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Chapter One

It was dark.

In fact, that was all it was.

Despite his allegedly superior eyesight, Alan Christopher could see nothing before him.  Not even his hand.  He was surrounded by a thick endless dark and a deafening silence.  He had no idea where he was, but he was certain it was not on the Dark Star, or the Starlight for that matter.  

The floor was cold and uncomfortable.  A generous coating of dust or some other filth covered the ground, and a faint stench filled the clammy air.  Wherever here was, Alan decided it wasn’t the most inviting place in the universe.

Gradually, Alan sensed his eyes growing more accustomed to his surroundings.  In fact, there was indeed a light source in the room—one faint light dangling from the ceiling—so faint it was barely noticeable.  But it was enough for Christopher to see that he was in a generally nondescript room—it was small, each wall probably measuring no more than five meters.  There was no obvious entrance or exit, no windows, no furniture, not even a waste extraction facility!

Alan suddenly rubbed his hand in the gritty filth that covered the floor, and reacquainted himself with the odd stench that filled the air.  He noticed some disturbing parallels with that, and his previous observation, but chose not to dwell too much on what he may—or may not have been sleeping on for the past several days.  The potential for germ infestation was off the scales… But he definitely hoped that the lights stayed off, that way he wouldn’t have to find out.

He looked around for a few additional moments, and spotted a shadowy figure curled up less than a meter from his side—undoubtedly, it was Erin Keller.  Slowly, he reached out and touched the shadowy figure on what he thought was her shoulder.

“Erin,” he said softly.

She didn’t move.

“Erin!” he repeated with a bit more force.

 Again, she remained silent, but in the shady recesses of the floor, Alan could detect some movement.  Slowly, Erin rolled over, and eventually expelled a lengthy moan.  “What?” she snapped a bit tersely.

Alan jumped back a few centimeters.  “Just seeing if you were dead or not.  Seeing that you’re alive and well, you can ease on back to dreamland if you’d like.”

She shook her head.  “It feels like I’ve been sleeping for years,” she grumbled.  “Sleep is the last thing I need.”

Alan nodded.  He doubted Erin could see it since she just rose from her slumber, but still, he had nothing better to do.  “How are you feeling?”

She grumbled for a moment, gripping her sides as she came to a sitting position.  “I’m feeling a little turbulence,” she said softly.

“Turbulence?”  For once, Alan was glad they were surrounded by darkness—Erin couldn’t see the befuddled look on his face.  Christopher had spent countless years in space, and could detect even the smallest imbalance in the inertial dampers.  Surely he would have noticed something before Erin.  “Are you sure?  I’m not detecting any turbulence.”

“I hope not,” said Erin.  She sighed, and then added, “This is… female turbulence.”

Alan suddenly lit up with the realization.  His eyes went wide and his jaw nearly hit the floor.  He had been ready for just about any possible answer…but that was about the last thing he had expected to hear.  “I see,” he said, making an effort to occlude his dumbfounded state.  “Is there anything I can do?”

Stay away would have been the best course of action, but given their close quarters, Alan knew there was no chance of that happening.  But apparently, it wasn’t what Erin wanted in the first place.  Slowly, she scooted over to Alan’s side and rested her head on his shoulder.

“That’s so sweet,” she said softly.  “But I think I can handle this by myself, thank you very much.  I haven’t needed your help in the past, have I?”

“Nooooo… Not exactly.”

“Very well, then.  I’m glad that’s settled,” Erin said.

There was a brief silence, but it ended after only a few moments, when Erin raised her head from its resting spot, and began to sniff the air around them.  “It smells like shit in here.”

Alan could feel his skin begin to crawl.  He had hoped his premonitions had just been a figment of his imagination, and that the smell was something— anything—other than…  “You didn’t have to bring that up.”

“Just an observation,” Erin chirped.

“One you could have kept to yourself.”

“Are you saying you’d rather hear me talk about my other problem?”

Alan clenched his teeth and smiled.  He hated it when she corned him like that.  “Can’t we just talk about something…else?”

Erin giggled.  “Like the weather?” she sheepishly inquired.

Alan cleared his throat.  “Mostly dark tonight, with a good chance of it being dark again tomorrow.  The extended forecast indicates continued darkness all the way into next week.”

Even before he finished his forecast, Alan could hear Erin’s muffled giggles cropping up.  “You’re so silly,” she chirped.  “You should be a meteorologist.”

“I’ll resign my commission as soon as we get back,” he said sarcastically.  “If we get back.”

“Of course we’ll get back,” said Erin defiantly.

Alan wasn’t so sure.  “We don’t even have the slightest idea where the heck we are—aside from in a dark little room.  We could be on a ship… on a planet… we could be dead…”

“I hope we’re not dead,” said Erin.

Though Erin couldn’t see it, Alan suddenly grinned.  “Are you saying you don’t want to spend all of eternity with me?” he asked triumphantly, beaming now that he could give Erin a taste of her own medicine.

But even from the darkness of the room, Alan could see her lock some sort of evil gaze upon him, drilling it into the side of his head.  He cringed under its power, and felt like vaporizing on the floor.  

“I just don’t want to spend all of eternity in this shitty box,” Erin said softly.  “I haven’t decided on you yet…”

Alan suddenly felt his body tingle—and it wasn’t because of germs… “I hope your opinion of me is a bit higher,” he said before his euphoria had a chance to take over.

But if he had any doubts about Erin’s opinion of him, Alan suddenly found them to be false.  Erin, in her playfully seductive manor, closed the already nominal distance between them, and brought her face to within a few centimeters of his—so close that Alan could make out the details of her face even in the darkness of their new home.

Slowly, Erin leveled her eyes with his, and peered into them.  “Alan, there is no one else in the universe I think higher of…”

As her delicate words crashed into his face, Alan knew he had finally found himself a friend.  But as he gazed into her deep brown eyes, he knew that his relationship with the enigmatic Erin Keller had grown beyond a meager companionship.  “Likewise,” he said of Erin’s earlier sentiment.

But before temptation could take advantage of the fleeting euphoria, the tranquil silence of the room was shattered.  Suddenly, without any notice, the pitch-black facility burst into a harsh white light.  Instinctively, both Alan and Erin dropped their heads and shielded their eyes from the sudden brightness.

“Can’t they just leave the lights alone?” Erin moaned as she buried her head into her knees.

Alan followed her example.  “That would be too simple,” he explained.  After a moment, he peered outward to help adjust his eyes to the light, but it was like looking into the sun.  After less than a second, he buried his head again.  “I feel like an ostrich,” he said a moment later.

“You don’t want to know what I feel like,” Erin grumbled a moment later.

“You’re probably right,” he agreed, recalling Erin’s aforementioned turbulence. 

Feeling confident, Alan decided to take another gander into the surrounding luminance.  Slowly, he raised his head from his knees, giving his eyes ample time to adjust to the light.  And what he saw made him wish he had never opted to look.

The gunmetal gray walls were lined with shackles and spattered with copious amounts of dried blood.  The floor was littered pools of dried blood and bones, and fecal matter was smeared around on the ground and walls.  Slumped over in the corner was a third guest in the cell.

During its life, it had been a humanoid, but now, it was simply a pile of bones crumpled in a generous pool of blood amidst a series of other internal organs.  His eyes were missing, his nose terribly contorted, and three of his ribs protruded from his chest.  He had only one remaining leg; the other was still attached to the manacles on the wall, a few meters away.

  The putrid stench of death and decay suddenly prevailed over any other tendencies, filling Alan Christopher with a terrible sense of impending doom.  They clearly weren’t on a luxury cruiser.  “This is not good,” he muttered softly.  Anything more would have required him to concentrate on something other than keeping down the vomit that was crawling up his esophagus.

Quickly, Alan afforded a glance at Erin.

She was absolutely stoic, simply gazing in horror at the atrocity that sat before them.  She was a pasty white, and probably having the same intestinal tendencies as Alan…  Her jaw moved, and her lips attempted to form words, but nothing came out.

Suddenly, a seam formed in the adjacent wall, and quickly parted in a mechanical cacophony, revealing a bulky humanoid silhouette standing at the threshold.  Slowly, he stepped into the cell, bringing to light his alien characteristics. 

His skin was a grayish color, splotched with pale lavender and violet.  Originating near his temples and growing larger and more pronounced as they traveled along the side of his head, were a series of tiny bumps.  From his vantage point, Christopher decided they ran down the alien’s neck, to some unforeseen place on his back.  

Slowly, the alien glanced at the broken body in the corner, his bright green eyes catching in the harsh lighting.  He smiled, and even chuckled as he looked at the remains.  “Pathetic,” he grumbled before turning his blazing green eyes on Erin.

Christopher’s heart practically stopped, and fear flowed through his veins.  As the alien reached for Keller, Christopher found himself overcome with fear.  His limbs were trembling like an earthquake.  But there was no way he would allow for Erin to suffer the fate of the poor alien in the corner.

Acting purely on instinct, Christopher scrambled to his feet and approached the bulky alien.  The alien looked intimidating, but in all reality, he wasn’t that much larger than Christopher.  In a fight, with Erin’s help, they could undoubtedly take him down.   

“Halt!” called out the alien.

Christopher complied, but still feeling a little bold, he decided to call out a few words of his own.  “Don’t even think about hurting her,” he said, definitely sounding more confident than he felt.

The alien regarded Christopher for a brief moment.  Unsure of what might happen next, Christopher prepared for the worst, but the alien took heed, and let his grip on Erin’s wrist go.  She was clearly relieved, and slowly slinked over to Alan’s side.

If the alien cared, he didn’t show it.  He grumbled a few undecipherable words, and turned on his heel for the doors.  “Come!” he beckoned.

Not even waiting for his prisoners to comply, the alien crossed the threshold and emerged into the adjacent corridor.  He was either very arrogant, or very sure that if they didn’t comply, they would end up in shackles when they returned to the cell.

Deciding that anything was better than existing in that hideous room, Alan led the way through the doors and into the corridor.  As they emerged, the doors quickly slammed shut behind them, creating a breeze Christopher could feel on his backside even a meter away.  Quickly, he looked at Erin.  Satisfied that she was composed, Alan turned his attention toward their leader, who had progressed quite a ways ahead of them—and had yet to look back.

For a brief moment, Alan thought about turning around and going the other direction, but his thoughts were quickly brought back to the body on the floor in the cell—and the alien’s reaction to it.  It was clear that they had no qualms about brutal torture, and if it could be avoided through cooperation, then that was exactly what they would do up to the point of compromising the Federation.

With that decided, Alan quickly led the way through the drab corridors, attempting to catch up with the hasty guard.  Erin, easily matching her companion’s pace, came up alongside Alan and turned to him.  “I don’t like this place,” she whispered.

Alan nodded.  “That is another one of our mutual feelings,” he said, matching Erin’s tone.

They marched through the corridors for a while longer, eventually catching up with the guard and following close behind as he led them into a turbolift of some sort.  “Who are you?” asked Alan as the doors closed them in the lift.

The alien ignored the question, and continued as if he had not been addressed at all.  “Deck eight,” he said to the computer.

The lift groaned, and slowly set into motion.  As the rhythmic chugging of the lift filled the air, Christopher repeated his question to the guard.  Again, the alien remained oblivious.  Apparently, they weren’t worth his time.  He thought about repeating his inquiry yet again… but first impressions are always hard to forget, and given this alien’s first impression, annoying him might not be such a good idea.

After a few additional moments of waiting, the lift came to a stop, presumably depositing them on deck eight.  Again, in silence, the alien led the way through the corridors—though this time it was a much shorter trip.  

They came to a stop in front of a large set of arched doors, pale violet on one side, and gray on the other.  A set of shiny obsidian lines divided the two halves down the center.  Christopher noted the alien wore a similar looking brooch on his breast.  

The alien slammed his fist on the door mechanism, prompting them to slide apart, revealing a short passageway to another set of doors.  Christopher and Keller followed the alien inside, where he punched another door mechanism.  Inside the second set of doors was a small vessel, not much larger than a shuttlecraft.

“Sit,” the alien instructed them, pointing not at the chairs lining the wall, but at the floor.  Not compelled to argue at the moment, both prisoners sat down on the floor as their captor sat down in the cockpit.  He initiated the controls, and a moment later, the shuttle took off.

They traveled a very short distance before the starfield out the window became occluded by another vessel.  It was a terribly haunting craft, wide in the front and tapering off toward the aft sections.  The hull was an assortment of dark violets and lavender colors, but something told Christopher that the soft colors on the exterior didn’t correlate to a soft, warm species on the inside.

But they would find out soon enough…

Chapter Two

The journey to the new, considerably larger vessel was a short one, filled with the silence that Christopher had grown accustomed to in the presence of this alien.  Still, anything was better than being inside that terrible chamber.  Something told Christopher those images would haunt his dreams for weeks… or months to come.

After arriving on the vessel and enduring a brief docking procedure, the bulking alien rose from his chair and led his two guests back out of the shuttle, and into another set of corridors—only on this ship, they were much more grandiose; wide arched corridors lined with pale violet lighting strips.  All of the doors were of the aforementioned design, and the corridors were hardly devoid of crewmembers.

 With Keller at his side, Christopher followed closely behind their silent alien companion through several of the lengthy corridors, encountering numerous aliens similar to their guide.  These bystanders would politely greet him with a brief inclination of their head or a similar action, and then continue on their way, paying no attention to the beings straggling behind the guard.

Given their reaction to the guard, Christopher assumed this large man he and Erin had been strolling behind was of some stature, maybe even the commander of the vessel.  Christopher was sure he would find out in time, but for the moment, speculation was all he had to go on.

As they rounded yet another corner, Christopher glanced briefly at Keller.  She appeared to be a sea of tranquility inside this world of chaos—a valiant turnaround from her pasty appearance in the cell—but Christopher knew that was only Keller’s battle-hardened outer shell.  Inside, he knew she was as petrified as he was.  

For a brief moment, their eyes locked.  Erin offered only a nervous gaze before returning her attention back to their leader, who had seemed to hasten their already rapid pace.  Neither one of them being the type to complain, both Keller and Christopher simply adapted to the new pace and followed the alien.

Finally, he stopped in front of a set of large doors.  Like most of the other doors they had witnessed during their stay, this pair was shaped like a divided circle, pale violet on the left, gray on the right.  As before, the alien pounded his fist on the mechanism, and the doors parted.

But unlike the previous instances, the alien did not forge ahead.  Instead, he stepped aside and gazed blankly at his followers before motioning for them to proceed without him.  “Enter,” he barked firmly.

Christopher hesitated as he peered into the dark chamber before him, sniffing for the scent of death, or some other foul odor.  Though he didn’t detect anything, Christopher couldn’t dismiss the possibility that the dark chamber before him was meant for his death.

Not wanting to anger the guard, Christopher took a few hesitant steps into the poorly lit chamber.  Not wanting to lose Erin in the darkness, he reached back and grabbed her hand.  Now, in addition to being close to Erin, he felt that much more confident about the coming moments.

As the doors hissed shut behind them, killing the bright light from the corridor, the more intricate details of the room became visible.  It was a fairly large, circular room, illuminated by several small violet lanterns running the perimeter.  Tucked in the back of the room, in a small sunken apse was a crescent-shaped desk and a large window looking out on a haunting turquoise and amber nebula.

As he led Erin deeper into the room, Alan slowly began to feel his tension lessening.  It didn’t smell like a torture chamber.  It didn’t look like one… perhaps it wasn’t.

 “You will have to forgive Kalem,” came a deep voice from amidst the darkness.  Christopher pinpointed it as coming from the desk in the sunken apse.  “He tends to take his duties very seriously,” it continued.

Slowly, Christopher noticed the violet lanterns lining the walls began to grow in intensity, dispelling the cloak of darkness that had encompassed the room.  In its wake, it revealed an opulent chamber.  On the left was a dining area; on the right, a living room, and dead ahead was a short flight of steps leading down into the apse, where a single alien sat at the desk, gazing out at the nebula.

 “Sit down,” offered the alien upon hearing the footfalls of his approaching guests.  His voice was far more pleasant than their previous host—Kalem.

Alan looked around, and saw two chairs directly across from the alien at his desk.  He looked to Erin, and with that simple glance, they decided that sitting before their captor was probably the best course of action.

“I was just admiring this nebula,” said the alien as his guests sat down before him.  “It is truly a wondrous phenomenon, is it not?”

“Indeed,” said Christopher evenly, attempting to make himself comfortable in the opulent chair.  Once he was settled, he peered up at the alien behind the desk.  

Unlike Kalem, this fellow looked a bit more pleasant.  Though his skin was the same gray, splotched with lavender and violet, he exuded an aura of superiority and authority, not the grotesque feelings of horror and doom presented by Kalem.  Christopher was almost comfortable in this alien’s presence.

“It is the dream of every explorer to have an opportunity to see something like this,” said the alien, referring to the hazy nebula out the window.  “It is a shame that so few are able to see this one.”

“Why is that?” Keller inquired.

The alien nonchalantly turned his attention from the nebula to a series of complex-looking controls on the surface of his desk.  His fingers danced over the controls for a few seconds, and moments later, the lights in the room came to a full, harsh white illumination.  “Do you know where you’re at?” he inquired as he looked back at his guests.

“Actually,” said Christopher softly, “we were hoping you could answer that for us.”

The alien nodded.  “Fair enough,” he said.  “You are aboard the Drinar, flagship of the Velora Aggregate,” he explained.  “Our vessel is currently located in the Xiaran Nebula some 14 thousand light years from Sector 19328.”

“How did you know that?” Christopher demanded.

The alien frowned.  “The name of our flagship is general knowledge,” he explained.

Christopher smiled patiently.  “Not that,” he said.  “How did you know where we were?  Sector 19328?”

The alien smiled politely as he grasped the question’s true meaning—though something told Christopher the alien knew all along.  “We simply looked at your vessel’s database to determine where you came from,” he explained.  “I assure you, the encounter was purely fortuitous.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Christopher could see his companion shifting uncomfortably in her chair.  Clearly, Keller wanted to say something, but she was debating whether or not to say it—which told Christopher it was probably best she did not.  “There was no harm done,” said Christopher, hoping to quell Keller’s urge to speak.

It did not.

“Do you always treat your guests so well?” she demanded moments later.

“Erin…” warned Christopher, his voice bordering on terse.  But it was too late.  The question was out in the open and the damage had been done.

Thankfully, the alien did not seem overly upset by the question.  He placed a neutral look on his face, and pulled in a deep breath.  “The Velora are not an aggressive people.  Our tendencies lead us away from war and conflict,” explained the alien.  “But first contact with an alien race is always a cause for concern, and some commanders tend to take extreme measures in such instances.”

“Why?” asked Christopher.  He hoped he wasn’t prying too much, but it was the very first thing that popped into mind.

The alien cleared his throat uncomfortably.  Christopher could sense that the conversation was encroaching upon rocky terrain.  And given the likes of the cell they had been in earlier, Christopher was unsure if he wanted to chart this particular terrain… 

“The Velora are a strong people.  We thrive on exploration and advancing of technology, and have done so for centuries, creating a powerful empire some 35,000 light years from your Federation.  But it was a very difficult struggle.

“Much like your Federation, the Velora were quick to gain the ability to travel in interstellar space.  Unfortunately, we soon discovered in our encounters with other alien species, that expansion would be difficult for us—every vessel that was sent into alien space returned with a sick and dying crew.  At first, we suspected some sort of biogenic weapon was being used against us, but as our travels to new alien worlds continued, the results were the same.  No crew would come back in good health.

“We soon realized that the Velora genetic structure was highly susceptible certain pathogens and impurities contained in DNA sequences of many other alien species.  While these species may have been able to live with the pathogens, they quite often proved fatal to the Velora.  Hence, extreme caution is essential in first contact situations.  It is most inconvenient to wake up dead in the morning.”

 “Most definitely,” agreed Christopher, smiling at the alien’s quaint sense of humor.  He glanced over at Keller, and saw that even she was grinning.

“How do you detect these impurities in other species?” she asked.

The alien cleared his throat.  “The blight,” he said, practically a whisper.  The term didn’t resonate very well with Christopher.  In fact, the very mention sent a fearful chill down the Captain’s spine.  To his chagrin, those fears were justified as the alien continued his explanation, “The blight is a retrovirus designed to seek out and destroy any genetic impurities in alien species.  It is administered at every first contact situation to prevent contamination.”

“Were we utterly offensive?” asked Christopher.

The alien shook his head.  “No.  In fact, both of your species are immune to the blight.  Kalem could not believe it, and tossed you in a holding cell for further analysis.”

“And?”

“The immunity continued.  Your species have both proven completely devoid of impurities.  Quite frankly, it is amazing.”

Christopher smiled.  “Yeah, that’s us,” he quipped.

The alien nodded.  “Indeed.”  There was a brief silence, during which, the alien frowned, and rested his chin in the palm of his hand.  “You know, I don’t recall hearing either of your names…”

Christopher’s eyes narrowed as he replayed the conversation in his mind.  Sure enough, the customary exchange of names had never taken place.  “We must have been caught up in the excitement of being on the Drinar,” he said.

“Either that, or you are unsure of your names,” said the alien lightly.  “I am Ambassador Kaid, commander of the Drinar.  Though I do enjoy hearing the title, you may simply refer to me as Kaid.”

Christopher smiled.  “As you wish,” he said, stifling some laughter.  “I’m Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation starship Starlight.  Alan will suffice, however.  In fact, I insist.”

Kaid nodded.  “Of course.”  He turned his vibrant green eyes to Erin.  

“Erin Keller,” she said.  “You can just call me Erin, though.”

Kaid nodded appropriately, apparently pleased with the answers.  “Well, my friends, we have much to discuss,” he said after a moment, tugging at his uniform to straighten it.  “Unfortunately, my duties require me to be elsewhere at the time being.  I am afraid this illuminating conversation must come to its end.  We will have to continue it later.”

Christopher found himself a bit disappointed by the news.  He was actually beginning to enjoy speaking with Kaid.  The Velora leader had that certain…whimsical aura that Christopher so much admired in himself.  Still, he also wanted to talk about the situation with Erin in private, to get her impressions—surely, she would have some thoughts on the goings on.  “I readily await the continuation,” said Christopher.

“It’s not like we’re not going anywhere,” said Keller softly.

 “I should think not,” Kaid responded as he pressed a button on his desk.  A moment later, the doors sprung open, revealing the shadowy figure of the other, bulkier Velora lurking just outside.  “I will have Kalem show you to your new quarters.  You should find them markedly improved over your old ones.”

Christopher smiled, glad that they wouldn’t be returning to the miserable vault they had emerged from.  “Might there be lights included with this one?” he inquired sarcastically as he rose from his chair.

Kaid smiled.  “A full compliment,” he quipped, slowly rising from his own chair.  “Use them at your leisure.  We shall meet again after you’ve observed a period of rest.  I suspect you’ll need it.”

“I know I do,” said Erin, clutching her sides as she slowly rose from her seat.  

Kaid looked on with some curiosity.  “Do you require medical assistance?” he asked.

“No.  Thank you,” said Erin as she began to move for the exit.  “It’s a minor problem.”

Christopher looked Kaid in the eye.  “A female one,” he whispered softly when he believed he was out of Erin’s earshot.

Kaid nodded appropriately.  “I understand,” he replied.

“Don’t you wish,” Keller mutter a moment later.  Apparently, she had overheard after all.

When they reached the threshold, Kaid turned to his guard and pulled him aside.  “Have the computer summon them after fourteen intervals have passed,” he said quietly.

Kalem nodded.  “Very well,” he said in his dreadfully monotone voice before turning to the two guests.  “Follow me.”

With that said, Kalem turned on his heel and began barreling through the corridors with the same haste he had in their original journey—again, not waiting for his followers to comply.

Not wanting to lose sight of Kalem, Christopher nodded a farewell in Kaid’s direction, and quickly darted out the doors, Keller just a few footsteps behind him.  This time, there were many more Velora officers strolling through the corridors, and keeping Kalem in sight was a relatively daunting task—that was, until he made a sudden turn down a darkened corridor.

By that point, the two had caught up with Kalem, and were trailing him by less than a meter—which was good, because Christopher did not want to get lost in these particular corridors.  These corridors were anything but opulent.  They were narrow and dim, the low lights hiding an apparent filth on the walls.  Christopher couldn’t help but recognize the parallels between this place and their earlier home on Kalem’s vessel.

Slowly, Christopher turned his eyes to Keller.  Her face clearly boasted the same concerns, but neither one of them was in the mood to voice them.  Something told Christopher there was more going on here than what was being let on, and he most certainly didn’t want Kalem to be the bearer of the news…

Suddenly, Christopher could hear muffled voices coming from the adjacent corridors.  A few at first, but the number of voices grew into a muted cacophony after a few moments.  They voices were wild with some sort of excitement, but Christopher doubted it was a joyous event, as he could isolate a few horrified screams emanate from the crowd.

But then, the noises stopped just as quickly as they had manifested themselves.  Now, a soft rushing noise flushed through the corridor, slowly dissipating until they were left in relative silence.

“What was that?” Keller asked after a moment.

Kalem slowed down and sneered at her.  “None of your concern,” he said flatly.  Judging by the look on his face, Kalem was not happy with her breaking of their golden silence.  His green eyes peered at her through surrounding darkness like two verdant slits in the night.  The gaze was enough to send a chill down Christopher’s spine, and silence his companion.

They negotiated a few more of the penuriously insipid corridors in a pure silence, broken only by their footsteps on the ground below.  But finally, Christopher could see bright lights ahead, and sure enough, moments later, they emerged back into the relative opulence of the Drinar that he had grown accustomed to.

Kalem stopped in front of a large set of doors several meters into the bright corridor, and opened them via the control panel on the wall.  “These are your new quarters,” he barked.  “I have programmed the computer to summon you as the Ambassador instructed.  Due to security reasons, you are not permitted to leave prior to that time.  Enjoy your stay.”

Kalem stood stoically before the door, and allowed Christopher and Keller to step into their new quarters.  Once they were inside, he stepped away, and the doors slid shut, leaving the two Starfleet officers alone once more.

Much like the rest of the Drinar, circles were the dominant theme—the room was split up into three of them, arranged much like Kaid’s office.  The ones on either side of the door were slightly elevated, serving as a living room and a kitchen of some sort.  The two facilities were lined with lanterns similar to the ones in Kaid’s office, though they were illuminated with pure white light instead of violet.  

And then Christopher made a shocking discovery. “There’s only one bed,” he grimaced, peering down into the third circular nook, dead ahead.  

“Woah.  It doesn’t take a genius to figure that one out, little buddy,” Erin said sarcastically.  “You can have it.  I’ll sleep on the floor—it’s good for the back.”

Alan slowly made his way down the short flight of steps into the sleeping area, extending his arm as he approached the bed.  “You’re too kind,” he said upon feeling the hard, lumpy mattress.  “But if you don’t mind, I think I will sleep on the floor.  My back has been bothering me since…um…Stardate 73044.6.  I could use the time on the floor.”

Erin didn’t buy it.  She cast an evil glare in Alan’s direction as she joined him at the foot of the bed. “I insist,” she said softly.

Slowly, Alan stepped away from the bed.  “Why don’t we both sleep on the floor,” he suggested.  

“I’ve heard worse ideas,” admitted Erin, cracking a smile.  “Very well, then.  We’ll sleep on the floor.”

Alan expelled a sigh of relief.  With the sleeping arrangement settled, they could move onto some more pressing business.  “What do you think of them?”

Them, of course, being the Velora.  Erin raised an eyebrow and unfastened the front of her soiled uniform as she pondered the question.  “I’m not sure what to think,” she admitted after a moment.  “Kaid is a pretty nifty guy, but I think there’s more going on than what he’s letting on.”

Alan nodded.  “Agreed.  I think it might have something to do with this ‘blight’ he mentioned.  Kaid provided us with an explanation, but was quick to move onto another subject before we could ask any questions.”

“Like what happens if you’re not impervious to it,” Erin suggested.  “We’re immune, but I’m guessing most other species aren’t.”

Alan had come to the same conclusions.  “I highly doubt good old Kalem will divulge any of his secrets,” he quipped.  “But maybe I can coax something from Kaid.  He seemed fairly easy to talk to.”

“We’ll see,” said Erin.  She shed her uniform’s jacket and threw it on the floor, exposing her golden yellow undershirt.  Erin picked at it for a moment before announcing, “I hate this thing.”

Alan nodded.  “So I’ve heard,” he said, staring out the window at the Xiaran Nebula.  It was truly a mystical place—one he wished he could explore a bit more thoroughly.  Then again, as long as there were Elorg, there were no deep-range expeditions.  Surely, though, Kaid would share any data the Velora collected on the nebula.  It was only a nebula…

When Alan turned his attention back to Erin, the sight he saw caught him so off guard, he practically swallowed his tongue.  At the very second he glanced back, Erin as in the process of removing the yellow undershirt she despised so much.  Instinct told him to turn away, but Alan did no such thing.

He was frozen.

To his relief—or perhaps not (he wasn’t sure)—Erin had a third layer of clothing to her ensemble, a bright red tank top.  “That isn’t standard issue,” said Alan flatly as he regained control over his mind.

Erin turned to face him and smiled.  “Would you rather I wear nothing under my uniform?”

Feeling his knees beginning to grow weak, Alan sat down on the lumpy bed.  “I’d rather not talk about what’s under your uniform,” he said quietly.

“Are you saying you don’t like what’s under my uniform?”  The look on her face was cryptic; Erin knew she had struck an uncomfortable chord with Alan, and was doing her best to exploit it—anything to shoot down the ego…

“No,” he stammered.   “I’m saying I’m done talking about uniforms.  Talk about something else.”

Erin bobbed her head reluctantly, and sat down on the bed beside Alan.  “Like what?”

“Commander Darisin.”  It was the first thing that came to Alan’s mouth—a fellow whose words had been floating around in his mind for weeks now.

Erin frowned.  “What does he have to do with anything?” she demanded.

“At the academy…” Alan started, hoping Erin would catch on to his line of thinking.  She didn’t.  “You don’t remember his big spiel?”

“I don’t even remember Commander Darisin!” she exclaimed.  “What did he teach?”

“That’s not important,” said Alan.  “What is, is what he had to say…”

“And?”

Alan cleared his throat and quoted from memory, “‘In the command structure, it is absolutely imperative that a commanding officer maintain an emotional detachment from his or her subordinates.’”

“Moral and Ethical Issues,” Erin suddenly recalled.  “Not my favorite class.”

“I can tell,” said Alan.  “But the point is, if we are going to continue…in spite of the morals and ethics involved, we’re going to have to set up some rules.”

“Rules?”  Erin couldn’t believe it.

And quite frankly, Alan was having a hard time believing it himself.  “Rules,” he confirmed, trying to convince not only Erin, but also himself of the necessary evils.

“Alan, you’ve never been one to follow the rules before,” Erin reminded.  “You don’t expect me to jump out the nearest airlock just because you have feelings for me, do you?”

“No, not at all!” Alan assured her.  “I want to be with you.  I know rules aren’t usually my game, but in this particular situation, I think it’s necessary.”

Erin blinked, apparently a little surprised by the sudden change of conversation.  “Okay,” she said softly.  “What did you have in mind?  No making out in the turbolift?”

He smiled.  It was a good suggestion, but not exactly what Alan had in mind.  “I’m still going to be your Captain.  That means I won’t always be able to be your friend.  I might have to send you on a dangerous mission—one that could result in your death.”

“I’m fully aware of that, Alan,” she said.  “If I didn’t think I could handle it, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

“You are not the one I’m worried about,” Alan admitted after a moment.  “It’s me.”

Again Erin blinked her surprise.  “You?”

Alan nodded slowly.  “Romance isn’t exactly my forte, and this territory we are currently treading is very foreign to me.  I mean, it took me almost thirty-nine years to get here.  I don’t want to take a wrong turn now.”

Suddenly, Erin flashed a warm smile in Alan’s direction.  “I’ve been here awhile longer then you, I guess,” she said.  Alan had no doubt about that.  Erin was a very attractive person.  Surely she had been involved in other relationships prior to this one.  “I’ll hold your hand if you get lost.”

That served as some comfort, but Alan wished it wasn’t necessary in the first place.  He had braved fierce battles and faced the strangest mysteries of space, yet he still had troubles in romance.  But he was quickly learning that humor was a very good tool.  “Do I have to wait until I’m lost?” he inquired lightly.

“Not if you don’t want to,” Erin said seductively, wrapping her warm hands around his.  It wasn’t the first time she had done this, but it was the first time that Alan felt truly comforted by the action.  It seemed that as long as Erin was near, Alan was complete.  It was a truly magical feeling, one that he would treasure for as long as he lived…

“I suppose we should embark upon a journey to dreamland,” he sighed after a moment.  “I have a feeling Kaid is going to cover a lot of ground tomorrow, and I want to be ready for it.”

Erin slowly loosened her grip on Alan’s hand.  She pulled away and brought her hands to her head, arranging her mess of auburn hair into something that resembled a bun.  “And I need my beauty sleep,” she chirped.

Alan frowned.  “You’re already beautiful.”

“That’s so sweet!” she replied.  “You think that I’m beautiful?”

It didn’t seem like a trap.  Alan ran several simulated conversations through his mind, and not once did was Erin able to turn those words against him… But did she really think she wasn’t beautiful?  He was about to find out.  “I really think that…”

Much like he had predicted, Erin did not turn the words against him.  Of course, that stroke of luck was simply a technicality.  Erin didn’t say anything at all.  She just smiled—deeply—and turned away, gathering some sheets from the bed and throwing them down on the floor.  “Nighty-night,” she said.  

Alan looked to the bed, and saw that Erin had taken the majority of the blankets—in fact, she left nothing but a thin white sheet that looked like it had seen better days.  He nodded, pulled the sheet from the bed, and tossed it down on the floor before grabbing a pillow and making himself comfortable.  “Good-night,” he replied softly.

Ever since sensors first detected the strange alien craft containing the Drinar’s most recent guests, Kalem had his doubts about their genetic purity.  The chances of finding two pure alien species cohabitating with each other was lower than statistics cared to believe—and Kalem was a man of statistics.  Something didn’t add up.

Consequently, he poured over their vessel’s database, scouring it for whatever information he could find on these people.   As luck would have it, the vessel was not a fairly complex one.  Within a few minutes, Kalem was able to determine its designation—the Dark Star, an auxiliary shuttle on the U.S.S. Starlight.  He knew they were from Sector 19328 in the United Federation of Planets, and that there were over 150 members in this Federation.  And the more Kalem looked, the more he found, eventually downloading the shuttle’s entire database into the small PADD he now held before Ambassador Kaid in his office.

The Ambassador plucked it from his subordinate’s clutches and looked over the PADD, seemingly unimpressed.  “This is it?”

Kalem nodded.  “Their entire database,” he confirmed.  “These people are not as advanced as they seem.  They utilized a simple binary matrix which was easily accessible, and not very efficient.”

Kaid nodded as he glanced at the small, trapezoidal PADD.  “Did you unearth anything interesting?”

Kalem nodded, and with a soft grunt, began to relay his findings.  “Much as I had suspected, these two are not alone in their Federation of Planets.  Over 150 other alien species cohabitate the same space with them,” he said slowly.   “It is statistically impossible for all of them to be immune to the blight.”

Kaid nodded his understanding of the situation.  “I was sincerely hoping they represented their entire Federation.  They would make potent allies of the Velora.”

Kalem was not so sure.  “I have analyzed their technology, and it has proven inferior to that of our own.  I am doubtful that an alliance would prove potent.  We should release them, and continue our survey of this region.”

Kaid seemed to consider the proposition for several moments, but when he spoke, the words were not the ones Kalem was anticipating.  “We will return them,” said the Ambassador softly.  “But we will go with them.

The very thought was absurd.  Kalem folded his arms and raised his brow… “Why?” he demanded.

“I am thoroughly disappointed in you, Kalem,” said Kaid, matching the guard’s positioning.  “This Sector 19328 is a region of space never charted by the Velora.  We have had no reason to go there, and quite frankly, we may never get another one.  This is an opportunity we cannot spurn.”

Still, Kalem was unsure.  “We would be entering territory that has barely been charted by our probing expeditions.  Our genetic purity could be compromised!”

“I don’t intend to come into direct contact with the aliens there,” said Kaid between his teeth.  “We are simply going to visit, study the region, and depart.  Am I clear?”

“Quite.”

“Good.”  Kaid pushed himself away from his desk and slowly made his way for the window, gazing out at the Xiaran Nebula.  “Locate our guests’ mothership and set a course.”

Kalem nodded.  “Yes, Ambassador,” he said flatly, rising from his chair. 

Alan Christopher shifted uncomfortably on the hard floor beside the bed.  Now he regretted his idea that both he and Erin sleep on the floor—because sleep was the one thing he could not do.  His thin little sheet provided almost no warmth, and the floor provided little in the way of comfort.

And so, Alan remained on the floor, staring up at the dark ceiling above.  He tried counting sheep.  It never helped, and when he reached that poor little sheep designated 6,647, Alan decided that the little guys had proven ineffective yet again.  Maybe counting sheep only worked on humans?  He would have to ask Erin in the morning…

Following the sheep failure, Alan decided to ponder a variety of other pressing issues.  Did water have taste?  It had been an issue bothering him for quite some time, and he had yet to come upon a solid conclusion.  He was fairly certain it did not, but then again, what does nothing taste like?

That particular line of thinking didn’t last for very long, and soon, Alan found himself gazing up at the pitch-black void above his head.  He knew that as long as he was on the floor, he was not going to sleep.  And sleep was something he was in desperate need of…

And so, slowly and with the utmost quiet, he gathered up his tiny little sheet, and made his way onto the lumpy mattress provided by the Velora.  In comparison to the floor, the mattress was a plush, opulent piece of furniture, and Alan found himself growing sleepy the moment his head hit the pillow.  Sleep would overcome him in a matter of moments…

Little did he know, Erin was also falling asleep… right beside him…

Chapter Three

“Alan, it was nothing!”

He raised an eyebrow to Erin’s statement.  They had been in the same bed, at the same time… “We slept together!  That is not nothing!”

She was still adamant to the exact opposite.  “It was just an innocent little accident.  That floor was damn uncomfortable.  I don’t blame you for wanting to get on the bed.  So what if I was in it!  It’s not like you noticed I was there…”

She did have a point.  Alan had no idea that Erin had been beside him until he emerged from his slumber several hours later.  “Okay,” he relented.  “Maybe I’m overreacting a bit.”

Erin raised an eyebrow.  “A bit?” she demanded.

“Okay, a lot of bits,” he grumbled.  “It wasn’t exactly how I envisioned us…in bed…”

Erin’s grin grew even larger as she sat down beside Alan at the foot of the bed.  “You envisioned us in bed?”

Alan cleared his throat.  “Do you count sheep?”

She shook her head.  “No,” she said softly.  “Were you hoping for a little more action, or something?  I mean…we still have a little time before—”

Quickly—almost at lightning speed—Alan bolted from the bed in a fury of panic.  He couldn’t believe what Erin was suggesting.  It was totally inappropriate.  “Erin,” he said, mustering up some sort of formality.  “I think it would be best if we put our feelings aside right now, and assume the chain of command…you know, Captain Christopher and Commander Keller…because this is getting a little weird.”

Erin nodded.  “Very well, then…Captain.”  Alan couldn’t tell if she was disappointed or not, but she didn’t protest any more than that.

“You can still call me Alan,” he said softly.

“Okay,” she said.  “Maybe I was getting carried away.  I guess I got caught up in the moment.  Shit happens.”

Alan bit his lip, trying his best not to say anything.  He could overlook this instance of vulgar language, but he would be sure to nail her the next time it happened.  “We should probably eat something,” he suggested, quickly moving on to a different topic.

“I could go for a nice mug of hot chocolate right about now,” Erin confessed.

That didn’t surprise Alan one bit, but he had something else in mind.  “I doubt they have hot chocolate,” he said.  “But I’m certain the Velora have water.”

“Water?”  Erin said a bit skeptically.  “For breakfast?”

Alan wagged his finger at her for dismissing him so quickly.  “I need your opinion on something.”

“On water?”

He quickly scanned their quarters for something that looked like a replicator—and sure enough, tucked in the far corner of the room beyond the table, was an alcove in the wall surrounded by a series of control panels.  If that wasn’t a replicator, Alan didn’t want to know what it was… He approached it.  “Computer,” he said, just to test the waters.

It chirped.

“Water… two glasses.”

Within a few moments, a pink swirl danced around the basin of the alcove.  Amidst the magical pink aura, two tall glasses of water shimmered into existence.  Once the theatrics ended, Alan plucked the two cold glasses of water from the replicator and returned to Erin at the bed, handing her one of the glasses.

“Tell me,” he said, taking a careful sip of the cool beverage… “Does it have taste?”

Erin smiled faintly, and stared into the glass.  “You’re so silly,” she exclaimed, before rolling her eyes and taking a sip…

ACTING CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73286.4:  The search for Captain Christopher and Commander Keller has led us to Sector 19328 and a plethora of bad news.  Not only does the Dark Star’s ion trail end in this sector, it ends amidst a considerable debris field… While sensors have yet to yield anything of consequence, the crew remains optimistic that the Captain and Commander Keller are well.  I wish I shared their enthusiasm…
After making his log entry, Commander Matthew Harrison decided that—for the first time in days—he would take a break.  Though he would never show it, the search for the Captain was beginning to take its toll on him.  Long hours of analyzing endless sensor data had turned into a form of torture—leading them in circles deep into unexplored space until finally yielding a clue—that ultimately led to a dead end.

Still, Harrison would not rest.  He felt partially responsible for the Captain’s disappearance.  Had he not allowed himself to fall into enemy hands, perhaps things would have turned out differently.  But that was all in the past, and what was done, was done.  He wouldn’t dwell on what had happened, but instead, would strive to rectify the error.  And now, all his efforts had brought him to a rocky debris field where the ion trail effectively ceased.  It was definitely time for a break.

The mess hall was dark, illuminated only by the faint red lights lining the walls, and the natural starlight streaming in through the windows in the front.  Still, Harrison was not alone.  A shadowy figure was seated at a table near the windows, brooding over a mug.

Harrison went to the replicator, ordered a cup of tea, and slowly approached the shadowy entity sitting in the darkness.  But as he approached, Harrison realized that the shadowy figure was not exactly his most favorite person on the ship. 

Brian Keller looked up from his mug, his faint smile visible even through the darkness.  “Commander Harrison,” he said sternly. 

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement, but said nothing.

Keller took a sip of his beverage and stared out at the stars for a moment before his attention turned back to the Commander.  “You can either sit or leave, but I don’t want you standing there like a Kuzbainian gargoyle.”

Harrison nodded.  “Yes, of course,” he said.  Keller had just given him the opportunity to leave, but Harrison was unsure where he would go?  His quarters?  He wanted to escape… Another table?  No, that would be foolish, as well.  Hence, Harrison relented, and pulled out the chair ninety degrees to Keller’s right.

The two brooded in silence for several moments.  It was almost as if Harrison had seated himself across the room, the gap between them was so great.  For a moment, Harrison reconsidered his decision, and almost rose to select another table, when Keller finally broke the silence.

“I’ve been following your progress in the search,” he said flatly.

“Oh?” said Harrison, pretending to sound surprised.  He had known all along that Keller had been observing, but said nothing.

“Yeah,” said Keller.  “Good work.”

Harrison looked up from his tea, glad the mug was in front of his face to occlude the look of surprise that undoubtedly graced it.  “Thank you,” he mustered.  “But if the work was half as satisfactory as you claim, we would have found the Captain and your sister by now.”

Keller shrugged.  “You’re doing your best,” he said.  “That’s all we can ask for.”

“If only you were so forgiving after the Phoenix Project failed,” Harrison mumbled.

Keller closed his eyes and expelled a long sigh.  “That’s different,” he said evenly.

Harrison raised an eyebrow.  “How so?”

Keller licked his lips.  The Phoenix Project was not something that was easy to talk about, even after all these years… It had been a horrible disaster, one that resulted in many deaths.  “On the Phoenix, there were plenty of warning signals.  You could have chosen not to access interspace at any of those junctions, but you chose to proceed anyway.  My parents are dead because of it.”

Harrison maintained that the risks were acceptable, as did the few other survivors and the military tribunal that looked into the incident in the months afterward.  But the Kellers were not so forgiving.  “Your parents were well aware of the dangers involved in the Phoenix Project,” said Harrison.  “They chose to accept those risks, because they believed in what we were doing.  I believe they would be quite disappointed with both you and your sister right about now.  I assure you, I am not the dark lich you believe me to be.”

Keller took a considerable drink from his mug, and proceeded to stare out into the vastness of space as Harrison’s words lingered in the air.  It seemed that, for the first time, Harrison had managed to get through to someone bearing the name Keller.

“They died in the name of science,” Keller said softly.  “They wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

Harrison only nodded.

“And you say you were doing your best?  That in your judgment, the potential scientific gains outweighed the risks involved?  That if you had the chance to do things over…you wouldn’t change anything?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  “There was no way we could have foreseen the errors that occurred, and so, I shall stand by my actions for all of eternity.”

Keller nodded.  “I may not agree with your actions, but I respect your integrity,” he admitted.  “Maybe now would be a good time to start mending the wound between us…”

Harrison smiled.  Though he had met Brian Keller only a few times over the years, he had thought Erin’s brother to be much like his younger sibling.  Now he realized, that he couldn’t have been more wrong.  “I believe that is a fine idea.”

“It won’t be easy,” said Keller.  “I have…hated you for years, and if I’ve learned anything during those years, it’s that hating is something that is very easy to do.  It’s a habit you can pick up like a good book…once you start, you simply cannot stop.  And when you finally get to the end of the book, you realize…you want more.”

Harrison set down his mug and nodded.  “Eventually, you must put the book back on the shelf,” he added softly.

Keller shook his head.  “But it’s not easy.”

“Will you try your best?”

Keller smiled.  “Of course.”

“That’s all I ask.”

Realizing that his break was probably already twice as long as he had intended it to be, Harrison quickly downed the remainder of his tea and pushed himself away from the table.  “I had best be on my way,” he said.  “Duty calls.”

Keller nodded.  “Yes, of course.”

But Harrison got no further than a few steps before something stopped his foreword motion.  He stopped, and turned back to Brian.  “Mr. Keller,” he called out softly.

He turned and looked Harrison in the eye.  “Yes?”

“We could use some extra help in astrometrics.  I suspect your experience could be of use to us…if you’re willing to provide it, that is.”

Keller thought about the proposition for several moments, clearly weighing his options.  He looked torn…

“Think of it as the first step to placing that book back on the shelf,” said Harrison softly before turning on his heel and leaving.

A few moments later, Brian Keller had abandoned his mug, and was right behind him.

Kendall Johnson looked over the sensor data one last time as Commander Harrison and Brian Keller emerged from the corridor into the astrometrics lab.  He had been hoping to have something of consequence to report to them about the whereabouts of the Captain and Erin…hoping that he would have found the major breakthrough that would lead them to the Dark Star.  

But, much like his seven previous attempts to find anything unusual, the results yielded nothing.  Johnson frowned, and just stared at the debris field displayed on the lab’s large panoramic view screen.  

“Report?” he heard Harrison say a moment later.

Johnson cleared his throat and turned to face him.  “Sensors have yet to pick up anything unusual,” he said.  “The ion trail dies right in the middle of this debris field.”

“But there’s no debris from the Dark Star?” asked Keller.

“None.”

Keller folded his arms and looked over the data on the control station for himself.  “Maybe they proceeded at impulse,” he muttered.

Harrison immediately shot that idea down.  “The Alexander and the Windcress have been scouting out the perimeter of this sector for days.  There hasn’t been any sign of them.”

“Then maybe the ion trail we’re following is a sensor ghost,” suggested Keller.  “Maybe we’re just chasing shadows.”

“No,” said Johnson.  “This is definitely their ion trail.”  If he was sure about anything, it was that.  Their sensors were so sensitive to the Dark Star’s signatures that they could detect them even if they were attempting to mask their warp trail. 

Keller motioned toward the view screen.  “What about the debris field?  What was it originally?”

Johnson quickly brought his attention back to the control panel and brought up the history of the debris field.  “It was a class-E comet, composed primarily of iron and a few other trace elements.”

“Any idea as to the origins of its demise?” asked Harrison.

Johnson frowned.  “None,” he admitted.  “It’s like the comet just blew up for no apparent reason.”

“No…” said Keller, his voice slowly trailing off as he did so.  “Comets don’t just blow up for the hell of it.”  He approached Johnson’s workstation and studied it for a moment.  “May I?” he inquired, his hands hovering over the interface.

Johnson had seen Brian Keller in action in the past.  In his opinion, the man was as competent in front of the computer as his sister.  If anyone could help, it was him.  Johnson stepped away from the controls.  “By all means,” he said.

Within seconds, Keller’s fingers danced over the controls, eliciting a wide array of bleeps and blips from the computer.  Even Johnson was impressed by some of the algorithms he was seeing fly across the computer screen, but in the end, when Keller stopped, he didn’t look any happier than he did when he started.  “That’s not very encouraging,” he grumbled.

“What?” asked Harrison.

Keller shook his head at the computer.  “I didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary.  What he have here is a seemingly innocent debris field—only we know that only a few weeks ago, this very debris field was a rogue comet, hurtling through the void of space.”

Harrison slowly approached Johnson and Keller at the computer station.  “Is it possible that the comet fragmented?”

“Sure,” said Johnson.  Comets fragmented all the time.  It wasn’t a very unusual phenomenon at all.  But he was certain that this was not the case here.  “But if it did fragment, the debris would still be moving.  What we’re looking at is practically stationary.  Some outside force had to have acted on it.”

“But the only residue we’re finding is the ion trail,” said Keller, pointing at a schematic on the screen.  “And that stops about three thousand kilometers from the debris.”

Johnson felt a headache coming on.  It was going to be one of those days… And apparently, Commander Harrison felt the same.  The acting Captain pulled in a deep breath and rubbed his temples.  “Drat,” he muttered under his breath.  “This very well may be the end of the line.  The search cannot go on forever.”

Keller shot a curious gaze at the Commander.  “You’re not thinking about giving up, are you?”

“No,” said Harrison.  “But Admiral T’Lari has already allowed given us two extensions.  We are undoubtedly going to be required to return to the Kilka Sector sooner or later…”

That seemed to allay Keller’s attitude, but only a small amount.  “Then I suggest we use whatever time we have left wisely.”

Harrison nodded.  “Agreed,” he said softly.

And the search continued…

At long last, fourteen intervals had passed.  Kaid made sure he had utilized each one to the maximum capacity, thoroughly immersing himself in the Federation’s limited database.  Perhaps the size was restricted because the Dark Star was only a supplemental craft.  Or perhaps the Federation was truly so uninteresting, that they could not fill an entire database.  Either way, Kaid was left wanting more.  

He was enthralled by their encounters with a species known as the Borg.  The Velora had not encountered such a species in all of their centuries roaming the stars.  Kaid wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not—did the Borg believe the Velora would detract from perfection?  Or was the collective about to knock on the Velora’s door?  Only time would tell.

Another item of interest was the Dominion War.  Kaid was familiar with the changelings and their Dominion.  The two empires had encountered each other on several occasions.  The Velora had found the Jem’Hadar, the Vorta and the Founders themselves to be a pure race, and had eventually signed a non-aggression pact with the Dominion—an event that had transpired decades ago.  The Dominion had not been encountered since—most likely because of the aforementioned war.

Still, Kaid found the database to be lacking.  Though there were extensive data, he wanted more.  And he knew exactly where he could find it…

He looked up from his computer terminal at his two guests seated before him.  They looked well, and ready to tackle the days coming events.  Kaid smiled at this.  Maybe they could be allies after all…  “How were the accommodations?” he asked.

The two shot each other a strange look, and Kaid even detected a faint smile on their faces.  Perhaps these two were more than comrades?  It was not his place to interfere, but Kaid was most certainly curious.  Still, the moment passed, and Christopher turned back to face the Ambassador.  “They were fine,” he said softly.  He sounded unsure of himself, however.

Kaid raised his brow, but chose not to pursue that particular facet of the conversation.  Instead, he chose to highlight some of the more relevant material at hand.  “I hope you don’t mind, but we have placed your shuttle under a fair amount of scrutiny.”

Neither one of them looked overly thrilled at hearing the news, but they wisely chose not to protest.  Even if they had, Kaid would have examined the vessel, anyway.  Besides, there was no harm done.  The vessel was left intact, and none of the information obtained was earth shattering to the Velora.  

“Did you find anything interesting?” asked Christopher.

Kaid smiled.  “Many interesting things,” he said.  “The Borg, for example.  A very interesting species.”

“Are you saying you’ve never encountered them?” Keller asked, practically in awe.

Kaid shook his head.  “Not so much as a single cube.” 

“Consider yourself lucky,” said Christopher.

Kaid wasn’t so sure about that.  Yes, the Borg appeared to have been a powerful force in the Delta Quadrant, but the Velora were powerful, too.  “Perhaps one day, we shall pay them a visit,” said the Ambassador.  

“Hopefully, on a day when we’re not around,” said Christopher.  “I would rather not be assimilated.”

“Indeed,” said Kaid, “you will not be present for such a voyage.  You’ll be home.”

This seemed to pique the interest of both of Kaid’s guests, prompting the Ambassador to display a considerable smile.  “We have located the Starlight.  It was not difficult, considering they are in the exact place we found you.”

“Sector 19328?” asked Keller.

Kaid nodded, but her description was not quite accurate.  “Not only that, but maneuvering about the exact same debris field.”

Christopher smiled.  “Oh, goodie,” he quipped.  “How long until we get there?”

Off the top of his head, Kaid wasn’t sure.  Quickly, he tapped on his computer screen and brought up the helm’s status report.  “Roughly seven of your hours,” he said, looking up from the screen.

“Fourteen thousand light years in seven hours?” repeated Keller in awe.  “That is pretty nifty!”

“Our vessel is equipped with a triaxial oscillation drive,” explained Kaid.  “It is slightly more advanced than the transwarp drive you are currently using.”

Christopher nodded.  “Just slightly,” he agreed.  “What other wonders do you have on this ship?”

Propulsion had been the Velora’s greatest achievement.  Though the Aggregate had been around only a short time longer than the Federation, they were far more advanced.  But in terms of other technologies, the Velora and the Federation were about equal.  “You may find our weapons to be of interest,” said Kaid.

“Oh really?” asked Keller.

Kaid nodded.  “Really,” he replied.  “I will have Kalem demonstrate for you later.  Not on you, of course, but I’m sure something can be arranged.”  He paused for a moment, running a few ideas through his mind… “In fact, why don’t we do that now?”

“Why not?” said Christopher after a moment of communication with Keller.

Touching his computer screen yet again, Kaid opened a communication channel to Kalem.  Within moments the guard responded, and Kaid instructed him to set up a demonstration in the training facility on deck twelve.  Kalem grunted his response, and after a few moments, Kaid was leading them through the Drinar’s myriad corridors, in search of Kalem on deck twelve.

“How would you feel about an alliance?” asked Kaid as they wandered.  Now seemed as good a time as any to discuss it…

But there was no immediate response.  Perhaps they hadn’t heard him speak.  Slowly, the Ambassador turned back to see the reason for the silence, only to find both of them thoroughly perplexed by the proposition.  “Or not,” said Kaid lightly.

Christopher blinked.  “I wasn’t exactly expecting that,” he admitted.  “I can’t actually negotiate an alliance with you, but given the way things are going, I don’t see any reasons the Federation would object.”

“Fair enough,” Kaid said after a moment.  “Perhaps I was acting a bit prematurely, but the prospects of a new alliance are exciting, are they not?”

“Oh, most definitely,” agreed Christopher.  “And hopefully, we’ll be able to see one form.”

Kaid nodded.  “If all goes well…”

A moment later, the trio stood before a set of large doors.  Kaid took a step closer, and the doors wisped open, revealing a considerable facility.  Unlike other rooms on the Drinar, the training facility was a very boxy room, harshly illuminated from a series of hot white lights from above.  The walls were a steely gray, lined with a plethora of unique weapons, ranging from massive ion canons to smaller hand phasers.  In the center of the room stood Kalem, and a series of mock-targets for them to shoot at.

“Well met, Kalem,” commended Kaid as he entered the facility.  “What will we be seeing today?”

From his belt, Kalem pulled out good-sized handheld weapon similar to that of a Federation phaser.  “The mark-VIII displacement pistol,” he said curtly, modeling the weapon off.  “Unlike most other species, the Velora do not vaporize or incinerate their targets.  Instead, we displace them.”

“Displace?” inquired Keller softly.

Kalem nodded…almost enthusiastically.  “When fired upon, the target’s molecules are phased into an extradimensional void.   At a low setting, the molecules will phase back into alignment after a few seconds.”

He punched a few buttons on the phaser, and took aim on a metallic box sitting about three meters away.  As Kalem pulled the trigger, a beam—that could only be described as looking similar to a tunnel of water—shot out from the weapon and crashed into the box, effectively smearing a large portion of it away.  When Kalem ceased fire, the box returned to its former glory.

“Impressive,” said Christopher.

Kaid noted a lack of enthusiasm in the Captain’s voice, but perhaps that was because weapons were not of interest to him.  Again, Kaid could not be sure, but either way, he the demonstration was impressive, to say the least.  “I do believe that was only a fraction of what we are capable of,” said Kaid softly.

Kalem practically grinned.  “Indeed,” he said, adjusting the weapon again.  “At a maximum setting, the target is completely phased out of this dimension, never to return.”

Again, he took aim on the box and opened fire, and again, the water-like tunnel crashed into it, the impact smearing the box into oblivion. But this time, a faint pink aura engulfed the box, and when the displacement beam disappeared, the box was nowhere to be found.

“That,” said Kalem, “is a weapon.”

Kaid was about to agree—an extent, but given their guests’ affinity for science, he decided it would also be wise to point out the Velora’s numerous scientific advancements.  But there was no time.  Before Kaid could even begin to speak, a blaring alert klaxon pierced the relative silence of the training facility.

“Ambassador Kaid!” came a voice through the comm channel.  It sounded urgent.

Kaid cocked his head.  “Yes?”

“There as been an insurrection in the Mirab’tenar facility!  Your intervention is required at once!”
Kaid’s heart skipped a beat.  He had a good idea as to what was going on, but he couldn’t be sure until he saw it for himself.  “I’m on my way,” he barked before turning his attention to Kalem.  “Escort our guests back to their quarters until this is over.”

Kalem nodded, and carefully placed his weapon back on his belt.  Kaid noted that the guard did not alter the settings from the demonstration…but if the situation was as dire as he believed, Kaid would have no problems with such a setting…  Quickly, he turned on his heel and marched through the doors, Kalem and the others following close behind.

The corridor was darkened to indicate alert status, illuminated by nothing but the eerie violet lights running along the walls.  Kaid quickly negotiated the corridors, making his way toward the nearest turbolift.  But as he did so, he gradually became aware of a commotion in the distance, a cacophony growing in intensity with each passing moment.

And Kaid came to a halt.

“What is it?” demanded Kalem from the rear.

Kaid turned to his guard.  “I don’t believe the insurrection was contained,” he said softly.

“What is going on?” Keller suddenly interjected.

Kaid clenched his jaw.  This was not something he wished to discuss with his guests, no matter now good relations were between them.   “An internal affair,” he said tersely.  “You don’t need to worry about it.”

Suddenly, the deck jolted beneath Kaid’s feet.  Instinctively, he stuck out his arms to prevent a fall, and found the wall a few moments later.  The palms of his hands absorbed most of the force, and tingled in the moments afterward.  He tried shaking the pain off, but it didn’t work.  So Kaid just ignored it, and slowly proceeded toward down the corridor, wishing that Kalem wasn’t the only one that was armed…

A scream suddenly prevailed over the rising cacophony, followed by a series of disruptor blasts.  This effectively quelled the single scream, but after a moment of relative silence, the shouting and screaming came back with a vengeance, sending a chill down Kaid’s spine.  But they would make it.  The turbolift was only a few meters away.  “We must hurry,” he shouted, increasing the speed at which the group was running through the corridors…

But suddenly, the lights failed, leaving the corridor in pure darkness.  But they were not left in silence.  Kaid could still hear the disruptor blasts continuing, and rapidly drawing closer.  Quickly, Kaid turned on his heel and faced the others.  “We must retreat!”

Before anyone could even attempt to make a retreat, a tunnel of crystal clear energy came soaring through the corridor.  Kaid snapped back and fell to the floor, looking up from the ground just in time to see the horrified look on Kalem’s face as the guard’s shoulder smeared into oblivion.  He expelled a terrified scream and fell to the floor screaming.

“Get his weapon!” Kaid shouted as another crystalline beam streaked through the corridor, just grazing the wall.

Keller quickly sprung into action, pouncing on the fallen guard, and groping his belt for the weapon.  Kaid knew it was there, but Keller seemed to be having trouble finding it.  Perhaps Kalem had dropped it…

There was no time to dwell on its existence, though, as the sound of boots treading the deck suddenly caught Kaid’s attention.  They were coming, and when he looked, up, Kaid knew that the onslaught was not a Velora security team.

In the darkened corridor, the enemy was nothing more than a shadowy figure, humanoid in form and bearing Velora weaponry.  Kaid quickly scrambled to his feet and lounged at the nearest enemy…

Was the Drinar under attack?  Had the ship been boarded?  Alan Christopher wasn’t exactly sure, and Kaid had been less than forthcoming with answers.  But at the moment, Christopher didn’t exactly care about answers.  He just wanted to survive, and seeing the Ambassador locked in hand-to-hand combat with a few of the shadowy aliens, Christopher decided that it would be in his best interest to join in.

Quickly, he ran over to the heart of the action and joined in, driving his elbow into the back of the nearest alien invader.  The poor fellow grunted and crashed to the floor in an instant, but Christopher had no time to relax.  Moments later, Christopher saw another shadowy alien coming at him—only this one was a bit more trigger-happy.

The alien shot off three watery tunnels of energy in Christopher’s direction.  One soared overhead, another struck one of the offender’s comrades, and the third grazed Christopher’s upper arm.  His arm tingled, but appeared to be intact.  Not wanting the alien to get a chance to better his aim, Christopher lounged at the alien and crashed to the floor with him.  

The two struggled for several moments, but the alien’s resistance quotient was relatively low, and Christopher eventually overpowered the offender.  When the alien finally relented, his head cocked back, catching in one of the faint glimmers of light from the weapons fire.

And Christopher’s heart skipped a beat when he recognized the face he saw.  It wasn’t anyone he knew personally, but the face was unmistakably Romulan… 

Christopher lingered over the Romulan’s face for a few moments, wondering what the Romulans were doing so far from their empire… They were in no position to begin a campaign of aggression against a highly advanced alien species such as the Velora.  So what were they doing here?

The Romulan blinked.  “Starfleet,” he rasped, grabbing at Christopher’s communicator.

He nodded.  “Captain Alan Christopher.  What’s going on?”

“Our vessel was on a deep-range exploratory mission when it was captured and destroyed by the Velora,” he said weakly.  “We were subjected to medical examination, and deemed an impure species.  We have been—” He hacked up a gob of bubbly green blood “—been here ever since.”

“How long?”

The Romulan’s eyes rolled back into his head.  “Six…years,” he moaned before falling into unconsciousness.

Christopher attempted to wake the Romulan, but he quickly decided that his efforts would fail.  He looked up from the Romulan to see that the battle had ended, and that the violet emergency lights had returned to their eerie splendor.

Sprawled out in the corridor were a series of bodies—most of the dead Velora, a few Romulans, and a bunch of other aliens Christopher didn’t even recognize.  The only other standing figure was Kaid, who lurked over a fallen comrade a few meters away.  

But in the midst of this battle, Christopher decided that answers were something that Kaid could no longer evade.  “What is going on?” he demanded.

Kaid knelt beside the fallen Velora and plucked a few trinkets from his fallen comrade’s uniform.  “A battle, obviously,” he quipped.

“I’m in no mood for jokes, Kaid.”  He turned to the Romulan and looked down at him.  “This is a Romulan.  He said he’s been here for six years.  Why?”

Kaid looked over at the body.  “His species was impure,” he said flatly.  “We had no choice but to purge them.”

Christopher raised an eyebrow.  “And this took six years?”

“The species did not die well.”

“So you imprisoned them?”

With a wave of his hand, Kaid dismissed the very notion.  “That would be wasteful,” he said.  “All impure species who are not immediately exterminated by the blight are brought to internment facilities and are forced to refine tetralithium ore until they succumb to the ailment.”

Kaid’s voice was as tranquil as ever, as if he were discussing the weather or some other frivolous topic.  But he was not.  He was talking about forced labor and internment camps.  “What you’re describing is genocide,” Christopher whispered under his breath.

Kaid stepped over a few bodies to bring himself nearer to Christopher.  “Do you have a problem with this?” he demanded.

“Yes!  You are murdering these people!  It is wrong!”

“We are preserving our own species,” said Kaid between clenched teeth.  “Without the blight, our genetic makeup could be contaminated with impure DNA, and the Velora would cease to exist.  It is regrettable that we must take such extreme measures to ensure our continued endurance, but we are left with little choice.  What would you do if you were in my position, Alan?”

Christopher stopped and considered Kaid’s proposal for a brief moment.  He wasn’t exactly sure what he would do, but one thing was clear: genocide was out of the question.  “I would probably look for a way to make my DNA more resistant to infection.”

Kaid shook his head.  “Do you think us savages?  We have tried such a course of action, and it failed.  The blight is the only viable control!”

“Then I would stay at home,” Christopher retorted, “because there is no way that I could live with the death of innocent millions on my conscience!”

“The outsiders never understand,” Kaid muttered, gazing down at the Romulan.  “And you never will understand this burden that has been placed upon us.”

“Why not?”

“Because it is more likely that you will be dead by the time this is over…” Kaid took a few hesitant steps away from Christopher.  “I am truly sorry that things will not work out, Alan; but you must understand… I do what needs to be done…”

And with that said, Kaid turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Christopher alone to ponder this fate…

And as Christopher looked around, he noted that both Erin and Kalem were missing from the battleground… He didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but Christopher’s thoughts couldn’t help but dwell on the possibility that Erin had been displaced…

Chapter Four

They had reached the end of the line.  As Matthew Harrison looked at Captain Jeremy Talbot on the Starlight’s main view screen, he knew that their search was coming to an end.  The Alexander and the Windcress had been charting the outer reaches of Sector 19328 for days, and given the look on Talbot’s face, the news he had was not good.

“We’ve searched the entire sector for signs of a new warp signature to follow,” said Talbot, “but there were none—and no sign of the Dark Star in the possible range it could have traveled while at impulse.  They are gone, Commander.”

Harrison folded his arms and sighed.  “So it would seem.  But the lingering question remains: where did they go?”

Talbot shrugged.  “I wish I could answer that for you, Commander, but I can’t.  I’ve conferred with Admiral T’Lari.  We’ve got two more hours, but after that, our orders are to return to the Kilka Sector.”

“Drat,” muttered Harrison.  “We’ve ventured this far, and…”

His voice trailed off as the deck plates began to vibrate.  Simultaneously, the comm link to Talbot grew fuzzy to the point of disconnection, and the lights on the bridge began to flicker.  Instinctively, Harrison plummeted into the Captain’s seat and hung on tight.  “Report?” he demanded.

“Sensors are picking up a massive interspatial fissure opening!” shouted Kendall Johnson over the growing cacophony.  “Bearing 1-0-4, mark three!”

Harrison’s eyes shifted to the view screen.  “On screen!” he barked.

Within seconds, the view screen popped from the view of the Alexander and the Windcress to a more tumultuous sight—a large pink vortex swirling about in space like a hurricane.

“A vessel is emerging,” said Bator a moment later.  “It is of unknown configuration.”

“Shields up!  Red alert!”  Harrison shouted out as a massive warship barged through the threshold of the vortex.  

Moments later, the view screen switched to yet another view—the inside of the alien craft.  “This is Ambassador Kaid of the Velora Aggregate,” said the alien sitting before them.  “Lower your shields and surrender your vessels, or be destroyed!”

Just as quickly as the alien appeared on the screen, he disappeared, leaving Harrison to ponder what was happening.  “I would be open to any suggestions you might have,” he said to nobody in particular.

“We are clearly outgunned,” said Bator.  “Even with the help of the Alexander and the Windcress, there is virtually no chance of us defeating this craft.”

“Escape isn’t an option, either,” said Ensign Drayge from the helm.  The young Bolian’s voice was filled with trepidation, and Harrison didn’t blame him in the slightest.  “The Velora’s vortex is disrupting the subspace continuum.  We can’t create a stable warp field, or open a transwarp conduit!”

“Then we fight,” Harrison concluded after a moment’s thought.  If they were going to be destroyed, they might as well go out in a blaze of glory.  There was no argument from the rest of the crew.

“Phasers and quantum torpedoes are ready and waiting, sir,” said Bator a second later.

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement, and then turned his gaze to the ominous vessel on the view screen.  It hung in space near the Starlight’s companion vessels, simply waiting for the Federation starships to comply with the orders Kaid had given.  It was going to be a long wait…  “What is their weapon status?” Harrison asked after a moment.

“Their shields and weapons are online, but they have yet to acquire a target,” reported Bator.

Perhaps, thought Harrison, they were calling Kaid’s bluff.  All bark, but no bite.  “Bring us about, Ensign Drayge, full impulse.”

Slowly, the stars on the view screen began to creep around, leaving the Velora warship behind.  For a moment, it seemed to Harrison that they might actually be able to creep out of danger unnoticed, but the very notion was shattered a moment later, with the sound of weapons fire crashing into the shields.  The ship shuddered under the impact, but little damage appeared to be done.

“Shields down to eighty-nine percent,” said Bator. 

A warning shot, perhaps.  “Maintain course,” Harrison said, going with his hunch.

They got no farther than a couple hundred meters before Harrison’s hunch was proven wrong.  The ship jolted violently beneath their feet as the Velora cast yet another, more devastating blow to the Starlight.  Harrison grabbed the arms of his chair for support, and quickly snapped his head in Bator’s direction.  “Return fire!” he barked.

Phasers and quantum torpedoes soared across the view screen as the Starlight came about.  The volley of weapons crashed into the Velora vessel’s shields, exploding in a wild cacophony of orange and yellow.  The Alexander and Windcress had already joined in, but seemed to be having similar luck.  The warship was unfazed.

Harrison clutched the arms of his chair.  “Curses,” he whispered as the Alexander took a piercing blow from one of the alien ship’s pink phaser beams.  A considerable explosion followed, but the Steamrunner-class vessel emerged intact, and proceeded to attack the Velora yet again.  The Starlight would do the same.  “Fire at will!” ordered Harrison.

“Aye, sir,” came Bator a moment later.

Harrison was pleased to see the Starlight get off a few good shots on the Velora vessel, prompting their hazy magenta shields to flicker.  

“Their shields are down to seventy-six percent,” said Bator as the Velora began a counterstrike.

Harrison reaffirmed his grip on the command chair.  “Evasive maneuvers!”

Drayge’s hands flew over the controls, prompting the Starlight to weave around several of the Velora’s phaser beams with such finesse that it was practically an art form.  But eventually, the Velora were able to anticipate Drayge’s maneuvering, and a moment later, the Starlight’s luck came to an end.

Three pink beams directly impacted the ship, violently rattling the Starlight’s bulkheads, vibrating every last bone in Harrison’s body.  He held onto his seat for dear life, but eventually found himself on the floor, basking in the darkness of the emergency lights.

“Shields down to eleven percent!” Bator shouted out.

“We’ve got power failures all over the ship,” added Johnson seconds later.

Harrison attempted to scramble to his feet, but even before he could move a nanometer, the ship jolted again, and he was struck back down, his head getting to meet the cold, hard deck up close and personal.  In the moments afterward, there was nothing but pain ringing throughout Harrison’s head.  He attempted to will himself to an upright position, but none of his muscles would respond to his order.  Instead, his blurred vision slowly blackened into night…

“Shields have failed!” Bator called out as the ship settled down.

Kendall Johnson looked to Harrison for an order, but he suddenly noticed their leader was in no position to lead sprawled out on the deck.  Quickly, he abandoned his post at ops, signaled for one of the relief officers to take over, and rushed to Harrison’s side in front of the command chair.

He immediately felt for a pulse, and was relieved to find one, but given the considerable gouge on Harrison’s forehead, Johnson wasn’t sure how long that pulse would last.  He touched his communicator.  “Johnson to sickbay!  We have a medical emergency on the bridge!”

But there was no response.

Johnson touched his comm badge again, only this time, he realized that the problem wasn’t in sickbay—it was the comm system, which was utterly dysfunctional.  He scrambled to his feet and approached Drayge at the helm.  “Lock onto his coordinates and beam him to sickbay.”

The Bolian nodded.  “Yes, sir.”

A moment later, a rush of blue light fell upon the Commander, and he slowly vanished from the bridge for a better place.  Though at this particular moment, Johnson wasn’t sure if there was a better place on the Starlight. 

“Sir, the Velora are charging a new weapon,” said Flora Sanders from ops.

Johnson looked around the bridge and readily noted that Sanders was talking to him.  He was the highest-ranking officer on the bridge, and consequently, in command.  He gulped, hearing his heart pounding clear in his head.  “Um…evasive maneuvers…”

Drayge quickly sprung into action, but given the lack of power, the helm’s response was sluggish at best.  The ship seemed to lurch out of the way of the incoming violet pulse.  And it wasn’t lurching fast enough.

Quickly, Johnson fell back into the command chair.  “Brace for impact!” he called out as a violet hue lit the bridge.

He closed his yes, braced himself, and waited.

And waited.

Eventually, Johnson detected the violet hue was gone, and the ship was still intact.  He opened his eyes to see that indeed, it was true.  “Report!” he demanded.

Nothing.

He looked back to the tactical station expecting to see Bator brooding over the results—but instead, the Phobian was lifelessly slumped over his station.  Johnson saw Sanders still alive and well at ops, but as he turned to the helm, Ensign Drayge had collapsed to the floor, and the Bajoran that had been operating the distant engineering station was also down.

“What’s going on?” he asked Sanders.

The Ensign looked over her sensor readings.  “The ship is undamaged,” she said.  “But over half of the crew is unconscious—and every Betazoid on the ship is dead.”

Johnson gulped.  He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened, but it seemed that the ship had faired better than the crew.  “Maybe the weapon was designed to attack us,” he surmised.

Sanders shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  But the situation is the same on the Alexander and the Windcress.” 

He sunk into the command chair, wondering why this had to happen while he was in command.  Johnson didn’t have the slightest idea what to do, and now, in his greatest moment of need—there wasn’t anybody to ask.  Johnson could begin to feel panic setting in as his mind continued to draw a blank.  They had to do something.

“Sir…”

Sanders’ voice broke Johnson’s trance, drawing his glance.  “Yes?”

The look on her face was grim.  Johnson gulped again.  “I’m detecting intruders on decks fifteen, eight, five, two …”

Suddenly countless pillars of hazy pinkish-violet light sprung up around the bridge, swirling about until they revealed armed Velora warriors.

“…and one,” Sanders finished as the Velora began to move.

Johnson was trembling so terribly, his vision was distorted.  His mouth was dry like a desert, and his heart was wedged in his throat.  To make things worse, he was certain he was going to be ill…

The Velora, without uttering a single word, charged their weapons and took aim upon the fallen Starfleet officers.  Again, Johnson wanted to do something, but his every last instinct refused to let him budge.  So he simply sat and stared as the Velora fired several rounds at each his fallen comrades.  The Bajoran at engineering went first, followed by Bator, and then, Johnson was finally able to witness what was happening…

Three pink bursts enveloped Neelar Drayge, trapping his body in a hazy pink aura that consumed the Ensign.  When the light diminished, Drayge was gone…

Then, the Velora turned to him.

Johnson’s jaw fell open as he looked down the barrel of the weapon.  Desperate to save himself, he shoved himself back into the chair as far as he could go, and looked the Velora warrior in its vibrant green eyes.

“The ship is yours!” he exclaimed.  “I surrender!”

The guard considered the plea for a brief moment.  But then he cocked his head… and fired.

As she felt herself coming to, the first thing Erin Keller noticed was the potent, nauseating stench of death, surrounding her like a thick, warm blanket, suffocating her with its aroma.  Her stomach twisted and her throat seemed to burn as she inhaled the noxious air… She had an inkling as to her whereabouts.

Slowly, Keller opened her eyes, expecting the steely gray walls of the chamber she and Alan had frequented earlier.  Never had she been more wrong in her life.

She found herself in the middle of an expansive room, covered in a filthy layer of thick grime she cared not to speculate about.  But it was everywhere.  Lining the walls were a series of alcoves that she recognized as crude devices used for refining tetralithium.  Many of the alcoves were manned by frail, weakly humanoids dressed in filthy scraps.  Similar freestanding shacks were littered throughout the center of the facility, but Keller readily noted that bodies were far more numerous than shacks.

Piles of dead bodies, to be more specific.  Scattered throughout the room were dozens of heaping mounds, all composed of the dead.  From Erin’s perspective, they were all beaten and malnourished.  Most of them were naked, missing limbs and were covered with filth and open wounds.  Aliens of all shapes and sizes made the piles—men, women and even small children were sprawled out in the heaps, left to decompose in the open air.

Slowly, Keller moved to cover her face from the atrocity, but as she did so, she found her hand firmly entrenched in several centimeters of a gritty, wet substance.  She didn’t dare move another nanometer until she realized that she was sitting in a shallow pool of…something.

Keller bolted to her feet, feeling the clammy sludge ooze down the back of her legs.  Combined with the stench of death, Keller’s stomach finally let loose.  She threw up all over the ground in front of her, and then, feeling her knees grow weak, fell to the ground once more—only this time, something broke her fall.

Keller turned around to see she had fallen on a badly decomposed dead body—and a scraggly spotted alien kneeling beside it, his hand picking at the mouth of the dead alien, slowly pulling out its teeth and placing them in a small pouch on his belt.  The humanoid ignored Keller as he yanked out the last few of the alien’s teeth, but the moment he was done, he looked up and produced the faintest of smiles.  “Welcome to the Mirab’tenar Internment Facility,” he said simply.

TO BE CONTINUED…

Hey, I spent a ton of extra time on this episode to make it perfect.  The least you could do is send an email to ground_sloth@hotmail.com to tell me what you think.  Thanks!

And don’t forget, part two comes on November 22, 2000.
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