it is none of those things,”  Ubra replied, sounding almost in awe, “it is something unique and completely unprecedented.”
        “What is it then?”
        “Primary Activation sequences have commenced,”  Ubra reported, his voice ringing with an odd detachment, “atmospheric stability has been maintained for the next 2 periods.  Surface damage is well within operational parameters – casualties to offworlders is not projected to exceed one thousand.”
        “Casualties?”  N’vret asked, it was all happening too fast for logic to apply – which was itself illogical.
        Ubra rotated to face him.  “The crossing was achieved, the Event occurred.  Haydon IV is leaving orbit.  Shortly, we will depart the Brixdiki system entirely.”
        If N’vret were human, he would have said: “Haydon, he has returned to our world.”  
If he were human.
 
 
Chapter
Three
 
 
"Oft expectation fails, and most oft there
Where most it promises; and oft it hits
Where hope is coldest, and despair most fits." 
- from William Shakespeare’s All's Well That Ends Well (II, i, 145-147) 
 
 
          
 
Rhiannon Morgan dreamed of a tunnel in the sky, a long, glowing corridor stretching across all of creation.  The floor, the ceiling, the walls, all warm to the touch and replete with the many smells and aromas of a Welsh summer.
        It occurred to her that she could not have been more than seventeen, heading off on a commercial craft that would jet her to San Francisco and Starfleet Academy.  Was that carpeting below her then?  Was the warm glow sunlight reflecting off of the tarmac?
        If this was a commercial craft, then where were the flight attendants?  And how would she know which seat was hers without a boarding pass?
        She slapped at her coat pockets as she walked, beginning to panic.  She tried to look ahead, but the light began to grow in intensity, as if she were looking into the sun itself on a cloudless Caribbean day.
        The hot sand beneath her feet made her move faster, but it was a voice now that she was responding to.  The panic evaporated as quickly as the sand appeared, her mind focusing on the voice – it was the voice of her mother.  Of course!  She smiled as she began to run toward the light – ran like a child as she approached…
        I’m dead!
        …noise filled her ears and air swelled into her lungs as she took in a deep, surprised breath.
        A dream.
        Grief coursed through her briefly – a kind of terminal nostalgia.  Had it been stirred by the dream?  Or was it brought forth by the nurturing side she’d discovered within herself when she became the mother-figure to Sara MacTavish?
        The thought of having to open her eyes filled with fear.
        Open them she did, and the grief propagated.
        The sickbay was as dark and silent as a tomb.  Sweat burst across her brow like shards of ice.
        “Doctor Tw’lek,” she said, “Nurse Munroe?”
        “Here, Doctor,” someone answered from across the sickbay.  She called to the rest – Williamson, Pryce, Munro - and one by one they responded.  Rhiannon reached for her commbadge and slapped it hard, with no response.
        “All systems appear to be down,” said a voice in the darkness – Price, she assumed correctly.  “No response on any terminal or padd.  Looks like someone pulled the plug.”
        “I wouldn’t go that far,” she returned, “obviously we have life support and gravity.  Some systems are working somewhere.”
        “Yes, Doctor.”
        “Don’t we keep a flashlight around this place,” she said, cautiously feeling her way up out of her office chair and out into sickbay.  Off to her left, she heard the rustle of fabric.  “Everyone stay put – last we heard we are still on alert and I don’t want anyone tripping into a biobed or walking into a bulkhead.  Pryce, you were checking up on our inventory of Compzeine, correct?”
        “Aye, Doctor.”
        “Then you are closest to the door – see if you can find your way to the control panel and engage the manual override.”
        A few moments later, the sound of a panel moving and the low thud of retracting bolts filled sickbay.  The air stirred as the doors slid open and the sound of a half-dozen voices from the corridor filled the bay, the glare of flashlights dancing about.  She heard Pryce and someone else make a startled sound.
        “What happened,” she asked.
        A man’s voice growled in response: “Who is that?”
        “Ensign Pryce.  Who is that?”
        “Lieutenant MacTavish, Ensign.  Stand aside.”
        “Sir,” Pryce snapped.
        Rhiannon heard the hollow sound of flesh meeting bone and a sharp wince of pain.  “Damnit, move!”
        Just then, the red emergency lights came up banks at a time, sending a somber light through out the bay and corridor outside.  A slight shudder swept through the ship, and klaxons wailed mid-note, signaling red alert.
 
****
 
        “That’s more like it,”  Commander Thelsh began from her seat.  “Being crippled like that is one sure way to welcome a Borg boarding party.”
        “We’re dead in space,” Lieutenant Commander Peron reported from Operations, his fingers flying and his eyes scanning the main operations terminal.  “I have Auxiliary power to all priority systems, but LRS, weapons and shields are Non-operational.”
        “Can we at least tell our current position,”  Captain Sulek asked, looking over at Helm.
        “Negative, sir,” Commander Ved replied, fingers flying over his now active console.  “Guidance, telemetry and astrogation are all offline.”
        Sulek glanced at Thelsh, who was frowning mightily.  “Well, we can at least take a look outside, correct?”
        “Yes, Sir.”
        “Bring up the forward view on the main viewer, Commander Peron,” Thelsh said quickly.
        As the main viewer came online, light began to bathe the crew there – only it wasn’t the occasional burst of light from weapons fire or the warm glow of sunlight.  It was a stale, alien light, the light of a tunnel in the sky – the light of death.
        Captain Sulek stood and looked at the gray haze that filled the main viewer.  “Are the optic’s malfunctioning?”
        “The optics do register as being online,”  Commander Ved reported from the helm station, turning to look at the Captain, “this is the external view.”
        Sulek turned from the fog and tapped his commbadge. “Mr Everitt?”
        “Everitt here, Captain,” The chief engineer said.
          “Where are we,”  he began, turning to look out at the light.  “It looks like a dense fog outside the vessel.”
        “I’d humor you, Sir,” Everitt began, “but there is little humor in our situation.  If it is a fog, it is some new quantum kind.  We’ve got life-support, and little else, as I’m sure you already know.”
        “How long before main power can be restored?”
        There was a long pause before Everitt replied.  “Perhaps you should abandon the bridge for a few minutes sir and come to Main Engineering, Captain.  There is something I would like you to see.”
        Sulek considered the request for a moment.  “I am needed here on the Bridge, Lieutenant.”
        “You are not going to like the answer as to where I think we are, Captain.”
        “Let me be the judge of that.”
        Everitt was quiet again, obviously in thought.  “Nowhere.”
 
* * * *
 
        Everitt lifted his eyes to regard the empty space where the Warp Core used to reside and sighed gloomily.  There were times where he studied the matter/anti-matter reactions via remote camera or computer-generated rendition, safely rendered for mortal’s eyes, for one did not look on the cruel eye of creation for long and lived to describe it.  But now there was no burning bush, no golden heavens or arcs of light, simply nothing.
        He was still looking at the console when Captain Sulek entered the Engineering bay and immediately noticed the chaos that a missing warp core induced.
        “The Warp core is missing,” Sulek began, seeing the Chief Engineer at his station.  “Then this is why main power is gone.”
        “Yes, sir,” Everitt responded, his eyebrows beetled.
        “How,” Sulek began, “Why?”
        “To teach us a lesson, I think,” Everitt replied offhandedly, shutting down the console.
        “A lesson?  Warp Core’s cannot teach us lessons, Lieutenant,” Sulek replied, looking around at the bustle of Main Engineering.  “Admiral Shadow and the rest of the fleet are out there – trying to stop the Borg or are looking for us if they managed that feat.”
        “I assure you, Captain, that the fleet is not out there,” Everitt replied as frustrated as everyone else.
        “Then where are we,” Sulek asked, “certainly not nowhere.”
        Everitt stood, walking across the bay to another console, checking the latest Impulse Engine readings.  “All right.  It is possible that we were knocked into subspace, although there is no evidence to support that theory.  Maybe we were killed when the Troy went up, as some of the enlisted crew have suggested.  Perhaps the blast was enough to throw us through subspace and dump us outside intergalactic space – perhaps even beyond the expansion wave of the big bang itself.”
        “Are you really suggesting that we have reappeared outside the Universe,”  Sulek asked, the stretch in logic just too far to bear.
        “Just a theory, Captain,”  Everitt shrugged, “one among many I’ve heard the last few hours.  But, a jump beyond the reach of time could explain how and why we continue to exist, while all of creation outside is gone.”
        “There has to be something outside this vessel,”  Sulek replied, watching the CEO work.
        “Not according to any sensors or scans we’ve been able to conduct so far, not even enough of anything to generate a warp field – even if we had a warp core.  There is not even enough out there for me or anyone in Astrogation to even place a when to our continued existence.”
        “Get the impulse engines online,”  Sulek replied, turning to leave engineering, “We should be able to try and get somewhere as soon as possible.”
        “Somewhere,”  Everitt asked, confused.  “Are you going to have Operations create a world out of nothingness?”
        “Only if we have to.”
 
Chapter
Four
 
"Oh it’s true alright – Mom did have a look, grimace or smile for every occasion. The strangest of all of her looks were saved for any mention of Dustin Maverick.  For the longest time, I was convinced the two had some sort of clandestine love affair or something like that.  But then one day, she was telling me how he came by looking for Cristine, and then the look just reappeared.  Then I understood that it wasn’t one of those ‘what-might-have-been’ looks but one that said ‘what-never-should-have-been’"
 
Maria Sheridan, 
Quoted in Xanadu Reem’s 
Stranger in a Strange Land: A Biography of Captain Dustin Maverick
 
 
        Mention of the Bellicose simulagent had dropped Dustin right back in the laps of Starfleet Intel for two more weeks of memory probes, debriefings and pouring over classified data.  Ultimately, however, Dustin’s inquisitors had come to accept that he had no idea where the clone was located and that he was their best chance at finding her.  He had agreed to do that search, but only under the condition that he perform the search alone and in his own fashion.
        A great deal had happened between when he had left the Odin and his command crew had scattered among Starfleet and into obscurity of retirement.  What worried him most would be how he’d be received among those that had left the service, and those friends who might know a thing or to still serving in the ranks of Starfleet.
        The simulagent episode had been one of his last aboard the Odin, and the one that had drove him from commanding his own vessel.  His XO, leading an away team of 10 people, were investigating the crashed remains of a Bellicose warship when contact was lost.  He personally led the second away team, and had found only the occasional phaser burn or pool of blood.  Starfleet Command had ordered him to remain on station and continue the search until reinforcements could arrive.  
It would take the USS Delaware over 1 week to arrive.
        In that time, however, they had found the ship’s executive officer, Commander Cristine Roy, in some sort of stasis tube and unharmed.  Also in that time, Dustin and the Odin security teams had wiped out the last of the Bellicose warriors and completely cleaned out the wreckage of the vessel.  
Commander Roy was deemed healthy, but seemed to have suffered from Amnesia of some sort.  She would recover, and recover in full, when the first scans from Sickbay began to diverge from the normal scans.  The more she returned to duty, the more and more the scans began to show that she was less and less human and more and more Bellicose – or it was guessed to be Bellicose, something that wasn’t confirmed until the Claymore crew returned from that part of the Universe.  It looked like the Bellicose had cloned her – or spawned her – to insert back into Starfleet and perhaps unknowingly spy for them.

However, Bellicose or not, she was still for all intensive purposes, Commander Cristine Roy of the USS Odin.  Rather than turning her over to Starfleet Intel, the other officers of the Odin (Commander Roy included) had decided to retire or transfer and take their secrets with them.  Very few people outside of their small clique of officers knew anything about the situation, save for one of Cristine’s closest friends from their days at the Academy – Serena Sheridan.
        The commlink sprang to life and the tired face of Commander Serena Sheridan, Executive officer of the USS Nighthawk, appeared on the visual.  She regarded Dustin quizzically for a good ten seconds before a smile crept across her face.
        “Either I really am dreaming, but I’d swear that Dustin Maverick is on the other end of my commlink.”
        “Hello Serena,” Dustin beamed.
        She shook her head in sleepy disbelief, wiping at her eyes.  “I thought you’d have retired to some white, Australian beach for some deep-sea fishing by now,” her quick eyes giving him a once over, “did Starfleet give you a boot back into the life?”
        “You look great.”
        “You always were too kind, Captain.”
        Dustin nodded.  “So how are things on the Nighthawk?”
        She smiled, looking around quickly at her small quarters.  “It’s a step in the right direction, that’s for sure.  Someday, I hope she’ll be all mine.”
        “Someday.”
        “So what brings you around,”  the previous Quirinus Counselor asked, “I don’t think you would call around now to catch up on old times.”
        “I’m not,” he replied, the smile fading.  “I’m looking for Cristine.”
        Serena appraised him with the trained eye of a ship’s counselor.  “Talk about mending fences.  That ought to be some reunion, Captain, should I see about buying a ticket or something?”
        Dustin worked his jaw.  “Have you heard where she is?”
        Serena just shook her head.  “I think you better see where Daniel McGowan is, Captain – I don’t want to get in the middle of this one.”
 
* * * * 
 
        Dustin recognized examples of Lieutenant Commander (RET) Daniel McGowan’s handiwork around the small cabin.  It wasn’t much to look at from outside, but the spacious spaces within were comfortable if not Spartan and reflected his former OPS officer’s utilitarian nature.  Dustin also recognized the stacks of notepadd’s that were Daniel’s almost constant companions in the off-duty hours aboard the Odin.
        “Here you go,” Daniel said, offering a tall mug of some dark, home-brewed beer and pulling a chair up opposite his former Captain’s chair.  “I bottled it a month or so ago.”
        Daniel explained that he had moved home to the Rocky Mountains just after his retirement from Starfleet after the Odin returned from its clandestine missions and the death and rediscovery of Commander Cristine Roy.
        “What’s weird is that I was just thinking about the old days in Starfleet,” Daniel resumed, “Those were the days.  I’ve thought about publishing my journals for the public,”  he looked up at Dustin, “I’ve thought about calling them Notes on the Run.”
        Dustin smiled, regarding the small man, whose normally red hair was becoming peppered with gray.  It wasn’t long before an uncomfortably long pause crept into the conversation.  When Dustin mentioned that he was looking for Cristine, Daniel’s smile disappeared completely.
        “What do you want with her, Dustin,”  Daniel frowned, “Your friends at Starfleet Intel want to debrief her?”
        Dustin shot to his feet. “Hey, you think this is easy for me? You think I want any of this?  I see her, and I see the XO that had become one of my closest friends – and then I think about everything the Bellicose did to her.  Where is she Daniel, she might know where my friends are.”
        “The Quirinus?”
        “How did you know?”
        “I still have friends in Starfleet Command,”  Daniel replied smugly. “How do you figure she would know where they are?”
        Maverick let out a haggard breath.  “The Quirinus disappeared the same time that all of the Bellicose disappeared across the quadrant.”
        “So you figure?”
        “That they ended up the same place as the rest of the Bellicose.”  Maverick held Daniel’s gaze.  “It’s possible that Cristine is still in contact with the Bellicose group mind; that’s why I need to talk to her.”
        The former junior officer just shook his head.  “You are putting me in an awful spot, Captain.”
        “Just tell me where she is,” Dustin insisted.
        Daniel took a long pull from his mug.  “She’s on New Providence Colony, with Theras and Abdiel.  That’s where you’ll find them.”
        “Thanks, Daniel.”
        With a heavy heart, Daniel accepted the proffered hand.  “Theras isn’t going to be nearly as easy on you as I was.”
        
        
 
 
Chapter
Five
 
TO: ADMIRAL SHAWN SHADOW
EYES ONLY
FROM:  STARFLEET RESEARCH, TOKYO, JAPAN
RE: PROJECT STARCHILDE
 
DNA ANALYSIS OF BLOOD AND TISSUE SAMPLES TAKEN FROM BELLICOSE SIMULAGENT PROVE UNEQUIVOCAL MATCH TO ON-SAMPLE DNA FILE OF STARFLEET COMMAND DIVISION COMMANDER CRISTINE ROY (SEE APPENDED NOTES).  SUGGEST THAT BELLICOSE EXTRACTED ROY TISSUE AND USED FIND AS TEMPLATE FOR HER CLONING AND REPROGRAMMING.  IT IS YET TO BE LEARNED WHETHER USE OF ROY TEMPLATE WAS DELIBERATE OR COINCIDENTAL.  QUERRY:  IS CAPTAIN MAVERICK TO BE INFORMED?  SUGGESTION:  WITHHOLD ALL KNOWLEDGE OF CLONING UNTIL FULL DISCLOSURE IS WARRANTED OR DEEMED ADVISABLE.
 
G2 dispatch, quoted in:
Sara Leminole’s 
Improper Council:  An Analysis of the Federation Council and the Bellicose 
 
 
        
 
        Theras was standing in the center of a small patch of cleared ground nearly 3 kilometers away from the city of New Providence on Hadely’s Hope, attacking a stump of Charwood – a local plant of soft, black wood – with a heavy axe.  There were tool phasers that could have taken care of the thing once and for all, but, there was something more satisfying and gratifying to actually chop the tree with an axe.
        He was shirtless, scars criss-crossing his back and chest from a less civilized time – the time of the Cardassian occupation of Bajor.  His long black hair was tied back, features set in stone, barrel-chested torso glistening with sweat.  He checked his swing momentarily when he heard the transporter, then resumed his work, putting increased effort into each blow.
        “Good to see you, Theras,” Dustin began, making sure to keep what he determined a safe distance.
        His former CTO aboard the Odin stopped only to mop his face with a rag.  “Somehow, I guessed it was you the minute I heard the transporter.  So, how’d you find us Captain?”
        “I managed to track down Daniel,”  Dustin replied, batting at some insects away from his face.  “He wasn’t exactly eager to tell me either.”
        “Sure,”  Theras said.
        “So, you’ve turned Colonist, huh?”
        Theras turned to face him.  “The colonists who were already here gave us a place to live and some land to work. The Bellicose came down hard in this neck of the Galaxy, but everyone is rebuilding.  They’re good people, Captain.  We’re all making new lives for ourselves.”
        Dustin caught the subtle warning in Theras’ baritone voice, the Bajoran inflection sharp.  “I can see that,”  he replied, looking around at the waving fields of grain.  “Abdiel still around?”
        Theras tossed the axe down to the ground.  “He left right after we got here – the idea of settling down just didn’t seem to appeal to him.  Kid had stars in his eyes.”
        Dustin smiled, remembering the youngest of his cadre of officers aboard the Odin.
        “Whadya say we skip the small talk, Captain,” Theras said suddenly.  “You are here for Cristine, right?”
        Dustin nodded, crouching down and picking up a small pebble.
        “Thought so.  What happened, Captain, get lonely up there?” He motioned up to the cloudless sky.
        Dustin stood, meeting his former CTO’s gaze.  “It’s nothing like that, Theras.”
        “Think you can just drop down here and pick up where you left off,” Theras picked up the axe and shook the blade toward Dustin.  “If that’s the case, then you are way out of line Captain.  Cristine has had a tough time of it, but I’ve been helping her.”
        “Look, Theras, I just need to talk to her.”
        “And I’m just telling you how it is.”
        Dustin felt a brief empty space in the exchange expand, waiting for Theras to cool down.  “Back at Starfleet Command, everyone is scratching their heads at the collective disappearance of the Bellicose,”  he commenced casually.  “They think that a Starfleet ship, the USS Quirinus, got caught up in it all and went with them.  We think that Cristine can help out.”
        Theras glared at him for what seemed forever, then threw down the ax, storming off across the prairie.  “C’mon.”
        Dustin fell in behind him for a silent walk that delivered them to two, spacious freestanding tents erected side-by-side on a small piece of land dotted with transplanted Olive trees.  A small, battered hover-truck was parked off to one side.
        “Cristine,”  Theras bellowed, rustling the mosquito-netting flap on the larger tent.
        “Theras,”  Cristine responded from somewhere inside, “You’re back early.”
        Dustin’s heart broke at the sound of her voice; save for the slight Bajoran accent she must have picked up from Theras, it might has well have been the voice of his former XO.
        As the Bellicose simulagent stepped into the sunlight, luxurious red hair shorn to her shoulders and skin as pale as alabaster, Dustin thought:  she is Cristine.
        The clone took a moment to absorb the scene before she collapsed into Dustin’s slap-dash embrace, sighing.  “I knew you’d come back for me, Dustin, I knew you would.”
        Theras turned his back to him, fearful that they would see his tears.
 
        Dustin realized that Cristine had undergone a profound change since they all left the Odin.  She had been a vital, if not confused, woman of emotion and human needs – nothing like the insubstantial creature she had become.  It was something he couldn’t put his finger on, and only need look in her eye to see it.
        The three sat around a long, log-split table.  Theras positioned himself behind Cristine, his large hands resting on her frail shoulders.  “Didn’t I say she was having a hard time of things, Captain.  You should never have returned.”
        Cristine looked up at him fondly, smiling, “I’m all right, Theras.  Really.”
        Dustin felt her eyes return to him and he swallowed as hard as he could, perching himself on the edge of his chair.  “Do you remember the Bellicose leaving?”
        “Only vague notions, I suppose,”  she replied.  “Nothing concrete.”
        “Do you have any idea what made all of yo – er, the Bellicose leave, Cristine?”
        Cristine nodded, reaching across the table and picking up a bottle of water.  She took a long pull from it.  “No, but something vital left me when they departed.  I know you sensed it when you held me.  I feel as though I am only half here – that if I take too deep a breath that I will just fade away.”
        “As long as I am here,” Theras began, “You aren’t going anywhere.”
        Cristine squeezed his hand.  “You see, Dustin, its like the old earth saying ‘The truth shall set you free’ – the Queen of the Bellicose finally understood everything that had happened, and that knowledge liberated her; liberated all of us.”
        “But what was it that she understood?”  Maverick asked.
        Cristine’s voice quivered, “I can’t tell you Dustin.”
        “Please, Cristine,” Dustin snapped.
        “I’m warning you Captain,” Theras stepped out from behind Cristine’s chair.
        She placed a gentle hand on his balled up fist.  “No, Theras, Dustin doesn’t understand.  It’s not that I’m keeping something from you, Dustin, its that I don’t know, I was never that closely attached to the Bellicose group mind.”
        Dustin stood.  “Will you come with me, Cristine?  You too Theras,” he was quick to add, “Just until we locate the Quirinus.”
        “Forget it Captain,” Theras said, “Cristine’s not going anywhere.”
        Cristine stood up and gently turned to face Theras.  “But I am, Theras.  Don’t you see I have to go?”
        Theras’ face fell.  “No, you can stay here and I can take care of you; you said yourself you were all right –“
        “Theras, it is no good this way,” she cut him off, “Remember what I am.”
        Cristine shook her head.  “I am Bellicose, Theras.”  She reached up to stroke his face.  “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t loved you.”
        Theras steeled himself, holding back his anger and grief.  “You’ll come back to me?”
        “Nothing can take away these last few months, Theras.”
        This time, it was Dustin’s turn to avert his gaze.
 
 
Chapter
Six
 
Question everything. Learn something. Answer nothing.
 
Motto of the Starfleet Academy School of Engineers
 
 
        
The results of external scans had begun to slowly filter their way to Main Engineering, and the Chief Engineer had begun his investigation with unflagging confidence and textbook determination.  Exterior temperatures and the velocity of light had been gauged and deemed constant with the physical universe, which meant that the Quirinus’ chronometers were still functioning properly.  The Physical Laws which were applied within the vessel also seemed to hold true within a half-million kilometer radius around the vessel.  It seemed that, quite simply, space had disappeared.
        The Quirinus’ impulse engines, now the sole source of navigational power for the vessel, were operating, but there was no place to go with them.
        “I’m inclined to favor the Subspace hypothesis,”  Everitt said finally, eyes glued to his office desk terminal.  Commander Po’ker Ved, ships Helmsman, stood behind him and off to one side.  “We’ve somehow become trapped in a subspace rift.”
        “Then you are dismissing the popular notion that has begun circulating among the enlisted crew,” the FCO asked noncommittally.
        “What, that we died?  I certainly am.”
        No one knew who exactly started the rumor, but everyone seemed to have experienced similar dreams before awakening – feelings of loss and mourning – and a sudden urge to take stock in life itself, followed by a warm accepting light just before regaining consciousness.
        “And even if we were dead,” Everitt continued, “we shouldn’t have returned at all.”
        “How can we prove that,” Ved asked, “Against what can we measure non-existence?”
        Everitt turned to regard the Vulcan, pleased that he had been able to spirit him away from the bridge.  One would have thought that the unique predicament that the vessel was in would have been enough to pique the Vulcan’s interest, but alas that was not the case.  A consummate bridge officer, Ved was pulled away only at the continued behest of the Chief Engineer and the request of the Captain.
        “Oh, I admit that there is something to the speculation that this is indeed the afterlife,” Everitt said abruptly, turning back to his screen, “but for the time being, we have more pressing enigmas to deal with.”  He motioned to the display after a few quick entries into the LCARS.  “Here are the latest scans.”
        Ved leaned in closer to the readouts.
        “Either this void has yet to decide which set of physical laws it wishes to subscribe to, or our sensors are into this way over their collective heads,”  the engineers voice was a mixture of apprehension and excitement.  “I haven’t seen anything quite like this since my days at the Academy studying unique particle acceleration – but in all of those simulations, those particles were created by our supercolliders.  Here they are just appearing; makes me wonder if we haven’t appeared in a universe comprised of dark matter or something similar.”
        “If it were dark-matter, then we could not exist, Lieutenant.”
        “That’s my point – these findings are more similar to a subspace anomaly than anything else.”
        Ved nodded. “Then the real question we should be trying to ask is whether or not the ship is still going somewhere, or if we have perhaps arrived at our destination.”
        Everitt turned and looked at the Vulcan skeptically.  “I don’t see how we could be going anywhere fast without our Warp Core.”
        “Perhaps some quantum sort of Warp Field has adhered to this ship.  The Quirinus has captured a quantum of normal time and taken it into Subspace.”
        Everitt began assembling various quantum mechanical equations on his screen, as if trying to confirm what Ved was saying.
        “I don’t know why the Warp Core chose that moment to leave us,” Ved continued, standing upright, “but perhaps everything that is happening outside is the Quirinus that is remembering our original time.”  Gesturing to the bulkheads around them, “Perhaps what we are seeing is our universe in the making.”
 
 
* * * *
 
        
“Remember when we just met her,” Will asked, looking at his daughter as she worked on her studies.  “She was always in a hurry to get things done.”
        “No thanks to you,”  Rhiannon’s eyes narrowed somewhat, “After some of those holodeck simulations you came up with, the real world must have seemed awfully tame.”
        He laughed.  “Guilty.  But I don’t think I had anything to do with her tremendous work ethic.  That’s gotta be your doing.”
        In meeting back in their quarters, the two had agreed to call a moratorium with what was happening aboard the Quirinus, at least until Engineering and Sciences could determine whether they had punched themselves into a misty fog which resembled subspace, or if they were merely in Limbo and waiting eternal judgment. Morale was low, so the ship had recently secured from battle stations for, if nothing else, rest.
        Rhiannon watched her work silently, how Sara’s normally soft expression become intense as she worked, solving mathematical problems.
        Just as silently she worried.
        Up until their arrival into the fog, Sara had been a normal child, perhaps too ordinary if anything.  Going crazy over the latest fashion crazes and bands that filtered through the Federation and all of that sort of thing.
        But now it was puzzles and math that seemed to fascinate her; on top of that there was this look that she and the other children aboard the Quirinus would give, as if to say: I know exactly what you are thinking.  To hear the other parents aboard, each of their kids were acting the same way.
        Was there some connection with the ship directly?
        She felt Will’s arm go around her shoulder, and she rested her head against his chest.
        “We’ve had some good days, haven’t we?”  Will asked softly.  “Especially these past few months.”
        She knew what he meant: how good it had been to be able to step away from the endless tasks that serving in Starfleet is heir to.
        Will turned to face her.  “I’ve really been missing those days.”
        Rhiannon recalled the sensations and feelings that encompassed her as she woke up in the darkened sickbay and shot him a look.  “You too? Like you’ve lost something important?”
        He nodded.  “First, I thought it was just being homesick, but its more than that.  Lately I’ve been thinking about Edinburgh, even when I first started serving in PRISM.”
        “It’s pervasive, isn’t it,” Rhiannon said.  “Like you can’t pin it to something in particular, but it exists nonetheless.”
        Will thought a moment, glancing back at Sara.  “I think I know what it is – I’m willing to lay odds that its this…”
        Just as he was going to finish, the red alert klaxons began to wail.  Looking at her, and realizing that once again, duty had come between them.
        
 
* * * *
 
        “What is it?” Sulek asked, looking over at TAC 1.
        “Incoming contacts, multiple bearings,”  Commander Peron replied.
“Red Alert,”  Thelsh ordered - the lights when to crimson and the red alert klaxons began their wail.
        “Signatures?”
        “None, the ship’s biological array’s detected them.”
        ‘Curious,’ Thelsh mused as she ordered the TAC readings put up on the main viewer.  
“SCI patched the readings to me, and I’ve run it through the IFF, but no known profile has been matched,” Lawrence continued looking up from her panel.
        “Maybe someone has arrived to show us the way home,” Sulek offered as the blips began to close on the Quirinus.
 
 
 
        
 Chapter
Seven
 
I have yet to see any problem, however complicated, which, when you looked at it in the right way, did not become still more complicated. 
—Paul Anderson 
 
 
        
No sooner had Captain Maverick had beamed back to the Monarchy than Cristine was whisked away to Starfleet Command Planetside by three humorless officers from Starfleet Intelligence.  Dustin, too, was guided quickly to yet more debriefings, but this time at the hands of the Deputy Director of Operations of Starfleet Intelligence, Admiral Johnathan Wolfe, the young buck of Starfleet command and head of Starfleet PRISM.  Wolfe was less concerned with the Captain’s psychological state, but more concerned with the general political climate of the Aqualiae starcluster, from which Maverick had just returned.  What colonies had prospered?  Who controlled the wealth?  Who appeared to really be in power?  And who had headed up the new quasi-religious groups such as the Church of the Recurrent Tragedy or the so-called Interstellar Retributionists?
        Dustin answered as best he could, Wolfe pursuing oblique lines of questioning in the hopes that some nuance or impression might lead to new information.
        The sessions lasted for three days.  Dustin was asked to voice print oaths on file and was instructed not to talk about anything involving the Quirinus or his actions thus far with anyone else.
        Afterward, he was pretty much left to his own devices, and in time more than two weeks slipped by.  Cristine was kept completely isolated from him; as far as Starfleet Intel was concerned, the Bellicose simulagent was property of Starfleet.  Besides, as one officer told him, she was in better hands than if she were back home – where if word had gotten out about her true identity and origin, she probably wouldn’t have lasted a day.
        For his part, Dustin couldn’t understand what the secrecy was all about until Admiral Shadow invited him to a summit of sorts aboard the USS Monarchy.  And as the discussions raged as to the next course of action, with representatives of Starfleet Command, Starfleet Intel, 5th Fleet Command and the rest debated, Dustin came to realize that everyone was acting as though the disappearance of the Quirinus was easily reversible and perhaps that they had even had a hand in making the ship disappear in the first place!
 
         No decision had been reached by the time Dustin had beamed back up to the Monarchy.  A select few were briefed into the fact that the Monarchy would soon be leaving Earth-space.
        The briefing was held in the large conference room normally reserved for Diplomatic or VIP functions.  Dustin arrived in the company of his former CSO and now adjutant to Admiral Shadow, Commander Julia Koepke.  Admiral Shadow was already seated at the horseshoe shaped table, flanked by Admiral Domas, Admiral Wolfe and other command officers from the 5th Fleet Command.  The briefing did not commence, however, until 5 of the most unusual civilians Dustin had ever seen in quite some time took their seats.
        “Ah, Doctor, I believe you are acquainted with everyone here,” Ambassador Domas began by way of introductions, “With the possible exception of Captain Dustin Maverick.”  Turning to Dustin, the Tellarite added: “Captain Maverick, Doctor Jason Tirrick and his research team: Doctors Steerson, Gibson, Stucker, and Fei Shu.”
        Of their leader, a tall, lantern-jawed man with an enormous head of sienna-colored hair, Maverick asked: “Tirrick?  As in Jason Tirrick, creator of the Spacefold drive?”
        “Adapter of the Subspace Fold Device, Captain,”  The Doctor replied, “but, yes, one and the same.”
        “Its an honor, sir,” Dustin said in obvious awe.  The Spacefold device, or the Tirrick Drive as it was called in some circles, was responsible for the near instantaneous transport of the USS Claymore and its expedition to the Rigan starsystem.  “Your reputation has spread through all of Starfleet.”
        Tirrick smiled tolerantly.  “And we’ve heard about you, too, Captain.”
        Dustin’s face flushed; Tirrick’s tone was either insulting or complimentary, but he wasn’t sure which.  Doctor Tirrick’s assistants, meanwhile, had begun to set up a series of computer stations off to one side of the table.  Dustin had never seen anything quite like it before.
        “Ambassador Domas informs me you have some news for us, Doctor,” Admiral Shadow was saying.
        “Yes,” Tirrick said after a moments thought, “thanks to the Captain’s apprehension of the simulagent.”      
        Shadow appraised Maverick with a quick look.  “’Capture’ might be too strong a word, Doctor.  As I understand it, she, er, the operative came along voluntarily.”
        Tirrick made a dismissive gesture.  “File it where you will, Admiral.  The important thing is, the simulagent gave us the go-to as far as the location of the Quirinus and the Bellicose race.  Based on information we gathered from it –“
        “IT has a name, Doctor,” Dustin cut in angrily, “Her name is Cristine.”
        Tirrick stared at him from behind his reflective sunglasses.  “Sorry about that, Captain. I screened that but must have misfiled it.  Well, Cristine then, gave us a solid return – the Bellicose wed their race to subspace in a moment of transubstantiation.  If we can learn how the Bellicose did it, we can find the Quirinus.”
        “How can we do that,”  Commander Koepke asked.
        “Folding for Haydon IV would be as good a place to start as anywhere,” Tirrick said, picking up a terminal from which hung some unusual metal umbilical connections.  “The more I hear about this Haydon and its ‘Awareness’, the more I think any lead begins there.  We can take the Bellicose……..woman along.  Some part of her is still connected to the Bellicose Hive Mind, wherever it is, in this dimension or another.”
        Some other dimension?  Dustin wanted to ask him.  Looks of concern suggested that he was not alone in his concern.  Tirrick’s team, however, was taking the revelations in stride.  Dustin watched one of Tirricks assistants, Gibson, begin to apply spray lubricant to his terminal’s umbilical.
        “’We’, Doctor,” Admiral Shadow asked, “Can I take that to mean that you and your team have agreed to accompany us?”
        Tirrick nodded.  “Not for the reasons you imagine, Admiral.” 
        Dustin’s mouth dropped in surprise as he saw Gibson part his hair and insert the umbilical jack directly into the base of his skull.
        Jason caught Maverick’s look.  “They’re called Cyberports,” he began, fingering aside his hair in the side of his cranium to reveal a similar port.
        Julia Koepke blanched as the rest of Tirrick’s team began to follow Gibson’s lead.
        “And we call this headlocking,” Tirrick explained, regarding the table for a moment.  “From this point on it will be up to us to shape our future as a Federation, and we will have to look no further than within to define and design our course.”
 
 
Chapter
Eight
 
 
          During the cruel reign of the Q’orphod, the Silica had exported its revolution (and tens of thousands of weapons) to several of the local group worlds.  During the Bellicose occupation, Silica had seen its very future held hostage.  The origin of the planets dreams of empire came from the resounding defeat of the Bellicose and their new human allies on Optra.
          But who was Silica rising against, if they were not rising against Haydon?
 
Nala Kamus, Silica
 
 
        N’vret was trying hard to understand within the confines of logic why he was taken prisoner and kept interned in his quarters – a energy shield in place through the sole doorway leading from his quarters.
        He was encouraged when Ubra returned and addressed him as ‘my friend’.
        “What is going on Ubra?”  N’vret asked, staring up into the hovering figure’s bilaterally symmetrical ‘face’.  “I certainly cannot infer to anything from your facial expression.”
        “Had you the capacity to see the logic and emotion, for what is burdening me is as much on my face as anyone else.”
N’vret considered that a moment.  “What is happening?”
”Thoughts come only with difficulty now, N’vret.”  The android

explained, hovering closer to him.  “We Haydonites, as a world, have been forced to respond to an until now unknown piece of behavioral programming.  It appears that those of us in contact with offworlders can exercise some control over this programming.”

        “But what brought this about, Ubra?  Surely it has something to do with the Bellicose disappearance – only a believer in coincidence, which I am not, would fail to see the connection.”

        Ubra was quiet a moment.  “The Event has occurred, N’vret.  I can explain or offer little more than that.  Every fiber in my being tells me that this is what my people and this world has been waiting for over a millennia, and yet I cannot say more about it than that.”

        “You mean that you do not know why you have been waiting?”

        “No, we do not know, nor do we know what to expect of all of this.”

        “Then why have I been arrested,”  N’vret asked.

        “Perhaps ‘arrest’ is too strong a word,” the Haydonite glided to the middle of the room.  “You have done nothing to warrant criminal imprisonment.  Protective custody would be a better choice of words.

As I am sure your computer terminal has told you is that Haydon IV has left orbit and is accelerating.  You are here for your own protection.”

        “Will I be released when we reach our destination?”

        “Not exactly.  It is imperative that no one be permitted to interfere with the completion of all objectives.  Therefore, all offworlders, yourself included, will remain in protective custody until all Post-Event phases are executed.”

        “Very well, then how long will that be?”

        “As long as the operation requires,” Ubra sent.

        “Violence should not be considered an option,” the Haydonite explained, “and this is being stressed to the other merchant and diplomatic ligations.  One incident of violence has already been met in kind.”

        “A merchantman?”

        “Several Merchantmen, unfortunately, from Silica.  One Spherian ship did escape the acceleration undamaged.”

        “Has Silica been informed of the incident,”  N’vret asked.

        “Yes, by the Spherians,” Ubra replied.  “In fact, Long Range sensors indicate that a Silican battlegroup is on an intercept course.”

        “But you just said that interference could not be permitted.  Logic dictates that they be warned away.”

        Ubra grew quiet, as though accessing some long forgotten file.  “I’m sorry, but it is too late for that.”

        

 

* * * *

 

        At Admiral Crysta’s urgings, the Silican dreadnaught had been named N’trpriz in honor of a Terran space vessel.  And while Captain K’rrk had not been against the idea when it was first presented, he would have preferred a different class of ship to call his own; perhaps a Sekiton powered ship-of-the-line with a proper Silican name.  The Tracicle or if he had the choice, the Yirrbisst.

        K’rrk sat in the command chair of N’trpriz, shaking out the lingering effects of the Space Fold as his bridge crew began to feed him updates on his ships readiness.

        “Haydon IV is in visual range,” Mav reported from one of the forward duty stations.  “All cruisers accounted for and are in position.  We are establishing matching velocities at 3.7 units, sir.”

        “Thank you Mav,” K’rrk said.  “Let’s see it.”

        The artificial planet appeared on the main viewer, variegated, rotating, but completely atmosphereless.  No longer a celestial body, but a true starship – and parsecs away from the star it had called home for as long as any could remember.

        K’rrk cupped a paw around his muzzle in thought.  He turned to regard his science officer.  “Could they be preparing to Fold?”

        “A distinct possibility, Captain.”

        “What do sensors show?”

        “Area’s of extensive surface damage,” Lorek replied.  He was tall and lean, with a curious cant to his ears that sat between the two thin mushroom-shaped horns.  “Glike appears deserted.  Bio-sensors indicate that all life signs are in subsurface chambers.”

        “Do we have a fix on whatever is powering that thing?”

        “Affirmative.  All drive systems are controlled from a central AI nexus – it has been given the name Awareness, Captain.”

        “Defenses?  Shields?  Weapons?”

        “None that our sensors can detect.”

        K’rrk growled in pleasure as he turned to his communications officer.  “Reeza, inform all battlegroup commanders to hold their positions.”

        “Done, Captain,” she responded almost immediately.

        K’rrk made an approving rumble.  “Open a hailing frequency, Lieutenant.”

        “Channel open,” Reeza replied.

        K’rrk cleared his throat and slapped a paw down on his chair’s universal translator activation stud.  “This is the Silican starship N’trpriz.  We wish to make contact with whomever is presently in control of Haydon IV.”  He repeated the request twice more.

        “Incoming response, sir,” Reeza said as a synthetic voice speaking in formal, proper Silican began to issue forth from the various speakers across the bridge.

        “Attention, N’trpriz,” the voice began.  “Your vessel is being scanned. Do not, repeat, do NOT attempt to arm or deploy any weapons.”

        K’rrk flashed his Tactical officer a paw sign for restraint.  “With whom am I speaking?”

        “You are in communication with Haydon IV’s Awareness.”

        K’rrk glanced at his bridge crew, then replied, “We must be permitted to establish a docking orbit around Haydon IV for the purpose of retrieving our citizens.”

        “That cannot be permitted,”  The Awareness replied after what seemed an eternity. “Your citizens are in no danger.  Do not, repeat, do NOT attempt an approach or your vessel will be destroyed.”

        K’rrk bared his fangs in a twisted smile.  If there was anything the Silicans learned from the Liberator campaign (see , it was that destiny was something you could grab like one could take a prize fruit.  Now, Haydon IV was that prize, a conquest that would consolidate Silica’s power among the local group worlds and reward a certain commander with the dreadnaught of his choosing.

        “Nonsense,” K’rrk told the Awareness with a snarl.  “Release your prisoners at once or suffer the repercussions.”  He hit the comm.-mute stud and swung to face Lorek.  “Do you have a fix on that AI?”

        “Affirmative, Captain.”

        K’rrk struck the arms of his chair with a huge fist, the claws in his hands finding their usual grooves.  “Activate all ECM and prepare for evasive action.  Mav, prepare to secure a counter-rotational orbit at my command.  Cano, target torpedoes at ground zero on nerve center co-ordinates.”

        “We’re being warned away, Captain,” Reeza reported.

        “Engineering,”  K’rrk growled as N’trpriz began to close on the accelerating Haydon IV.

        “Engineering here, Captain,” a thickly accented Highlander’s voice replied.

        “We’re going to do a hit and run, Rash.  Will your engines back us up?”

        “By Yirrbisst they will,” Rash replied.

        K’rrk grinned.  “All right.  Cano, on my mark –“

        A blare of klaxons overpowered his words.

        “Captain,” Lorek began in an astonished voice, “Auto-destruct sequence activated and is counting down.”

        K’rrk rose from his chair.  “What?!?!?”

        “Auto-destruct in 40 units.”

        K’rrk spit a curse at the image of Haydon IV on the viewer.   “Mav, plot a course directly for the surface – I want to be sitting directly over the Awareness!”

        “Twenty units, sir.”

        K’rrk slammed a paw down on his chair’s control panel.  “Computer,” he said, growling, “Abort auto-destruct sequence.  Priority override, K’rrk one K’rrk two.  Override.”

        Lorek entered a similar code and the warning horns went silent.  “Auto-destruct sequence aborted.”

        K’rrk grinned knowingly.  “All engines full reverse, Mav.”

        The ships helmsman tapped a flurry of commands into his console, then threw a wide-eyed look over his shoulder.  “Sir, no response from the engines!”

        “Rash!” K’rrk barked into the commlink.  “Get your engines up and running!”

        “By the Sekiton we’re trying,” came the Chief Engineers panicked reply.

        K’rrk heard Lorek’s sharp intake of breath under the blare of the emergency horns.  “Auto-destruct reinitiated – counting down from Thirty units.”

        “Haydon!”  K’rrk bellowed.  “Mav:  return to previous course heading, all ahead flank!”

        “Twenty units, Captain.”

        “We’ve got full reverse sir,”  Rash announced proudly over the commlink.

        K’rrk’s muzzle hung open as he watched Haydon IV begin to accelerate away from them.  “Full ahead!  Full ahead!”

        “No response, Captain,”  Mav replied.

        “Ten units, Captain.”

        “Ship’s computer,” K’rrk stumbled.  “Abort auto-destruct sequence.  K’rrk one K’rrk two.  Override.”

        “You forgot to say ‘Priority Override’!”  Every officer on the bridge shouted simultaneously.

        “Five units.”

        “Ship’s computer,” K’rrk started again.  “Priority override – NO! Abort K’rrk one K’rrk two. No- I..”

        Mav and Cano abandoned their duty stations and were approaching him, murder in their eyes.

        “Abort K’rrk…”

        “Three units.”

        “Cancel Priority-“

        “Two units.”

        Even Reeza jointed the mutiny, the claws of her hands rising over the Captain’s chair.

        “ARRrrrrrrrrrrrg!”

        “One unit.”

        K’rrk was still butchering commands when the N’trpriz added its brief explosion to the heavenly sweep.

        

 
Chapter
Nine
 
The best way to escape from your problem is to solve it. 
Robert Anthony: Think, Think On and Think Again 
 
 
        Lieutenant Lawrence, ship’s Chief Tactical officer, was the first one out of the shuttlebay, flanked by 4 other shuttlecraft, out into the fog that wasn’t.

        Even though it was an illogical statement, she found it appropriate.  This New-Space, as someone had dubbed it, was more like a state of mind rather than a realm of matter.  Now, EVA, it especially felt like they weren’t so much “out there” as they were inside something.
        Against the star-strewn backdrop everyone was normally used to, it was easy to gauge the size of everything and just how insignificant you really were.
        That was where the division between real space and this New-Space was most exaggerated.  Out in the fog, the feeling of being too significant started to grow – as if any little thing you did would begin a series of events you had no control over.
        The contacts the Quirinus sensors had detected were coming up on his shuttle sensors, and looked to be fireflies from a distance.  They winked light now and then, almost appearing blue against the white nothingness.
        “Lieutenant Lawrence,”  Sulek began, “Do you read me?”
        The Quirinus was a huge, gray slash at 12 o’clock, the shuttles spread out like paint flecks around her.
        “This is Lawrence.  Have your sensors acquired any more information on the targets?”
        “Negative, Lieutenant,” Sulek’s disembodied voice responded via the audio channel, “They still register as active Biological scanners, but we cannot get a profile.”
        “Understood, Captain,” Lawrence said. “It does not look like our readings are any better from outside the vessel.”
        “Affirmative.  Maintain position.”
        “Roger, maintaining position.  Lights alive at two thousand meters and closing.”
        She could see now that they weren’t round at all, but actually rounded, light emitting tips of energy tendrils.
        “They’re all over me,” the pilot of the Shuttlecraft Remus blurted out.  “I’m looking at tentacles, but they aren’t attached to anything!”
        “Maintain position,” Lawrence ordered.
        “Lieutenant, they are all over me!”
        “Shuttlecraft Remus, do not engage unless provoked,” She heard Sulek order over the tacnet.
        Lawrence felt something graze against the nacelles of the shuttle, as one of the tendrils pierced the floor and snaked up between her legs and thudded against the console.
        “They passed right through me, Lieutenant!  The things just shot right through me!”
        The tendrils weren’t puncturing the hull as much as they were plain penetrating it.  Some tore right through, while others paused to survey the metal it seemed.  A few seemed to enter her body and course up and down her arms and legs; one even took a detour through her head, leaving her momentarily dizzy and disoriented.
        The commlink was filled with the sounds of gasps and near exaltation as the lights penetrated each of the shuttles.  So engrossing was the experience that none of the pilots could respond to Captain Sulek’s urgent requests for updates.
        At the last instant, the tendrils that were dancing about randomly shot toward the Remus.  This time, they did not shoot through the shuttle, but rather danced around it, forming a cloud of flashing light.  Then, in the blink of an eye, the shuttlecraft was gone.
        “Lieutenant Lawrence,”  Commander Thelsh broke in,”  we show one, no, two missing shuttlecraft.  Can you confirm?”
        “They are gone,”  Lawrence replied, swinging around to look at her TAC and SCI consoles.  “Cause, unknown. Atomized, dematerialized, disintegrated – nothing is showing up on sensors.  The lights surrounded them, and eliminated them.”

        “Did you engage?  Did anyone?”
        “Negative.”
        “Can you verify the contact’s positions?”
        “They have spotted the Quirinus, Commander, and are moving to intercept.”
        “All shuttles, move to intercept,”  Thelsh ordered.  “Stop those things from reaching the ship!”
        
        Captain Sulek stood in front of his chair, listening to Thelsh’s order and watching things unfold on the main viewer.  Unless his eyes or the camera’s were lying, he had just seen two shuttle craft disappear by enemy light.  And now the shuttles were ordered to counter attack.  ‘With the hope of accomplishing what?’ he asked himself.  ‘Punishing the light for its omnipotence?’  According to visual data, anyway, it looked like they were facing electrical energy.
        It looks like a synaptic firing of a neuron, he overheard Doctor Morgan quip during the briefing.
        “Shields are online and raised,”  Lieutenant Noral reported from Tacitcal.  “All shuttlecraft are moving to engage.”
        Sulek looked up at the images flashing on the viewer.
        “Phasers are locked,” Tural reported after a second.
        “Fire,”  Thelsh ordered.
        Upon firing and striking, the shock nearly struck him blind if he had not been a Vulcan, but he knew that a dull ache would plague him for at least a week because of the intensity of the burst of light.  Looking around, everyone on the bridge was rubbing their eyes, their faces twisted in anguish.
        The phasers had only made the lights brighter.
        Angering it.
        Sirens wailed.
        “Collision alarm,”  Commander Ved began as he signaled the internal, shipwide commlink, “All hands brace for impact.”

        

        Counselor Mathar Raythan placed himself in the path of the first tendril to pierce his office’ quarters.  It shook him with all of the force of a nightmare rousing you from the deepest slumber.

        As the tendril raced through his body and into his mind, it was then he realized that this was not a malicious attack, but the emissaries of a powerful but childlike superbeing.  His encounter was brief, for to look that long into such a being would be to place your very individuality at risk.

        The tendril dropped him to the deck, sweat pouring from him, as it went further and further through the vessel.  This was definitely something that need to be reported.  Staggering to his feet, he headed off to the bridge.

        

        Lawrence tried one last time to do something against the lights, to exact some toll for the loss of her comrades.  With disciplined hand, she swung the shuttle around to where it seemed the lights were clustering – around the thrust vents for the Impulse engines.  Already, another shuttle was moving into position, sliding gracefully through the fog, when all at once, the fog of New-Space lifted.  So surprising was the transformation that it took a moment for her to register that where there had been a glow was now dark – the lights were gone.

        “We’re home,”  she heard another of the pilots exclaim, “We’re home gang!”

        Lawrence looked around, and indeed, the fog had lifted – but one thing was missing.

        “If we are home, Ensign,” Lawrence began, looking around, “Where are the stars?”

        
        On the Quirinus bridge, everyone sat scratching their collective heads.  Even Sulek and Ved, the usually dour Vulcans, appeared a bit ruffled around the edges – as everything had just defied the logic of the situation once again.  One minute, the lights or whatever they are, were actually eating portions of the vessel, and the next they were gone.  Had the Quirinus punched through the subspace rift?
        “Stations report all clear, Captain,”  Lieutenant Commander Peron reported from Operations.  “The lights are gone.”
        “Damage report, Mr Peron, all decks, all sections, immediately,”  Sulek ordered.
        “Aye aye.”
        “Engineering, this is the bridge.  Mr Everitt, have we arrived back in real space,”  Sulek asked, bringing up the Chief Engineer on the main viewer.
        Everitt looked at something off screen.  “I’m afraid not Captain, nothing has changed.”
        Thelsh spoke up quickly.  “I would suggest you check some of the external scans.”
        “I have Commander,” he sighed, “and I assure you that none of our readings have changed.  We’re still a long way from home.  We’ve lost a good deal of our impulse drive symmetry.”
        “Perhaps the reason why the shuttles were assimilated, for want of a better word, had nothing to do with defense or intrusion,”  Po’ker suggested, turning to look at Sulek, “Perhaps they wanted specimens.”
        Thelsh frowned, wondering what Commander Ved was driving at.
        “Perhaps whomever controlled them has yet to decide what to do with us.”
        “You make it sound like the shuttles were just a snack or something,” Peron swallowed hard.
        “In effect they were just that,”  Everitt continued, “If what Commander Ved suggests is true, because they knew exactly what they were going for by the time they reached the Quirinus.”
        “So we are crippled,”  Sulek asked.
        “Oh no, we still have enough power to move at least ¼ impulse.  However, we have nowhere near full impulse power.  In fact, as things stand now, we’d be just as stranded in real space as we are here,” the Chief Engineer sighed.
        Thelsh let out an exasperated breath.  “You’re full of all sorts of good news.”
        Everitt shrugged non-committally.  “I’m sorry I can’t tell you what you want to hear, sirs.”
        “Then you’ll agree that we need more options, Lieutenant,”  Sulek began, looking up into the main viewer.  “We cannot wait here for those things to return and eat more of our impulse engines.”
        Everitt nodded in agreement.  “Perhaps then we should place the order with Operations to get work underway in replicating a word.”
 
        Will MacTavish rubbed at his eyes furiously.  It wouldn’t be the first time he’d ever seen stars, but this once had to have been the weirdest time to begin to.  No great blow to the head, or intoxicating drip had crossed his lips, and he had been fortunate not to run into any of those energy tendrils as they passed through the Quirinus.
        He had watched the tendrils retreat into the now black curtain of New-Space.
        Or had he?
        William forced his eyes open wide, and then rubbed his eyes roughly, trying to clear his vision.
        “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
        Rhiannon was lost staring out of the lounge window.  He had to call her name a couple of times before she turned with a start.
        “Mac, did you see it?”
        He exhaled, relieved.  “I’m seeing stars if that’s what you mean.”
        “But, they just appeared there – it was like they just assembled themselves into constellations.”
        “Yeah, well, its like they said.  We were trapped in subspace, and now we’re not,”  Will gestured to the blackness outside the Quirinus.  “That’s real space out there, and those are real stars.  We’re home, Love.  Get used to the idea.”
        She looked directly at him.  “You don’t seriously believe that, do you?”
        “No,” he replied, looking out at the newly formed stars and sighed, “but it’s better than the alternative.”
        
 
Part II

Coherent Light

 
 
                
Chapter
Ten
 
The question of Doctor Tirrick’s whereabouts during the Claymore Expedition remains a source of controversy.  While, elsewhere, its been demonstrated that he worked closely with Admiral Johnathan Wolfe (see: Tasner’s Sheep in Wolfes’ Clothing), his subsequent disappearances are more a consequence of conjecture rather than hard fact.  However, looking at the history of his associates,  Steerson, Gibson, Stucker, and Fei Shu, to various underground organizations on Luna Negra (see Makita and others), this author is of the opinion that Tirrick somehow prevailed upon Admiral Wolfe to provide him safe passage to Luna Negra, where he was tracked down by Starfleet Intelligence.
From Ronald Istaandirk’s preface to the fourth edition of Doctor Jason Tirrick’s
Tripping the Light Fantastic
 
“I’m sorry I ever had to drag you into this,”  Dustin said finally, working up the courage to meet her gaze.

“Please don’t make things worse,” she told him weakly.  “We should have known this day was coming since the first day you found me.”
Dustin’s nostrils flared.  “So you admit you aren’t the real Cristine!” he yelled, turning away from her.  He stormed three steps toward the forcefield before stopping and turning to face her.  “You aren’t the real Cristine, and the sooner you understand that, the better.”  He swung around his arm, pointing at the walls and forcefield of the brig cell.  “Why do you think that you are in here?  This isn’t some free ride!  Intel is convinced that you know where the Bellicose went – and where the Quirinus is for that matter.  So put yourself in touch with your real self and tell them what they want to know.”
“Don’t you think that I am trying,”  she managed, looking down at her hands, waves of red hair hiding her hollow cheeks and colorless palor.  She lifted her head weakly, “Look at me, Dustin, look and see what it is doing to me.”
He didn’t want to look at her, but when he did, it was impossible to overcome the urge not to hurry to her and hugging her frail form close to him.  She was so pale, so thin.
He had already been through the same argument just hours before the Monarchy had folded from Earth Space.  Some SOB from Intel had given permission for Kirk and Elaine Roy – the real​ ​​Cristine's parents - to observe, by remote, some of Admiral Wolfe's brainprobe sessions.  The Roy’s had immediately sought and found Dustin after that, visibly and deeply angered.
“How could you do that to us,” Elaine had sobbed from the safety of her husbands arms.  “Even if she was conditioned by the Bellicose, why couldn’t you have left her alone?!?”
Dustin had been struck dumbfounded by their comments.  “But that is not your daughter in there,”  he managed to reply, “that….creature has clear blood coursing through its veins!”
He remembered Cristine’s father, a hulking man that stood a good head taller and that much wider than Dustin, taking a step forward with fists balled up in rage.  “Damn you for that, Maverick!”  Roy had seethed, “I don’t care what color they turned her blood, I know my own daughter.  That’s my Cristine in there and your Intel freaks are torturing her, and you are the one that put her there!”
There had been no convincing them and, in the end, no way of convincing himself either.  Each day, more and more of Cristine emerged and each day, more and more of what was the Simulagent submerged.  And each day seemed to bring both personalities closer and closer to death.
Dustin huddled with her on the cool floor of the cell, railing at the thought of loosing her a second time.
“I’m going to try harder,” Cristine said, her voice awash with false hope.  “I know how much your friends mean to you, and I want to help you find them.  You know that if it meant bringing them back that I would give me life – “
“Don’t,” Dustin said, stopping her, “I don’t want to find them only to loose you in return.”
She smiled wanly.
“We’ll be on Haydon IV soon,” he went on, “They should have some answers there for us.  We’ve made a start, Cristine, and that’s what’s most important.  We’ll find them.”
 
In the spacious astrogation lab of the USS Monarchy, Doctor Jason Tirrick locked his hands behind his head and leaned away from a gigantic display of the local stargroups and other screens filled with Subspace and Space-time calculations.  “Well, I think that this is one for the history books,”  he told Admiral Shawn Shadow and Commander Koepke.  “I mean, I’ve heard of missing the shuttlecraft, but missing an entire planet….this is one for the record files.”
Gibson and Steerson, two of the members of Tirrick’s team, laughed from their seats where they were headlocked into an interactive comic book pulled up from the Monarchy’s computer core.
Commander Koepke eyed the two with curious disdain.  Bad hair, bad skin, bad tattoos and bad clothes.  Now that she had gotten to know Dr Tirrick’s band of adventurers a little, she had decided that they were as unappealing lot as any she had encountered in her travels.  Despite all of their discussions and theories on artificial intelligence and “Machine Mind”, they seemed to be driven by some pre-world war III fascination with technology.
“And I’m telling you that we’re exactly where we are supposed to be, Doctor Tirrick.”  Julia began, clearing her throat.  “If anything is missing, its Haydon IV.”
Tirrick, grinning like a Cheshire Cat, adjusted his sunglasses and looked over his shoulder at Julia.  “Some wrinkle in Newtonian physics then, Commander?  A planet sets its mind to leave orbit and away it goes?”
Shadow spoke up quickly.  “According to reports, with that world, anything is possible.”
Tirrick smirked.  “Relax, Commander, I’m sure your aim was true.”  His forefinger called up data on a console.  “Looks like some gravimetric permutations throughout the system – I believe its safe to assume that the planet has in fact vanished.  From these readings, I’d say it occurred recently, say, within in the last month.”
Julia pulled up the same readings, scanned them quickly, and looked up at Admiral Shadow, “I concur, sir.”
The commlink warbled and Admiral Shadow keyed the comm.-activate stud on the Astrogation panel.
“Receiving an urgent distress call,” Lieutenant Commander Hunter, the Monarchy’s Chief Tactical Officer began, “Survivors from the Silican ship N’trpriz.”
        “Survivors?  What happened?”
        The line was quiet for a moment.  “Admiral, the N’trpriz was ordered to Haydon IV for an extraction op.  Seems that several hundred Silican merchants were taken hostage during the rebellion.”
        “Rebellion?”
        “It’s unclear at present, Admiral, but apparently the Haydonites are revolting against The Awareness.  Offworlders that were caught up in the rebellion were transferred to subsurface facilities below the remains of Glike.”
        “Madness,”  Commander Koepke whispered.
        “Ask them if the N’trpriz attempted to engage the planet.”
        “Affirmative, Admiral, N’trpriz was in communication with the surface when the planetary Awareness succeeded in arming the ship’s auto-destruct sequence,” Hunter paused for a moment.  “The survivors jumped ship in an escape pod prior to detonation.  They claim the ships of their own battlegroup left them.”
        Koepke tightened her lips in frustration and confusion.
        “Tell them we will pick them up,” Admiral Shadow said after a moments thought.  “Ask them if they can give us an approximate location of Haydon IV.”
        “Negative, Admiral.  They say no can do.”
        “Why not?”
        There was a brief pause.
        “Response sir:  ‘Because Haydon IV executed a fold.’”
* * * * 

        After rescuing the Silican survivors, the Monarchy set course for Riga and its fourth moon, Tyrul.

        Maverick had to call in a great deal of his favors to get included with the landing party that was shuttled down to the City proper.  But the hassle was well worth it, if only for a quick ride through the city streets to the Royal Hall, which still towered over the cityscape like a holy mountain.

        Otherwise, the place had changed dramatically since the Claymore had departed.  The rebuilding done by the Federation presence there had brought big dividends for the moon, which was quickly becoming a trade center among the local stargroups.  Most of the manufacturing took place on Silica, but it was Tyrul that had reaped the rewards.

        Tyrul’s public buildings and housing structures sparkled like gems.  Under the Starfleet supervision, irrigation had been installed and terraforming of the cities outskirts had begun in earnest.  While a Roman-Techno analogue had been maintained, it was apparent that everything was modern at its core.

        Ramus, the bald and bearded wizard who had welcomed the Claymore and its expedition to the moon, was on hand to welcome the landing party and escort them via surface-effect vehicles to portion of the Royal Hall set aside for Local Group affairs.  There, Admiral Shadow, Commander Koepke, Doctor Tirrick and the rest were greeted by envoys from Peryton, New Praxis, Silica, Spheris, Garuda and Peryton, along with several new, emerging worlds coming out of the shadows of Q’orphod domination.

        The Haydonite diplomat and the whole of his legations, and been placed into custody.

        “They haven’t revealed so much as a thought since they were arrested,” Ramus informed Admiral Shadow while a Silican had the chamber’s floor.  “We can’t FORCE them to send, but it sounds like they have fallen under some sort of new programming.  Perhaps it’s the same programming that the planet itself has fallen under.”

        “First the Bellicose, then the Quirinus, and now Haydon IV,” Julia mused.

        “And their disappearances are only a beginning,”  Ramus nodded, his white beard bobbing.

        “How so,”  Admiral Shadow whispered.

        The Q’orphod’s voice had a note of frustration in his words.  “The very fabric of time-space has been affected in some way by these events.  It would require a great deal more study, and the sensors on Haydon IV would have the best measuring tools for this, but as near as I can tell, the Universe is shrinking.”

        Tirrick blanched.  “But-“

        “Wait,” Ramus cut him off, holding up a hand. “Hear me out.”

        There was commotion on the floor.  Dustin saw that the Silican who had been growling demands at everyone had issued a message of sort and was pacing around in a circle, waving a padd up over his head.

        “Let it be known to members of the Local Group that Silican is fully prepared to go to war unless reparations are made for the capture of our citizens and the destruction of our vessels!”

        The audience of diplomats and staff muttered among themselves.

        “And how many more ships will you loose before you see the folly of interference,”  The Spherian Ambassador inquired from his seat.

        “The next time it won’t be a single ship but an entire fleet.”

        “Fleet’s have been destroyed in the past,” Gnea of Praxis retorted.

        “Legends,” Nal, the Silican Ambassador scoffed.  “Silica has outgrown such things.”

        “And Silica would like nothing more than to see Haydon IV added to its list of indentured worlds,” sneered the Perytonian ambassador.  “You try the committee’s patience.”

        Nal gestured at the Perytonians with a huge paw.  “Such remarks from our chief Debtor in the Local Group.  Peryton tries our patience, Ambassador Marak.”

        “Silence!  All of you,”  Ramus shouted loud enough to silence the room.  Standing, he looked at Nal.  “Talk of reprisals and reparations is not only premature but pointless, given the fact that Haydon IV has managed to elude us.  I urge us –“

        “No longer, Q’orphod!”  Nal again raised the padd over his head, waving it with sweeping gestures.  “Our recon forces report that Haydon IV has emerged from Subspace and inserted itself in orbit around Eris’ Star.”

        “Eris’?!”  Ramus stammered.  “Are you certain of this?”

        “Our reconnaissance forces pride themselves on their precision,”  Nal replied.

        “But Eris’ is a black hole system,” Ramus said for the benefit of the Starfleet officers present.  “Why would the Haydonites go to such a place?”

        “We’ll be sure to ask them,” Nal thundered in response, tossing the padd down to the center of the room and storming from the building.

 
Chapter
Eleven
 
At 66:45:991, High Command committed the last of the Goturrio Fleet Ships to the dark maw of Eris’ Star, and once more, the ships were torn apart by tidal forces encountered at the event horizon.  Losses to date number 1690 ships and 85900 warrior clone lives.  It would appear that Q’orphod vessels are insufficiently durable to negotiate the penetration of the star’s event horizon and the suggested probability that such a penetration is possible.
 
Report to the Q’orphod Masters made by Scientist Azlod, as quoted by Edward Rawlings in his book: The Q’orphod Heirarchy
 
 
        N’vret’s fingers played the small console that Ubra had delivered to his cell, pecking away at key commands.  The keypad had been one of necessity, so as not to rouse the suspicion of any of the Haydonite Jailers.  Of course, the armless Haydonites had no need for such archaic devices, and in truth, neither did N’vret.  He had long become accustomed to the neural headbands that were in use by offworlders to communicate with the Awareness and its myriad of computer terminals.
        The Vulcan had become quite the fan of the Earth Film Noir/prison films while serving on the Claymore, and part of the irony of those films and his current situation was not lost on him.  In those films, it had been pastry-surprises – files and hacksaws baked into cakes or pies.  Now, break-outs required one to break-in to the security system’s keymaster, in this case the Awareness.
        N’vret arched an eyebrow as his fingers made yet another mistake.  He wasn’t worried about being detected or observed at this point.  Had the Haydonites believed that anyone would be foolish enough to try and escape, they would have already flooded the room with monitoring devices.
        Looking at the readouts, one thing was for certain – Haydon IV had defolded, and where N’vret had logically assumed that the planet would reappear.  
They were in orbit around a small, carbonaceous moon that circled the system’s seventh planet.  The primary star in the system was a black hole, an astrophysical body that had always been placed in a unique place in Terran literature as well as Andorian and Betazoid fiction.  It was always a blend of romantic fascination and morbid curiosity, but the truth was far more sinister and ghoulish than anything that could be imagined.
N’vret began bringing up the Awareness’ project que, and saw that his musing about why the world had appeared there were true.  Haydon IV and the Awareness was beginning to harness the radiation bleeding off of the collapsed star for something N’vret had yet to uncover.  Further, he had found commands to fire the planet’s drives to bring them dangerously close to the cratered moon they currently were in orbit around.  Again, no concrete data could be found, mainly because the Awareness itself was operating purely in the abstract.

He had begun working feverishly since he had heard a jailer slip that a Silican recon ship had found the world and had reported the location.  It could only be assumed, in a dark form of logic, that Silica, and the other Local Group worlds were assembling a fleet, and would be due within hours if not sooner.
He had also been able to make out, thanks to a morse-code type tapping system that N’vret and the Praxians in the room adjacent to him had devised, that the Silican prisoners had figured out a way to disable the forcefields and were prepared to create a full-scale revolt when their comrades in orbit arrived – a spaceborne attack despite the loss of 3 Silican cruisers.
Something told him, however, that an uprising would be a bloody and terrible mistake.  Though, if the Awareness were somehow occu –
N’vret arched an eyebrow in a Vulcan approximation of surprise.  The readings he was getting now was that the world, despite every law of gravity and physics he knew of, was beginning to change shape and reconfigure on a global scale.
 
* * * *
“The second star to the right,” Sulek asked, wondering where he had heard that phrase before.  “Why that one?”

Commander Ved brought the star up on the main viewer.  “It appears to be the closest.  Light seems to play games with our sensors in this place.  One moment, the star is right off our bow, the next it isn’t.”
As he spoke, the star changed position again.
“As you can see, it makes actually establishing a starchart in this realm nearly impossible.  It looks as if it is trying to compensate for our lack of a faster than light drive system.”
“That or its trying to decide exactly where it wants to be,”  Commander Peron smirked from the Operations console.  
“Exactly,” Ved agreed, missing the joke as only a Vulcan could, turning back to the screen.  “It is difficult to discover the essential mechanics of this realm where there is nothing immutable to measure against.”
Several theories had come forth when the fog of New-Space lifted and the stars began to appear, all of which quickly dismissed as more and more new information was coming to light: The Quirinus had not returned to subspace, nor had it manifested itself anywhere else in the Galactic void.
According to the more existentialist members of the crew, the present darkness was the afterlife tunnel itself, and next would come the disembodied, phantasmal encounters with dead relatives and relations. 
Many had already begun a serious review of their lives.
Screen-weary, Commander Thelsh rubbed her eyes with her fingertips.  Here was a universe to behold, she mused, but to hear Commander Ved tell it, it was all as insubstantial as the fog that was once out there.
“If that isn’t bizarre enough,” Peron spoke up from OPS, “this is just coming in from Stellar Cartography.  We got some transvid scopes trained on the furthest reaches of this place, and this is what we find.”
Tapping a few keystrokes, he brought up the playback on the mainviewer.  At first, it was just a black screen, then individual pinpricks of light began to appear slowly, then began to flesh out the darkness.  The appearance was not unlike flying up over a dark hill into a night sky.
“Stars look like they are just winking into existence.”
        “Captain Sulek,” Nural replied from Tactical, “the shuttles are returning to the shuttlebay.”
        Sulek glanced at Thelsh before looking over to Nural.  “Thank you Lieutenant.”
        “How should I classify the missing shuttles, sir?”
        Sulek gave it a moment’s thought.  “Presumed Missing.”
 
 
        Rhiannon hurried through the ship’s corridors, attempting to avoid everyone’s gaze.  Not that she heard so much as a giggle from the crew, but she knew from their eyes what they were thinking.
        She huffed to herself as she exited the Turbolift.  One did not have to be an empath or a telepath to read the concealed smiles or hidden amusement.
        She came through the doorway to the child-care facility’s observation room with fire in her eyes, the anger enough hot enough to be felt clear across the room by the on-duty care-givers and pediatric nurses.
        “Sir?”  the head nurse asked cautiously after springing to her feet.
        Rhiannon threw everyone a cold, appraising look. “Which one of you made the announcement over the shipwide commlink?”
        A small hand went up, and a enlisted rated tech stepped into view from the rear of the group.  “I did, sir?” the young male staffer said, the tone modulating all the way up into a high falsetto.
        Rhiannon gave a quick cough, hoping it hid the smirk crossing her face.  “Now hear this, mister.  When my presence is required or requested, you can key a message into my emergency medical channel or directly to my office.  But, I don’t ever – ever – want to hear a call like that over the PA system again.  Am I being clear on this?”
        “Yes, sir, Commander,” the tech replied crisply.
        “ ‘ Commander Morgan wanted at the Child Care center’ “ Rhiannon mimicked.  “Remember, that we have to at least pretend that I am the Chief Medical Officer on this ship and that I am not some working mom fitting a job around child rearing.”
        “Sir!” Said a chorus of voices in unison.
        Rhiannon adopted an appropriately theatrically firm expression.  “Now, what is this all about?”
        “The children, Doctor,” the nurse said, indicating to the one-way observation window.
        Rhiannon stepped over to the windows to have a look, a puzzled frown crossing her face.  Sara and the other children were all assembled in what was called the “creata-craft area”, where a sphere of extruded plastifoam had been fashioned.  Rhiannon could see some hinges had been inset along the equator of the sphere.
        “They didn’t build that by themselves, did they?”  She asked in alarm.
        The enlisted tech shook his head, his voice returning to normal. “No, Doctor.  They asked for our help with the globe, or whatever it is.  But they told us exactly what they wanted.”
        “I take it that the sphere can open up?”
        The head nurse chuckled.  “It does indeed, Doctor.”
        Rhiannon turned and regarded the two.  “What’s inside?”
        “We don’t know,”  the nurse replied.  “The most amazing thing; they’ve been working on it all day long, everyone pitching in, but with barely a word spoken between them.  Its like they all knew from the start what they were after.”
        Morgan felt a chill creep over her. “And what is it?”
        The nurse looked to the tech, who drew a deep breath.  “Their own version of a puzzle block or transformable toy, made entirely out of stuff they salvaged from other toys in there.  Well, except for some things they asked us to procure: springs, cams, lubricants, that sort of thing.”
        “Lubricants!?!? You should be in there supervising them!”
        “We tried that, Commander,” the Nurse replied calmly, “but they stop playing whenever anyone enters the nursery.  Frankly, Doctor, we all find it a bit, well, unnerving. That’s why I asked you down.”
        Rhiannon folded her arms, thinking.  “I think its time we find out exactly what they are up to.”  She spun on her heel and stepped to the nursery door.  “I’m going in there,” she announced, walking toward the door.
 
Chapter
Twelve
 
 
        I must admit that the implications of our situation thus far, including the sudden appearance of the darkness and the stars, defy logic.  There are more pressing issues at hand, though, as I recall something that Lieutenant Everitt remarked: “What are you going to do, have operations replicate us a world?” or words to that affect.  It leads me to ask, though, has this New-Space actually given us the ability to create worlds?
Sulek of Vulcan, The New Testament
 
          Dr. Wenslow, the Quirinus’ astrogation’s wide-scope expert, had detected a planet in orbit around Commander Ved’s indecisive second star to the right.
        Commander Thelsh greeted the news as it was relayed via speaker-comlink on the bridge with a smile.  
        “We’ve actually got ourselves a planet?”  Lieutenant Nural asked from his station.
        Sulek, who was standing behind his old haunt of Science I, punched a few quick keys and brought the findings up on the main viewer.  “It would appear so.”
        Lawrence began reading off the analysis.  “Polar caps, mountain ranges, a verdant equatorial belt, M Class world.  Looks like a real custom made world.”
        Peron raised an eyebrow and muttered, “a little too custom made.”
        Sulek walked around to his chair and keyed the commlink.  It warbled in reply.
        “Sickbay, this is Doctor Tw’lek.”
        “Tw’lek, this is Captain Sulek.  Any word on Counselor Raythan?”       “Lieutenant Raythan has returned to his quarters to recover,  there were no medical reasons for keeping him.”
        “Where is Doctor Morgan?”
        “She is not here Captain, I believe she is at the Day Care.”
        Thelsh felt her face flush.  Another “emergency” no doubt.  Keying into the conversation from her chair, “Doc, what the hell is going on around here? Has everyone gone space-happy?  Who is running Sickbay anyway?”
        There was a moments pause. “Which question do you want me to answer first Commander?”
        “Skip it.”
        Sulek interjected himself back in, giving his XO a look as only a Vulcan can.  “When Doctor Morgan returns, tell her I want to meet with her and Lieutenant MacTavish in my ready room.”
        Sitting, Sulek deactivated the commlink.  “Helm, prepare for new course headings.”
        Ved nodded.
        “Suggestions, Commander,”  Sulek asked.
        “I suppose it could be a trap, an attempt to lure us in,” Thelsh replied, “but I don’t think we have much choice, Sir.  If the planet is inhabited in addition to be M class, we might learn a thing or two about this place, perhaps even a way out of it.  Certainly it will be more information that trying to track stars.”
        Sulek considered it a moment. “Very well, Helm, plot a course – best speed.”
        
        While impulse engines were carrying the Quirinus toward a planet that had just leapt into existence, the Monarchy dropped from Warp bearing down on a world that had traveled hundreds of thousands of parsecs to settle itself on the dark edge of destruction.
        The Federation legation had tried to convince Silica to stay its hand, if only until Haydon IV could answer for the charges brought against it.  In this, the Monarchy had promised to act as arbitrator and intermediary.  But, it was clear to all that the Silicans were out for revenge, plain and simple; the ursinoids had agreed not to obstruct the Federation representatives, but had assured everyone that a flotilla of Silican warships would be folding in behind the Federation vessel and that any hostility would be met in kind.
        Admiral Shadow, Julia, Domas, Dustin, Ramus, and Tirrick and his interface addicts had all passed the journey gathered in the Astrogation Hold, discussing strategic options and speculating as to the Quirinus’ whereabouts.
        Dustin, hotwired on a variety of liquid stimulants, thought he was going to spontaneously combust.  So far, the mission had taken a variety of turns and none seemed to bring them an inch closer to finding his friends and his old command.  And to top it all off, he had finally let his tortuous relationship with Cristine take its predictable conclusion.
        Back on the Monarchy after the nearly disastrous summit on Tyrul, he had gone to her cell – against his better judgment – where one thing led to another, and had ultimately found the two of them pressed against a spot of bulkhead inaccessible to the prying eyes of security cams, making love with an animal furor.  Clear blood or no, Cristine was a woman of human needs and passions.  And while Dustin was still deliciously dazed from their intertwining, the encounter had left him more confused than ever.
        “I’m sorry to make it sound like this,” Admiral Shadow was saying, “but we didn’t make the jump out here to get ourselves in your local group affairs.  We came to get to the bottom of the Quirinus’ disappearance, not to assist Silica in its quest to control local commerce.”
        Ramus’ eyes narrowed.  “Perhaps not, Admiral, but I would suggest that the Federation consider her self a part of the Local Group.  After all, it was your philosophy of answering might with might during the Liberator campaign that left this telling effect on the local group worlds.”
        Dustin was grateful for the momentary silence that followed Ramus’ remarks.  On the voyage from the Federation, Admiral Shadow had been brought up to date on Local Group grudges, but Dustin hadn’t expected the once morose Silicans to be so radically affected by their recent economic windfalls.  And aside from those problems, to hear Ramus and Tirrick tell it, there were problems in the big scheme of things as well.  Dustin couldn’t follow most of the mathematical proofs they had offered up as evidence, but most startling was Ramus declaration that some pulsar stars were disappearing entirely – perhaps a “big crunch” in the works.
        “I don’t see what Haydon IV or Silican has got to do with any of this,” Dustin interjected.  “We’re here looking for the Quirinus and the Bellicose.”
        Dustin noticed Tirrick and Ramus trade looks.
        “We were hoping you would update us on that, Captain,” Tirrick said at last.
        “Me?  How would I know?”
        “Well, you’ve been having…..intimate….discussions with their agent,” the Engineer continued, “we thought that maybe Cristine told you something in confidence.”
        Dustin’s face went a bright shade of crimson.  He might have known that it wasn’t that easy to hide from the security cams.  “She hasn’t told me anything,” he muttered at last.
        Tirrick made a dismissive motion.  “All the more reason to communicate with Haydon IV.”
        “If we only knew more about the decedents of Haydon,”  Julia said.
        Ramus looked at her.  “Surely you don’t mean the androids?”
        The expression on her face flattened a bit.  “Well, yes, I did.”
        “The beings we call Haydonites,” Ramus said,” bear no more relation to Haydon than do Silicans, Praxians, or any other race.  The one we call Haydon is thought to have been a member of an ancient, highly evolved spacefaring race, whose collective name – if indeed they ever possessed one as a race – has not been passed down to us.  Its highly likely that we can ever be certain that their name was even ‘Haydon’ or if that was an individual or a collective race.”
        “Each of the local groups have great shrines erected to Haydon, yet they are completely dissimilar save for their age and great size – but not one is thought to represent, literally, Haydon.  The evidence that He exists is in each of the local group races themselves.  You see, each of the local worlds were altered by Haydon, and each of the races perpetuated Haydon in their own way.  So the Spherians speak of ‘The Great Shaper’ and the Silicans mention ‘the Great Augury’, but they are all talking about the same entity or group of entities.”
        Ramus shook his head, a self-amused smirk cross his face.  “Where this group came from, we’ve never really been sure.  We have myths, legends, and fanciful accounts that perhaps some measure of truth to them – ‘through a glass darkly’ if I may borrow an old earth term – in two versions of the final race of the entities we call Haydon.  The first, we are told, that they were on the threshold of a great turning point in self-evolution when they were destroyed through their own tampering.”
        “And the second,”  Tirrick asked.
        Ramus let out a breath.  “In the light of more recent developments, this one is by far more relevant.  For it suggests that the race did not vanish, but in fact, placed themselves in a state of – how did I read it used in your data banks, ah, yes – in a state of suspended animation.”
        “We are all familiar with that term,” Shadow assured him. “But what would these geniuses be waiting for?”
        “An event,” Ramus ventured, “something so grand on the cosmic scale that it would alter the very fabric of reality.”
        Tirrick gaped at the Q’oprhod.  “The Bellicose!”  His mirrored glasses swept around the table.  “Don’t you get it?  Their disappearance as a race!  That was what Haydon was waiting for!”
        He threw is head back and laughed.  “Haydon is getting ready to wake up, and they are figuring to latch onto the Bellicose and follow them right off the map.”

 
 
Chapter
Thirteen
Knowledge is the eye of desire and can become the pilot of the soul. 
—Will Durant 
 
 
          “Seven worlds,”  N’vret mused to himself, hands clasped behind his back.  The words echoing through his head, seven worlds, as he dropped his head and closed his eyes.
        The past dozen hours had been punctuated by rumblings from deep within Haydon IV – the sound of powerful, long dormant machines coming online.  On screen schematics served little to translate the scale with which things were happening – gigantic servos and gyroscopes moving and shifting, allowing for a change in the very sphericity of the world.
        N’vret was waiting for some word from Ubra.  Haydon IV was transforming, but transforming into what?  An impregnable battle station (thoughts of a late 20th century earth movie springing to mind), as the more paranoid of the Silican contingent were musing.  The Awareness was still not providing an external visual feeds, so the wildest rumors were spreading like wildfire.  Positional data, however, did reveal that the world was within 30,000km of the small carbonaceous moon – close enough, in terms of worlds, to touch.
        A sudden shift from underfoot rocked level 5 and sent N’vret sprawling.  There had been several jarring shakes the last few hours, but none enough to throw him from his feet.  It appeared to him that, somewhere deep within the Awareness’ neural programming, there were command codes to ensure the safety of Haydon IV’s passengers.
        As there were also command codes that safeguarded the planet from attack.
        But just what was the Historical Haydon protecting with these mechanisms?
        The Vulcan perched himself up on the edge of his bed, thinking the same words: seven worlds.
        His investigations took him to the various worlds touched by Haydon.
        He had visited Optra, where Haydon had brought the Odin Particle and the In’vd together.
        But then Haydon had visited Peryton, for which Haydon had devised a thought-propelled instrument capable of altering the rotational axis of a dying world.
        From there, Haydon had gone forth and seeded Silica, and the ursinoid responsive ur-flower.
        And Garuda, where Haydon had dabbled in a planets bio-sphere to create a planetary consciousness.
        And Spheris, where Haydon had created life in a crystalline form.
        And Praxis, where biological parenting was strictly a single-sex affair.
        But a larger question remained?  What had Haydon hoped to accomplish on his namesake planet?  What was it about Haydon IV that it should be spared the injustices that others suffered?
        Looking up at his console, the screen winked to life, a pattern starting to form.  ‘A reconfiguration pattern,’ N’vret mused as he watched it form.
        N’vret blinked in surprise – again, Haydon IV defied logic.  As he watched, it was clear that the northern and southern hemispheres were separating; the world was about to open up like a hinged ball.
 
        In New-Space, Rhiannon edged quietly through the doors into the play-room.  She told herself that, in addition to being an inquisitive guardian, she was also just being considerate, mindful not to disturb the children’s play.  At the same time, she realized that her inner voice was demanding caution; the feeling not unlike the fight-or-flight hormonal response that kicked in every time she was on an away mission.
        The children were still grouped around the enormous sphere they’d constructed, completely absorbed in their work.  The toe of her boot came down on a small synthe-wax crayon, which snapped like a twig, and suddenly she had twelve pairs of eyes trained on her.
        “Hi, kids,” she said, pinning a smile to it.
        Sara glanced at her peers before stepping forward and meeting her half-way.  Rhiannon squatted down to her eye level and ran a hand through the child’s long brown hair.  “That’s some kind of globe you guys made,” she began, “Is it some kind of space base?”
        Sara glanced back over her shoulder at the group before responding.  “It’s secret, Rhi.  You have to leave.”
        Rhiannon adopted a wide-eyed expression.  “Its so secret you can’t even let me take a peek?”
        “No.”
        “Oh, sweetheart, please?”
        Sara shook her head, adamant.  Behind her, the children had formed a line in front of the sphere.  Rhiannon straightened to her full height.  “Just one peek, Sara, then I’ll leave you guys alone,” she said more firmly.
        Sara’s eyes and faltering tone betrayed her ambivalence. “You can’t Rhi.  We’re doing something secret.”
        Stern-faced, Rhiannon folded her arms across her chest.  “Now listen to me young Lady, I’m still the Chief Medical Officer of this ship.  Just show me what you’ve built and I’ll-“
        Abruptly, Sara turned on her heel and rejoined the group, leaving Rhiannon standing in the middle of the room.  She shook her head in disbelief at the one-way mirrored window and was about to take a step forward when suddenly the wall of children positioned themselves between her and the sphere.
        Rhiannon tried to contain her unease.
        “Dran’n,” she said in a scalding tone, looking down at one of the Klingon children aboard, “I don’t approve of this behavior, and neither would your mother.  Do you want me to go get her, or are you going to show me what you’ve built?”
        “It’s almost finished,” he replied in English.  “We can show you after its done.”
        Rhiannon’s expression softened somewhat.  “So its not really a secret, then.”
        Dran’n spent a moment considering that, almost as though listening to something just outside of earshot.  “No, its not really a secret.  Its more of a surprise.”
        
        In the Quirinus’ briefing room, MacTavish looked down at his console chronograph and muttered to himself, “damn, what’s keeping her?”
        Sulek regarded him from the viewport.  “Why don’t you sit down Lieutenant?  I’m sure Dr. Morgan will be here in a moment.”
        Will stiffened, and then resigned himself to it, sitting down with the rest of the senior staff.
        Counselor Raythan looked over from his chair out the viewport at the planet they were now in orbit around.  “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
        Everyone had to agree; any planet would have been a welcome sight, but the one they had found was nothing short of extraordinary.  Skies more crystalline than Bajor’s, verdant forests like those on Earth, Seas to rival Betazed’s, and unlike all of those worlds.
        “It makes me think of home,” Peron sighed.
        “After so many years in space, its so easy to forget how affecting the sight of rampant life can be,” Thelsh agreed, looking over at Captain Sulek, “Now, Captain, about an away team.”
        The doors hissed open behind them, and Rhiannon stepped into the briefing room, an unreadable look in her eyes.  Will looked at her, and couldn’t tell if it was anger or fear that he saw there.
        “Will,” she said, “you better get down to the Day Care and have a little talk with your daughter.  When I tell you what she did –“
        “We can save that for later,” Will interjected, motioning to the planet outside, “or maybe you haven’t noticed.”
        Rhiannon spared the world a glance.  “Of course I noticed, Dr Tw’lek has been keeping me apprised of everything.  But we can’t put this off until later, Will.  Sarah and the other –“
        “Rhiannon,” Will snapped, “I said we’ll take care of it later.  Right now we have more pressing matters at hand.”
        Rhiannon’s mouth tightened into a single line.  “If you’d kindly let me finish.”
        “Enough,” Sulek announced, standing, “We are wasting time.”
        Rhiannon and William glared at each other.
        “I’m sorry Captain,” Rhiannon began, her teeth clenched.
        “Commander Thelsh, about an away team,” Sulek nodded to his XO, “An away team would be a valuable instrument to gain some information about the world.”
        “Very well,” Thelsh agreed, standing, “I’ll begin assembling the party at once.”
        “And I will be accompanying you,” Will added.
        He was holding Rhiannon’s gaze as he did so.
 

Chapter
Fourteen
 
“To die, to sleep - 
To sleep, perchance to dream - ay, there's the rub,
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause.”
William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III.I.65
 
 
        Outside the Monarchy’s main viewer, a dark maelstrom of stolen matter churned, a whirlpool of cosmic stuff, and as black as a singularly evil heart.
        “My God,” Ramus said in utter astonishment.
        “Let’s hope not,” Julia offered, turning her back from the viewscreen and helping herself to the bridge replicator and a hot cup of tea.
        “Stellar Transylvania,” one of Jason Tirrick’s data junkies said without explaining further.  “Give me two pints of protons,” he added, affecting some sort of middle-European accent.
        In the foreground between starship and black hole floated what Julia had first taken for a dumbbell-like structure captured by the system’s nearly lightless sun, the host upon which the hole had fed upon for countless eons.  It was only when the Monarchy’s computer core had served up a more detailed graphic representation did the staff begin to comprehend the enormity of it all.  One end of the dumbbell was in fact a rogue moon, yanked out into an orbit with the dumbbell’s opposite end: a radically reconfigured Haydon IV.
        A cylinder stretched between moon and world, which telescoped out of each of Haydon IV’s now separated northern and southern hemispheres.
        Julia ran a hand down her face and left it covering her mouth, as though fearful a sound might come forth.  Just in the picture displayed in the main viewer was the Silican battlegroup, like a school of sharks waiting for the scent of blood.
        “Evaluation,”  Admiral Shadow said, turning to find Dr Tirrick headlocked into a specially designed tricorder.  Data-expedient or not, the sight of the cable running to a cerebral port was unnerving.
        With an audible pop, Jason pulled the cable out of his skull.  “They appear to be mining the moon for metals and material.  I would wager the planet itself is one gigantic factory.”
        Julia gestured at the main display.  “Are you saying those cylinders are mine shafts?”
        “I suppose you could call them that,” Jason replied.  “Instead of parking your ship in orbit and shuttle the supplies up from the surface, you build those transfer corridors and suck up what you need.  A variant on the old Space Elevator or Orbital Tower thing.”
        “Then what are they making?”
        “Ships would be my guess,”  Jason replied, setting his tricorder down and looking back up to the skeptical looks across the bridge.
        “Alright, well, assume for the moment that what we guess about Haydon is true, then lets put ourselves in his shoes,” Jason stood and walked toward the front of the bridge, turning and standing in front of the main viewer.  “Here are Haydon,” he motioned at the world for emphasis, “and his race have been wandering around the spaceways for tens of thousands of years, jumping system to system, world to world, galaxy to galaxy.  Frankly, the whole thing has become a bore.  They’ve conquered war, pestilence, famine, death, so – what’s left to do?”
        “So all at once, they begin asking themselves some serious questions.  Like if there is more to life than tearing off through galaxies, playing deity to a slew of awed primitives.  They start focusing on ontological and teleological questions about life, purpose, God, and what is supposed to happen after you punch out your timecard and wave adios to your biological parts.  Of course, they’ve been curious about these things since they crawled out of the gene pool, but now there is a certain urgency to it all.”
        Jason took a breath and adjusted his reflective glasses.  “The thing is, for all their research into metaphysics, for all their experiments in religion, sensory-dep, cybornetics, and mind-altering drugs, they can’t seem to be able to break through to that ethereal dimension that they know is out there.  After all, the math works, so where is the proof?”
        “So, Haydon get this idea that maybe his or her race just isn’t meant for transcendence – I mean, maybe they just aren’t built for it.  They are psychically deficient or constitutionally deprived or something like that.  But that doesn’t rule out the possibility that those realms exist, or that some other race is capable of getting there.”  Jason looked at Shadow.  “You with me so far, Admiral.”
        Shawn nodded.
        “Okay, so what they do is decide to speed things along in their search by using what they feel are the most likely candidates and giving a helping hand wherever possible.”  Jason pointed at Ramus.  “You mentioned Silican, Spheris, Praxis – all the worlds you brought up – adding something here, deleting something there.  Then they sit back and wait for their stew to boil.”
        “But –“ Jason raised a finger up, “again, we’re talking about millennia here.  So, rather than risk a bore, they build themselves a world – that world,” Jason said, pointing to the main viewer, “to do the monitoring for them.  They equip the planet’s AI to run the place with instructions to wake them up when one of their experiments bears fruit.”
        Ramus smiled, seeing where Tirrick was going with all this.
        Tirrick returned the grin.  “Yah, you see it.  The Silicans aren’t cutting it, and neither are the Garudans, Perytonians, or the Spherians.  But, look at what has happened over in the Milky Way.  One thing has led to another and the Bellicose who have just mated with an Odin Particle fountain and bing! bang! Boom! – transcendence.  They soar clear off this mortal coil, and then the alarm chrono inside Haydon IV starts going off.  The Awareness starts shouting ‘Time to rise and shine you slumbering spacefarers.  A path has been made, its time to head off and find that new frontier.’”
        Julia and Shawn were hanging on Tirrick’s ever word.  Gibson and the rest of Tirrick’s teammates had gone back to playing video games.  Tirrick glanced at them, then looked at the ceiling and laughed.  “So where was I again?”
        “Ships,” Julia reminded him breathlessly.
        “Oh, right, ships.  Well, since everything he’s tried so far hasn’t worked, but there is a path out there somewhere, so they need ships.”
        Ramus frowned.  “So you are really suggesting that there is a rip in the space-time continuum leading to his other dimension – a detectable physical rend in space?”
        “Count on it,” Tirrick said.  “And I am betting the Awareness will be programming the location of that rend into the ships the planet is going to start churning out.”
        “So we wait around until Haydon arrives to claim the ships and we tag along,”  Admiral Shadow added.
        Tirrick nodded. “I don’t think he’d mind a few hitchhikers, do you?”
        “But we have no idea how long this process will take,”  Julia protested, “Ships, slumbering spacefarers….the idea is absurd!  Even if it were true, suppose Haydon does mind.  Suppose they don’t want to share their discovery with everyone else.  What then?”
        Tirrick thought about it a moment.  “We still got one other lead, the Bellicose simulagent.  We continue to squeeze on her until she talks.  Once we have the location, we jump onto one of Haydon’s ships and beat ‘em to the punch.”
        “What have we gotten ourselves into,”  Julia wondered aloud, rubbing her temples.
        “That’s unimportant,” Shadow corrected her.  “The question should be: what are we getting ourselves into?”
                Ramus leaned over the Science I console.  “There is one point, Dr Tirrick, that you haven’t addressed.  Here is Haydon IV, joined to a dead moon of a dying starsystem orbiting a gravitationally collapsed star building starships.  Which starship will Haydon be aboard?”
 
        Dustin wasn’t surprised when Admiral Shadow so willingly agreed to his request that Cristine be released to his custody.  Intel had made clear what they wanted, and in some sense he had become their field agent.
        They were in his guest quarters, side by side on his bed, exhausted from the stress and the fleeting sense of relief that lovemaking provided.  Cristine had become so fragile that he had feared for her life on a daily basis.  He kept thinking about Ramus and how he had said the universe was shrinking; had it been this shrinking that brought him to his senses?  She was almost asleep, but he felt the need to talk.
        “These last few days make me wish things had been different before,” he told her in a quiet whisper.  “I wish I hadn’t been so stupid, so blind.”
        Cristine raised her eyes to his, her long lashes fluttering against his chest.  “Do you mean that, Dustin?”
        He nodded, kissing her on the forehead.
        “And how would things have worked out, Dustin?  Your love would have kept you from leaving?”
        “Yes.”
        “And we would have traveled together to Australia, pitched in to farm while you left it up to your friends to find the Quirinus?”
        He worked his jaw.  “It wouldn’t have mattered because we would have had each other.”
        “Like the Cristine Roy you can’t forget?”
        “Then change it, damnit,” he seethed, “Find the Bellicose and make it right for the both of us!  Maybe your people can make it end differently for you.  Then maybe we can return to Australia together.”
        Cristine curled up against him and let out a shuddering sigh.  “You’re not making it easy for me to remember who or what I am,” she said softly.
        His chest where her head was resting was slowly becoming damp with tears.  “Tell me what I need to do then.”
        “You have to stop treating me so human.”
        
 
Chapter
Fifteen
 
I knew Rhiannon was serious the moment she stepped out of the vanity dressed – barely! – in that revealing black camisole that she purchased during her last shoreleave.  I was surprised, even though I knew I should not have been.  I remembered that look on her face when she saw all those pictures from the future that never was, and, after all, we had talked about it before.  Well, she must have caught the look on my face that night, because she laughed and accused me of backing out.  But I told her ”no way”, and, well, lets just say that I put my whole heart into what naturally followed.
 
From the Collected Personal Logs of Lieutenant William MacTavish
 
 
 
        There was a girl in Will’s past, a honey-blonde free-spirit from London named Elizabeth Williams, the eldest daughter of Mr. And Mrs. Fitzgerald Williams and an old friend of Will’s father.  Will had met her shortly after staring his first year of preparatory school for his medical career.
        Will had just turned 14, and he and Elizabeth had been introduced as cousins.  It had not taken long, however, to realize that there was no actual blood bond between them.
        She was almost 3 years older than he was, and a great deal more learned about things.  As Will had settled into school, he would find himself sitting with Elizabeth for hours, and would pay rapt attention to books she would mention having read on philosophy and religion.  Outside the rote memorization he gained from the school, his real education came in those discussions; within a year’s time he was completely infatuated with her.
        That she was almost 3 years older further complicated things, because older boys would often come to her house; guys who would stop by and fill her head with a lot of talk about what they would do when they joined Starfleet.
        Will had already tried on several occasions to try and express his feelings – even as far as trying to write her a poem – but the words just wouldn’t cross his lips.  At the same time, he had been completely unsuccessful to corner her into confessing her love for him.  There had been a lot of hand holding, and a few quick kisses but nothing that had approximated the passion that Will had decided the two were meant to share.  So, invariably, when Will would spot one of her would-be suitors talking to her, he would retreat to his room and stare at the variety of science and research awards he had won, and wonder why they weren’t serving him in this instance.
        The truth, as it would be, was that she had not been listening to them.  One night, she had followed Will home to tell him just that, and damned if she hadn’t been aware of his infatuation all along.  How could you even think that for a minute I would be impressed by that? She asked him. I don’t want that kind of hero in my life.  I want to fall in love with someone who isn’t afraid to look for the different answer.  Someone like you.
        Over the months, Elizabeth had led him slowly down the path of joy and sexual discovery, but by the time spring rolled around it was clear to the two of them that they were not meant to be lovers, and that their lasting friendship was more important than anything else.  So, Elizabeth had moved on to find that sensitive man of her dreams and Will had thrown himself into medicine and his studies with a renewed fervor.  But Lord how his hormones had raged during their time together.  Not even his wife could inflame him the way Elizabeth could.
        And oddly enough, it was Elizabeth he was thinking about now, cutting a path through the verdant foliage of a new world, staring at Lieutenant Lawrence’s shapely, uniformed derriere.
        What the hell is coming over me? He asked himself, tearing his eyes away.  He had not felt quite this lustful since their arrival into New-Space.
        Will stopped short on the narrow trail, only to have Commander Thelsh bump up against his back.
        “Sorry, Lieutenant,” she said, “I didn’t see you give a signal to halt.”
        “Er, sorry,” Will began, “Listen, Commander, why don’t you go on ahead.”
        “Certainly,” she said, brushing past him face to face and making her way up to the second spot in the group.
        Cripes, he thought. Two women to leer at.
        The marching order had worked Chief Engineer Everitt on point, now followed by Commander Thelsh.  The rest of the team was trailing behind them in a rough wedge formation.  The land comprised of undulating terrain within a deep temperate forest and analogue furs, full of the calls of blackbirds that confined themselves to only the most upper reaches of the trees.  The shone down in intensely bright shafts through breaks in the foliage; the air was rich and aromatic, full of the odor of life.  Scans from the Quirinus had indicated the presence of an intense bio-nexus in the region, but more in-depth scans had revealed little that hadn’t been gleaned from the bio-sensor array.
        He wasn’t sure what it was that made him think about Elizabeth after all of those years.  It was true that the argument with Rhiannon had touched off a cascade of angry thoughts, but no sooner had he stepped onto the transporter padd than they had cleared from his mind.  And Lawrence’s buttocks hadn’t been the problem, either, no matter how pleasing a sight it was.  Because of all his lustful thoughts, he felt himself yearning for simpler times or alternative presents.
        He felt fairly certain that something in the air had brought it all on, or perhaps the trees themselves, or even the rolling hills that reminded him of Scotland.
        Memories of Earth before he departed for life in Starfleet.
        “What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?”
        Will felt his face flush red as Captain Sulek stepped through the brush beside him.  “Begging your pardon, Captain.  I guess I was just daydreaming.”
        “Daydreaming, MacTavish?”
        “Well, fantasizing, actually, sir,” he made a circular motion with his hands.  “It’s this place, Captain.  It reminds me of home.”
        “You are wondering if things would be different if you had stayed on Earth?”
        “Well,” Mac said, scratching at his chin as he looked up into the sweeping arcs of branches, “I keep thinking that this place is trying to remind us of what we left behind.”
        
        In a dark corner of the galaxy lost to the Quirinus, silhouetted against the malevolent maelstrom of Eris’ star, floated the first nearly completed product of Haydon IV’s mining and production operation:  ships – massively proportioned – with featureless spherical hulls, attended and monitored by hundreds of labor drones.
        Inside the Monarchy, Shadow, Koepke, Domas and Tirrick with his team were fortifying themselves with strong Caffee when an unexpected transmission from Haydon IV was received.
        “You must be Ubra,” Admiral Shadow began, looking up at the active commlink on the main viewer.
        A synthesized voice replied, “I am.  You must be Admiral Shadow – one of your former officers, N’vret, informed me that you may be leading your vessel to our world.”
        “I only wish it could be under different circumstances,” Shadow continued.
        Beneath the faceless mask of the Haydonite android, a smirk could almost be heard.  “You discern my very thoughts, Admiral.”
        For hours, the Monarchy had been trying to hail the Haydonite Awareness without success.  The flagship of the Local World flotilla had been doing the same, and had finally issued the ultimatum that all offworlders should be released into their care and off of the world in 12 standard hours of suffer the consequences.  Ambassador Domas and Ramus had both appealed and tried to get them to rethink their position, but the threat remained firm.
        “You know of the ultimatum?” Shadow asked.
        “I have only just learned of it, Admiral.  But you must convince the Silicans and the rest of the ships to rescind.”
        Shadow stood and approached the viewer.  “They believe that you have left them no alternative, Ubra.”
        “I endeavor to explain,” the Haydonite said after a moment.  “Be advised that I have made communications with you under great personal risk.  Should my visage disappear suddenly, you will understand why.”
        “We think we have a fair idea of what’s been going on,” Shadow nodded.  Quickly, he summarized the scenario that Jason and Ramus had arrived at.  Ubra listened in silence.  “We just need to learn of the ultimate destination of those ships that you are constructing,” Admiral Shadow concluded.  “You have my word that we will not interfere with the Awareness in anyway.  We only wish to tag along, if that is possible.”
        Ubra shook his head.  “That is quite impossible, Admiral.  Your ship is inadequate for such a journey.”
        Shadow glowered at the screen.  “Try to understand our side of things, Ubra.  This may be our only shot at locating our missing ship.”
        Ubra’s features betrayed little. “I might ask you the same request, Admiral.  To try and comprehend that, after thousands of years, your sole purpose had been to function as caretakers for a race who, if they didn’t not make you, certainly guided you down your evolutionary path.“ The Haydonite paused.  “And now, in the face of these revelations, be unable to do anything.”
        Shadow stood and approached the screen, glancing at Ramus and Tirrick.  “We’re sorry, but we will not be able to just stand by and do nothing.”
        The Haydonites shoulders seemed to shrug.
        “The Awareness must be persuaded to release all off-worlders – immediately.”
        “The Awareness is no longer responding to us, Admiral, we are responding to it,” Ubra replied with a touch of impatience. “In any case, offworlders will be released in good time.  Until then, everyone is being taken care of and well cared for.  Even one of your former officers, a Vulcan by the name of N’vret, has been given a monitoring device that is linked to the Awareness itself.”
        Tirrck put a hand down on the communication interrupt button and turned his back to the viewscreen.  “Ask him if he can put us in touch with N’vret.”
        Shadow turned and looked at Tirrick for a moment, then reactivated the audio feed.  “Ubra, can you allow us communication with N’vret, for verification purposes?”
        Ubra thought a moment.  “I can so arrange,” he said at last.
        His back still turned to the screen, Tirrick smiled.  “That may be just what we need.”
 
        N’vret listened attentively while Admiral Shadow brought him up to date on current events at the speculated history of Haydon IV.
        “Yes,” N’vret agreed at the end, “the speculation fits the facts as they are now.  The experiments that Haydon created have borne fruit.  The Bellicose have exited this plane and somehow the Quirinus was pulled with them.  This could also explain what you believe, Ramus, this tightening of the time-space continuum.”
        “We think so,” Ramus said.  “The creation of the breech may have doomed all of existence –“
        “No time to go into that now,” Tirrick interjected impatiently, “we need to know whether or not the device you have access to the Awareness.”
        N’vret raised an eyebrow in thought.  “Only in the most limited of capacities.”
        “But you can get in?” Tirrick pressed.
        “Yes, but I fail to see-“
        “We’re going to find out where Haydon is heading, by hook or by crook, N’vret.  The Silicans are finalizing their plans – and their attack may just provide us the diversion we need.  But, there’s one more thing we want to try first,”  Tirrick continued, “we’ve got someone on board that might be able to tell us where the Bellicose went.”
        N’vret thought a moment, then looked right into the camera.  “If you wanted to accomplish that, then I would venture you have found a Bellicose.”
        Tirrick smiled and adjusted his sunglasses.  “There never was any fooling you Vulcans.”
 
* * *
        
Dustin Maverick sat stiffly in his chair as the two security officers escorted Cristine into the Monarchy’s briefing room.  Ramus, Admiral Shadow, Jason Tirrick, and several Intelligence officers from the ships’ staff were seated at the long table.  Bulkhead displays flashed enhanced close-ups of Haydon IV, a running count of the ships produced by the mechanized world, along with the countdown issued in the Silican ultimatum.  The accretion disk of Eris’ Star pinwheeled in the background.
        Cristine, her red hair pulled back behind her head into a loose pony tail, looked ill.
        “Take a seat,” Shadow began, sounding full of ill portent.
        With a curiously nervous glance at Dustin, Cristine lowered herself into the offered chair.  Dustin held her gaze for a moment, looking away quickly, his lips tight and drawn.
        Commander Koepke cleared her throat.  “I think you know why you’ve been brought here.”
        “I’m – I’m not really sure,” Cristine told the Adjunct.
        Shadow frowned and blew out a breath.  “We’ve tried to give you time to think this through, er, Cristine, but I am afraid time has run out for all of us.  We have reason to believe you can tell us where the Bellicose are located, and we need to know that now.”
        Cristine swallowed hard, her voice finally returning to her. “I’ve been trying –“
        “Don’t give us any of that,” Julia cut in sharply,  “We know the Bellicose have a hive mind – what one knows, you all know.  Just tell us where to find the Bellicose and we will put an end to all of this.”
        Cristine was staring at Julia, her lower lip trembling.  “I’m not all Bellicose,” she managed.
        “You are all Bellicose as far as we’re concerned,” one of the Intel officers sneered.
        Cristine closed her eyes and shook her head.  “If that’s true, then how is it one of your kind loves me?”  Her eyes found Dustin, as did everyone else’s in the room.  “Tell them Dustin, please, tell them and make them understand.”
        “Well, Captain,” Shawn began, looking at the junior officer, “suppose you tell us.”
        Dustin’s hands clenched underneath the table.  He looked at Cristine and then stood slowly.
        “I’m sorry, Admiral,” he began, “but I guess our ruse didn’t work.”  Again, he locked eyes with Cristine, “it was a good idea to make it seem like you were releasing her into my custody, but I guess she didn’t buy it.  I certainly did my part to convince her that I……loved her, sir.  But, she wouldn’t tell me anything.”
        Dustin swallowed hard and continued.  “I would have told her anything to find the Quirinus.  I sure don’t mind admitting now just how hard this charade was to play out.  Pretending love for this….Bellicose, and all the while thinking of all the innocent people lost at their hands.”  Dustin snorted and looked down at the table.  “All I think I managed to do is convince her that she is a human – imagine that, a Bellicose who thinks that they are human.”
        Wide-eyed through Dustin’s confession, Cristine suddenly put her hands to her head and screamed.
        The scream was not a human one.
        She aimed a finger across the table at Dustin.  “You betrayed me!  You told me you loved me!”
        Dustin held his breath.
        Cristine was about to continue, when her body was seized by a violent paroxysm.  The two security officers flanking her leapt from their seats as she began to fade from view.
        “Don’t touch her!” Someone warned.
        The two security officers looked as if Cristine, and stepped back quickly.
        Dustin thought he might pass out, but just then Cristine rematerialized, skin tinged a bright white and expression vacant.  Her right hand was still raised, but it pointed out the viewport.  She regarded the table for a long moment, as though challenging anyone to speak.  But it was Cristine herself who broke the spell her brief disappearance had cast.
        “There,” she said finally with utter contempt.
        Dustin joined the others, following her finger.
        “Eris’ Star?” Koepke stammered, “The Bellicose are inside the black hole.”
        “You wanted to know,” Cristine said flatly.
        “Jeez,” Jason Tirrick muttered, “Ubra wasn’t kidding when he said the Monarchy wasn’t built for the trip.”
 
        “I know how difficult that was for you, Dustin,” Shadow said after Cristine was taken from the room.  “But we had to know; I hope you understand.”
        Dustin looked up at him, face as pale as a sheet.  “And will she understand that I was lying right now?”  He rubbed at his eyes tiredly.  “I’ve given her a death sentence, Admiral.  I’ve killed her.”
        “She had to remember who and what she was, Dustin,” Ramus said at last. “The shock was necessary, and you could not have prevented it.  She belongs with her own kind, not trapped between two worlds.”
        Dustin gave a frustrated sigh.  “A lot of good its done us, the Quirinus is still out of reach.”
        “Haydon doesn’t seem to think so,” Tirrick said into the silence.  As heads turned to look at him, he continued, “I realize that any directional coordinates we could coax from the Awareness would be pretty much useless.  Haydon seems to be convinced that its possible to follow the lead of the Bellicose, no matter where it takes them.”
        Shadow shook his head, “If you are thinking that I would consider taking this ship into that,” he said, inclining his head toward the viewport.
        Tirrick held up his hands.  “Oh, I’m not Admiral.  I was only going to suggest that instead of stealing co-ordinates, we steal one of those ships.”
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          Although Woolford Gibson is most often cited as the creator of Machine Mind and the development of the cyber port interface technology (See Ming Zhang’s Even a Yakuza needs a place to Hide), Tirrick was to become the most vocal and enthusiastic supporter and spokesman.  Evidence suggests that Tirrick may have been thinking along similar lines shortly after his discharge from Starfleet when he wrote: “It was Katherine [Thompson-Wolfe] that started me thinking.  She used to say that she thought of music like mathematics, this place somewhere out there that adepts could tune into.  And that key signatures and notes and scales were actually solid things that you could approach in that realm.  So I thought:  why couldn’t it be the same thing for data?  After all, what is Mind but a union of music and math?”
 
Brian Mirrorshades, Ghost in the Machine
 
Havel, the commander of the Silican Flotilla, silently counted down the seconds on the issued ultimatum.  As he counted, his thoughts turned to Cano, the brother he lost when the N’trpriz was lost and wondered how many others would grieve before the battle was completed.
Haydon IV had yet to respond to the ultimatum, although the Federation delegation claimed to be in touch with a high-ranking official who reaffirmed that no off-worlders would be released.  The Haydonite had also warned against using force to attain their release.  Havel was inclined to believe him, given his interest as an amateur historian.  He was as conversant as any of the local fleet commanders about the Mo’finnt incident, in which 870 Dreadnaughts at the command of the would-be empire builder had attempted to add Haydon IV to her long list of conquests.  Eight hundred and seventy ships annihilated in a matter of minutes.  But, according to the Silican high command, history was just that and had admonished Havel when he brought the Mo’finnt incident to their attention.  So, in his capacity as the local group’s battle group commander, he was expected to disregard any Haydonite counter threat and accept on faith that history mattered only to the victors.
Moreover, it was obvious from the recordings made during N’trpriz’s communications with Haydon IV that several key errors were made and that K’rrk had made some serious tactical blunders.  Most prominently, he had failed to sever communications ties with Haydon IV, thereby allowing the Awareness access to the ship’s onboard systems – which in turn had been based on Haydonite designs!
This time, there would be no such contact.  The Awareness had been given ample opportunity to respond: the deadline had come and gone and the demands were not met; it was time, therefore, to actualize the threat.  Haydon IV would get no second chance.
And neither would the ships of the Flotilla.
Havel buried the thought behind a confident scowl and rose from his command chair as the zero-line display triggered battle-stations alarms throughout the ship and the battle group.
“Order all ships into attack positions,” he growled to his communications officer.  “Full ahead on my command!”
“Aye sir,” N’tor replied from the Helm station.  “Ur-flower drives at maximum power, all systems enabled and online.”
The battleplan was simple and straightforward now that the safety of the hostages was no longer considered a concern.  Haydon IV was simply to be beaten into submission.  The loss of the five hundred merchants planet side would be regrettable but acceptable.
Mo’finnt had felt no need to announce or justify her assault, it was merely conquest for the sake of conquest.
Much as today, Havel thought grimly.
“Planetary reconfiguration in progress, Captain,” the science officer advised, “Haydon IV is disengaging from the moon.  Weapon nacelles retracting, we are being scanned and targeted.”
Havel swiveled his chair around and studied the displays as they flashed across his screen.  The giant artifact was rotating to face the flotilla, its planetary transfer tubes traversing the local space like twin cannon.  “Standard evasion pattern, N’tor,” he directed forward, “Close all communication frequencies.”
“Aye, Commander.”
Havel watched the forward screens, “Alright, let’s clear a path for them.  On my mark…”
 
Aboard the Monarchy, Jason Tirrick and his crew of compjockeys were headlocked into that part of the ship’s computer core that was linked the commo device Ubra had left in N’vret’s care.
The Data Extrapolation room was a yard sale of consoles, monitors, data stations, padds, sensor boosters, psi-enchancers ; a tangled nest of leads, cables and I/O lines, with the team members positioned in between like hubs or relays, cranial cyberports studded with tritanium plugs and alloy adapters, others cross-legged atop tables and racks, fiddling with fine-tuning nobs and diodes, fingering touchscreens, but loving every minute of it, thrilled to be back where they belonged – ghosts in the machines.
Admiral Shadow had just sent word that the Silicans were making their move and that Haydon IV was preparing what was expected to be a crippling response.  The Silican attack was Tirrick’s que to begin an attack of his own, not directed against the planet surface, however, but against the psychodynamics of its artificial intelligence.  With luck, the Awareness would be too busy attending to matters of defense to notice his teams subtle approach, too preoccupied carrying out its timeless dictates to realize that someone was toying with its emotions.
Jason, Gibson, Stucker and the rest were not going in on a transporter beam as much as they were on-wave in an attempt to grapple with the Awareness where it lived, loved and loathed.  Unified in purpose, the discorporate raiders aimed to plant the seeds of doubt, to stir some regret, and perhaps suggest a path to redemption.
Or inject a virus, if it came to that.
Jason could feel the cyber surge as he punched into machine mind, the hands to which his thoughts were now only remotely connected. Hovering over the console’s touchpad, his hands on the proverbial trigger and stick.  The cyber surge was a crimson lined stimulant, a kick through the goal posts and out of the real world.  He could feel Steerson and Shi-Ling headlocked into the same transcendental vibe, telepathic twins flanking him like reckless and daring barnstormers of the netherworld.
Machine mind was dimly lit, boundless and crowded with the color-coded information spires and sentry towers that were the first line of defense for the Monarchy’s computer and AI routines.  Far below and glowing a bright yellow was the ODN network, the data highway for the entire ship, pathways for the familiar and uninspired.  Jason laughed as he soared over neural-net pathways and ODN bridges, executing flyboy rollovers between mainframe pillars and I/O Pyramids as he approached the data link with N’vret’s console.
Then computer construct was over the horizon, stuck in the world of the real, blazing a trail for his team.  Jason could almost hear the vulcan’s fingers tap on the consoles touchscreen, the thunder of fingertips in his weatherless realm.
Down the link into the device, a jump fueled by thought across the invisible link between ship and planet, into a much smaller place.  It was a foyer of some kind, an antechamber defined only by the maws of various derezz gates, the ominous shadows of security fences.  
Jason steeled himself, hands poised and ready to play in the Monarchy’s dreamscape.  Gibson, Stuckley, Steerson and Shi-ling were eager trotters, panting at the start of the course.
An access window suddenly flashed transparent.
N’vret had succeeded in punching through.
Gibson’s construct took the point as the Awareness deployed its internal defensive net.
Time to fry, Jason thought as he followed.
 
“Fools,”  Shadow said under his breath, “crazy fools.  It’s a suicide run.”
Spherical bursts of superheated death erupted in the darkness outside the bridge viewports.  The Monarchy had removed herself a safe distance from the battle, but it was apparent that the Silicans were taking heavy losses.  Their strafing runs had only succeeded in riling the planets defensive arrays, which were responding with cruel precision.  Fortunately, the Silican commander had the sense to keep his flotilla between the split planet and its produced sphere ships.  That at least had assured that the Awareness would fall into a push-pull dispute with its own programmed imperatives – to protect the planet from attack while also safeguarding the ships it had assembled.  As a result, Haydon IV had been forced to be uncharacteristically circumspect with its initial salvos, and many of the Silican dreadnaughts had survived.
Close-up scans revealed planet and flotilla in a savage dance around the production ships, each searching for openings.  The Silicans were having a difficult time maintaining formation in the face of such maneuvering.  As an added irritant, the Awareness had directed most of its labor drones against the Flotilla like a defensive fighter screen of old and was scoring heavily on all targets.
“They should break off the attack while there is still time,”  Admiral Shadow said to no one in particular.
“Admiral,” Commander Koepke began from SCI I, “We’ve pinpointed the ship.”
“On screen,”  Shadow ordered as a tight, close-up image of one of the interdimensional sphere ships appeared, with a few labor drones flittering about.
“Is that the one?”
“Yes Admiral,” Lieutenant Commander Galin Amil reported from Operations.  We’re certain that this is the prototype unit.  First off the line and first to be equipped with Stardrives.”  The young Bajoran officer turned to face the Admiral.  “Its our best bet, Admiral.”
Shawn answered him with a grim nod.  “Any word from Tirrick?”
“Just up, sir,” Amli replied, checking his display, “lookle they’re inside the Awareness.  We’re also receiving reports of a full-scale uprising on the surface.”
Shadow studied the main viewer, then turned and looked around at the bridge crew, narrowing his eyes in the harsh red alert lighting.
“All right, Commander Amli,” he said after a moments thought. “Inform Captain Maverick to prepare an Away Team and that they have a green light to beam over to the Sphere Ship.  But, make sure that he understands that he and his team are to wait for Dr Tirrick’s all-clear before attempting to transport.”
Amli activated the commlink.  “Anything else sir?”
Shadow snorted.  “Wish him all due speed, Commander.”
 
* * *
The Awareness was a temple that brought to his mind the large pyramids of Giza, Egypt.  Tirrick and his infiltration team approached it all cautiously, evading program sentries when necessary, although most of the sentries had been lured away thanks to N’vrets prodding.
Once they were inside, the place turned out to be a labyrinth of command corridors and data reserves, as difficult to enter as it may be to exit.  Unfortunately, there was no time to be selective.  Gibson surrendered the Tirrick flew through a command portal.  Angling through logic columns, he began arming the Virus charges the team had brought with them.  The idea was to home in on the source of disruption signals that would result once the charges detonated.
And in that, the charges did not fail.
The Awareness rallied, filling its instinctual level corridors with a horde of anti-biotic programns.  But the teams decisionto engage early on had been predicated on the expectation of just such a reaction, and by so doing, the Awareness not only lost momentary control of its logic circuits that allowed Tirrick’s team to ascend rapidly through its command and control hierarchy.
Jason followed the path of most resistance, deploying sensor ghosts to confuse trackers, and eventually entered a vaguely lit triangular chamber close to the pyramid’s summit.  Normally, they would have been codes to decrypt, but the Awareness had apparently been engaged in entering them when the Silican attack began.
When Tirrick had brought the raiders to a halt, he sent three record drones through the elaborate window at the chamber’s apex.
The data they returned stilled his thoughts.
In the space above – the golden triangle of the temple – were tens of thousands of discorporate intelligences.
Jason had discovered where Haydon and his race were hiding.
By the time he had gathered the presence of mind to order the team out, the first of the Awareness’ anti-personnel security programs were already engulfing them.
 
  Chapter
Seventeen
 
          “Now children,” I heard one of the child-care staffers say, “stop being so damned destructive!”  He turned to me, red-faced and apologetic, but I was already thinking: Damned children, damned children……where and when had I heard that before?
 
Doctor Rhiannon Morgan , Recollections: The Lost Journey
 
“I suppose that we should be grateful they disassembled the thing,” Raoul Segundo, the ship’s pediatrician suggested.  

Rhiannon looked at him, eyebrow cocked, “ ‘Disassembled,’ Raoul, I’d say they destroyed it.”
Destroyed was perhaps the best term for what the children had done to the sphere that they had spent so much time effort and energy to construct.  The thing was literally in pieces, hemisphere’s cleaved, the complex transformable modules of their interiors scattered about – the nursery looked like a war zone, which is the exact term the Aide had used when calling the CMO down to the child-care center.
“And they didn’t give any explanation?” she asked again.
Segundo shook his head, reading the transcript via a PADD.  “None, whatsoever.  One minute they had the sphere opened and transformed into something that looked to everyone like an outsized pair of binoculars, and the next they attacked it with every toy in the place.”
“Complete with sound effects,” Nurse Reed added, “impulse engine rumbles, explosions, phasers and torpedoes, even frantic radio traffic, that sort of thing.”
“So was it all some sort of elaborate game,” Rhiannon asked, eyebrows now completely furrowed.
Segundo shrugged.  “It wouldn’t explain all the secrecy, nor all the guarded behavior.”
Rhiannon stepped closer to the one-way glass to peer into the care room.  The children, cross-legged, had formed an inward-facing circle on the floor.
“They’ve been at it for close to fifteen minutes now,”  Segundo said.
Rhiannon was about to respond when the intercom chirped to life.  Commander Ved appeared on the small screen from the Captain’s chair.  “Go ahead, Commander,” Rhiannon said, positioning herself in front of the micro-camera.
“Message from the Away Team, Doctor,” Ved began, “two members of the team have disappeared.  Scanners indicated the presence of a large bio-reading just prior to the disappearances, but both it and the two away team members disappeared before the team could get a fix on its position.”
“Any confirmation from the ship’s bio array?”
“Not yet, but Captain Sulek is requesting backup.  There is a lot of ground to cover, and according to his report, the moving is slow.”
“Understood, I’m on my way.”
 
* * * *
 
        Toggled out of Machine-Mind, Jason Tirrick sat stunned and immobile at his console deep within the Monarchy, his own systems a bit scrambled from Haydon’s security programs.  Shaking away the tingling sensation that permeated his body, he was amazed that he emerged with his personality intact.  Gibson, however, was not as fortunate.  He laid sprawled on a table, his eyes were wide but expression was completely blank.  Two medics were keeping his body alive, but his brain was a total loss – complete mind wipe.
        “You okay?”  Jason heard Strucker ask behind him.  He turned and nodded.
        “Bridge reports that Captain Maverick is in position.”
        Jason took a deep breath and turned back to his console.  “Then we have to go back in, but this time we steer clear of that central data shaft.  Everyone got it?  I think we bypassed the command and control systems on the way up to Haydon’s hyper-sleep chambers.”
        “It was on the left, right as we cleared that large logic tower,” Steerson said.
        “Right, I saw it,” Shi-Ling agreed.  “Looks like the one we developed back on Luna Negra.”
        Steerson grinned.  “That’s the one.”
        “First one in goes straight for the drive programming,” Tirrick instructed.  “What we are looking for is an override command that’ll allow Maverick’s team to get aboard the prototype and steer it clear of the conflict.”
        “Haydon isn’t going to like that one bit,” Steerson said.
        Jason had his fingers on the activate command.  “Yeah, but let’s just hope we never have to answer him face to face.”
        He toggled back into machine-mind.
 
Chapter
Eighteen
 
          It has been hypothesized that all laws of science, our very ability to predict time and future events, will break down upon reaching the singularity.  The black hole’s event horizon – trapped light’s desperate spacetime path – is but a one-way membrane.   We are about to find out if that is true.
          If only Dr. Hawking were here to join us.
 
Commander Julia Koepke, as quoted in Admiral (Retired) Shawn Shadow’s The Voyage of the Odysseus
 
Like a beam of light in a smoke-filled room, Jason’s machine-mind self punched through the green security portal leading to the Awareness’s higher function core and arrowed straight into a cluster of telemetry commands in charge of programming dimensional data into the sphere ship’s stardrives.  The team was spread out in a V formation behind him, targeting ghosts against approaching defensive applications.
Strucker had found that some of the defensive bytes could be absorbed and used against the basic application.
Jason was the quarterback, stepping back into the pocket before the inevitable rush of backs and lineman, searching through banks of data like a whirling dervish, searching for data on the sphere-ship intel had identified as nearly complete.  His team was, so far, successful in blocking the Awareness’s advances, but the line was weakening. 
Back aboard the Monarchy, Jason’s fingers flew over the panels, filling his machine mind with possibilities and guesses and dancing him clear of circuit-frying booby traps that would take his mind with his hardware.
Then, suddenly, he found it: the on-ship diagrams and alphanumeric analogues for the prototype.  As expected, the Awareness had placed safeguards against just what he and his team were trying to accomplish, but no longer.  Jason hacked in override commands into the console.
Neuron probes, however, were snipping at his defensive screen.
“Toggle out, TOGGLE OUT,” he ordered as the first of the probes were penetrating his defensive net.
 
Captain Dustin Maverick stepped around the last of his team members and checked the small armory located adjacent to the Monarchy’s primary transporter room.  Selecting a phaser rifle for himself, he checked the charge and slipped the weapon over his shoulder.  Walking back out of the armory with the rest of his team, he could see out a hallway viewport at the ongoing battle outside.  With the ship moving into transporter range, they had to get closer to the battle.  
Haydon IV’s big guns were still trained on the few remaining ships of the Silican’s battlegroup.  The planetoid had taken a pounding as well; it was now a twin-eyed monstrosity, hemispheres scorched and molten, its factory-tubes holed and venting raw ore into space.  The chaos outside was mild compared to the torment he felt within.
Cristine was dying.
Again.
And this time, he had been the one that had killed her.
“Captain Maverick,” Commander Koepke began over the commsystem as he entered the transporter room, “the target’s shields are down, you may proceed with your boarding operation.”
Maverick acknowledged the bridge as he stepped up onto the transporter pad with the rest of his team.  Looking at the team assembled around him, he could feel their urgency – and he could also feel his own hesitance.
“Captain,” Commander Koepke chimed in again, “why are you delaying?  The target’s shields are down.”
Dustin shook his head clear and addressed himself to the transporter chief.  The chief began the transporter sequence, and he could hear the transporter whirl to life.  They had no way of knowing where they were going, but he was the only hope of finding the hapless crew of the Quirinus.
And with them, the rest of the Bellicose.
Dustin’s only hope and salvation.
 
“Just stay put Ensign,” Admiral Shawn Shadow advised, looking at the impassive face of N’vret.  “We’ll beam you up as soon as we have a lock.”
“I don’t see that I have much choice, Admiral,” N’vret told him.
Outside the viewports and on the main viewer, Haydon IV’s primary batteries were inactive; of course, they had been inactive during most of the engagement.  It was only when N’vret informed everyone that the Awareness had apparently shutdown early on in the battle that they understood just how successful Jason Tirrick’s team had been.
The Monarchy was closing on the battered planetoid after a brief impulse engine burn, the sensors sweeping on a search and rescue operation.  The pirated sphere ship, under control of the Monarchy’s Mission Operations II station, with Captain Maverick’s team safely inside.
“As you human’s say ‘I guess the Honeymoon is over on this place’,” N’vret added.
A smile tugged at the corner of Shadow’s mouth.  “See you soon, Ensign,” he signed off.
 
In New-Space, fifteen people prepared to be beamed down toward the vernal surface of an unknown world, the commanding officer of the second team was Lieutenant Alexis Lawrence.
An unseen, unforeseen something had been detected, and had secreted off two members of the Captain’s landing party.  The Captain – unconvinced that they had been flung far from familiar shores – had hoped that a more diverse breakdown on the remaining away team was prudent in the hope that someone, anyone, would be able to communicate where everyone else had failed.
And what of this strange planet that had brought the Quirinus here?  For that was how she thought about the world, despite what the Science department had been saying about intergalactic voids and patterning.
No, it was more than just a world, she was certain of that.  Perhaps it was and intelligence unto itself, with something to teach them all.
 
The general makeup of the interior of the sphere ship had not been designed for humans, vulcans, or any other race that Dustin could think of.
The ship was merely a spherical chamber of light-emitting metal divided into several levels by featureless decking unconnected by ladders, stairways, or lifts.  On what appeared to be a command deck, there was a continuous circumferential bench four feet from the floor without so much as a screen or panel to mar its ultra-smooth surface.
It was only through Jason Tirrick’s manipulation of the ships systems that allowed them to deactivate the artificial gravity and allow them the ability to explore the vessel.
Then, just when Dustin was convinced that no one outside of Haydon himself was going to be able to make use of the ship, the bench console suddenly came to life, and a huge holoprojection of the Monarchy’s bridge took shape in the center of the deck.
“Doctor Tirrick assures me that you can see me, Captain,” Admiral Shadow began, “Is that true?”
Wondering who to address first, Dustin shrugged and said to the entire projected beam,” Not just you, Admiral, but the entire Monarchy bridge.  Doctor Tirrick, Commander Koepke, Ramus, all of you, sir.”  
Tirrick nodded in the background.  “We’re going to begin transporting over some things to you, Captain,” he began in a subdued manner.  “Components of the Monarchy’s AI, which will ultimately become our interface with the ship’s power plant and navigation systems.”
“Then we can make use of it?”  Dustin asked.  “You can get through the breach?”

Tirricks face collapsed somewhat, and Dustin recalled hearing that Jason had lost a teammate in their attempts to secure the ship he was now standing aboard.
“I am certain we can do that much, Captain.  I’m just not sure about getting back out again.”
No one spoke to it.
Shadow cleared his throat briskly.  “We’ll commence transporting essentials and personnel as soon as Doctor Tirrick and his team are in place.”
“Well, I’m afraid there won’t be much of a welcoming party here Admiral,” Dustin told him, “we haven’t found the liquor stores.”

Polite laughter was Dustin’s response, particularly from his own team.
“The Monarchy is going to be returning Ramus home, and then returning to Earth space to act as our beacon in this realm once we’ve, well, crossed over.”
Dustin felt his heart skip a beat, thinking of Eris’ Star.  “Who will be crewing this ship, then, Admiral?”

“I’ve put it strictly on a voluntary basis, Captain. Myself, Commander Koepke are coming over, along with about 100 junior officers and crew members.”
“I hope you’ve already counted me in, Admiral,” Dustin said, sensing that the good Admiral had left something hanging there.

Shadow nodded.  “I have.”
Dustin folded his arms in thought, staring at the floor.  “And the…ah…Bellicose simulagent, I was, well, thinking that it would help having her along with us.”
“Cristine will accompany us, Dustin,” Shadow traded brief looks with Tirrick, “There doesn’t seem to be much left for her in this realm.”
‘Or much left of her,’ Dustin kept to himself.
 
The transfer of supplies and personnel took less than twelve hours, during which time Haydon IV did not so much as stir.  But, finally, the moment arrived for the Monarchy and the pirated ship part company.
Tirrick canceled the override and punched up the original commands the Awareness had programmed into the Sphere ship’s stardrives, and the ship’s systems came on-line.
While Ramus and the rest watched from the Monarchy’s bridge, the Sphere’s massive drives flared once and hurled the ship toward the dark eye of Eris’ Star.  The sphere seemed to hang suspended at the edge of the whirlpool for the briefest of moments before it vanished from space and time.
 
Part III

 
Awakenings
 
Chapter
Nineteen
 
          I figured that the USS Quirinus should have its own patch – say, the word ‘reality’ with a red diagonal through it.
Nicholas Peron, Upwardly Mobile
 
        The others may rhapsodize over the world and its forests and seas, but it was just another alien world to her, with none of the perilous grandeur of the Sea of Copernicus or the austere dignity of the great Lunar Redwoods of the New California countryside.  Perhaps there was something in the planet that likened it less to Alexis than others.
        The away team appeared in the midst of the rest of the Captain’s team.  Her group was a bit nervous and unruly, even though they didn’t show it.  Captain Sulek was motioning everyone to gather around him.
        “You all know the main facts,” Sulek began, pointing down the route the party was following.  “We were advancing through a densely wooded area about 2 kilometers along that valley, with Commander Thelsh on point.  Lieutenant Everitt was taking the slack position, some six yards behind her.
        As we entered an open, grassy area, both the CEO and the XO were enveloped in what appeared to be a somewhat different version of the luminous phenomena that –“
        Sulek frowned inwardly, talking much larger and more complex terminology than the situation required.
        He started again, “From what we could see, what appeared to be a Hail Storm of light swirled down on them, and we lost them from sight.  At the same time, tricorders picked up an enormous life reading, but there was nothing in sight.
        “The light was gone in a couple of seconds, and so were Commander Thelsh and Chief Everitt.  We conducted a search of the area, and we uncovered no trap doors, camouflaged openings or any other clues.”
        “We’re going to split up, perhaps the infusion of new blood will help pan out something we missed the first time.”  Sulek began calling off assignments and the new contingents sorted themselves out and began moving back into the target zone.
 
        “Hai!”
        Commander Thelsh knelt with the stock of her phaser rifle pressed to her cheek, swinging the muzzle back and forth in the milky white mist.  It wasn’t that there were any targets out there, it was just something to do while she tried to sort things out.  “Not again,” she grated.
        “You’ve encountered something like this before, Commander?” Everitt asked, tricorder up and actively scanning.  Like her, his voice gave no echo.  He wondered vaguely if they were still outdoors.
        “No.  It’s just weird stuff like this; its just not right.”
        And it always sounded so lame in after-action reports.  Like those weird time-space distortions they encountered, seeing alternities. Try writing the details of that episode up without some chair-riding intel chief not laugh at you.
        It was just too involved to explain to the much more cerebral and far less military Chief Engineer.
        Everitt pivoted, and kept watch in the opposite directed.  “What’s the last thing you remember?”
        “Well, we were moving through a big, grassy area, and I began to feel something strange, like the way electricity makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up, only it was inside my head.  So that is…So I gave you the signal to pull back, only you didn’t do it.”  She was making a circular motion with one hand.
        He glanced back over his shoulder, “Oh, I thought it meant close intervals.”
        That’s what we get for bringing someone not trained to do the job, she thought sourly, but kept it to herself.  “So whatever that tinsel blizzard was, it got you, too.”  She began trying to raise anyone on the commlink.
        Everitt sensed nothing nearby; visibility looked to be a several dozen yards, but without a fixed point of reference, who could tell.  Crouching down, he ran a hand on the floor – it was glossy and smooth, like a large, single, white tile.
        “Commander, I think it would’ve gotten us no matter what.  And I don’t think something has gone to this much trouble just to harm us.”
        Well, he was a cool one, she had to give him that, he always seemed to be.  All frequencies were silent, and so Thelsh came to her feet, rifle leveled at her waist, covering her field of fire.  “Perhaps not, but some species have been known to take specimens.”
        He slipped a pencil flare out of his survival pack, struck it alight, and dropped it to the ground.  “Well, perhaps we should work out as far as we can, keep the flare in sight, and run a circular search pattern.”
        “We should start in that direction,” Thelsh added, “I seem to feel an air current coming from that direction.  Shall we start there?”
        “That seems to be as good as any choice, Commander.”
        They both moved to take the point at the same time, Thelsh with her rifle and Everitt with his tricorder, then stopped and looked at each other.
        Everitt found himself staring at her.  He had to force himself to look away.  The two moved out with him watching the rear, walking almost backwards.  In the white mist, their footfalls sounded lonely and small.  In thirty paces (more for Thelsh), the Flare was getting dim behind them, but the air current was smaller.  “How long will it burn,” he asked.
        “Fifteen minutes.  Let’s keep going.”
        “Yes, but I should drop another flare.”  He did, not that there was much going back for.  Another thirty paces and the air had a distinctly chilled feel to it.
        “An exit, maybe,”  Everitt muttered as he struck another flare.  Before he had to reach for a fourth, something loomed in the mist before them.  With nothing to scale against, he thought that it was a city, or a building anyway.
        They drew close enough to make out the details, and when they finally got close enough to look at it, they stopped dead in their tracks.
        Thelsh’s jaw was hanging open.
        “Commander,” Everitt began, opening his tricorder, “I think you might as well put your weapon up.  Whoever or whatever did this, I doubt a Phaser means much to it, and we definitely don’t want to offend.”
        “You know, this qualifies as theft of Starfleet property,” it occurred to her.
        Everitt smiled unexpectedly. “And have you brought the pink slip?”
        That one was a well tossed curveball, forcing her to stop and consider what he said.  “I don’t think that there is enough room on one for all the serial numbers that goes into a Warp Core.”
        The Warp Core, or rather, the casing that held the Matter/Anti-Matter matrix, loomed before them as big as life.  Somehow, out in the open, it was a little less powering than it was when it was active and in main engineering.
        Of course, the trillion-credit question was how in the hell the drives had gotten there – wherever “there” was – and who or what they had done it.  Thelsh figured the answer to that one would go a long way to explaining what had happened to the Quirinus and what the whole New-Space thing was all about.
        “Oh, those are ours alright,” Everitt said, looking the core over, “You see how those injector coils are configured, that’s my work.”
        But for the first time since they had gone online, the drive core was completely totally inert.
        Looking up, they could see even deck portions that were connected to the core housing itself, near the top and bottom of the housing.  “I wonder if there is anything else out there,” she asked as they looked up.  
        The two performed a cautious circle around the drives and the lower decks without finding anything else.  Thelsh yelled into the wintry mist through cupped hands, and Everitt couldn’t even see the flares they had dropped.
        “I suppose we could recon further,” Everitt ventured.
        “Oh no,” Thelsh said firmly, setting the rifle down and leaning it against the drive housing.  “Now that we’ve found this thing, I am staying right here until they take both us and it home.”
        “Yes, I thought you might feel that way.”
        Oh yes, la-de-da.  She stopped herself, a snide remark deep in her throat.
        He pulled the canteen from his survival pack, and before taking the first sip, offered it to her.  “Thirsty?”
        Thelsh shook her head.  “I have my own, thanks.”  She swiveled her hip to show him the canteen on her belt.  “Do you think an Andorian would be unequipped?”
        “No, suit yourself.”  He slugged at the canteen with an evil temper, the frustration boiled up.  Normally, he was the picture of composure, nothing breaking his stride; but, there was something about this place.  Shaking his head, he swallowed hard and recapped his cantina.
        She hunkered down, leaning back against the inert consoles of the Warp Core.  El Aurian’s, especially El Aurian males, were so difficult to follow sometimes.
        He stood again, pulling out his tricorder and scanning again, fruitless as it had been thus far.  So far, the passage of time had not changed the scanning results.
        Thelsh stood as well.  As soon she stood to her full height, the two of them were standing face to face, almost touching.  He could see the pulse beat in her throat and feel his own throb in his head.  She smelled exotic.  Exciting.
        Looking into her eyes, he heard himself say, “I don’t want to think about…about…”
        She made a deep hissing sound as she reached out and grabbed his tunic at his chest.  Everitt reached his hand behind her neck and pulled her lips to his.  Somewhere in the back of his mind, he figured they looked pretty ridiculous, running their free-hands all over each other, kissing and panting, while keeping one eye peeled for the enemy hordes to come charging over the hill.
        “Here, before someone gets killed,” he managed out of the side of his mouth, tossing his type II phaser aside, her rifle landing on top of his.
        They threw their arms around each other with a passion neither had felt nor expressed before.  It was all moans and fumblings, their fingers trembling so hard it made disrobing difficult.
        They sank to the surface of their white prison, still kissing and caressing.  It was devilishly cold and, once they were out of their clothes, slippery.  That, they discovered, just made it more fun.
        Now, Everitt in his many years, had often heard of transcendental experiences, but nothing like this – the whole word was getting brighter and brighter.
        Waitaminute….WAITAMINUTE, it really is getting brighter!
        “Lahn!” Thelsh’s fingernails dug into his shoulder; he rolled over and found himself staring into the face of a deity.
        Out of uniform in the presence of God.  He wondered if it were a court-martial offense.
        It was a visage formed from a white brume, a hairless humanoid head, and it seemed to light up the whole sky.
        They heard its thought in their heads:  LIFE IS WASTED ON THE LIVING.
 
Chapter
Twenty
 
          The most wonderful of all things in life, I believe, is the discovery of another human being with whom one's relationship has a glowing depth, beauty, and joy as the years increase. This inner progressiveness of love between two human beings is a most marvelous thing, it cannot be found by looking for it or by passionately wishing for it. It is a sort of Divine accident. 
—Sir Hugh Walpoe 
 
She had once crashed through enemy fortifications or cleared Storm strongholds, brushing aside debris and worming her way through defensive works.

But now Lieutenant Alexis Lawrence moved easily and carefully through the venerable old growth tree’s on the planet that had appeared out of nowhere.  Their enemy, if one existed, had chosen not to reveal itself, so caution was warranted.
Captain Sulek had assigned most of the security teams to sweep paths and stream beds around the sight where Commander Thelsh and Lieutenant Everitt had disappeared.  Periodically, she heard Lieutenant MacTavish or Captain Sulek try to contact the XO or the Counselor over their commlinks, but received no answer.
Like Thelsh, she tried to keep her mind on the task at hand but found herself distracted.  It seemed that her team was, as well; she shook her head sharply and snapped at them to stay sharp.
What was it about this world?  This New-Space?  She had expected to have to have her full concentration, given the disappearance of the XO and the Counselor, and had prepared herself for that.  But what she had not expected was that feeling that kept running through her mind and her heart.

Stephen, my Stephen….
        His face was there before her, the tingle of his lips brushing against hers…
        Stop!  Get a hold of yourself, you’re a Lieutenant in Starfleet! But it did no good to castigate herself, for a moment later, the memories were flooding back, as though she had never left him.
        Stephen, my love and my husband…
        Alexis saw the rolling blue skies reflected in the creek bed, and realized distractedly that she had stopped moving.  More than that, she was standing and swaying with the breeze, standing before a mighty oak tree.  A feather appeared from the upper reaches of the tree and floated down in front of her; her eyes locking on it as it fluttered down.
        It was only her body there, though.  Her mind was lightyears away……
        
        It was her first action out of the Academy, an assault on the Dominion stronghold on the perpetually cold ‘planet’ of Rullato VII, and everything had gone wrong from the outset.  More Jem’hadar than Intel had reported, fleet deployment out of warp was horribly snarled, and the flagship, the USS Tokyo, had not arrived.  What’s more, the planet seemed to be the location of one of the Dominion’s POW camps, hiding away Starfleet, Romulan, Klingon, and anyone else caught as a prisoner in the eyes of the Dominion.
        Alexis was pinned down with the tattered remains of her battalion.  It was her battalion because all of the officers ahead of her had been cut down by waves of Jem’hadar and Cardassian troops – 10 enemy troopers, it seemed, for every one burned down by her phaser.  
        The resources of the entire sector had been gathered and deployed for this operation.  Out in the system itself, nearly 300 starships of all classes hammered away at each other at point-blank range, her ship the USS Morning Star among them.  Alexis and the rest of the ground troops could look for little help from the very starships that brought them to their own cold slice of hell.  The entire planet, the entire system, had become a single theater of war.
        Jem’hadar troop shuttles swooped across the skies.  Whole armies of Dominion troops were thrown at the Federation as if they were merely companies.  The combat heated the atmosphere of Rullato VII itself, beams of raw phaser energy melted icefields – all across the planet, war was waged in steam, rain, snow and smoke.
        Through it all, Alexis and her company made its way toward the very heart of the foe’s central base complex, a daring thrust to wipeout the base and end the operation with one sword stroke raid.  But, it met with failure, and what was left of she and her unit was about to be wiped out.
        Alexis grappled unarmed with a Jem’hadar soldier, her phaser’s charge long spent.  As the great, horned soldier prepared to give the coup de grace, his face disappeared in the blast of a phaser rifle.  As he fell, she turned to see a crack task force – ten divisions of elite Federation and Klingon soldiers – rally her division and charge onward to pierce the base’s defenses.  Later, Alexis learned that her division’s role had been a feint, a gamble to draw away Dominion forces while the Strike Force made its landing.  The gamble had paid off, and the system went to the Federation.
        She had spent a month aboard the USS Hope recovering from her wounds.  Shrapnel, burns, broken bones had all ravaged her body, and only time would heal her back to full strength.  In that time, her one companion through it all was the daily communiqués with her husband Stephen.
        They were both much younger then, the last years of the war unkind to both of them as the stress of mere survival took precedence.  But, despite the distance that separated the two of them, she could feel the love grow between the two of them – even though it was a series of personal logs, both audio and visual despite her husbands handicap, she could hear the emotion in her voice and feel it in his words. 
         She had decided to head back to the Academy after the Battle of Rullatto VII, but despite her love for her husband and the unbridled enjoyment she found in his company, the wanderlust of being an Starfleet officer was too much to bear.  Half way through completing her Masters, she answered Starfleet Command’s request for reserve duty voluntary call-ups to help fill out the depleted officer corps.  The war had taken a serious toll, especially among experienced officers, and new Lieutenant JG Lawrence found herself given a second solid pip and a kick back up to the stars…. 
 
        “What is it Lieutenant?”
        Ensign Pulver, Alexis’ squad second’s voice roused her from her well of memory, and she realized that barely a second had passed; the feather whirling down past her face.
        “Negative,” she said at last.  “Negative, resume sweep.” Shaking her head, she had the feeling that something or someone on the planet was scrutinizing, probing her memories.  If it was malign, she meant to eliminate it to protect her crew, but for the time being, she felt grateful to have old memories of Stephen back with her if for a few moments.
        Her reverie was brief, however, as a burst of static chirped through the commlinks.  “All units!  Hold positions!  It has returned!”
 
* * * *
        
In the Sphere ship, Jason Tirrick gathered his band of headlockers.  While other personnel were distracted by the strange swirling limbo through which the vessel was passing, it was the Cybernauts chance to regroup.
        They set up a secure, prefab cubicle high up on an unoccupied service platform.  Jason was helped up onto a portable medical bed that had deployed itself from a compact shipping crate.
        There were some gasps from his team has he removed his tunic and the results of their last cyberburn was brought to light.
        Gritting his teeth, he rolled over onto his stomach and snapped, “You know what we have to do.”
        They did.  His team began to unpack remote units and machines, putting them together and powering them up with practiced skill.
        Jason’s mouth felt like a desert: hot, dry and foreboding.  When he tried to lick his lips, he found he couldn’t work up any saliva.
        Several remotes floated above the table and slowly moved into place, other surgical units were just finishing assembly, loaded with the implants that would ensure the damage was repaired and he was once again healthy.
                Jason drew in a deep breath, and laid against the table, closing his eyes as he did so.
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When Tirrick and his familiars emerged from their portable sanctum, he was the same studiously irreverent pain in the neck who had gone in there.   Oh, I had noticed a slight increase in his physical agility and vigor, but there was also an unmistakable tone of strain in his voice.
I resolved at that point to keep a much closer eye on him; he played his hand well save for one moment during the transit, the one hint that suggested a deeper change in him.  He leaned in close to a perma-scope that was controlled by a proximity sensor, and of course, accepted it matter-of-factly when the scope moved into position to accept him and adjusted to his seated height, etc.
What he didn’t know was that the auto-adjust sensor on the scope had failed and was switched off, but the servo’s had obeyed his silent will anyways.
It was no time to confront him or his savants, but thereafter, I kept an ever closer eye on them.
 
Commander Julia Koepke, Aide de Camp – CINCFifthFleet, as quoted in Admiral Shawn Shadow (ret.) book, The Voyage of the Odysseus
 
 
For her the act of passage was a torment in spades – for her passage was not of one, but of two beings.

Cristine had heard of out-of-body episodes, and near death experiences, but they were all unintelligible concepts to her; her life thus far had been a nightmare beyond comprehension.
By the time the sphere ship plunged into the event horizon of Eris’ Star, she was but a translucent phantasm fading from sight.  In a kind of coma, she was unaware that Dustin Maverick had kept a constant bedside vigil, nearly insane with guilt and heartache.
In her mind, however, she watched a multi-vision deluge of nucleic memories of both her Bellicose and Human sides.  She understood the all encompassing sadness that was the Bellicose and their lost paradise, felt the unity of flesh that every Bellicose experienced, being born into a race that was literally from a single flesh.
Cristine saw her youth, growing up in New Berlin, Luna and her coming of age in the Academy.
She felt her strange ectoplasmic birth, spawned as a naked and shivering clone from the Bellicose-created egg.
Cristine relived the moment, on the deck of the USS Odin, racing to investigate the possible appearance of the Bellicose.  She also witnessed the defeat of her race, and its transformation into a phoenix of mindstuff – and watched in awe where it flew.
She was a silent watcher to both sets of memories, her consciousness tossed between the two halves like a boat on a storm tossed sea….
With an almost physical jolt, the two halves of her were snapped together as the sphere-ship emerged from the continua.  She opened her eyes and felt fully complete – one – for the first time in her life.
She looked over to find Dustin gaping at her.  She brought her hands before her face and saw that her body was whole once again.  Smiling, she felt a calm and tranquility wash across her.  She was whole again. Healed.
He whispered, “Cristine?”
She lay on a make-shift pallet, laid directly on the deck.  Dustin came and knelt at her side.  “You’re alive!”
He was drawn and obviously tired, not from the passage but from the torture he had inflicted upon himself.  With the two halves of her mind merged at last, she understood just what sort of powerful forces were at work to make him do what he had done.
His sense of duty, his oath to service, his feeling of obligation to his former crew aboard the Quirinus: those were human traits that Cristine understood.
“Yes, Dustin.”  Her hands reached out and took his, and his look of dejection melted into one of rapture.  “Alive.”
Before he could say another word, a face encased in silver-reflective sunglasses, wearing a self-amused smirk.  “Back in action, Cristine? Now Captain, didn’t I tell you that this voyage would give her a new lease on life?”
Dustin grunted an answer; he wasn’t sure if Tirrick knew how lucky he was that Cristine was alright.  Had she been put through all that anguish for nothing, someone would have paid dearly.
Cristine stood, despite Dustin’s protests.  “Now Dustin, I’m alright – and I believe that Dr Tirrick needs to ask me a few more questions,” she looked at Tirrick slyly as she shook out her waves of crimson hair.
“Welcome aboard the Starfleet prize-of-war Odysseus,” Dustin shrugged.
Cristine stepped up to the edge of the platform and looked out into the inner globe and gasped.  There was certainly no shortage of space, one could have put a fairly large chunk of a Galaxy Class Saucer within the yawning expanse.
Maneuvering within the sphere proved to be a trick, as improvised bridges, walkways and catwalks criss-crossed the various platforms, with furnishing having to been glued or strapped to the deck.  The engineers had yet to find a way to cut or manipulate the alloy Haydon had chosen to use in the construction of his sphere ships.  She turned and looked at him, “’Odysseus’?”
“Yeah, Homer’s ‘Odyssey’, the quest and journey home, the road to self-discovery and all that,”  Tirrick supplied with one of his customary dismissive shrugs.  “But, we are moving hard – the only problem is, we don’t know exactly where we are going, or where we are now.  I was hoping you could clue us in.”
As she stood out there gazing, a faint smile crossed her lips.  “What’s the matter, Doctor, afraid the others will think you crazy if you said it yourself?”  She turned to face Tirrick, who was for once speechless.
“You are in what some call New-Space.”
“Is the Quirinus here?”  Tirricks levity left him, “Are the Bellicose?”
Cristine closed her eyes as she turned to face them, her face impassive and calm – she wanted to see the looks on their faces when she told them.  She opened her eyes and spoke, “New-Space is the Bellicose – in a way.  We have traveled beyond the boundaries of Space-Time as you know it, and entered what you would call the soul of the transubstantiated Bellicose race.
Jason was quick to react, though Dustin was making choking sounds like his mental clutch wasn’t quite engaged when he tried to change gears. “Alright then,”  Tirrick began, “how do we talk to them?”
“I think,” Cristine said, as the small hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, “you are about to learn.”  The two men suddenly became aware of what everyone else was now noticing – a blue glow growing out from Cristine herself.
All throughout the ship, people stopped and turned to look at the source of the glow.  Admiral Shadow in the middle of recording a log, Shi-ling in the middle of updating his terminal’s firmware, Commander Koepke going over the little sensor feedback they were able to gather – all eyes went to Cristine.
As if blowing in on a distant breeze, Cristine was no longer alone in her blue glow, as a ring of transparent holograms of children began to appear.  They sat staring at Cristine, their eyes focused and glowing with starfire.
Neither the holograms nor Cristine gave any sign of having heard the various gasps of the crew, she was focused so intently on the children and they on her.
Tirrick, hypnotized by it with everyone else, nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard Cristine’s voice in his head. “ ‘The Quest and Journey home’, Doctor.”
 
Alexis and her team broke through the brush, weapons up and at ready as the rest of the teams closed in on the open field from every side.
It has returned, was Captain Sulek’s message, and yet there was no sign of the energy hail storm that had appeared the first time.  What was there was what appeared to be two people in the middle of the field, moving around quite animatedly.
There were confused transmissions from each of the search parties, and it took almost a minute for Captain Sulek to get some measure of order over the commlink.  “Hold all positions.  The swirling lights appeared briefly, then disappeared.  We have visual confirmation of Commander Thelsh and Chief Everitt.  All teams hold your position unless otherwise commanded.”
With the field surrounded and protected by the 8 search teams, the furthest elements out also protecting their position on long range sweeps, Captain Sulek selected a four-person skirmish team, led by Lieutenant MacTavish to investigate.  They checked their weapons and advanced, their commlinks open to both the TAC net and the Quirinus high-above in orbit.
No doubt about it, that’s the XO and the CEO, MacTavish mused as they approached, though he wasn’t quite sure what the flurry of activity they had been doing when they reappeared, but at least to him, it looked like the fast and furious clothes donning one does when caught in the romantic act.
He and his team approached at ready, scanning the ground and air around them, but there was nothing unusual.  Thelsh and Everitt had gotten themselves up and squared away, and appeared to be looking around for something on the ground.  By the time MacTavish signaled the all-clear and Captain Sulek approached, Thelsh was carving a large X in the middle of where they reappeared with the butt of her phaser rifle.
Thelsh snapped to attention smartly.  “Uhm, Commander Thelsh reporting, Captain.  We, er, that is I..”
“Take it easy, Commander,”  Sulek began, letting her take in a deep breath, “are we still threatened here?”
The petite XO swallowed hard.  “Here, there, everywhere, but no more here than anyplace else.”
“Then give me, as the humans say, the highlights,”  Sulek’s eyebrow arched.
“We met the Bellicose Khannate – this whole place is her realm.  He’s got the Quirinus’ warp core and refuses to give them back – he does not want us to leave.”  Thelsh sighed with a deep breath, letting it out at last.  “Apparently, the Khannate says the real universe is going to end.”
“Does she know we aren’t exactly finished with it yet,” MacTavish sniffed, as he glanced from Sulek to Thelsh to Everitt.  Now that was one debriefing he wanted to be the proverbial fly on the wall.
Sulek’s communicator warbled and the voice of Commander Ved spoke up.  “Captain Sulek, we’ve encountered a new development aboard the Quirinus and suggest you return to the ship immediately.”
Sulek reflexively looked skyward.  “What is the problem, Commander?”
“A report from Sickbay and the Children – they appear to have made contact with someone, but they appear to be in some sort of trance and no one can seem to rouse them out of it.”
There was the whine of transporters and where MacTavish had stood, there was only the base energy particles of a transporter beam. 
 
“No further!”
Doctor Leo Segundo topped out at about 5’ 1”, and when compared to Lieutenant MacTavish who was standing over him, it was almost comical how he was able to stop the focused PRISM officer.
MacTavish did indeed stop, and looked down at the Pediatrician, caught off-guard by the distinct moral and forceful ring in the normally soft spoken doctor.
Rhiannon Morgan stood nearby, arms crossed, barely able to contain her concern for all of the children.  “Raoul, if this is just a case of sleepwalking, I would rather risk waking them than wait to see if their minds are stolen.”
Dr Segundo was shaking his head as she spoke, “I don’t think it is anything like ‘Sleepwalking’ – the children are still in their bodies according to the scans, and I believe whomever they are communicating with is as well, but this isn’t something you can break by dashing some cold water in their face or shaking them awake.”
“Perhaps they are in communication with whomever that is,”  Rhiannon thought aloud, inclining her head toward the ghostly apparition.
“If it is, I would surmise that there is nothing we can do to break the spell until they complete the exchange,” Segundo ventured.
“For how long?” Will asked.
Before Segundo could answer, the low chanting stopped and the apparition faded from view.  The children all seemed to shake their heads simultaneously as they stood and faced their parents.  This time, Segundo had the good sense to get out of everyone’s way as parents rushed to embrace their children.  Will rushed to embrace Sarah.
He half expected some sort of wooden or vacant hug in return, but in stead found she was still a little girl who could stand a bath soon.
As he knelt in front of her, she placed a hand on each shoulder of her father.  “Daddy, ‘Tine is gonna be here soon!”
Mac’s eyebrows furrowed.  “Who?  When, Sarah, how are they coming?”
“On a big roun’ ship – we told ‘er how to find us, they are comin’ and we have to go!”
“Of course, Love, we’ll head back to our quarters now.”
“No,” she shook her head, and Mac could see the mystic fire still burning faintly in her eyes, “I mean we have to leave HERE.  ‘Tine said, before its too late!”
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Those critics who contend that the crew of the USS Quirinus were completely blind – in not seeing their ultimate transition to new-space and the death/birth trauma’s the entire crew experienced – are nothing but lard-bottomed critics.
Given the stresses of what occurred both before and after the event, the emotional wringer and the constant stress of danger and strife that followed us, I believe that our confusion and ignorance were almost inevitable.
Only children, fools, and the uninitiated that had never experienced true hardship would argue otherwise.
 
Dr. Mathar Raythan,
Birth, Life and Death:  The Experiences

 
 
“Rhiannon, hang on there!”
Mac, as had the rest of the parents aboard the Quirinus, had left their children in the care of Dr. Segundo so that he could conduct a battery of tests and determine just what the devil is going on with the children.  While they appeared unharmed, with everything that had happened in this place so far, it paid to play it safe.
As he caught up with her in the passageway, Rhiannon spun on her heel and waited, her arms crossed and her toe tapping impatiently.  “Make it brief, Mac.”
He slowed to a stop, and could see the storm warning flags flashing behind her.
“Ach, nothing really.  Just thought we could go to Nero’s for dinner, if you didnah mind the company.”
Her mood didn’t change one bit.  “Don’t you want to find out what happened in the Captain’s debriefing?”
“By the time we finish eating dinner, I’m sure there will be a summary we can peek at and get a general idea of what happened.”
Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, and Mac was positive that wasn’t a good sign.  “Then what, perhaps a moonlight dance in one of the holosuites?”
Right when she asked, he knew he had walked right into a minefield.  “Well, actually, yah, that was on my mind.”
“Jesus, MacTavish, there are Clearsteel viewports harder to see through than you.”
“Eh – uhm – wha..” was all he got out.
“This is so typical,” Rhiannon looked up at him, her teeth clenched and bared, “We’re stuck wherever we are, and then it suddenly hits you that we should be spending more time together.”
“The thought had crossed me mind,” he replied lamely, realizing after he had said it just how bad it sounded.  “I mean, we could always go back to how you want it with the old cats and dogs routine.”
Realizing too late he was tossing salt into the wounds, he clamped his mouth shut and waiting for the fallout.
“I want you to think about that, Mac.  Remember back when we were dealing with that whole time-warp crisis, with alternate realities bleeding into real-time, and you got positively domestic.  Even though you put up this big front whenever anyone and everyone else was around, you were ready to retire back to some cottage in Kilcarny.  Right?”
“Then, when we figure out what was happening and return to regular duty, your priorities revert and you’re suddenly the great crusader attempting to cleanse the universe of the Storm.  And to think you were actually close to being civil, argh!”
Will opened his mouth to speak, but Rhiannon had been saving this up for months, and she wasn’t about to loose her momentum.  “So, now, here we are marooned, possibly forever, and here you are making another approach run?  Forget it!  Save us both the thrill, Mac.”
“C’mon, you knew I was heartless and thoughtless when you got me to fall in love with you,” he yelled.
Without so much as breathing hard, Rhiannon swung her clenched right fist in a perfect arc at his chin.  Taken completely by surprise, she landed the punch which spun Mac like a top, managing to stay upright only by grabbing onto the frame of a porthole.
He leaned there, the corridor spinning wildly, blood running from the corner of his mouth.  “What the devil?  You working for the Storm now too?”  He managed to lean back against the corridor wall and sat down on the carpeted deck.
She found herself suddenly torn between the urge to heal and the desire to create utter mayhem.  “Oh stuff it Mac, let me see.”
“What, and let you finish the job?”
She gave it a quick, efficient glance.  “I didn’t even chip a tooth, just split your lip.”  She let him get up on his own.
Standing, he spat out a slip of blood onto the deck.  “Alright, so I wont talk to you unless I’ve done so several times already that day.”
“That’s not what I meant, Mac.”
He rubbed at his jaw as he turned and looked out at the twinkling stars.  “D’ya think she is bringing in any biologics?  Or just creating new ones as she goes?”
“Beat’s me, I’m the wrong woman to be asking.”
“Gotcha.”  He thought a moment as she turned and headed back toward the turbolifts.  “Now, how about dinner?  Or maybe breakfast, in my bunk?”
 
The rest of the senior officers stayed behind in the briefing room after Captain Sulek and Commander Thelsh.  There were plenty of startling revalavtions, but certainly nothing any of them could do about them.
As the various department chiefs, assistants, and experts began to file out of the briefing room, Lieutenant Commander Peron reached out and yanked Counselor Raythan back into his chair with a sly smile, subtly pointing at the hatch where Lieutenant Everitt stood, his attention elsewhere.  About the same time, Commander Thelsh also stepped up to the hatch.
A look, nothing more, passed between the two of them, as Thelsh passed by and out the door.  Everitt looked around a moment, and followed.
“Don’t let him see you,”  Peron hissed at Raythan, and he and the small cadre of officers played nonchalant. 
A moment later, Everitt was gone.
“Everitt and Thelsh?”  Raythan boggled.  “No, must be a joke or a hallucination.”
“Well, there has been a lot of slap and tickle going on here since we arrived,” Lawrence observed, “maybe the Bellicose are using us as inspiration.”
That made everyone quiet, the various mental and emotion baggage that each and every member of the crew carried with them weighing heavily – the loves and attractions only a small part.
“It occurs to me that we should all be a lot more careful what we say, think and do around this place,” Raythan thought aloud.
No one replied.
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"Odysseus, eh?" I said to him, "I hope we don't run into any Cyclops."

Doctor Jason Tirrick, remark to Admiral Shawn Shadow, as quoted in Tirrick's
Tripping the Light Fantastic (Fourth Edition)

 
 
 
In spite of the cups of Coffee he had imbibed, Admiral Shadow was nearly nodding off when he heard Command Koepke's harsh hiss of a whisper dig through his ears.  "Admiral!  Look!"
Shadow was instantly wide awake, swiveling the chair he had been napping in around to face Cristine Rush. He saw what had gotten her attention so quickly almost immediately: Cristine was blinking and rubbing her eyes, as if waking from a dream, and the ghostly forms of the children had disappeared.  Medtechs were on her almost instantly, scanning and probing her, with Doctor Tirrick standing
nearby, nearly jumping up and down in excitement - ready to ply her with questions.
”I'm alright, really," Cristine began, her eyes still glowing with the blue-green flames,  "and we have no time to loose." 
"What happened to those children?" Tirrick burst out, unable to
contain himself further, "Why did you break contact with them?" 
"We are still in contact, just not quite at the level you can
perceive," Cristine explained, "that method, while expedient, is quite
draining.  We shared information and I have gotten the data I need - I know now the course we must follow." 
Cristine stepped around the techs and started walking up a
make-shift ramp to what everyone assumed was the primary control deck. 
"Hold on a second, Commander,"  Admiral Shadow began, standing and walking after her - along with everyone else.  "You must tell us what is going on."
"Well, I must take control of the Odysseus if we are going to
complete the last part of our journey,"  she explained, walking up the ramp and approaching the large, semicircular interface console.  "Basically, we will be crossing into a large cerebral nexus - the cortex of the transfigured Bellicose - into a realm that the crew of the Quirinus call New Space.  Because it is different that our normal realm of reality, and even more different than Doctor Tirrick's CyberSpace, I must take the controls and navigate us through into the breach." 
She turned and faced the assembled techs, officers, and medics, her face somber, almost sad.  "There's something else - New Space reacts to what is within us, our thoughts, our emotions, our feelings.  Because it has no form of its own, it must draw on other resources to define and expand its realm into normalcy. We must be very careful what we say, do and think."

* * * *
 
Ramus was surprised when he entered the Great Hall and was not immediately overcome by the shouting and bustle that usually began in the earliest part of the morning to the dead of night.
Lantas, the young, pink-haired scientist he had adopted shortly
after the departure of the Claymore, looked frightened.  "The Captain's of the Local Group flotilla have arrived and are awaiting you."
Ramus nodded and headed to his seat, on the dais, in front of the
assembly.  
It was strange to see them striding along together, when not weeks ago they were almost at each others throats. Hodel, the Silican, spoke for the group, which didn't surprise Ramus.  It was likely the Silicans, by far the most prosperous of the local group worlds, were supplying the bulk of warships for the flotilla.
"We have word that Haydon IV survived its initial assault and
continues production of its sphere ships.  If your research is
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In the reunion of the people from the Odysseus, I felt a special pang of pain that I kept to myself.
It was clear that Captain Maverick had a great deal of mixed feelings about Cristine, and what that had put him through.  But, in some ways, I couldn’t help but envy him.  As much as I loved Mac and Sarah, I couldn’t help thinking about other DNA remains.
How would I feel if Davyd or Hentric reappeared?
At one point, I found myself thinking about that and sitting there for nearly ten minutes, just staring out my quarters viewport, completely lost in thought.  Realizing that it was this New Space and its apparent affinity for our memories and emotional makeup, I knew we really had to get out of there soon.
 
Dr. Rhiannon Morgan,
Recollections – Volume III:  The Lost Journey

 
 
Having little time to coordinate and train together, the Local Group flotilla was extremely fortunate that is Space Fold maneuvers had not created collisions or mis-jumped ships, much less gotten into a passable attack formation.
The Silican dreadnaught Traicaylle led the way with the Sol prominent on the right wing of the formation.  The armed merchant vessels of the Silicans were the backbone of the fleet, while other planets vessels interspersed themselves in the formation.
Hodel watched as LRS fed him more and more information about the rogue planetoid as it continued to hang in the Eris’ Star system, concerned about the gargantuan artifact.  It seemed to be trying to fly itself into pieces, or collapse itself into oblivion.
“We’re detecting gravimetric anomalies from the planet,” one of his science officers announced.
“Indeed,” Hodell growled.  “That is one thing that is visually apparent.”
“I am referring to new topographic features on the planet,” his science officer continued, “their existence defies gravity as we know it/  Immense amounts of power are being expended – according to these readings, the planet is metamorphosing, and doing so at an accelerated rate.”
A visual of the planet was flashed onto their vessels main holographic viewer, and the flashing graphic showed the world was changing in ways that should have annihilated itself long ago.  Appearently, some of the power supplies and servos to accomplish what was happening had been brought online before the Fleet had arrived.
Hodel was no engineer, but he knew enough to know that no conventional power source, no technology existed in servo and gyroscope, could achieve the power and strength to achieve what the planet was completing.  Haydon IV should have torn itself apart with its upheavals.
It was not, however, and was taking on a new shape.  Its astonishing division when the first fleet encountered it was paled in comparison.
“How long until we are in maximum range,” Hodel snarled. 
“Thirty minutes,” came the response.  “But, the rate of transformation is accelerating.  Estimate 28 minutes to completion.”
“Excellent, we will attack and wipe them out before they can catch their collective breaths,”  Hodel howled.  “Flank speed!  All ships, deploy and attack!”
        Before them, Haydon IV grew and shifted, features sliding, rising falling in ways the laws of physics deemed impossible.
The substance of the planet was shifting.  Even the Silicans knew a cold fear as they watched, their snarls and rumblings subdued in awe as they watched the artificial planet take the shape of a gigantic armored knight.  The war machine waited as the Local Group vessels rushed to the attack.
 
Mac was glad that Rhiannon had to return to duty, and that he had missed the briefing.  He had heard that perhaps some sort of séance might have to be performed, that or something more akin to vaudeville magic, to try and conjure up the Bellicose.
Emotions had run high since they arrived as to where they were and how to get out, and now it seemed the Mystics all knew a piece of the puzzle, but had yet to figure out the big picture.  A lot of people, Mac included, were still in the “trying to believe it” stage.
Perhaps the biggest distraction was the conviction that a lot of parents had that a lot of the action was taking place between Cristine Rush and the kids.  They were, of course, being recording and the tapes sent to Admiral Shadow so that he and his team could analyze them.
The question still remained:  where was the Bellicose Queen, and how do they get in touch with her?  Lots of ideas were tossed about, and none sounded convincing or worthwhile to Mac.
The senior staff were off to cope with whatever tangible and intangible problems that could be confronted.  Mac, however, had decided to head below deck to see of Sarah and her Kiddie Coven had broken up yet.
Distracted, he realized that he had gotten off of the turbolift on the wrong deck.  There was no one around, so he got his bearings and headed toward the lifts again.  As he headed down the corridor, he passed along an expanse of view ports, showing the vast depths of New Space and the appearing stars.
Walking and thinking to himself, he suddenly felt eyes upon him.  His instincts screamed for him to look out the viewport, which he pivoted and looked out.
Something hung there in space, a shadow of the Quirinus, staring back at him.  It was simply a shape blocking out the stars, and it was about as large as a man, hanging in space some 100 meters from the port.
Without taking his eyes off of it, he tapped his commbadge.   “This is MacTavish – er, Lieutenant MacTavish on Deck 4, compartment, uh,”  he looked around quickly, “T-1138 Starboard, and I have a visual on a possible bogey.”
A brisk voice – Lieutenant Lawrence, from the sound of it – responded.  “TAC sensors are clean, Lieutenant.”
“Then they are malfunctioning! Get me some damned hull lights out here now!”
High candela lights leapt to life and illuminated the shadow. The man-sized object was unlike anything Mac had ever seen in his nightmares – his jaw hanging open in awe and fear.
It was as black as night, and smooth.  Its arms ended in three multi-articulate fingers, and its head had a single, red eye.  Its legs were reverse articulated, and the blossoms of thrusters were evident up and down the back of its legs.  It floated there, staring at him.
Mac uttered a curse that was somewhere between admiration and obscenity.  Seconds ticked away while the two stared at each other.
He heard running feet and looked away, at the approaching Commander Thelsh and a Security team.  It was a mere flicker of the eye, but when Mac looked back, the figure was gone.
“Lieutenant MacTavish, we have nothing on scopes or on visual sensors,” Lawrence’s voice said primly and not without a hint of consternation, “Whatever it is, we don’t see it.”
“Figures Lieutenant, I don’t think it was here to see you, either.”
 
Part IV
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It is said that we are actually three people:  the one we see ourselves as being, the one side that others see us as being, and who we really are.
The Bellicose Queen was determined to explore all of these facets, and I don’t know which one frightened me most.
 
Commander Julia Koepke, Aide de Camp – CINCFifthFleet, as quoted in Admiral Shawn Shadow (ret.) book, The Voyage of the Odysseus
 
Because Thelsh and Everitt had been accosted on the surface by the Khanate’s unusual luminous affects, it was decided by the Senior Staff that contact should be attempted in the same location – on the surface.
Most of the staff were all for the attempt, but Rhiannon and MacTavish were far more hesitant, particularly because the decision had been made to take the children with them – mainly because of the children’s exhibited expanded psi abilities.  It was felt that these expanded abilities would facilitate communication with the Bellicose.  This was considered the last option because the Khanate had not responded to traditional means of communication.
What made things more ominous was the latest scans and calculations showed that the breach from Real Space was widening.  A growing number of theorists believed that the whole of Real Space would soon bleed into New Space, and the whole of creation would be under the dominion of the Bellicose, so the risk of exposing the children must be borne in order to protect the Universe.
A good many of staff Tactical officers had expected the next away team to land in full military regalia, but cooler heads prevailed – what good would phasers do against the being which controlled New Space?
So, the team decided that it was best just to beam down as they had before.  Once down on the planet, the team formed up behind Thelsh and Everitt and headed for the field from which they disappeared.
The thought of beaming directly into the field was suggested, but it was felt best to try and recreate as best as possible the conditions from which the first energy storm was created.
From behind Everitt and Thelsh, the group marched in silence, with MacTavish and Sarah, along with the other children near the back of the group.  Dustin Maverick was there as well, along with Cristine – who was the closest thing to an expert on the Bellicose as one could find.
The landing party was armed, but it did little to comfort anyone.
Rhiannon cast a glance back at the parents and children, to see how both were coping.  All of them were under a great deal of stress, but most of all she was worried about Mac – if their resident shrink and PRISM officer began hallucinating, anyone could loose it.
The libidinous climate of the last few days had been replaced by a more subdued, almost remorseful mood – the only explanation was perhaps the Khanate’s mood had changed as well.
As soon as the team pushed through the last screen of brush, everyone saw that there was reason to hope for an audience – the field had changed, through no one from the Quirinus could verify it.  In the middle of the swaying tall-grass stood a huge dome, organic in appearance, glowing in golds and reds, like a high-speed photo image of an expanding supernova, with smaller domes connected to it via brightly glowing pathways.
“Maybe we should gather a recon team,” Commander Thelsh ventured.
“I don’t even see a way in, Commander,” Lieutenant Lawrence piped in, looking at the great dome through some micro-binoculars.
Before another idea could be ventured, the children began pushing their way through the line, lead by Sarah MacTavish, and the parents scrambling behind them trying to catch up.  
“Sarah, wait!”  Mac shouted as he dodged around a startled security officer, as the kids continued to try and make their way to the Bellicose hive.
Sarah didn’t push her father away, just squirmed to break his embrace.  “We hafta hurry, Daddy!”
Doctor Tirrick had left his place in the formation as well, followed by his Cyber-team, “I think the young girl is right, Captain, I think our chief obstacle now is delay.”
“But how do we get –“ Thelsh began, frowning as Captain Sulek turned from his view of the Bellicose Hive.  Where there was smooth wall before, now stood a gigantic opening.
        “Very well, we will enter,”  Sulek ordered, “I want all phasers slung or holstered and set to safe.”
        The door was large enough to fly several shuttles through, and once inside, the party was assaulted with odors both pleasant and sublime.
        It was like being within an ancient earth cathedral, rays of light twinkling through a myriad of stained glass windows.  The Starfleet contingent ranged themselves along the wall of the round, main chamber.
        Without warning, there was a clap of thunder and flash of lightning as it struck the floor, sending a cloud of debris to join the suddenly coalesced storm within the hive.  As the clouds rolled and lightning flashed within, a face molded itself from the clouds to form into the smooth face of the Khanate, gazing down at them.
        They heard her voice, clear as a bell, ring in their minds: THROUGH YOUR EVOLVED CHILDREN, YOU HAVE FINNALLY ACHIEVED THE LEVEL OF REASONING THROUGH WHIH WE CAN COMMUNICATE.  KNOW THAT ALL OF CREATION HANGS ON THE BRINK OF ANNIHILATION, AND ALL THAT YOU KNOW WILL SOON BLEED INTO THIS NOT REALM, THIS NEW SPACE.
        Sulek felt his breath catch in his throat, expecting one of the children to speak up, given their affinity for the metaphysical, but then realized his mistake.  While they had the gift, they lacked the tact or knowledge to engage in such negotiations.
        He was the head of the Away team, and it was his place to speak for the group.  Before he could, however, Tirrick’s voice broke the silence.
        “Khanate of the Bellicose Race!  Why have you brought us here?  Why is the universe as we know it being drawn into this place?”
        Sulek saw what Tirrick was driving at immediately, but it wasn’t what he felt was far more important – namely getting their Warp Drive back so that they could get the Quirinus and the crew of the Odysseus out of there.  But before he could interject, again he was interrupted.
        KNOW THAT I AM THE KHANATE OF THE BELLICOSE RACE, AND THE ONE ENTITY IN RACE THAT BROUGHT YOU TO THIS PLACE.  YOUR VESSEL WAS CLOSE ENOUGH TO A REND IN THE TIME-SPACE FABRIC BROUGHT ABOUT BY YOUR PETTY SQUABLING.  YOUR TRANSIT WAS THE FIRST PUNCTURE THAT WILL SOON BECOME A MIGHTY RIFT DRAWING ALL OF REAL SPACE ACROSS THE BARRIERS OF SPACE TIME INTO MY DOMAIN.
        I HAVE BROUGHT YOU HERE FOR MY STUDY, BY SIFTING THROUGH PSYCHES AND WHAT SOME WOULD CALL YOUR SOULS, I WILL DECIDE THE NEW MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL CLIMATE OF MY MALLIBLE DOMAIN.
        “Waitaminute, you achieved transcendence, what more do you want?” Tirrick piped up.
        TRANSUBSTANTIAN IS A JOKE, A CELL WITH NO EXIT.
        Thelsh was growling, Sulek noticed, as if to issue a roar of defiance from her small frame.  Quickly, he joined into the conversation, “But what do you want?”
        I WISH ONLY OUR RACE TO RETURN TO THE STATE FROM WHICH THE Q’ORPHOD MASTERS AND THEIR SYNTHETIC ARMY RIPPED US LIKE A THIEF IN THE NIGHT.
        “Then why don’t you do it, you control New Space,” Thelsh replied.
        BECAUSE WE LEFT OUR ORIGINAL FORM TO WAGE WAR AGAINST THE Q’ORPHOD, WE WERE FORCED TO CLOSE CERTAIN EVOLUTIONARY PATHS.  A REVERSION TO OUR ORIGINAL STATE IS SOMETHING THAT EVEN I CANNOT ATTAIN IN NEW SPACE.
        I DO NOT WISH NEW SPACE TO BE A REALM OF CHAOS AND NON-LAWS, WHICH ARE IS TRUE NATURE.  THEREFORE, I WILL PERMIT REAL SPACE TO BLEED INTO MY REALM.  THEN I SHALL REBUILD THE COSMOS IN AN IMAGE I DEEM FIT.
        “NO!”  Dr. Morgan shouted from the other side of the room.  “Its not their fault!  You cannot simply banish away existence!”
        AND WAS IT MY FAULT THAT THE Q’ORPHOD DECREED THE RAZING OF OPTRA?  THE UNIVERSE AND TIME CARES NOTHING FOR JUSTICE.
        “Then why spare us,” Counselor Raythan spoke, “Why not obliterate us and make a clean beginning?”
        No one else had been brave enough to pose the question, and the Khanate hesitated long minutes before answering.
        BECAUSE I MUST STUDY YOU.  I MUST DECIDE WHETHER THERE SHALL BE THE ONLY THING YOU RACES HAVE DEVELOPED THAT IS OF ANY SIGNIFIGANCE – LOVE.
        Lahn Everitt’s voice cracked.  “Only?!?”  he cried.  “What about intelligence?”
        A MERE COPING MECHANISM, AN INEVITABLE DEVELOPMENT OF EVOLUTION.
        “Art? Literature?”  Sulek heard Commander Koepke speak up.
        FILLERS DEVELOPED TO PASS THE TIME BETWEEN SUCCESSIVE SLEEPS AND FEEDINGS.
        “Music – “ MacTavish started to add, but was drowned out.
        ENOUGH, YOU ARE NOT HERE TO INTERROGATE ME.
        “Yeah, here it comes,” Peron muttered, which caused Commander Thelsh antennae to twitch momentarily.  Louder, he added, “Then why bring us to this place?”
        MY EXPANDED SENSES DETECT THAT HAYDON IS PREPARING TO ENTER NEW SPACE, WITH ONLY THE TATTERED REMAINS OF YOUR SO-CALLED LOCAL GROUP FLOTILLA ATTEMPTING TO STOP HIM.  HE WILL ENTER ABOARD HIS SYNTHETIC WORLDS, CREWED BY HIS SYNTHETIC RACE.
        IF HE SUCCEEEDS, HE MAY BE IMPOSSIBLE TO STOP.  HE WOULD HAVE CONTROL OF NEW SPACE THEN, AND HE HAS LITTLE TOLERANCE FOR THE LAWS OF SPACE-TIME THAT YOU CHERISH AND HE HAS SPENT MILLENIA ATTEMPTING TO DEFY.
        “Then why tell us?” Sulek asked.
        AS A WARNING, TO ALLOW YOURSELVES A CHANCE TO PREPARE FOR THE BATTLE THAT IS TO COME.  IF AND WHEN I MUST RISE TO DO BATTLE WITH HAYDON, IT WILL BE A WAR OF IMAGES AND PSI-ENERGIES, OF POSSIBILITIES AND ALTERNATE REALITIES.  I HAVE BEEN SCANNING YOUR MINDS SINCE YOUR ARRIVAL, AND WHAT I HAVE LEARNED WILL AID ME GREATLY IN THE COMING BATTLE; YOU ARE ALL ABOUT TO BE CAUGHT UP IN A APOCALYPSE.
        “NO!”  That was Dr Morgan again, tears of rage in her voice.  “You can’t – we have children with us!  At least spare them!”
        WAR SPARES NO ONE.
        PREPARE YOURSELVES.
        Lightning began to streak from the clouds, striking the ground in the dome.  They were forced to shield their eyes as the electricity and light were nearly blinding.
        RESIGN YOURSELVES
        When they opened their eyes, the Hive was gone, and they were standing in the rolling tall grass under a clear, night sky.
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The races of the Federation should not be so quick to rail against our tempers.  I have observed long your own behavior, and with better combat training and redundant organs, you might go far.
 
General Kang – Chief of Staff, Klingon High Council 
as quoted in Madras Polinas Klingon
 
The Local Group Captains, following Hodels example, spoke boldly in exhorting their crews.  When they began their attack against the planet-turned-warrior, though, it was with considerable reserve and caution.
The first strike brought improvised fighters into play, converted courier drones and scouting probes, hastily reconfigured with weapon turrets and outboard merculite missiles.  The probes served their purpose well, to test the defenses of Haydon IV.
The remotes’ visual sensors gave the Flotilla a strange view of the world.  Hodel found himself expecting the two great arms of the warrior to sweep across the fleet and batter his starships like so many seeds on the wind – even though this was clearly beyond the realm of physics or the structures capabilities to move with any speed, a small voice in the back of his mind kept saying their would move at a moments notice.
That did not happen, and Hodel dismissed them as the scouts began identifying targets of opportunity.  He bent in closer and looked over the shoulder of his Tactical Officer, who was remotely controlling one of the larger courier ships on its attack run.
Despite the crafts relative size, it was nimble and easily avoided the planets in-close plasma turrets.  As Intel had predicted, there was no repeat of the Awareness attempting to take control of his vessel.  It was suspected that because of the cyber-assault, that the planetary AI had lost the capacity for offensive action.
“Clumsy,”  Hodel grumbled approvingly, “Slow.”  He looked over at his Science Officer.  “It is weakened.”
“Aye sir,” She growled in response, “But, I still detect immense subsurface servos that are charged and fully operational.”
“Servo’s for what?”
“Unknown,” Ntor wuffed, surveying her scan readouts quickly.
“Servos will do them no good when we blast them from the stars.  Keep watch for those Sphere Ships, I do not want to be outflanked.”
The Sphere Ships, however, remained inert, gliding through space near Eris’ Star.  Hodel concluded they must not have had the resources to get them online before the Flotilla attacked.
So much the better.
The Artifact’s guns were now divided between the remote drones and the larger vessels of the flotilla.  The Flotilla was returning fire in kind, space so full of charged energy weapon fire that one could almost walk from the Flotilla to the planet on the energy beams.
“Sir, we are detecting additional power increases in the servos,” Ntor reported.
Hodel was so absorbed in the melee playing out on his main viewer, he had little time to do anything but snap, “Any movement?”
“Aye, they’ve been activated and the booms are moving.”
Hodel keyed the readouts onto the main viewer.  The arms were moving so slowly that they presented no credible threat.
“What are they?”
“Unknown, Captain, but we are now detecting power buildup from the forearms.”
“Offensive capability?”
“No Captain, just power buildup.”
Hodel sniffed in contempt.  “Wasted effort. Little good it will do them when the fleet strikes simultaneously.  All vessels, attack plan three, execute!”
Haydon IV was ripped open in four places, spilling burning symmetry out into space as the flotilla maneuvered in for close broadsides.  So great was their attack that even a continent of armor plating could not protect the artifact world.  The plasma guns began to cease firing.
The Silicans around Hodel began to growl their war-chants in battle-lust, led the way into the attack, guns blazing away at the worldlet.  The rest of the Local Groups raced after, some even joining the Silicans in their chanting.  
Hodel ignored the repeated hails from Ramus on Riga, the Q’orphod too far away to do much more than plead mercy for the Haydonites.
Haydon IV loomed near, and the fleet primed its weapons for the decisive blow.  Ramus, however, had managed to override the Silican tacnet and appeared on their main viewer.  “Reverse course you bloodthirsty fools!  The arms!  The arms are weapons too!  Get out of there before its too late!”
“Attention Hodel!” It was the Captain of the Quartztar, “Urgently request you withdraw and consider Ramus’ advice.  Energy buildup in the arms has intensified and grown exponentially.”
Hodel, and the rest of the Flotilla, wasn’t having anything of it.  All around the booms, great blue and orange licks of starflame flashed and danced , eager to be set free, but that did not deter the fleet one bit.  Only the Quartztar and the Sol, in part to their reverence to Ramus, diverted her course up and away from the booms, even as Hodel was snorting and cursing his contempt for them.
Not thinking the arms worth the effort, Hodel launched a bow sweep of torpedoes at them as they raced in for the kill.  At flank speed, the vessel was nearly clear of the booms when doomsday fell.
A cloud of swirling energy appeared between the two booms and intensified and then sprang forth.  Where it washed, only trace particles remained, and the Flotilla was gone.
Quartztar and Sol, severely damaged merely by the peripheral wash of the beam, braced for another.  None came, the beam so powerful that it not only destroyed the fleet, but also damaged the booms beyond use.  Blackened and damaged, power was leaking mightily in great torrents from the booms.
The Traicaylle, damaged by the appearance of the great powerstorm dead aft, somehow escaped utter destruction by mere seconds.  Shuddering, her systems failing one by one, it dived toward the artifact.
“I don’t think the others made it,” Ntor reported, looking at the Captain through one eye, the other lost in blood,  “At least, I have no visuals and sensors are offline.”
Hodel nodded, pushing the dead helmsman aside from the great wooden wheel and altered the course ever so slightly, aiming the vessel like a great stake toward the heart of the planet.
Down and down it fell, into the breast of the planet, the detonations it created began a cascade of lethal convulsions across the planetoid.
Quartztar and Sol, who were carrying out emergency repairs, were lit by the nova of the Silican’s demise and the death blow to Haydon IV.  Prah watched sadly as someone called from behind her, “Captain, I am detecting ships, hundreds of them!”
“Origin?”
“It’s the Sphere Ships, they are coming online!”
For a moment Prah thought that this would be the end of her vessel, instead, the swarm of ships formed up and began to move into a slow deliberate formation as they approached Eris’ Star ever so slowly.
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This Cadet will be either a passable officer or a troublesome convict
 
Final Psychological Evaluation from the file of
Ensign Rhiannon Morgan, MD, Starfleet Academy, San Francisco, Sol
 
 
There was nothing for the Ground Party to do but return to the Quirinus; the Khanate ignoring their pleas and demands of her to return.
The quietest among them were the children, who seemed distracted.  Dustin noticed the Cristine was the same, also realizing that he had expected her to up and disappear with the Khanate, absorbing what was left of her into the Bellicose Hive Mind.
There wasn’t much vigilance to their withdrawl, in spite of the Captain and XO’s promptings. What good was keeping one’s guard up if the whole universe might just up and disappear any moment?
Will thought twice about approaching Tirrick, afraid that the Khanate might be listening in.  But then, what good would the most secure room on the Quirinus be to the being that controlled this realm?
“What about the Odysseus,” he asked, “Can we make a run for it aboard her if we have to?”
“Afraid not, she was built for a one way trip,” Tirrick sighed, despondent, “Think of a skier at the top of a run, you could force the skier up the hill from the bottom – but I wouldn’t bet on it.”
Mac patted him on the back, “Thanks, Jason, I’m grateful for your help, grateful as an officer and grateful as a father with family caught up in this.”
This seemed to take Jason by surprise, but he mumbled an acknowledgement, then he picked up his pace head bent over in thought.
Deep down, Mac had to restrain himself from sweeping Sarah into his arms and shield her from everything and anything.
Nothing but protect my love with my life.
At least one person was keeping a high level of alertness for the party, and that was Doctor Morgan bringing up the rear of the formation.  She held a Type III phaser rifle at ready, and while not a great shot, was silently wishing, hoping if truth be known, for a target to present itself.  The recent events had drained her more than any amount of lonely service in Starfleet or time in Medical School had done, with only the occasional visit from a friend who loved her dearly.
She heard the barking faintly, the person ahead of her – Commander Julia Kopeke, her mind far away, didn’t notice it – but she recognized it at once, and remembered vaguely Mac asking her if she knew if the Khanate was bringing in life forms from across the rift to populate New Space.
Now she had her proof.
“Julia!” She said softly, not wanting the others to come to her quite yet.  Julia was a mop-head mixed breed dog she had gotten as a puppy her last year in Med School, but left in the care of her parents when she got her assignment aboard the Hayden.  Julia was her best bud, her lifelong friend.
Julia gazed at her bemusedly, head cocked, looking at her as if she was the aggrieved party in all of this.
SOP said that she should signal a halt, but Rhiannon figured the moment she did, Julia would get in her mind to take off into the brush and they wouldn’t find her again without some replicated dog treats.  Rhiannon glanced at Commander Koepke to make sure she hadn’t noticed, she hadn’t, and turned back to her dog.
“Don’t give me that look, you knew I had to leave,” She knelt in front of her and rubbed her mop-head to which she panted appreciatively, slinging her rifle so that she could pick the dog up.
“Oh, baby, wait’ll everyone see’s you! Man, Julia, you been putting on some weight?”
The dog gently bit down on Rhiannon’s sleeve, pulling at her with a strength that did not match her mass.  In an instant, she had pulled Rhiannon to her knee’s.  “What’s wrong? What the f-ffffff….”
Julia was now back on her hind legs, and no longer the adorable ragamuffin Morgan once adored.  Her feet sprouted black claws and her face took on an evil leer.  What really sent shivers down her spine was that she was growing like an old emergency life raft inflating.
Rhiannon gave a frightened yell and fell back on her haunches, swinging her rifle into a ready position and pointed it at Julia.  Her finger was on the trigger, but she hesitated:  this was her buddy, her friend that truly understood her loneliness and wanted to take the pain away.
Julia’s hide molted away as she grew, her skin black, smooth, and hard looking.  Julia was already around 6 feet tall, taller than Rhiannon by a good foot, and much broader in the shoulder, rearing back on two reverse articulated legs.
Rhiannon had hesitated to sound the alarm, someone might have shot her dog, but that ceased to matter when the creature let out a deep, mechanical, inorganic howl.
“Julia!  Stop! Stay!” She had the rifle up now, centered on the thing’s chest.  It took a step forward, toward her, and when its foot hit the ground, there was the distinct sound of metal against stone.
It leaned in toward her, and from its sheepdog face there appeared a single red eye, staring at her.
Rhiannon howled a Welsh war cry at a universe that would turn a dear friend into a deadly enemy.  She brought the Phaser Rifle up to her shoulder and fired a sustained blast at the thing that had been her pet.
 
Farther up the line, everyone froze.  Commander Koepke shook her head and drew her phaser, coming out of her revelry and getting her bearings.  
“It’s Doctor Morgan!” She yelled ahead of her, turned and rushed back.
Mac, further up the line, caught the news as it was being passed forward between shouted orders, confirmations, questions and answers.
He pressed Sarah into the Counselor’s arms,  “Don’t let anything happen to her!”  Commander Thelsh and Captain Sulek were desperately trying to get the rest of the team formed into some manner of defense and protect against another attack from a different direction.  Most of the security teams were forming up to protect the children as Thelsh called in for scans from the Quirinus.
Mac was tearing around people toward the rear, passing Jason Tirrick and his men who had set up rifle positions in the dense foliage.  Mac broke through the last bit of brush to see something black standing with his back to him, the bright sun doing little to extinguish the thing’s intense internal darkness.
Those who had already arrived on the scene, Commander Koepke, Lieutenant Commander Peron and others wavered, holding their fire, not sure what to do next.  The black figure turned toward them, and it had Doctor Morgan encased in its chest, slowly drawing her in. She was struggling determinedly, but weakly, trying to break its grip.  She tried to yell, but the breath to do so escaped her.
Peron raised the squad’s Compression Repeater at the creature, hoping to blast its legs from under itself; Mac knocked the barrel up into the air.  “Hold your fire, all of you!”
The black figure, humped and misshapen, leaned in toward Mac as if to speak, but before it could, the whine of anti-grav thrusters split the air.
A shuttlecraft, the Remus, hovered close to the party, floating between the black form and the rest of the Away team.  Flying combat patrol, the Remus’ pilot swooped in on the Away team at the first sounds of trouble.  In an elegantly smooth and unbelievably quick motion, the Black Figure swirled its left arm up at the shuttle and fired a bolt of what appeared to be phaser energy from a forearm blister.  The beam sliced neatly through the shuttle, disappearing into the blue sky.
The shuttle, burning and broken, crashed to the earth and the AT rushed to rescue the pilot.  The black form, meanwhile, disappeared into the forest.
With nearly a dozen things vying for his attention, Sulek didn’t realize where MacTavish had disappeared to before it was too late.  Mac was gone, leaving a bewildered Security Officer looking after where he went, empty handed – Mac having appropriated his TR-170 rifle.
The security officer looked over at Captain Sulek.  “Sir, he didn’t even wait for reinforcements.”
“I see, Ensign.  It is being taken care of.”
Of course, precious minutes would tick by while the Security Teams beamed down from the Quirinus.  The Sec Officer nodded.  “No way he was going to wait, Sir.”
Sulek followed the Ensign’s eyes, looking at the break in the forest where Mac had disappeared.  “No, as they say Ensign, the Die has been Cast.”
 
It was all Mac could do to keep up with the nimble black form – the Black Knight, was devilishly quick.  “Black Knight” was his name for his foe, which would have made him the “White Knight”, but he felt anything but noble.
And a despicable failure as a father figure.
He had always worried about Sarah from the outset, always apprehensive about her wellbeing after the kidnapping and cloning at the hands of the Storm.
But Rhiannon…..what evil genius the Khanate was, testing him in this manner.  He had made Rhiannon tag along on more than one of his adventures – and knew how bitterly he had condemned himself for doing it, knowing the suffering and hardship she had to bear because of it.
What genius!  If it was a fight the Khanate wanted, he would be more than obliged to give her one.
Mac realized that he had been running and uttering a long, unrelenting stream of whispered obscenities.  He could monitor the Black Knight’s movements with his tricorder, but discovered soon that none of the other security tricorders could get a fix on it, nor could the Quirinus.  Mac wasn’t surprised – even though the Black Knight was as big as life on his scopes.
So intent on his scopes that he almost was killed in an instant; the knight leaping from the trees and out of the sky, firing a spread of phaser beams from the bulbous pods under is arms.
Mac reacted instantly – leaping backward and twisting around, two beams creasing the air right where he had been standing, another high energy killer blasting a tree to cinders as he rolled by under the canopy of branches.  Rolling to his feet, Mac could see out of the corner of his eye the enemy coming right at him.  No longer could he see Rhiannon, presumably consumed into the Black Knight’s belly – her life signs no longer showing up on his scopes.
Swathed in energy beams, Mac dodged onto his feet and into the air, turning and bringing his rifle into play – the rifle chattering as the enemy came howling at him.
As he gained a bead on the Black Knight, his thoughts betrayed him – the image of Rhiannon being consumed filled his mind – and he hesitated to pull the trigger.  The Black Knight, however, had no such reservations and opened fire with its underarm cannon.  Mac rolled away and nearly eluded the shot – the tree he had been leaning against splintered and wooden shrapnel raked his left arm – as he slipped the rifle back over his shoulder and neatly in place flat against his back.
The distance between the two had closed to nearly hand to hand range. Mac gathered himself and launched into the air to meet the Black Knight, who caught him with terrifying strength.  The two, locked in mortal combat, fell back into the brush.
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How influential was William MacTavish on PRISM?  Among other PRISM officers, his quirky blend of Scot and Welsh accents replaced the more refined Middle-English drawl that had dominated officers serving in the intelligence community and sifted down to other branches of the PRISM service as well.
If you don’t understand just how much that meant, ask any old WetOp
 
Teresa Rand,
Echoes: The Story of William MacTavish and Rhiannon Morgan
 
 
 
Hoping for a quick victory in hand-to-hand combat with the Black Knight, Mac thought he might be more of its equal in strength and agility – but the Knight was at least a match for him if not more.
He had held his own, thus far, a lifetime’s training in self-defense and unarmed combat coming to his aid.  Through it all, though, he had kept the things right arm held and pointed away, the Knight’s weapon pointed harmlessly away.
The two wrestled and struck at each other furiously, neither one able to get the upper hand.  Mac tried to gain leverage by twisting and forcing around its right arm, but the enemy read his intent and nearly managed to kick his head off – sending a stream of blood out of his nose to reward his efforts and into the air.
 
“Captain Sulek!”  It was Counselor Raythan, which made him stop and turn around then.  He was nearly at a run with the children, their parents, and the remains of the Away Team following slowly, but in good order.  Sulek noticed, however, that neither Commander Thelsh, Captain Maverick nor Cristine Rush were with them.
“Captain,” he began, “Cristine says she thinks something is causing things here in New-Space to come unglued – something is trying to change her plans.”
“Haydon?”
“Good bet,” Commander Koepke interjected, “but before she could say any more, she took off with Commander Thelsh and Captain Maverick – they headed off in the direction that Inspector MacTavish had disappeared.  Something about that Black being, but none of them would take time to explain.”
Sulek wanted to take some time to figure things out, but there probably wasn’t that much time left.  “What do the children say?”
“The same thing, Captain,” Raythan replied, “They’re too upset to make much sense, but they obviously think we are all in a lot of danger here.”
“That’s it then; we get everyone back to the Quirinus before we do anything else,” Sulek said, tapping his commlink and ordering an immediate beam out.  As the Transporter team swept away the Children, their parents, save for Counselor Raythan and Sarah MacTavish, Admiral Shadow looked over at Captain Sulek.  
“Various people have had mental powers granted upon them, and they appear to be expanding in one manner or another,” Shadow observed.  “Our two links to the mindset of the Khanate seem to think our getting out of here is a good idea, and presumably somewhere near here, our Warp Core are sitting there and waiting for us to find them.” 
In the moments silence after his announcement, Sulek looked up and could hear the otherworldly cries of the planets animal life – which seemed muted and subdued.  “Alright, prepare for beam out.”
“Are we going home, Mathar,” Sarah asked, looking up at him and taking his hand.
He reached down and gathered her up into his arms.  “Yes, we are.”
 
All of his training and experience had kept him on an equal footing with the Black Knight.  Reaching and and swinging widely on a long, damp vine, it served the dual purpose of swinging him into a better combat position, but also kept him bobbing out of the Black Knight’s line of fire.
The purple beam licked and danced, blowing a distant tree to vapor.  Before it could fire again, Mac swung around and landed a solid kick on the Knight’s arm, sending the weapon thought attached flying into the nearby brush.  Completing his swing, he landed on his feet and had enough time to adjust himself before the Black Knight lunged at him.  Battering him through the brush, the two came out into a small clearing.
Landing a solid blow to its head and flipping it over onto its back, Mac gathered himself to his feet.  The Knight appeared dazed, as he heard Commander Thelsh’s voice come in over his commbadge, something he thought damaged in the melee.  “Inspector, where are you?!?”
Even stranger, he heard that Roy woman’s voice directly in his mind.
No, William, NO!
This was no time to start listening to the voices in his head, out of the corner of his eye, he could see the Black Knight on his feet and charging toward him.  In one fluid motion, Mac swung his arms around and retrieved his Rifle and slid it into his grip.  The thought that Rhiannon might be dead inside of its armor made it that much easier to draw a bead, settling down into a low crouch, he let his breath slow and steady out.
“INSPECTOR, FREEZE!”
He had no idea why Thelsh would yell at him like that, and in that moments confusion, he hesitated.  In that moment, a flash of grey, red, and blue dove through the brush and tackled the Black Knight from the left.
Mac held his fire, lowering his rifle, as Thelsh fought not only to subdue the Black Knight, but also to shield it from Mac’s fire.
The Black Knight fought widely, but Thelsh had entered the battle fresh.  Moreover, hand to hand combat was something instilled into Andorians from a young age, and as a race, they take great pride in their hand to hand fighting style – which was unlike any in the universe. The contest was on Thelsh’s chosen battlefield.
Thelsh called in all of her tricks, learned over a lifetime of training.  Though the Knight was savage and clever, in the end, Thelsh had it subdued in a complex arm lock, forcing it to one knee.
Mac expected her to deliver the killing blow, but instead, she freed one of her hands and dropped a Type II phaser onto the forest floor, just about within reach of the Black Knight.
On instinct, Mac raised the rifle again, hoping he could avoid the diminutive Andorian and blow away the Black Knight.  He was preparing to squeeze the trigger when he heard Cristine Roy’s voice cry out from the brush.  “No, Inspector, don’t shoot!  We have to break her spell!  Don’t you see what she has done?”
Mac thought a lifetime in one moment, suddenly realizing what had really happened.  “Oh, I don’t believe it…”
He lowered the rifle, letting it fall to the ground as he stood.  He waited slowly, tentatively, as Thelsh released her hold on the Black Knight.  The thing reached out slowly, trembling, for the phaser, as if hot to the touch and unwilling or unable to retrieve it as it came to its feet.
Thelsh waited, tensed, to pounce if the Knight appeared prepare to fire.
“This is not what you want,”  Cristine called out, “please, come back with us!”
The Knight’s head twitched as Cristine spoke.
Mac stood, looking down the emitter barrel of the phaser, arms at his sides.  “Please, whatever happens, know that I have always loved you, and have done so with all my heart.”
The Knight’s aim wavered, and after a few seconds which passed in an eternity, and finally dropped the weapon to the ground with a cry of utter misery.  It was a voice MacTavish recognized immediately.  The Black Knight staggered, and Thelsh caught it immediately, finding and working at unfamiliar buckles and fixtures on its black armor.
Mac dashed to her, helping her remove the soot-black, alien contoured chest-plate open – revealing a Starfleet uniform.  Removing the helmet, the long flowing brown locks of Doctor Rhiannon Morgan appeared.  Her face was contorted, red and sweaty.  She blinked up at him.  “Mac, I….Don’t hate me for this, She made…I didn’t want to do..”
“I know Love, everything is alright now.”
The two of them began weeping, trying to talk at the same time, hugging and kissing, while trying to remove Rhiannon from the Iron Maiden-style armor in which she was encased.
Thelsh eased back a bit, letting Captain Maverick and Cristine help remove the last of the armor.  She thought of the strange interludes reported by the crew of the Quirinus since their arrival in New Space, and found herself compelled to look up into the heavens.
Framed in the clouds was a single eye, the eye of Khanate, which Thelsh recognized immediately.
“You never learned this from transcendence?  Or from the Q’orphod, did you?”
The Khanate made no reply, and no sign if she understood or heard the question.  That last piece of her finally returned to her oneness, she turned her full attention on the arrival of Haydon.
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With all the newly manifested psionic powers and other biotechnologies developed and utilized along the way, perhaps all of this was just the Universe’s way of giving evolution the ole leg up.
 
Brian Mirrorshades, Ghost in the Machine
 
 
Down near Eris’ Star, the sphere ships trailed along toward the accretion disc, achieving their final positions in preparation for crossing over.
The mingling energies of Haydon cloaked them, so they were set out like a string of beads, being shielded from the tremendous gravimetric forces and the more menacing phenomena of the Black Hole.
Within the ships, all of the platforms were occupied by simulacra of the one true Haydon, tens of thousands of Him, watching over the ships symmetry and operations as the crossing approached.
The Event Horizon approached.
 
“Are the plasma injectors primed and ready?” Everitt asked as the Senior staff, with the children in tow, arrived in Main Engineering.
A young Yeoman, who looked about a week out of Engineering School, replied.  “Well, the injectors are primed and ready, but the main conduits are not – we aren’t sure how the drives will appear, and it would waste valuable time to configure and reconfigure them.”
If the drives appear, Everitt thought bitterly.  There was the possibility that the Warp Core would arrive inverted, but that would be a problem that would have to be confronted if it came up.  “Very well.”
Captain Sulek had left the conn under Admiral Shadow, making sure the bridge officers there were ready to execute the warp speed at a moments notice.  Ved and Peron were already there and preparing their consoles.
In the Engineering Spaces, techs were ordered to stand against the bulkheads, joined by the rest of the staff.  There was little preparation in the way safety procedures, and no telling what procedures they would need to follow, should any number of problems arise.
“Captain Sulek, something is happening, though we’re not sure wha,” Admiral Shadow reported over the Commlinks, but was immediately drowned out by a rising soaring sound and immense vibrations that shook the ship.  Light seemed to jump from everywhere, and someone screamed as wind squalls began to sweep through the compartments.  All at once, radiant vorticies of energy lept to life and shot back and forth between the panels, passing through them without leaving so much as a mark.
Pinwheels of ghostly flame swooped and buzzed through Main Engineering like frightened birds.  The grinding and jarring sounds that permeated the Quirinus were increasing in their frequency and volume.   The children, off in one corner, had formed their interlocked circle again, this time with Cristine standing in the middle of them – arms reaching out to them.  The parents moved back, MacTavish releasing his daughter only after Rhiannon put her arm around him.
Sulek tried to raise the bridge again on the commlinks, but all communications appeared to be down.
The children had begun to chant again, the glow of their eyes brightening with every word they spoke.  Mac could not hear the childrens words over the cacophony of noise, but it was clear they had picked their mantra, their source of power, the word and focus.  
The chat became louder, it was obvious the children were speaking with a force, but still the storm drowned them out.
The mind’s eye was cleared and fell away from the crew, and the Warp Core housing for the Quirinus began to take shape.  Translucent, like a phantom in the mist, it began to form where it had once been.
Commander Thelsh raised a triumphant cry, feeling a personal stake in the matter of the drives.
The chant became more intense still, and the drives began to become solid, becoming opaque and then substantial.
And then the storm opened up, the Khanate’s face forming, anger radiating from her blank stare.
I HAVE BROUGHT YOU HERE, AND HERE YOU SHALL REMAIN, THE RAW MATERIALS FOR MY UNIVERSE!
Long cyclonic whips of psi-stuff lashed out at the drives from everywhere and nowhere, striking the housing in a showering cascade of sparks.  The children’s chant wavered, and the drives lost substance once more, fading as the ectoplasmic storm swelled and closed in on the children.
I WILL TOLERATE NO MORE INTERFERENCE
Around each child, a dark halo formed as she began to steal them away to her realm of existence.  The children continued to chant as they fought her will, but the halos grew darker and darker still.
Like the other parents, Will MacTavish leapt forward to pull his child away, but rebounded backward by a barrier of force that encompassed the children.  He watched helplessly, sprawled on the deck, as Sarah and the rest of the children disappeared from view.
 
Because the nature of Haydon’s being was not intended for the transition into transubstantiation, the sphere ships exerted unique energies in their transit.
Negotiation the inercontinua pathways, the Sphere Ships endured and wound their way toward ther destination and accumulated more and more psi-quanta in their momentum.  It was not unlike a skier heading downhill, and finding themselves unable to stop.
Haydon was either going to cross over with incalculable mental potential energy or perish in a failure that would destroy everything, everywhere, everytime.
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Thirty
 
 
 
The Quick And The Dead?
We’re both!
 
Quote attributed to Commander Thelsh, Executive Officer, USS Quirinus
At the Intersection
 
MacTavish watched his daughter pulled from sight without even a hope that he could sacrifice himself to save her, without a body to mourn over.
Then, something changed the world, sending the mind storm into fits of lightning, crashing in the Main Engineering Compartment.  Rhiannon looked into the space where the children had been seated, and could not see them, but could hear their chant, the words drowned out by the storm but the sound there, and could begin to see the dark Halo’s form again, the children slowly appearing in their places.
Mac threw himself at his daughter, dreading the sharp bounce of the barrier that would send him sprawling.
But this time he made it, passing through to the other side as if pushing through a thick membrane.  He crouched down next to his daughter.  “Sarah, keep trying, get the warp core back!”
Sarah left off the chant, now a murmur, though the others continued, their eyes still aglow. “We’re trying, Daddy, but that lady took them and hid it somewhere.”
“Keep looking, Love, they have to be somewhere.”
Inside his mind was reeling – who was he to give his kid psionic search tips?
“The drive might be anyplace, Sarah, er, in space or time!  Look everyplace!”
There was a bright flash of astral lightning as the Khanate attempted to exert her influence again, but the children kept her at bay.  Looking up at the storm, entranced, it took Will a moment to realize his daughter was tugging at his hand.
“We found them!  We looked across space, and we looked across time, and we found them!”
“What?  Sweetheart you guys are great!”  Will beamed, laughing and shouting, “Can you get them?”
In response, Sarah pointed back where the Quirinus core used to be, the M/ARA reaction casing coming into existence.  Cheers came from throughout the compartment.
Will came to his feet, heading back over to lend a hand if needed, but as he gazed at the Warp Core as it formed, he realized immediately that something was not right.
Others were seeing it too, especially the engineers, who walked by the thrumming core on a daily basis.  As the casing took on more and more substance, one by one, the older officers realized what they were looking at.
“Mother Mary and Joesph,” Will whispered.
“We got um Daddy,”  Sarah beamed proudly.
“Ya-ya-y sure did, Love,” Will could get out little more as he and the rest of the senior staff approached the warp core.
The Warp Core for an Excelsior Class Starship appeared where the Quirinus core once stood.  Barely squeezing into the spaces, the Core was large and bulky in comparison.  Will and the rest were staring, speechless, as the core thrummed contentedly.
Lt. Everitt walked up and looked at the registry numbers emblazoned on the core – USS Ottawa – which he recognized immediately as an Excelsior Class starship in active service.  If it were here, what had happened to the Ottawa must have been horrible – or at least, stranded them somewhere without warp speed.
“Oke-“ Everitt began, gulping in thought, “Okay!  A warp core is a warp core, let’s get it hotwired and ready for flight!”
As the Engineers got to work, the Psi-storm abated, though the children had ended their chant.
“Has she gone,”  Sulek asked Cristine.
“Something else is placing demands on her attention,”  Cristine replied.
“Haydon,”  Tirrick commented, and Cristine nodded.
“Then what happens here has no bearing on us anymore,”  Tirrick added.
“All the more reason to leave,”  Thelsh sniffed.
“Replacement warp core is online, Captain,”  Everitt announced from his station.
Sulek tapped his commbadge, and a burst of static – as it sounded like smaller light storms were still flashing across the vessel – filled everyones ears.  It was cleared quickly, and Admiral Shadow replied from the bridge.  “Commander Ved has worked out the calculations, and he hypothesizes that they are correct, but we have nothing to test them against.”
“There’s one way,” Thelsh quipped.
“Engage, Maximum Warp,”  Sulek ordered.
 
In a place with no real existence in space or time, the onrushing Haydon, with all of his accumulated energies, met the Khanate headlong, who was determined to defend her last domain.
The rift between the domain of real space and new space widened, all things flowing together at the cusp of reality.
 
Aboard the Quirinus, everyone could feel the warp engines rumble to life as the warp field was generated and sprang from the nacelles.  Launching at full speed, they were passing into the unknown.
 
For Haydon there was no return, for the Khanate, there was no retreat – the inevitable collision was rushing forward, and would leave but one being alive.
Both registered the warp of the Quirinus, but the Khanate could not spare any energy and Haydon had no wish to – the domain it was returning to, He considered a prison. 
Both of the deities, as they locked into mortal combat, let out silent and wondrous sighs in awe and amazement.  The universe was shifting in a way unknown to all, and unpredictable as ever.
In that moment of intersection, when all beings flowed into one, Haydon suddenly had access to the much larger perspective of time, that He had always lacked.  The Khanate was opened to a total vision of all that had taken place and all that would.  Both knew humility, peace, and resignation.
All of continua, with all of its probabilities and infinite axes were rotating below them like a top.  Haydon, granting the Khanate her wish, once again transformed she and her race into a phoenix of racial essence and sent it hurtling back into real space.
 
At the moment of intersection, the crew of the Quirinus had the perceptual blindfolds of history removed, and allowed them the opportunity to gaze across time.
 
Rhiannon Morgan clutched onto an engineering console as the Quirinus plunged through the continua hurricane.  Through her field of vision, what she thought at first was a hallucination, manifested itself before her.
It was Hentric Krauz: the love of an older man for an introverted twenty-two year old.  He was a straight-laced Starfleet officer, she a gentle thinker and dreamer.
As she saw him and heard him speak again, watching him leave his mark on her memory and history, Rhiannon came to realize that this was no specter, but that she was actually looking across the points in time that he still existed.
She witnessed again the terrible battle in which he died, but also saw herself again, as the two of them came together – awakening a love in her as she had unknowingly done within him.  She now how happy he had been, truly happy for the first time.
There was no specific flow of time, images and scenes from different times came to her.  She was seeing the many times where he was still alive, and always would be alive.
She saw him proud of his duties, and weighed always by the burden of the many lives before him; and she saw him brooding in the eve of what would be his final conquest.
She understood now that he was no more lost to her than if he were on some far planet.  She was still with him, wherever he might be, in the many times, places and knew a certainty that she would be with him again.
At that moment, Hentric’s head rose from the helm console of the Hayden and looked right at her, one of his rare quirky smiles crossed his lips.  He raised his hand and gave a small wave.
She held herself very erect at that moment, raising her hand and smiling with a lover’s softness, and waved goodbye.
 
All through the ship, the crew cast their views across space and time.  
Dustin Maverick saw outtakes of Cristine Roy meld with those of the Bellicose Simulagent, the two now becoming one; he blinked in surprise, compelled to consider the consequences of that discovery.
As for Cristine, she saw the timescape as well, and finally, her long road to her complete healing was finished.
Counselor Raythan’s soul played a haunting blues for the friends and loved-ones he had lost on the New Wilmington Colony.  He took a great comfort with many other of the crew, in the faces he did not see in the time stream, and so he felt some measure of hope that they were still alive somewhere.
MacTavish was glad he was holding Sarah in his arms, for some reason, his commune across time was joined by his daughter.  “That’s my father, your grandfather, and our sailing boat.”  Sarah oohed and ahhed and the green wonders of Scotland, the North Sea, and took in her Grandfathers crusty, salt-weathered face with great attention.
Mac felt a great swelling of gratitude this these experiences had come his way.
The friends he had served with in PRISM, especially those that had tuned out during black operations, came back to him – and even in their various aspects, made him feel proud and that he had lead a charmed life so far.
They watched as Will’s estranged wife and Sarah’s mother came into view; Sarah seeing her dad as a much younger man.
“Did you really love, Mommy?”
“Yes; more than I’ve loved anything before.”
“Will you teach me how to sail?”
“Yes, I will.”
 
Epilogue
 
          “Take you to the other side”
          Twentieth Century Earth Song Lyric
 
 
The subsequent events are best summed up in the closing of Volume V of Doctor Rhiannon Morgan’s memoirs, Recollections – Volume V: Peacetime.
So that glorious old Warp Core brought us back home – when I say home, of course, I mean Earth-space.  Some of the engineering types grumbled that it was a good thing, too, because they were near critical mass when we crossed the space-time plane.
I like to think that the drives would have done what we asked to get us home, and home safe.
While Earth was home to many, it wasn’t exactly the old stomping grounds of many of the Quirinus crew, but that didn’t seem to matter much at the time.
The pure joy of our arrival was heightened when we discovered the missing shuttle pilots, kidnapped in “New Space” were returned, shuttles and all, to the main shuttlebay.
Our biggest shock, however, remained to the calculation of astronomical AI’s to determine the elapsed time between our disappearance and our arrival back into conventional space-time.
More than six months had passed.
That realization wasn’t enough to dampen our morale, though, not after everything we’d been through.  I like to think that all of us that were aboard the Quirinus at that intersection will be different – we’ve all been given a special perspective into life, death and the cycle of fate; that perspective has left an indelible mark on our souls.
There was no denying the sheer joy of homecoming.  The Earth below us was the first and best sight to welcome us home – pristine and beautiful.
Maybe it was some sort of payback.
Looking back on these works, I see there is no way to fit in every detail and nuance of past events.  Most of all, though, the Children of the Quirinus appear to still exhibit those glowing eyes.  Their psionic abilities rival some Betazoids and all of them continue to exhibit exceptional strength, dexterity, speed – which increase measurably month to month.  The still giggle as children do, but at times, they appear to have their eyes focused on the horizon – looking at things the rest of us just can’t see.
Why does the name “Darwin” spring to mind?
The human race – among others – are ready to continue their leap across the stars, and these glow-eyes children are the proof of our continued drive to explore.
This was the real reason why we continue to go forth, isn’t it?  To find out what each and every one of us can become?  Despite it all, Sarah still forgets to brush her teeth if we don’t remind her to do so, even if she can argue Space-Time Algorithms with Jason Tirrick – bedtime is still bedtime, and she gets a swat in the landing gear if she talks back.
Keeps us all humble, I think.
The people at New Del Rey Publishing will have to be a bit understanding when they see that I cannot simply write “CLOSE FILE” to this work.  Among other things still happening, the repairs to the Quirinus are nearing completion.
Captain Sulek, Commander Thelsh and Lieutenant MacTavish will be here any minute for another inspection tour.  Despite everything I’ve been through, I don’t think I am quite ready to lead a life away from Starfleet.
Check back with me in ten years or so.
I can’t seem to shake this feeling, though, that one part of this story hasn’t been finished yet, and it seems like it never will be.
At least, not in my lifetime
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