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Captain’s Ready Room,

UFS Intrepid

“Stanley, you better take care of your vessel,” Admiral Harris hollered through the holoscreen. “It is the first of its kind to be built using trebium.”

“Yes, sir,” Captain Stanley beamed. 

He had considered himself fortunate to be posted to command the UFS Intrepid, which was the first in a new breed of destroyers. The vessel’s hull and exterior had been created using trebium, a mineral with a high concentration of a combination of metals, which humanity had only in recent years discovered on Euphra. 

“There are many critics waiting in Euphra for you to fail,” Harris stated matter-of-factly. “Do not disappoint me.”

Stanley understood the risks. Failure was not an option. The underlying argument for every critic was the exorbitant cost of mining the trebium. The reality was that the trebium was found deep in the core of the planet. This necessitated for special mines to be created with sufficient mechanisms in place, which further increased the costs. 

Many of the critics had also written countless articles on the Euphranet debating whether it was necessary for humanity to waste so much money towards building vessels with trebium. Their argument was that the current United Federation of Stars (UFS) vessels were more than sufficient to keep the planet safe. It was a valid argument, but Stanley felt that protecting humanity was vital, especially out here in the Vonia system.

“How is your crew?” Harris asked. 

Stanley sensed the worry lurking behind his tone. Admiral Harris had been the one who had put his name on the line and championed the Trebium Mineral Project many years ago. With the commissioning of the UFS Intrepid, Admiral Harris’s dream of a new breed of vessels had come full circle. 

“My XO is cooperative, if that is what you mean,” Stanley smiled. 

Stanley knew his posting to the UFS Intrepid had also not been without controversy. Many older Captains had been eyeing the new destroyer. But Admiral Harris had the final say in the matter. And, Admiral Harris’s affection for Stanley since the days of encountering him in the academy had played a large role in his decision. Stanley had never expected to be posted as Captain to a vessel right after his graduation from the Euphra Academy. He had thought he would have spent some time being the XO under the wing of a more experienced Captain. However, Admiral Harris had other plans, which had wrecked the ambitions of many Captains. 

“Good,” Harris remarked. “Keep him in line. He is a good old loyal bird. He won’t cause you any problems.”

His XO, Commander Mendez, had been with the UFS since its inception many years ago when Euphra was initially colonized. There was no one more experienced than his XO. After the euphoria of his appointment to the UFS Intrepid had passed, Stanley had quickly sought to find out who would be his XO. Admiral Harris had eventually broken the news to him. Initially, Stanley had been wary of Commander Mendez. Would an experienced XO want to work under him? 

“I have to get back to my other work,” Harris concluded. 

Stanley bowed as the holoscreen went blank. As he glanced around the bare Ready Room, the responsibility of proving the value of the new destroyer class of vessel began to slowly weigh down on him. He was going to show all of his critics what they had been missing and how wrong they had been in their assessment. 

A buzz on his console broke through his thoughts. Stanley pressed on the console. It was his XO. “Yes, Commander Mendez.”

Commander Mendez’s voice was shaky. “Captain, we have a problem.”

In his brief time with the XO, Stanley discovered that Commander Mendez had one key flaw, which was his tendency to beat around the bush without getting directly to the issue at hand. 

“What is it?” Stanley asked. 

“We have a contact on the UFS Brennan,” Mendez. 

Stanley didn’t understand why his XO sounded so nervous. It was another destroyer, although an older class one. Nothing of significance came to his mind about the UFS Brennan. It was probably out on a routine patrol of the Vonia system.

“I don’t see the problem,” Stanley remarked, with a slight irritation. 

He didn’t have the time to be tending to every one of his XO’s concerns. His XO was experienced to handle many situations without needing to check in with him. 

“We aren’t detecting any life signs on-board,” Mendez highlighted. 
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Armstrong Station,

Euphra Orbit

Admiral Harris looked up from his blank holoscreen. He had faith in Captain Stanley. The young man had been the brightest in his class. Some might argue he would rank up there as a prodigy. He had been glad to have the opportunity to mentor him. There was a buzz at his door. 

“Come in,” Admiral Harris shouted. 

The door opened. It was Commander Ruti. She was in charge of the station operations. 

“There is something I would like you to see, sir,” Commander Ruti said. 

Harris had never seen Ruti look so pale. Commander Ruti was one of the bravest women he had ever met. She had been amongst the fastest to rise to the rank of Commander in the UFS. Her ability to quickly discern the bigger picture was remarkable. 

Harris stood up, grudgingly. “Commander, this better be worth my time. I have an important call with UFS Central Command in a short while.”

It was a call he wasn’t going to want to miss. UFS Central Command had requested a status update on the Trebium Mineral Project. The fact of the matter was that the mining of the trebium had increased by fivefold over the last six months. He had been able to secure additional funds and resources despite the concerns of UFS Central Command. To his credit and relief, the media hadn’t picked up on the allocation of the additional resources. If they had, he would have been crucified by the media for the next few months. The original estimate of the amount of trebium at the mines had been significantly wrong. It was apparent that Euphra had hidden within its core an abundant supply of trebium that would keep them busy for decades to come.

Harris had come over to Euphra in the very early years when the first human colony had been established. The planet had been rare in the sense its atmosphere was very close to that of Earth. Euphra had over 70% land mass with the rest covered by waters. Unlike Earth it had only two large continents. However, none of that had stopped the proliferation of human cities across the planet. To him, Euphra was humanity’s second chance. And, this time they needed to do it better. 

Harris climbed the steps into the station’s operations center. Two other Commanders were manning their stations. Commander Ruti hadn’t said another word during their walk over to the operations center, which he found unusual as she was quite talkative. She led him to the main console in front of her chair. Commander Ruti sat down and glanced sideways at her peers before pressing on the console. 

“Sir, I received this transmission an hour ago,” Ruti explained. 

Admiral Harris leaned in. “Were you able to translate it?”

“The universal translator only managed a partial match,” Ruti replied. “It says: they are coming for your ... That’s it. Not sure if the transmission was incomplete.”

“Who are they?” Harris mused. 

“Unable to verify, sir,” Ruti said. 

He knew Ruti was capable enough that she would eventually be able to determine the rest of the translation. It was only a matter of time. Even with a partial translation, Harris was disturbed by the message. 

“Are we able to identify where this signal originated from?” Harris asked. 

“Negative, sir,” Ruti. “Best estimate it was from outside the Vonia system.”

Harris understood Ruti’s apprehension. It was the first time they had received any kind of transmission from outside of the Vonia system. 

“Send a copy of this transmission to UFS Central Command immediately,” Harris ordered. 

Ruti nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Harris heard a sound and turned to his left. There was no one there. He blinked his eyes once. Hadn’t there just been an officer seated over there? He turned back to face Ruti. Her eyes were full of fear. 

“What is it?” Harris inquired. 

He heard a rustling sound behind him as Ruti went for her holster. There was someone here with them. But that was impossible. As he was about to turn, Harris felt a prick on his neck and he blacked out. 
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Bridge,

UFS Intrepid

“How far is the shuttle?” Captain Stanley asked. 

“A few klicks, Captain,” the comms officer reported.

Upon the discovery of there being no life signs on-board the UFS Brennan, Stanley had ordered Commander Mendez to take a small group on a shuttle to investigate. The UFS Brennan must have either suffered a disaster that depleted its oxygen supply or something worse. Stanley was leaning to something worse. It was impossible for there to be no life on a UFS destroyer. How long had the UFS Brennan been out there floating in space? Stanley had asked the comms officer to check for any distress calls, but there had been none during the last several days.

Stanley had been tempted to report in the discovery. Even his XO had encouraged it. But he wanted to find out what happened first. There was no point just sending a transmission on the discovery of the UFS Brennan without any further details. UFS Central Command would want to know the details. Instead, Stanley had persuaded his XO to lead the team and find out more details. The sensor officer had indicated that the interior of the UFS Brennan had not suffered any breach. That, itself, further deepened the mystery. Either way, the XO had recommended he and his team wear the suits. Stanley had agreed, as there was no need to take a risk until they knew the real situation on-board the UFS Brennan.

“Shuttle A23 starting the docking process with the UFS Brennan,” Commander Mendez reported through the comms. 

The shuttle would have to make a manual docking with the lifeless destroyer. 

“Affirmative, shuttle A23,” the comms officer replied. 

Stanley glanced around the bridge. The crew were alert. Tension filled the air. This was the first incident the bridge crew had to deal with ever since the UFS Intrepid was commissioned two weeks ago. The bridge crew were a mix of old hands and evergreen officers, assigned to their first vessel. Just like him. Stanley felt this would be a good test for his new crew.

“The shuttle has docked,” the comms officer reported. 

The view screen that had been showing the darkness of space was replaced by a live feed from his XO’s head-mounted recording device. 

“We are now in the airlock,” Mendez reported.

The view screen was partially occupied by a few of his men all decked out in their suits with their weapons leveled ahead of them. Stanley didn’t know for how many of these men it was their first mission outside of the destroyer. But he had faith in his XO’s deep experience in space. Prior to being posted to the UFS Intrepid, Mendez had worked under multiple Captains over three different destroyers. Stanley had been incredibly impressed by his wealth of experience. Mendez’s knowledge of destroyers similar to the UFS Brennan was second to none. 

“Keep an eye on your sensors,” Stanley ordered his comms officer. 

He didn’t know if whatever had done this to the UFS Brennan was still out there or not. 

“Aye, Captain,” the comms officer replied. 

“Shields are holding and at 100%,” the tactical officer announced. 

“Captain, they are entering the UFS Brennan,” the comms officer said. 

Stanley returned his gaze to the view screen. The boarding party was slowly streaming onto the UFS Brennan. They were walking along a corridor. 

“All is quiet,” Mendez reported. “And, the atmosphere is breathable.”

None of those observations brought any reassurance to Stanley. Instead, they mere opened up more questions.

The men continued to walk straight down the corridor. The emptiness on the live footage was eerie. So far, they had not encountered anything. 

“Any signs of life?” Stanley asked. 

“Negative,” Mendez replied. 

Where could all the crew have disappeared to? The destroyer of that class could easily have over two hundred crew. 

Mendez’s voice crackled over the comms. “We are reaching the bridge.”

The view screen changed as the bridge of the UFS Brennan took center stage. Just like the rest of the vessel, it was empty. One of the men walked towards the navigation console and examined it. He gestured to the XO. 

“This ship had a route set for Euphra,” Mendez commented. 

Whatever had happened here, the course had been already set for Euphra. And, whoever did this had chosen not to change the route. They had wanted them to find the UFS Brennan. But why?

“Commander, we found someone,” one of the men yelled. 

The display became erratic as Mendez turned and rushed over to the Captain’s Ready Room. As his XO stepped into the room, one of the men was holding onto a frightened female officer by the shoulders. 
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