
 The bridge of the starship Dauntless was quiet during this particular Beta shift.  Commander Setton 

To’Lock Arbelo, the Terran-Vulcan-Efrosian first officer, sat in the command chair, quietly conversing with ship’s 

counselor Tanzia Gera about some odd behavior the commander’s young daughter, Annika Arbelo-Eeta, had been 

displaying in recent days.  Forward, Lt(JG) William Hyland III, manning the helm, was discussing the new uniforms 

the crew had recently changed over to with Ensign Jerry Hagan on ops – Hyland expressing his favor with the new 

uniform and rank insignia design, mainly dark grey with the division color once again covering the shoulders and 

chest, while Hagan argued his preference for the older black with grey shouldered jacket over division-colored 

undershirt. 

 The peace of the watch was interrupted when Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester, the Sovereign-class starship’s 

commanding officer, emerged from the turbolift and strode toward the center seat. 

 “Exec, order new course 095 mark 5, speed – warp factor 6.” 

 “Something wrong, Skipper?” Arbelo asked with worry as Koester bent over the LCARS interface at the 

XO’s regular seat and tapped a series of commands into it. 

 “Nothing wrong, Exec,” Koester reassured.  “We need to rendezvous at these coordinates with another 

starship in just over 36 hours, and it’s important we be on time.” 

 “New mission, Captain?” Counselor Gera asked. 

 “Escort duty,” Koester explained with what seemed a strange smile on his face. 

 “Aye, aye, Skipper,” Arbelo acknowledged before looking toward the helm.  “Mister Hyland, enter course 

095 mark 5, ahead warp 6.” 

 “Course plotted and laid in, sir,” Hyland responded.  “Accelerating to warp 6.”  And with a thunderclap, the 

Dauntless entered warp. 
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Captain’s log, stardate 64119.1: 

The Dauntless will soon arrive at the rendezvous coordinates at the far edge of the 

Typhon sector, where we now await the arrival of a very special Starfleet vessel. 

Koester, commanding Dauntless, out. 
 

 

 Captain Koester sat in his command seat, the starship’s COB, Chief Pono Kyman, standing beside him as 

they talked. 

 “Not that I mind an easy mission, it’s nice when it’s quiet around here, Skipper.  But it seems to me that 

Starfleet could have sent any number of starships out here to escort a vessel just completing an extended deep-space 

mission of exploration back to the Alpha Quadrant.  Why a starship all the way from the Fifth Fleet?” 

 “True enough, COB,” Koester replied.  “Honestly, this particular deep-space mission isn’t officially 

supposed to receive an escort, at least not this far out.  They’re not expecting anyone to meet them, so I’m hoping 

nothing causes them to change speed or alter course.  We’re here because I want to be.” 

 Koester’s admission puzzled the El-Aurian man for a moment. 

 “What ship is returning to Federation space that you needed to be here to meet personally?” 

 “The McAuliffe, COB.”  Koester grinned as he reiterated, “The McAuliffe.”  Immediately Kyman 

understood the captain’s excitement, and smiled along with him. 

 “Have you already spoken to Commander Arbelo about filling in for you for an extra shift or two, or do 

you want me to ask him for you?” the chief asked knowingly. 

 “Actually, I spoke with Jeff,” Koester said, referring to Chief Engineer Jeffery Bloom.  “He told me it was 

no problem and not to do anything he wouldn’t do, which should give me plenty of leeway.” 



 “Cap’n,” interrupted Chief Science Officer Alasdair Wallace.  “Long range sensor’s are detectin’ a small 

vessel approximately 1 light year away.  On our present course, we’ll intercept them in just under 24 hours.” 

 “Right on time,” Koester said with a grin. 

 “From what I c’n tell from its current course an’ speed, it seems to be approachin’ from the far distant Beta 

Quadrant, probably past system J-25, at low warp.” 

 “That sounds about right, Alasdair.  Keep me informed if there is any change of their course or speed.” 

 “Aye, Cap’n,” Wallace replied. 

 Several hours later, as Koester was sipping a mug of coffee and reviewing crew reports in his ready room, 

the intercom beeped. 

 “Bridge to Captain Koester,” said the voice of Lieutenant Thomas Riker. 

 “Go ahead, Mister Riker,” Koester replied. 

 “We’re now picking up the transponder signal from that approaching starship.  It identifies the vessel as 

USS Christa McAuliffe NCC-860.” 

 “As expected,” Koester confirmed.  “How long until we intercept them?” 

 “ETA, based on both vessel’s current course and speed; 17 hours, 23 minutes.” 

 “Very well.  I’ll be out shortly.” 

 Koester added his digital signature to one more report before deactivating the monitor screen, which 

lowered flush into the desktop, and heading back out onto the bridge.  Commander Wallace relinquished the 

command seat as the captain approached.  On the main viewscreen could already be seen the roughly triangular 

shape of the small Oberth-class scout ship approaching them.  Even from such a long distance, the vessel looked like 

it had endured much, the hull scarred in places as if having been in battle several times. 

 “It amazes me how many o’ th’ Oberths are still operatin’, after all this time,” Wallace commented.  “Th’ 

design’s over a century old an’ still in active service.  How old is the McAuliffe?  She’s gotta have at least fifty years 

o’ service.” 

 “From what Michelle has told me,” Koester said, referring to his wife – Commander Michelle Petersen – 

who served aboard the McAuliffe as Chief of Security, “she was launched in 2286.  She’s supposed to enter the Fleet 

Museum at the completion of this mission as one of Starfleet’s longest-serving starships.” 

 “I almost forgot your wife was servin’ aboard that ship.  No wonder y’ wanted t’ be here for her return.  

How long has the McAuliffe been away from Federation space?” 

 “Over two years,” Koester replied.  “On a mission to explore distant areas of the Beta Quadrant.  They left 

not long before the Dauntless crew rescued me from Capria IV, so it’s been at least two and a half years since I last 

saw my wife face to face.” 

 “Surely you’ve sent each other subspace communiqués from time t’ time?” 

 “Of course,” Koester assured.  “But it’s been funny.  They’ve been arriving less often in recent weeks, and 

Michelle’s communiqués have seemed less… warm.  Less emotional than usual.” 

 “Perhaps it’s just that her crew were making th’ preparations for their vessel’s return an’ eventual 

decommissioning?” Wallace suggested. 

 “That was my thought too,” Koester said.  “Otherwise, we may need to have some long talks in the near 

future to try and work out whatever is wrong.”  Koester then looked at the ops officer.  “Mister Riker, the McAuliffe 

should have entered direct communications range not long ago.  Have you tried hailing her yet?” 

 “Yes, sir.  No response,” Riker replied. 

 “That’s odd,” Koester remarked, his eyebrows knitting in puzzlement.  “Open hailing frequencies again.” 

 “Hailing frequencies open,” Riker confirmed a moment later. 

 “Starship McAuliffe, this is the starship Dauntless.  We’re here to escort you back to Federation space.  

Please acknowledge.” 

 Koester waited a moment, hoping that the approaching ship would reply.  Yet there was only silence.  He 

decided to try a slightly different tack, hoping that if his wife was perhaps on duty, it would prompt the McAuliffe to 

break radio silence. 

 “McAuliffe, this is Dauntless, Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester in command.  Please respond.”  Still nothing. 

 “This is damn strange,” Koester remarked.  He then addressed the ship’s strategic operations officer, who 

was currently manning the helm, “Mister Breitling, plot an intercept course, increase speed to warp 8.” 

 “Increasing speed to warp 8,” Breitling acknowledged.  “Time to intercept, 8 hours, 33 minutes.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 



Captain’s log, supplemental:  

As we near short-range sensor range of the approaching McAuliffe, which still has not 

made any effort to acknowledge our hails.  I’m beginning to think something may be very 

wrong. 
 

 

 Koester stared at the image on the viewscreen, his face expressing his worry, dozens of possibilities passing 

through his mind.  Could it be possible the entire crew were somehow incapacitated and the ship completely on 

automatic as it warped toward home space?  Or even worse, the entire crew killed? 

 “Captain, McAuliffe has entered short-range sensor range,” Riker reported.  Koester immediately turned to 

his science officer. 

 “Indications, Commander?” 

 Wallace scanned the approaching starship with every sensor at his disposal. 

 “These readin’s are hard to interpret, Cap’n.  Mister Riker, what is the McAuliffe’s crew compliment?” 

Wallace asked. 

 Riker consulted his console, then answered, “McAuliffe departed Federation space with a crew compliment 

of 80 personnel.  According to the periodic communiqués Starfleet has received in the last two years, that 

compliment has been reduced to 75.” 

 “What’s the matter, Commander?” Koester asked, stepping toward the science console. 

 “Sensor readin’s are erratic,” the Scottish chief science officer replied.  “I’m detectin’ anywhere from 43 t’ 

upwards o’ 93 life form readin’s o’er there.” 

 “How is that possible?” Lt Colonel Sean Elliott McIntyre, the starship’s Chief of Security, asked. 

 “I’m not sure, but at least we’re detecting life.  That they’re not all dead over there.” 

 “Is it possible their com systems are malfunctioning?” Chief Kyman asked.  “It is a very old starship.  They 

still have a chambers coil as part of their communications system, don’t they?  Chambers coils were prone to 

overload on some starship classes of the mid to late 23
rd

 century.” 

“If it were as simple as a communications problem, they could have used any number of ways to try and 

contact us,” Koester said.  “Flash their navigation beacons.  Pulse their main deflector.  Heck, we picked up their 

identification beacon almost four hours ago.  They have communications!  They’re just choosing not to use them for 

some reason.  But why?” 

 “ETA with McAuliffe, four hours,” reported Breitling. 

 “Captain!” Riker suddenly exclaimed.  “We’re being hailed!” 

 “By the McAuliffe?!” Koester asked.  “On screen!” 

 A moment later, the main viewer blinked to the image of the smaller starship’s bridge.  In the center seat 

sat a woman several years older than Koester, still wearing the grey-shouldered Starfleet uniform that had recently 

been replaced and the rank insignia of a rear admiral; Karen Gehm, commanding officer of the Christa McAuliffe. 

 “Admiral Gehm, this is Fleet Captain Koester.  What is your situation?” 

 “All is well,” the admiral replied.  “All will be explained once we reach the rendezvous.” 

 Koester figured Gehm was referring to the scheduled rendezvous with two Akira-class starships at the 

border of Federation home space. 

 “I’m glad to hear everything is well, Admiral.  May I speak to my wife, Commander Petersen?” 

 “Your… wife?” Gehm asked, seemingly confused. 

 “Yes, we’ve been married for almost four years now.  Surely you know, some of your crew were present 

for the ceremony at Antares.” 

 The screen unexpectedly blinked to the image of Commander Michelle Petersen, apparently sitting at the 

security console on the bridge. 

 “Hi, Peter” she said with a brief smile. 

 “Hi, Hon,” Koester replied.  “Long time no see.  How are you?” 

 “We’re fine.  Glad to be home.  Quite busy, actually.  Would it be alright if I contacted you after my shift 

has ended?” 

 “I look forward to speaking to you then,” Koester replied.  “Close channel.” 

 As the screen blinked back to the image of warp-space, Kyman looked over at the captain. 

 “What do you think, Skipper?” 

 Koester’s smile quickly faded as he looked at the COB and said, “I think something is very wrong.” 

 



* * * * 

 

 An hour later, Koester was sitting behind his desk in the ready room, silently brooding, when the intercom 

beeped. 

 “Go ahead,” he said. 

 “Captain, this is Mendez.  You have a private call coming in on the priority channel.” 

 “Put it through, Captain,” Koester said to the Starfleet Marine officer. 

 The monitor screen raised itself out of the top of the captain’s desk, and a moment later the image of 

Commander Michelle Petersen, Chief of Security aboard the USS Christa McAuliffe and wife of the USS Dauntless’ 

Commanding Officer, appeared. 

 “Hi Honey,” Koester said with a smile. 

 “There’s something I need to tell you…,” Petersen said, her face serious.  “Something… important.” 

 “What is it?” Koester asked, concerned. 

 “I…  I can’t remember…,” Petersen admitted, looking confused. 

 Koester was now positive something was very wrong aboard the McAuliffe.  First the lack of contact, then 

the spurious sensor readings, and now his own wife’s evident confusion. 

 “Do you need me to come over there?” he asked.  “Should I bring a medical team with me?” 

 “We are…  There is…  Children…!” Petersen stammered, not making sense. 

 “Children?  What children?” 

 “Children… Under duress…  Aliens!” 

 “Alien children?  Under duress?  What kind of duress?”  Koester was getting as frustrated as his wife 

appeared to be, struggling as if trying to recall the right words to explain what was happening.  To Koester, she 

appeared to be in physical pain. 

“Conquering…!  Conquering the Federation…!” Petersen added. 

 “I’m coming, Hon,” Koester started to say.  “Just try to relax, I’ll be right…” 

 Before Koester could finish his sentence, Petersen raised her hands to her head, looking almost as if she felt 

like her head were about to explode.  She let out a muffled scream before collapsing forward, the communications 

channel suddenly cutting off.  Koester was immediately on his way out of the ready room. 

 “Exec, I need to get aboard the McAuliffe as soon as possible,” the captain said.  “How long until we 

intercept that ship?” 

 “We’re still three hours away, Skipper.  We won’t be in transporter range until seconds before we intercept 

the McAuliffe.” 

 “And besides,” Captain Mendez said, “just before you rushed out here, the McAuliffe raised her shields.  

Even if we were in transporter range, there’s no way you’re going to beam over there right now.” 

 “Then find me a way,” Koester ordered the bridge crew in general.  “I need to get over there as soon as 

possible.  Something is going on over there.  Something bad.” 

 “I believe I may have a way, Captain,” said the British-accented, slightly mechanical sounding voice of the 

on-duty science officer through the captain’s combadge.  “We have the shield frequency of the McAuliffe on record.  

The runabout we have in our shuttlebay can sustain a warp factor of 1.5 above what the Dauntless can currently 

maintain.  You can reach the McAuliffe an hour sooner.  And the shields of the Merrimack can be modified to allow 

it to pass right through the McAuliffe’s shields.” 

 “How long would such modifications take?” Koester asked. 

 “Just a few minutes.” 

 Koester looked at Commander Arbelo. 

 “Have Commander Bloom get on those modifications right away.  And have an away team ready in 

Shuttlebay 1 in ten minutes.  Michelle was trying to tell me what was happening over there, and something stopped 

her.  I intend to find out just what it is.” 

 “Aye, Skipper,” Arbelo replied before tapping his combadge.  “Doctor MacMillan, Counselor Gera, 

Lieutenant Riker, Colonel McIntyre, and Marine Squad Alpha; report to the main shuttlebay in ten minutes outfitted 

for away duty.” 

 As the team members started responding, Koester grimly headed toward the turbolift for the trip to the 

shuttlebay. 

 

* * * * 

 



 Koester was nearing the entrance to the main shuttlebay when Chief Kyman fell into step beside him.  The 

El-Aurian man seemed to study the captain for a moment before finally saying, “Rumor has it you’re heading over 

to the McAuliffe, Skipper.  Care for some more company?” 

 “I’ve got an entire squad of Marines, not to mention Mister Riker, Doctor MacMillan, and Counselor Gera 

going with me.  I’m not sure how much more company I need, COB.” 

 “Well, it’s just that your long-awaited reunion with the wife you haven’t seen in almost three years hasn’t 

exactly gone as planned, and something is afoot aboard the McAuliffe.  I just figured you might like to have someone 

along who can… listen.” 

 Koester paused very suddenly, Kyman taking another two steps before realizing the captain had stopped.  

He noticed Koester look at him intently, his expression gradually softening, before the CO finally said, “I’d be 

happy to have you along, COB.” 

 “Well, if you insist, Skipper,” Kyman remarked with a smile as the pair resumed walking toward the 

shuttlebay. 

 A couple of minutes later, the two entered the shuttlebay, where McIntyre, MacMillan, Gera, and twelve 

Starfleet Marines under the leadership of Sergeant James ‘Fireball’ Maarsingh all waited for the captain to arrive, 

while Commander Jeffery Bloom – the starship’s chief engineer – worked on the Runabout’s shield generator with 

Lt Commander Amanda Windsor and Lt(JG) JoElla Faggio. 

 “Are we ready, Commander?” Koester asked his chief engineer, sounding very formal and signaling to the 

emotional Vulcan just how serious this mission was. 

 “Faggio’s buttoning up the shield generator now, Captain,” Bloom replied.  “You should be able to launch 

in five minutes.” 

 “Very good,” Koester said with a grim smile.  “Colonel, let’s load ‘er up.” 

 “I’d actually have preferred we used the Normandy, Captain,” McIntyre remarked, referring to the Marine 

landing craft.  “It carries all the equipment we need for a mission like this.” 

 “The Normandy may carry all your platoon’s weapons and equipment, but it doesn’t have one thing we 

may really need on this mission,” Koester explained.  “A transporter system.” 

 “Granted,” McIntyre replied before turning to Sgt. Maarsingh.  “You heard the Captain.  Load ‘em up!” 

 “Sir, yes, sir,” Maarsingh responded before ordering his squad of Starfleet Marines into the Danube-class 

runabout Merrimack, followed quickly by the remainder of the away team.  Koester quickly sat in the pilot’s seat, 

starting the small vessel’s engines, as McIntyre took his place in the co-pilot’s seat.  In what seemed like record 

time, the Merrimack was off the deck and out the atmosphere retaining field and into the vacuum of space. 

 

* * * * 

 

 An hour and forty minutes later, the Merrimack intercepted the Oberth-class starship and maneuvered 

alongside, slowing as it did. 

 “Sensor readings?” Koester asked.  Riker consulted the sensor readouts on the starboard side console. 

 “McAuliffe still has full shields raised,” Riker reported.  “And I’m still detecting the odd life-form readings 

Mister Wallace reported.” 

 “Are the number of life-forms still fluctuating?” 

 “I’m reading anywhere from 50 to 100,” Riker said as he turned in his chair to look at the captain. 

 “Any reaction to our presence?” 

 “None,” Gera replied from where she sat at the port side console.  “Either they don’t know we’re here for 

some reason or, more likely, they’re ignoring us figuring with their shields up there’s nothing we can do to get 

aboard.” 

 “I would think at least Michelle would know better,” Koester remarked as he looked over at McIntyre.  

“Mack, raise the shields.” 

 “Raising modified shields,” the colonel reported.  As soon as indications showed the shields had 

surrounded the Runabout, Koester started maneuvering the vessel back behind the Oberth-class starship.  In seconds 

it was centered directly between the two pylons that connected the main hull with the lower hull. 

 “Penetrating shields,” Koester announced as the Runabout moved forward.  “Everyone hold on, we’re 

going to be overlapping warp fields in a moment.” 

 Everyone in the forward cabin grabbed onto their seats or consoles as the Merrimack jolted when the two 

vessel’s warp fields started to interact.  A few seconds later the warp bubbles melded.  The next tremor that followed 

was caused by the interaction between the two shield configurations as the McAuliffe’s shields tried to keep the 



Merrimack out until the Runabout’s modified shield configuration counteracted the effect and the Merrimack settled 

into place between the two hulls of the starship. 

 “We’re in place,” Koester announced, setting the Runabout’s controls to remain parked where it was 

relative to the McAuliffe.  “Mister Riker, program the transporter for the McAuliffe’s transporter room.” 

 “Aye, sir,” the lieutenant replied as he stepped over to the transporter control.  Koester then addressed the 

rest of his senior staff. 

 “We can only beam over in groups of two.  Colonel McIntyre and I will beam over first.  Counselor Gera 

and Doctor MacMillan will follow immediately after.  Chief Kyman and Sergeant Maarsingh will bring up the rear.  

Mister Riker, you’re in charge of the Merrimack while we’re over there.  We can hold the rest of Alpha Squad here 

as back-up until we know what’s going on over there.  I hope we won’t need them, but…” 

 “…Better safe than sorry,” McIntyre agreed. 

 “Let’s just say I have a bad feeling about this,” Koester said as he and Marine CO stepped up into the 

transporter, the colonel pulling his hand phaser out of the holster on his waist just to be prepared.  A moment later 

the pair dematerialized. 

 

* * * * 

 

 The transporter aboard the USS Christa McAuliffe hummed to life and two beams materialized into the 

forms of Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester and Lt Colonel Sean E. McIntyre.  As the transporter powered down and 

recycled, the pair stepped off the platform and toward the control console. 

 Koester looked around the room, noting that it was unmanned and looked as if something like a fight had 

occurred there. 

 “Unusual that there’s no one here to greet us,” McIntyre said, looking around just as the transporter 

activated again and both Counselor Gera and Dr. MacMillan materialized on the platform. 

 “What’s that smell?” the red-haired joined-Trill woman asked, sniffing the air with a look of disgust. 

 “Smells like decomp,” the chief medical officer answered as the transporter hummed to life a third time and 

Chief Kyman and Sgt. Maarsingh materialized, the Marine non-com carrying a compression phaser rifle. 

 “Is everyone ready?  We’ll check out the bridge first,” Koester said, but before anyone could move toward 

the door, it swished open, admitting a short woman with dark blonde hair and the three pips of a full commander on 

her collar. 

 “Welcome aboard the USS McAuliffe.  I’m Commander Susan Herzberg, the First Officer.” 

 “Sue, it’s me.  Fleet Captain Koester,” the Dauntless’ CO said, knowing the McAuliffe’s first officer from 

several previous meetings, including his wedding to Michelle Petersen.  “Don’t you remember me?” 

 Herzberg looked at Koester, as if trying to recall a familiar face.  Koester noticed a quick facial tick before 

she smiled and said, “Of course.  So good to see you again.  If you follow me, I’ll take you to Admiral Gehm.”  

 Koester shared a quick glance with Chief Kyman before gesturing toward the door and saying, “Lead the 

way, Commander.” 

 As they left the transporter room, the away team passed a few crew members walking in the corridor.  None 

of them even looked at the faces of the visiting Dauntless crew.  Koester leaned toward his Chief of the Boat and 

quietly remarked, “Not the kind of greeting you would expect from a crew that just spent the last two years outside 

Federation space.” 

 “My thoughts exactly, Skipper,” Kyman agreed, then indicated with his eyes the condition of the corridor 

which, like the transporter room, had evidence that a fight had occurred, including dark smudges where phaser fire 

had hit the bulkheads. 

 “Commander, I thought we were going to the bridge,” Colonel McIntyre remarked as the group walked aft.  

“We seem to be headed away from the upper decks.” 

 Commander Herzberg paused, her face looking blank for a moment before she looked at McIntyre and said, 

“I’m taking you to main engineering.  That’s where Admiral Gehm is currently located.” 

 Koester had had enough.  He immediately touched an LCARS panel embedded in the corridor bulkhead, 

activating the interface. 

 “Computer, where is Admiral Gehm located?” 

 “Admiral Gehm is located on the bridge,” the computer’s female voice immediately replied. 

 “Koester to Merrimack,” the captain said after quickly tapping his new combadge.  “Mister Riker, we 

need…!” 

 The captain was cut off as several members of the McAuliffe crew suddenly appeared and attacked the 

away team.  McIntyre and Maarsingh tried to defend the crew, but were quickly overpowered, their weapons 



grabbed away from them.  Maarsingh was knocked unconscious in the melee and a woman’s scream was heard 

reverberating down the corridor. 

 “Back to the transporter room!” Koester ordered, trying to evade several hands grasping for his uniform 

and hair. 

 “Captain, the Sergeant has been knocked out!  I need help!” McIntyre shouted. 

 “I’ve got y’ covered,” Dr. MacMillan said, grabbing Maarsingh under one arm while McIntyre grabbed 

him under the other and the pair dragged the unconscious Marine down the corridor.  Koester managed to pull a 

small type 1 hand phaser out from under the back of his uniform top, firing it into the crowd of attacking McAuliffe 

crew.  In the chaos that ensued, the away team managed to retreat back down the corridor unfollowed.  They did not 

get far before they started hearing more voices coming from the other direction, between themselves and the 

transporter room. 

 Chief Kyman started checking doors along the corridor, hoping to find a room in which they could hide 

without being trapped.  He finally managed to open one of the crew quarters doors, and the away team slipped inside 

the darkened room, the lighting set at bare minimum for some reason, locking the door behind them. 

 “Is everyone alright?”  Koester asked with concern. 

 “Sergeant Maarsingh is still out,” McIntyre reported. 

 “Where’s Tanzia?” Dr. MacMillan suddenly asked with alarm, referring to Counselor Gera. 

 “You mean she’s not with us?” Koester asked. 

 “She must have gotten separated during the ambush,” Kyman said. 

 “We have to get her back!” Koester implored before tapping his combadge.  “Away team to Merrimack.” 

 The captain waited several seconds for a response, but there was none. 

 “Koester to Merrimack.  Mister Riker, can you hear me?”  Still only silence. 

 “Maybe the McAuliffe crew are jamming communications?” McIntyre suggested.  First we need to figure 

out exactly where we are so, once we can get communications back, we can get some of Alpha Squad over here to 

help.  Computer, lights, up to 30%.” 

 The computer beeped acknowledgement, and slowly the level of lighting in the cabin increased enough for 

the away team to see, and what they saw shocked them. 

 The room had been one of the junior crew quarters, two small single beds along the far wall, dressers to one 

side, entrance to a shared head on the other.  But it was the large sack-like objects hanging from the ceiling that 

drew their attention.  There were at least a half-dozen of the objects, which looked like they were made from spun 

sugar.  Immediately Dr. MacMillan had his medical tricorder out and was scanning each sack one by one. 

 “My… God…!” the medical officer remarked, his Scottish accent growing more pronounced as he studied 

the readings.  “There are humans in these… these cocoons!” 

 “Crew members?” Koester asked, stepping closer to study one of the sacks.  “Are they alive?” 

 “Aye, they’re alive, but not what I would call livin’.  They’ve each got some sort o’ parasite growing inside 

them, literally eatin’ them from the inside out.” 

 The away team members could not believe what they were hearing. 

 “Can we get them out of there?” 

 “No, sir.  Th’ cocoons are directly connectin’ t’ their nervous an’ respiratory systems.  If we try an’ remove 

them from th’ cocoons, they’ll die almost immediately.” 

 MacMillan’s explanation was interrupted by the sound of a low groan.  The away team started searching 

for its source as it grew progressively louder. 

 “We’ve got a live one here!” McIntyre said, discovering one of the enmeshed crew members with her face 

partly free of the cocoon.  “Doctor, quick!” 

 “K… k… k… kill me…,” the crew member begged.  “…Please!  I can’t…  I can’t stand the… the pain 

anymore.  I…  I can feel it move… move around… inside me…” 

 Koester looked at his chief medical officer.  The doctor scanned the trapped crewman thoroughly before 

looking at the captain sadly, silently shaking his head. 

 “Stand back, everyone,” Koester ordered as he changed the setting on his hand phaser to its highest level, 

then took aim at the cocoons.  In seconds, all of them were vaporized. 

 “I guess now we know what’s been happening here and the cause of that decomposition smell we’ve been 

detecting since we got here.  Those crew members we’ve encountered, including my wife, must be under the control 

of whatever created those cocoons.  Now how do we fight it?  And how do we get Tanzia back before she gets 

cocooned like the McAuliffe crew?” 



 “Well, we have a better idea of what we’re fightin’, Cap’n,” Dr. MacMillan said.  “I managed to get 

detailed readin’s of the parasites.  From what I c’n tell, they were embryonic forms of some large insect or 

crustacean-like species.” 

 “Insects again?” Koester moaned. 

 “Aye, and now that I know what I’m lookin’ for, I’m makin’ a complete scan o’ the ship.”  The doctor 

slowly turned around in a complete circle, raising and lowering the tricorder as he did, finally finishing the scan with 

a frown on his dark-skinned face. 

 “What’s the verdict, Doctor?” Koester asked. 

 “Worse than I feared,” MacMillan reported.  “Th’ entire ship is full of ‘em.  I’m detectin’what’s left o’ the 

crew, a total o’ forty seven humanoid life forms, but every one o’ them seems t’ be symbiotically joined with one o’ 

these creatures.  Plus there’s a large grouping o’ the aliens, mainly concentrated around th’ engineerin’ section.  Too 

many t’ say exactly how many, bu’ at least fifty.” 

 “Commander Herzberg and the crew were apparently trying to take us to engineering,” Kyman said.  

“That’s probably where they took Counselor Gera.” 

 “First thing we need to do is get Alpha Squad over here.  A dozen Marines should be more than a match for 

fifty infected starship crew,” McIntyre said. 

 Another groan quickly attracted everyone’s attention.  Both Kyman and MacMillan knelt down by Sgt. 

Maarsingh, who was slowly returning to consciousness. 

 “The Sergeant is waking up, Skipper,” the COB said. 

 “Good.  We’re going to need all the men we can get,” Koester remarked.  “How are you feeling, Sergeant?” 

 “I’ve had better days, sir,” Maarsingh replied as he rubbed the back of his head.  “One of the McAuliffe 

crew caught me off guard with the butt of my own rifle.  But I’ll be alright.  What’s our situation?” 

 Before anyone could answer, a pounding was heard at the cabin door.  The pounding grew progressively 

louder as more and more fists banged against the locked portal.  McIntyre looked at the door, his expression a 

mixture of worry and anger. 

 “Situation normal, Sergeant,” the Colonel said.  “All f…” 

 McIntyre was interrupted by the door partly opening, nearly ripped off its track as several hands started 

reaching into the room.  Fortunately for the away team, the door jammed as it was pried open. 

 “How long before the Dauntless intercepts us?” Chief Kyman asked as he started searching the room for 

something the away team could use to keep the McAuliffe crew out. 

 “Probably about a half hour, depending on whether the McAuliffe has slowed, sped up, or remained at the 

same speed since we came aboard,” the captain answered. 

 “What have we got to defend ourselves?” Maarsingh asked. 

 “Not much. Just my hand phaser,” Koester replied.  “And I’m reluctant to use it against the McAuliffe crew.  

They’re not in control of themselves.” 

 “We may not have a choice, Captain,” McIntyre said.  “They’re going to get in here eventually if we stay 

here.” 

 Koester nodded in agreement, pulling out his type 1 phaser again and pointing it toward the door. 

 “Sorry, guys,” he said before starting to press the activation trigger.  However, before the phaser fired, the 

captain was interrupted by Kyman. 

 “Skipper!  In here!” the El-Aurian man called out from inside the head. 

 “What is it?” Koester asked, poking his head in through the door.  Kyman pointed at what looked like a 

large ventilation grid. 

 “It’s an access crawlway,” Kyman explained.  “I remembered some of the older ships had these connecting 

crew quarters.  We can use it to access the Jefferies tube network and get out of here!” 

 “Good work, COB.”  Koester then reset his phaser to a lower level and aimed it back toward the door and 

fired.  The stun beams caused some havoc with the McAuliffe crew trying to get into the cabin, enough so that all the 

arms were withdrawn and both McIntyre and Maarsingh were able to shove the doors closed.  “Quick, everyone, 

into the crawlway.” 

 “You realize they’ll get in easy enough and know exactly where we went when they don’t find us in there, 

right?” Dr. MacMillan commented as he got down on his knees and entered the small access space. 

 “Hopefully we’ll have reached the Jefferies tube network by then and they won’t know which way we’ve 

gone, Doctor,” Koester replied as he entered the accessway last, pulling the grate shut behind him and shuffling off 

behind his away team.  Not far ahead, the narrow crawlway opened up into the much larger network of Jefferies 

tubes that accessed almost every part of the starship. 

 “Where are we heading, Captain?” Sgt. Maarsingh asked. 



 “We should try and take the bridge.  Get control of the ship,” McIntyre said. 

 “No.  The bridge is likely fully manned, and they would have us all before we even had a chance to get out 

of the hatch.  I think we should head toward engineering.  From there maybe we can diable the ship, allowing the 

Dauntless to overtake us easier and get us out of here.  And they were trying to take us there as it was, so maybe we 

can find out why.” 

 “And perhaps that’s where they took Tanzia,” Dr. MacMillan added. 

 “Very possible.  Colonel?” Koester said with a gesture down. 

 “Aye, Skipper.  Sergeant, take point.  I’ll bring up the rear,” McIntyre ordered. 

 “Aye, sir,” Maarsingh acknowledged before opening the hatch under their feet and taking the lead down the 

ladder.  Minutes later they arrived at the Jefferies tube entrance to main engineering only a single deck below the 

one on which they had entered and slightly aft on the small ship. 

 “Are you all ready?” Koester asked, passing his phaser to Sgt. Maarsingh.  “Once we enter engineering, 

there’s no telling what we’ll find there.” 

 “I think we’re ready, Captain,” Kyman said as the sergeant reached for the door latch. 

 

* * * * 

 

 The cramped engineering space was filled by the thrum of the warp core, which unlike those aboard larger 

starship classes was horizontal rather than vertical, connecting the two small warp nacelles on either side of the 

saucer hull.  The Jefferies tube access door opened, and one by one the Dauntless away team slipped out and into the 

engine room. 

 “The entire engine room is full of …cobwebs!” Sgt. Maarsingh whispered in disgust. 

 “What are those things?” Kyman asked, pointing at what looked like hundreds, perhaps thousands, of 

objects laying across the deck.  “They look almost like the ball from the old American game of football.” 

 “I’m not sure what they are, but they’re registering as life forms,” Dr. MacMillan said as he scanned with 

his medical tricorder.  “That accounts for the heavy concentration of alien life-form readings I detected earlier.” 

 “More of those cocoons attached to the overhead too, Skipper,” McIntyre quietly remarked, pointing at 

where three large silk sacks hung from the ceiling. 

 Koester was about to order Maarsingh to destroy the cocoons and whatever – or whoever – they contained 

when the away team heard sounds coming from the far end of the space. 

 “Voices!” Koester said quietly. 

 “And one of them sounds like Tanzi,” MacMillan spoke, starting to head toward the sounds until McIntyre 

held him back. 

 “Mack, take a look,” Koester ordered. 

 The Marine officer nodded, then carefully made his way around one of the engineering control consoles, 

peering above the edge.  What he saw came as a surprise. 

 Along the far bulkhead stood two people.  One of them was Counselor Gera, easily recognized by her fire-

red hair and the new-style uniform she wore.  The other appeared to be the McAuliffe’s first officer, Sue Herzberg.  

Gera was struggling to free herself from where she was adhered to the metal bulkhead by what looked like a 

secreted resin that covered her arms, lower legs, and upper torso.  Herzberg, on the other hand, was standing nearby, 

apparently trying to reassure the joined-Trill woman that everything would be fine and that her ordeal would very 

soon be over.  McIntyre looked back toward the rest of the away team and hissed, “Captain, you need to see this!”  

 As Koester quietly moved forward into a position where he could watch what was happening across the 

room, one of the football-like objects near Gera’s feet broke open and a creature that looked like a large hermit crab 

climbed out, its small mandibles wiggling for a moment as it gained its bearings.  Gera started to struggle even more 

as the crab-creature started scuttling toward her feet. 

 “Maarsingh, the phaser, quick!” Koester ordered, reaching back toward the sergeant.  But before the 

weapon could be passed to the captain, the creature was already crawling up the counselor’s legs, quickly 

disappearing under the hem of her uniform top.  A second later Gera started screaming in intense pain as the creature 

started burrowing into her skin above her spinal cord just below her neck.  Seconds later, her scream abruptly 

stopped, her face taking on a calm expression. 

 “It is done,” Gera said, none of the previous fear or pain evident in her voice.  Herzberg smiled and started 

releasing Gera from the resin entrapping her to the bulkhead. 

 Koester looked at his crew, horror evident on his own face as he quickly evaluated their situation, then 

looked at Kyman and said, “COB, I don’t care how you do it, but disable the McAuliffe’s engines.  Bring this ship to 

a stop!  Doctor MacMillan, try and contact Mister Riker on the Merrimack.  If you can reach him, have him beam 



Alpha Squad here to our current location as quickly as possible.  Mack, Sergeant, you’re with me.  There are only 

two of them right now.  We can take them.” 

 Everyone nodded, then Koester gestured with his hand. 

 “Let’s go!” 

 Kyman quickly made his way toward the primary engineering monitor station near the warp core, trying to 

find the emergency override that would quickly shut down not only the science vessel’s warp drive but impulse 

drive as well.  As he looked at the controls, he sensed movement above him.  Looking up, he saw nothing but the 

shadows caused by the glow from the warp core.  But his movement did not go unnoticed as both Herzberg and 

Gera saw first the El-Aurian man, then the rest of the away team quickly approaching them.  Herzberg hit the palm 

of her hand against the combadge on her uniform and shouted, “This is the First Officer.  Intruders in main 

engineering!”  Before Koester, McIntyre, and Maarsingh could reach the pair, several other members of the 

McAuliffe crew started rushing into the room.  The three Dauntless crew were trapped between Herzberg and Gera 

and the others. 

 Kyman saw what was happening, his first impulse to stop what he was doing and assist his crew before 

reason returned and he realized he would be of more assistance stopping the ship.  Pressing controls on the console, 

one by one, he started a shutdown of the starship’s engineering systems.  Quickly, the warp core went dark and an 

unnatural silence filled the room.  As a final touch, he slammed his fists against the controls, cracking the control 

interface and making it harder, though not impossible, to restart the systems quickly. 

 

* * * * 

 

 Aboard the starship Dauntless, Commander Setton To’Lock Arbelo sat in the center seat, his chin in his 

hand, as he started intently at the image of the approaching McAuliffe on the main viewer. 

 “Commander!” called out Marine Captain April Mendez from the tactical console.  “McAuliffe has just 

dropped out of warp!” 

 “Time to intercept?” 

 “One minute, twenty three seconds,” Lt(JG) William Hyland reported. 

 “Mendez, have another squad of Marines standing by in the transporter, ready to beam aboard as soon as 

we’re alongside the McAuliffe.” 

 “Small problem there, Commander,” Mendez said.  “They still have their shields up!” 

 “Damn!” Arbelo muttered before turning his attention toward the Caitian officer filling in for Riker at ops.  

“Lieutenant M’nday, hail the Captain.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Koester looked back and forth between his ship’s counselor and the three other McAuliffe crew members 

who had just entered engineering, evaluating his away team’s chances of escape, when a voice sounded from his 

combadge. 

 “Dauntless to Captain Koester.  Please respond.” 

 “Thank God!” Koester said as he tapped his own combadge.  “This is the Captain.  Your timing is 

excellent, Exec.” 

 “What is your situation, Captain?” 

 “The McAuliffe has been taken over by some sort of alien life form.  We need help over here as soon as 

possible.” 

 “That’s going to be a problem,” Arbelo said.  “The McAuliffe still has full shields.  We can’t beam anyone 

aboard.” 

 “What about Mister Riker and the Marine squad aboard the Merrimack?  They’re within the McAuliffe’s 

shields!” 

 “The Merrimack’s not there anymore,” Arbelo reported to the captain’s shock.  “The runabout was dropped 

out of the McAuliffe’s warp bubble shortly after you beamed aboard.  That’s what prompted me to push our engines 

and intercept you as quickly as we could.” 

 As Arbelo spoke, the double doors leading to the corridor outside engineering swished open again, and 

another dozen McAuliffe crew members entered, each armed with phasers, led by Commander Michelle Petersen.  

Maarsingh started raising his hand phaser at the approaching security chief, but a shout from Koester made him 

pause. 

 “No!  Don’t shoot!  She’s my…” 



 All the McAuliffe crew suddenly stopped moving, standing silently surrounding the Dauntless away team as 

if studying them. 

 “Your mate?” Herzberg asked, looking at Koester intently. 

 “My wife.  But you should know that Sue, you were there at our wedding…”  Suddenly a thought occurred 

to the captain.  “Or were you?  Commander Sue Herzberg was at our wedding, but you’re not quite Sue Herzberg 

anymore, are you?” 

 Koester noticed motion out of the corner of his eye, and turned to see a huge creature descending from the 

overhead above the warp core.  It was at least two meters tall, looking like a man-sized lobster with a dark, mottled 

carapace.  Two eye stalks stared at the Dauntless crew as it gestured menacingly with two large claws while 

standing upright on four jointed leg-like appendages, each ending in a claw-like gripper.  Once it reached the floor, 

it scuttled around the perimeter of the McAuliffe crew and over to Commander Petersen. 

 “You will surrender,” Herzberg said as the creature stood tall next to Petersen, placing its two claws on 

each of the woman’s arms.  “You will surrender and willingly submit to the hive or your mate will be torn limb from 

limb.” 

 Koester was beginning to understand.  Somehow the large creature, the Queen, was able to control and 

speak through the members of the McAuliffe crew.  Koester looked at the queen, his face contorted with anger, and 

said, “Get away from her, you bitch!” 

 “You will help us, Captain,” another voice said.  Koester turned to see Counselor Gera, now carrying one 

of the phaser rifles brought by the other McAuliffe crew, moving over to stand beside Petersen and the queen.  “You 

will either help us as our hosts, or as our food.  The children are very hungry!” 

 “I would rather die and take this entire ship and her crew with me than surrender,” Koester said directly to 

the queen.  “Arbelo, are you still there?” 

 “Still here, Captain,” the Dauntless’ first officer replied through the captain’s combadge. 

 “Exec, if these alien creatures do not release us and the McAuliffe in the next five minutes, you are ordered 

to destroy this starship by any means necessary.  Just make sure it never goes into warp again.” 

 There was a brief pause in the conversation before Arbelo finally, and in a grim voice, replied, “Aye, sir.” 

 Gera raised the phaser rifle she was carrying and started to aim it at Commander Petersen’s torso. 

 “She will only be the first to die,” Herzberg remarked. 

 “She won’t be the last,” Koester said to the queen defiantly. 

 Suddenly the phaser rifle fired, filling the engine room with its shrill sound.  Petersen fell to the deck, 

almost as if flung. 

 “No!” Koester shouted, quickly kneeling beside his wife and feeling her body for the wound before 

realizing the room was still filled by a strange, high-pitched, unearthly screaming sound.  Koester looked up to see 

the alien queen laying on the deck, most of one claw and parts of two legs blasted off by the phaser beam, bleeding a 

thick black icchor-like substance from her wounds as all the McAuliffe crew present seemed to experience intense, 

disabling pain. 

 “Skipper, it’s getting away!” Chief Kyman pointed out as the queen crawled toward the corridor door. 

 “Doctor, see if you can help out the crew!” Koester ordered.  “Mack, Sergeant, with me!”  And the three 

grabbed weapons off the deck and rushed out in pursuit of the injured alien.  Tracking the creature was not hard, 

simply following along in the path of the blood trail.  The three Dauntless crew members noticed several other 

members of the McAuliffe crew, apparently unconscious on the deck, in their pursuit.  Then, at one corridor 

intersection, Koester said, “Mack, the passage to the left reconnects with this corridor further down.  You take the 

left and backtrack while Maarsingh and I continue to pursue.” 

 “Aye, Skipper,” McIntyre replied as he quickly rushed off down the corridor to the left and both Koester 

and Maarsingh continued to the right.  Less than a minute later they encountered the alien queen once again.  She 

looked at them with her unblinking eye stalks as they slowly approached, not moving because McIntyre was already 

behind her, preventing further retreat. 

 “It’s over,” Koester said, not knowing if the alien creature could even still understand standard English and 

not caring. 

 “Captain,” Maarsingh said, nodding toward an open door not far behind the creature.  “That’s an 

emergency airlock behind it.  If we can get it inside, we can blow it right out into space.” 

 Koester nodded as Maarsingh moved closer to the creature, hoping to drive it into the airlock, McIntyre 

blocking the other end of the corridor to keep her from getting away.  The crustacean-like alien tried to appear 

intimidating, waving its one uninjured claws in the air, as Maarsingh approached, but only looked pathetic with its 

injuries. 



 Maarsingh slowly moved closer, weapon held out in front with a driving motion, as he slowly steered the 

injured queen toward the open door only a meter away as both Koester and McIntyre moved closer, preventing any 

possibility the creature might slip by in the narrow corridor.  Finally the sergeant had the queen’s back literally 

against the wall, making hostile noises to force her over toward the door.  Almost comically, the queen fell into the 

airlock as she passed in front of the portal, her full concentration on Maarsingh and pressing back as far as she 

could.  Triumphantly, the Marine Sergeant pressed the airlock control button and the door slowly started sliding 

shut.  But as Maarsingh looked over at the colonel with a smile, the creature’s uninjured claw quickly struck out, 

grabbing the sergeant’s arm and dragging the surprised Starfleet Marine into the airlock, causing him to lose his grip 

on his weapon, the door shutting and locking behind him as the operating cycle of the airlock started automatically.  

Both Koester and McIntyre rushed over to offer aid. 

 “Hold on, Sergeant,” McIntyre said.  “We’ll get you out of there!” 

 “No!” Maarsingh shouted, barely heard through the heavy pressure door as he struggled with the alien 

creature.  “If you let me out, this thing will get out again too!  Space us both, it’s the only way!” 

 “No, there has to be another way,” Koester said, refusing to abandon hope.  “Koester to Dauntless.” 

 “Go ahead, Captain,” quickly replied the voice of Commander Arbelo. 

 “Exec, Sergeant Maarsingh is trapped in an airlock with the alien queen.  We need to beam him out of 

there!” 

 Aboard the Dauntless, Arbelo looked over at Captain Mendez, his eyes asking the question.  Mendez 

simply looked back at Arbelo, shaking her head sadly. 

 “McAuliffe still has her shields raised,” Arbelo explained.  “We could try and punch through them with 

phasers, but at our current range, assuming we even got through in time, it would likely heavily damage or destroy 

the McAuliffe.” 

 Koester’s mind raced through all the possibilities he could think of, including phasering open the airlock 

door from the inside, but that probably would not stop the cycling of the lock and the opening of the outer door 

before everyone in the corridor were killed in the vacuum of space.  Then another thought occurred to him. 

 “Mack, correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t starship shields designed to prevent matter and energy from 

passing through and hitting the hull only?” 

 “Yes, Skipper.” 

 “But matter could exit the hull and pass through the shields unharmed, like when an antimatter pod or warp 

core is ejected?” 

 “Yes, but…,” McIntyre started to say as he suddenly understood what the captain was suggesting. His eyes 

went wide momentarily before he started banging on the airlock door and shouted, “Exhale everything you can, 

Sergeant, or you’ll blow your lungs out!”  Maarsingh, still struggling to keep the queen away, nodded before 

hyperventilating several times to load up his blood with oxygen and exhaling as much gas from his lungs as was 

humanly possible. 

 “Exec, listen to me very carefully!” Koester said to his first officer aboard the Dauntless.  “Lock onto 

Sergeant Maarsingh’s communicator, and be sure not to lose that lock no matter what.  As soon as he passes beyond 

the McAuliffe’s shields, beam him directly to sickbay, medical emergency, and have the EMH and staff standing by 

with a hyperbaric chamber.” 

 “But Captain…!” 

 “Do it!” 

 The control panel alongside the door of the airlock started flashing, signaling only seconds before the outer 

door would open. 

 “We’re ready over here, Captain,” Arbelo reported. 

 “Stand by!” 

 Koester watched through the small window of the airlock, signaling Maarsingh with a raised thumb as he 

noticed the ever-more agitated alien queen seem to panic.  She turned once more to face the Marine sergeant and 

seemed on the verge of attack when the outer door quickly opened and both beings were blown into the vacuum of 

space, almost directly toward the hull of the larger starship keeping station alongside. 

 “Dauntless!  Now!” 

 Through the open airlock, Koester and McIntyre could see a flash of sparkles envelop the sergeant’s body.  

In seconds he had dematerialized, while the body of the queen alien curled up, dead, and drifted past the Sovereign-

class starship and into the empty depths of space. 

 

* * * * 

 



 Koester and McIntyre quickly returned to engineering, which had become a true mess.  Hundreds of dead 

alien creatures littered the deck, apparently expelled from what Koester assumed were the football-like eggs.  

Nearby, Doctor MacMillan and Chief Kyman were helping the McAuliffe crew, who appeared to no longer be under 

the control of the crustacean-like alien creatures. 

 “Whatever you did, Skipper, it worked,” Kyman remarked as he helped Commander Herzberg back to her 

feet.  “Every one of the McAuliffe crew almost literally vomited up the creatures that had implanted themselves into 

their bodies about a minute ago.” 

 “The queen is dead,” Koester said.  “Apparently these smaller creatures couldn’t survive without her.  

Now, let’s get some medical teams over here and get some of these people to our sickbay.  COB, head up to the 

bridge and lower the shields.” 

 “Aye, Skipper,” Kyman said, quickly heading out of engineering and to the closest turbolift. 

 

* * * * 

 

Captain’s log, stardate 64132.8: 

USS Dauntless has been joined by the USS Triton, and while Captain Tomkins crew 

studies the remains of the alien creatures, trying to determine where they came from and 

how much of a threat they pose to the Federation, our two vessels are escorting the USS 

Christa McAuliffe toward the Federation border, where the USS Alberta and the USS 

Saiph will relieve us and escort them the rest of the way back to Utopia Planitia at Mars. 

Meanwhile, several of the McAuliffe crew are aboard the Dauntless undergoing medical 

check-ups. 

Koester, commanding Dauntless, out. 
 

 

 The sickbay doors swished open and Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester entered the room, quickly walking over 

to where Chief Medical Officer Justin MacMillan was conducting scans on Rear Admiral Karen Gehm.  He glanced 

at the biobeds along the side, where his wife, Commander Petersen, her shipmate Commander Herzberg, and 

Dauntless Ship’s Counselor Tanzia Gera were being checked by another of MacMillan’s medical staff. 

 “Well, the Merrimack is back aboard, and Lieutenant Riker and Alpha Squad are none the worse for their 

little adventure.  And I just stopped in the medical laboratory to check in on Sergeant Maarsingh,” Koester said to 

the doctor.  “He appears to be recovering remarkably well, considering his condition a few days ago.” 

 “Aye,” MacMillan agreed as he finished Gehm’s scan and nodded politely at the admiral.  “He’s going t’ 

be confined t’ th’ decompression chamber f’r about another four days, but once he’s out, he’ll make a full recovery.  

I’ll make certain o’ that.”  MacMillan then turned back toward Admiral Gehm and said, “Your scans show clear, 

Admiral.  No more signs o’ those nasty beasties.” 

 “Thank you, Doctor.  I’m glad to know I’m me again,” Gehm remarked before turning her attention on 

Koester.  “Thank you, Peter.  If you hadn’t come along, who knows what would have happened when those… those 

things reached a populated Federation planet?” 

 The three officers were joined by Commanders Herzberg and Petersen, who had been given scans and 

cleared for duty once again by Doctor Hall.  Petersen hugged her husband tightly before joining in on the 

conversation. 

 “Where did those creatures come from?” asked MacMillan.  “An’ how did they get aboard th’ McAuliffe?” 

 “I’m afraid that’s my fault,” Herzberg said, holding up her hand meekly.  “I was in charge of an away 

mission to survey a small class-L moon in the K-14 system.  Barely habitable.  One of the last surveys we were 

scheduled to perform before packing up and heading home.” 

 Herzberg then described a small world, the atmosphere cold and dense, the only life that could be detected 

being large crab-like six-legged creatures about the size of a human fist. 

 “They showed no signs of intelligence.  No signs of sentience,” Herzberg explained.  “We pretty much 

ignored them as Lieutenant Masterson conducted his geological survey.  And then he discovered the strangest thing.  

It looked like a rock or stone nodule, oblong in shape.  He was detecting strange energy readings from it, so I 

decided we should keep it as a sample and return it to the ship with us for further study.” 

 “It was an egg, like the ones we saw down in your engineering section, wasn’t it?” Koester asked, sure of 

his assessment. 



 “Oh, it was an egg, alright,” Gehm replied.  “But not like the ones you saw aboard our ship.  This one 

contained a queen.  Apparently their genetic code keeps them in a dormant state until they can find the right 

environment to create a new hive, so it didn’t even register on the transporter bio-filters as a life form.  But shortly 

after we brought it aboard and set course for the Alpha Quadrant, the thing hatched and attacked Lieutenant 

Masterson.” 

 “When we found what was left of his body, the creature that had hatched was gone,” Petersen added.  “I 

had teams scouring the entire ship, but we never located it.  We found out later, the hard way, that it had managed to 

access the ventilation ducts and crawlways, where it gave birth to the first generation of creatures.  This first 

generation spread out around the ship, attacking members of the crew and – for want of a better word to describe it – 

joined with them.” 

 “You mean, like a Trill symbiont?” 

 “Not exactly,” Herzberg answered, rubbing the back of her neck where the creature that had infested her 

had burrowed in to attach itself on her spine.  “Much more invasive.  And much more painful I would assume.” 

 “As Sue said, individually the creatures are not sentient.  But together, all the members of a hive form a 

single mind, with the majority of the intelligence controlled by the queen.  It was she that controlled everything we 

did,” Admiral Gehm explained.  “We started attacking our own shipmates, bringing them to the queen to be 

impregnated with another generation – a smarter and stronger generation – of the creatures and cocooned as a food 

source while she used those of us she controlled to take her back to Earth, the planet she intended to be the first of 

her new colonies as the creatures moved from planet to planet.  Her goal was to eventually colonize the entire Alpha 

Quadrant and beyond.” 

 “Ambitious plan,” Koester remarked before looking over at his own ship’s counselor.  “How did you 

manage to overcome the creature’s control, Counselor?” 

 “As Commander Petersen mentioned, their interaction with a host body was very similar to how my own 

symbiont interacts with my host body’s nervous system, allowing me to access the symbiont’s memories and 

feelings.  When the insectoid burrowed into my back and attempted to connect to my nervous system, I could quite 

literally feel two minds – Gera’s and the hive mind – fighting for control.  But my symbiont was stronger.  It 

allowed me to retain control of myself without alerting the hive mind to the danger the queen was in, and I could… 

‘hear’ what the hive mind was thinking.”  Counselor Gera shivered visibly for a moment before adding, “It’s the 

closest I ever want to come to being assimilated by the Borg.” 

 “Well, I’m glad everyone who was infested is now okay,” Koester said, putting his arm around his wife’s 

waist.  “Is Michelle cleared to leave sickbay, Doctor?  We have a lot of catching up to do.” 

 “Aye, she’s good t’ go, Cap’n,” MacMillan replied.  “You and Commander Herzberg too, Admiral.  You 

c’n return t’ your ship anytime you like.” 

 With a smile, Koester led his wife out of sickbay and down the corridor. 

 “Welcome home, Hon,” he said, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek once again.  “How does it feel to be 

back, in more ways than one?” 

 “Really good to be back to my normal self,” she replied.  “And a little sad.” 

 “Sad?  Why?” 

 “Oh… It’s just that I’ve spent my entire Starfleet career aboard the McAuliffe.  Now she’s finally being 

decommissioned as soon as she reaches Mars.  I’m feeling unsure about where my future is leading.” 

 “You can always request a new assignment.” 

 “I know.  But we’ve had such a hard time being together as husband and wife since we were married.  I 

don’t know if I want to be assigned to another starship and spend more months or years away from you.  Maybe I’ll 

just submit my request for retirement?” 

 “Well, there’s always…,” Koester started to say when his wife cut him off. 

 “I’m not accepting a transfer to the Dauntless.  First of all, if I’m going to stay in Starfleet, it will be as a 

security officer, and you don’t have any – only Marines.  Second, I would never agree to serve in the chain of 

command of my own husband.  It would cause too many… complications.” 

 “I know, which is why I would never suggest it.  What I was going to say, before you so rudely cut me off,” 

Koester remarked with a smile, “is that Rear Admiral Raiajh is looking for a chief of security for her starbase.  I 

know it’s not exactly the small crew you’re used to…” 

 “Aren’t there over 10,000 Starfleet personnel aboard Starbase 719?!?” Petersen asked. 

 “…Plus another 15,0000 civilians, give or take a few thousand,” Koester agreed.  “But at least I wouldn’t 

be too far away from you.  The Dauntless returns to the starbase every few months when we can, and you wouldn’t 

be throwing away your Starfleet career.  I heard Admiral Raiajh is looking for a new Security Chief, and I could put 

in a good word for you.” 



 Petersen paused in the corridor for a moment, looking at her husband with a thoughtful expression, before 

finally saying, “Let me think it over for a few days, okay.” 

 “Sure,” Koester said as the pair resumed their stroll down the corridor. 

 “Hey!  Wait a second,” Petersen said, pausing the pair again and looking up and down the corridor.  “I 

thought your quarters were on deck two?  Why are we heading this way?” 

 “Yes, my quarters are on deck two, but I’m taking you to Holosuite 1,” Koester replied, gesturing toward a 

door only a short ways further down the corridor. 

 “Why?  What’s in Holosuite 1?” Petersen asked with suspicion as the two reached the control panel beside 

the door. 

 “Just a proper welcome home,” Koester said with a smile as he touched the control panel.  “Computer, load 

program Koester-Homecoming-One and run.” 

 The computer bleeped acknowledgement before quickly stating, “Program complete.  Enter when ready.”  

And the doors swished open to admit the couple. 

 

The End 


