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Chapter

1

“I’m reading the Starfleet warning buoy now, sir.” Susan Haznedl tabbed at the ops console, then turned back to the bridge’s center seat. “And also another warning hail, very weak.”
Captain David Gold motioned to the speaker overhead. “Let’s hear the other.”
Haznedl nodded and worked her console again. “Running it through the translator, sir. There’s not much of it, so it might take a few moments.”
“I didn’t see in the report that there was an original warning,” Commander Sonya Gomez said, stepping down to the side of the captain’s chair from the upper bridge.
“The Lexington sent the Starfleet buoy from two parsecs out,” Haznedl replied. “The signal I’m getting is very weak. I doubt they picked it up.”
“Lexington didn’t have time to stop,” Gold told Gomez, “but two Allurian ships running salvage in this area are missing with all hands, and reported a hazard before contact with them was lost. It was enough for Starfleet to leave the buoy and dispatch us.”
Twisting from ops, Haznedl gestured with a roll of her head toward the speaker above. “I have the translation now, sir.”
“We issue this extreme warning to avoid our vessel at all costs. There is no hope, there is no cure. Beware.”
Cryptic, Gold thought. “Is that all?”
Shrugging slightly, Haznedl’s hands ran quickly over her controls. “There’s probably a datastream, too. And there might be more audio, sir, but there’s almost no power behind the signal.”
Gold pursed his lips and continued to wonder just how much danger for his ship and crew was aboard that alien ship. Starfleet hadn’t heard the “no hope, no cure” message they just had. “What did our sensor scan find?”
“A few ion trails, Allurian in signature,” Haznedl said. “I’m not sure how far we can track it, but they both head in the same direction: three-one-two, mark one-eight.”
“Launch a sensor probe,” Gold told Lieutenant Anthony Shabalala at tactical. “Three-twelve, mark eighteen.”
“Aye, sir.”
Pulling in a long breath, Gold stared for a moment at the alien ship on the forward viewscreen. It wasn’t particularly artistic in design. It looked more…efficient, for lack of a better word. “If there’s some hazard aboard that ship that spread to two other ships…” he said more to Gomez than anyone.
“I’ll brief Dr. Lense,” Gomez said, turning immediately toward the turbolift.
“Level-one safety procedures on this one,” the captain called after her.
“A shuttle for decon?”
“Only thing I know that spreads death from ship to ship is something contagious or something toxic. The away team can beam to and from the shuttle, but full medical tests are to be completed there before anyone comes back here.”
“Yes, sir.”
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Dr. Elizabeth Lense had come quickly to the bridge when Commander Gomez told her of the possible away mission. It had been a while since she’d been off ship, and she had to admit to looking forward to an opportunity to get out of sickbay, if only for a few hours.
“I’m not sure we even need an expedition,” Captain Gold told her, putting into doubt that she might get the chance. “Closer sensor scans suggest this ship is derelict for a few hundred years at least. Probe telemetry shows the drift pattern.”
“I thought the probes were tracking the Allurian ion trails,” Gomez said.
The captain rose from his chair and walked to Haznedl’s ops station. “They are,” he said, pointing to the graphic display of the probe data. “It would seem the Allurians were headed in the direction the derelict came from.”
“Something caused those ships to be lost with all hands,” Lense said. “I’d like to investigate it, Captain.”
“I understand,” Gold said, resting one hand on the back of Haznedl’s chair and motioning to the ship on the viewer with his other. “I’m considering it. What about life signs on the derelict?” he asked Haznedl. “Lexington said none.”
“Indeterminate. There’s too much radiation to get a good reading.”
“Their engines,” Gomez offered. “Half the ship is irradiated. It’ll definitely need structural repair, if we don’t declare it a hazard and destroy it.”
“All right, then that’s the mission.” Gold pivoted and returned to the command chair. “To determine which, and then make it happen.”
Lense nodded her understanding. “Commander Gomez said the message buoy talks about ‘no cure.’ If the Allurians contracted some disease, then took it away from here, we’ll need to investigate—not destroy—the source of that contagion.”
“That’s a point and a half, Doctor,” Gold said with a sigh and smiled. “Finish readying your team,” he told Gomez as he lowered himself back into his seat. “And make it a small one, until we know what we’re dealing with.”
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“I don’t believe there’ll be a need for security, Commander.” Dr. Lense, having put her EVA suit on before entering the da Vinci shuttlebay because she didn’t want to bother struggling with it in the close quarters of the shuttle, double-checked her medkit for everything she thought she’d need.
“Commander Gomez’s orders, Doctor.” Lieutenant Commander Domenica Corsi attached a holster to her EVA suit and made sure her hand phaser fit snugly inside it. “There might not be any people alive on that ship, but that doesn’t mean there’s no automated security.” She picked up a larger phaser rifle from next to her left boot, checked its safety, and leaned it against one shoulder.
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