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Chapter Five

“The Starlight is secured.”

Sor Viran smiled as he heard the words fall from his officer’s mouth.  The assault had gone better than planned.  Though the crew on the lower decks had put up some resistance, Viran duly noted that the bridge fell without consequence.  In fact, it had been surrendered to him, a course of action Viran had definitely not anticipated.  Anyone willing to sacrifice their ship so quickly was obviously in need of extermination… whether or not the blight was inflicted.

Viran smiled victoriously, and turned to face his fellow officers, who were now familiarizing themselves with the Starlight’s myriad workstations.  “What is the status of the vessel?”

The guard at tactical gazed over the data.  “Their shields are off line and the power grid has sustained moderate damage.  Otherwise, the ship is undamaged.”

It appeared to be a sturdy vessel, coming from such an inferior species.  Viran was marginally impressed by the data.  “See that the power grid is repaired,” he said.  “We may wish to preserve it when we disassemble the vessel.”

The guard nodded.  “Very well, sir.”

‘Disassemble’ was the politically correct term for what happened to vessels captured by the Velora.  And Viran, being a politically correct officer, made use of the phrase.  But in the back of his mind, Viran smiled, knowing that soon, the very bulkheads that surrounded him would be recycled into anything from a new Velora warship to a fork.  A fitting end, no doubt.

“Begin a deck-by-deck search of the vessel.  Look for anything of value and have it brought to the Drinar for reprocessing,” said Viran as he sat down in the command chair.  While the bulk of the vessel would simply be converted into energy for industrial replicators, Viran was certain that somewhere on the ship existed something of value that would be better used in its current form.  He wanted to make sure they found those items before the ship was disassembled.

But before the guards could comply, Viran heard a bleeping noise emanating from one of the aft consoles.  “What is it?”

“We are being hailed.  It’s Ambassador Kaid.”

Viran nodded.  “On viewer.”

A moment later, Kaid blinked onto the view screen, looking stern and formal, as usual.  “Well done,” he commended.  “How much longer until you have completed the necessary repairs to the vessel?”

From his own surveys of the damage, Viran quickly calculated an answer.  “About four intervals,” he guessed.  “We’ll need to retrofit the structural integrity fields to prevent massive hull ruptures during transit.  They are capable of only transwarp speeds.”

Kaid raised an eyebrow.  “Four intervals, then?” he asked skeptically.

Viran nodded.  “Four.”

Kaid simply nodded, saying nothing as he closed the comm channel.  After a moment, Viran and the Starlight blinked out of existence, replaced by the exterior view of the vessel.  It was smaller than he imagined… but Kaid shrugged it off, reminding himself that it was no great loss.  No great loss to him, at least.

But Kaid knew that the vessel meant a lot to those who inhabited it.  He had even come to like some of those people…  People that had become his enemy.  And so, it was with a small amount of trepidation that Kaid turned on his heel to meet the icy gaze of Alan Christopher.  “It’s a shame,” said Kaid evenly, attempting to hide his emotions.

Christopher nodded slowly, and approached the Ambassador.  “A big old shame,” he agreed.  The contempt in his voice was obvious.  “So now what?  Am I going to be placed in an internment facility?”

That was the logical course of action and Kaid knew it.  All enemies of the Aggregate were treated as such.  But this situation was different.  The people Kaid would be committing to the facilities would not die because of the blight—most of them would be resistant, and would endure for far longer than the Aggregate deemed acceptable.  “I’m not sure what is going to happen,” Kaid admitted.  “And for the moment, we need not concern ourselves with it.”

“And why is that?”

Kaid looked down at the controls in front of him, and tapped in a few commands, eliciting an image of the Drinar.  It pivoted about for several moments before honing in on a flashing red dot near the center.  “The Mirab’tenar Internment Facility has staged an insurrection,” he said.  “Though it failed, they were able to take several hostages, included Sor Kalem and Erin.  Kalem was undoubtedly killed, but Erin is being held in the facility.”

Concern quickly dissolved whatever contempt Christopher harbored in his face.  “Is she okay?”

Kaid nodded.  “Yes.  She probably doesn’t even know she’s being held hostage.  The inhabitants are simply guarding the doors.  But if we attempt to rush them, they will undoubtedly displace her.”

“More Romulans?” Christopher demanded.

“No,” said Kaid.  “The Romulans were all killed during the battle.  We believe that Brenarian forces are holding her.”

“I’ve never heard of them,” said Christopher.

Kaid knew this was the point of the conversation in which whatever civility had been reestablished would suddenly vanish.  But he wasn’t about to lie.  “We have completely subjugated the Brenarians.  The Mirab’tenar Internment Facility is the extent of their empire.”

Rubbing his temples, Christopher let out a long sigh and turned his back to Kaid.  “Can’t you beam her out?”

It was a commendable idea, but one Kaid knew was doomed to failure.  “The walls surrounding the internment facilities are plated with synthetic neutronium.  Transporters cannot beam through it, I’m afraid.”

Christopher huffed.  “Then what are you going to do?  We have to save her!”

“Patients, Alan,” said Kaid softly.  “The Brenarians are weak.  The blight has nearly consumed them.  Time is not on their side.  In a matter of days… the Brenarian Empire will be extinct.  Besides, they are contained inside the facility.  They pose no threat.”

Clearly, Christopher was not buying this course of action… or inaction, rather.  But it was the one Kaid felt would be the easiest to implement.  After all the Brenarians were dead, they would simply go in and rescue Erin.  Unless, of course, they decided to execute her before they were all dead—but Kaid had observed the Brenarians for quite some time, and was fairly certain the people were too dim to think of such plan.

Still, Kaid was eager to end the hostage situation.  “Have you any better ideas?”

“Negotiate, maybe?”

A foolish idea, in Kaid’s opinion.  It would never work.  The Brenarians were savage, impure beasts on the path to extinction.  What could they possibly negotiate for?  He immediately shrugged off the very notion.  “Perhaps after a period of rest, you’ll have a better option for me,” said Kaid, motioning with his green eyes for the door.

Christopher looked at the doors with disgust.  “You’re going to give up that easily?”

That was pure absurdity.  Kaid had no intention of giving up—he still had his original plan, a plan he felt would work.  But to humor Christopher, he sighed, and pretended to contemplate the situation a bit more.  “I’m not giving up,” he sighed, “I, too, will reconsider our options.”

If he was reassured, Christopher did not show it.  Still, he smiled and went on his way, joining the bulky guard waiting in the corridor to lead him back to his quarters.  Once the doors closed shut behind Christopher, Kaid expelled a long sigh, and turned to face the large window behind him.  The stars of sector 19328 were inconsequential when compared to that of the Xiaren Nebula or Velor Prime… Kaid’s only fear was that the denizens of the region were just as inconsequential…

Erin Keller flinched as she watched the scraggly, spotted alien before her dig around inside the mouth of a decaying corpse.  As he did so, Erin heard the eerie snapping of teeth breaking free of the gums.  The alien dug around for a bit longer before pulling out a few blood-covered specimens.

Carefully, he dropped each of the teeth in his left hand, and placed them under close scrutiny.  He frowned at the first one, and tossed it over his shoulder.  “Bicuspids,” he muttered with disgust as the tooth plinked into a murky puddle behind him.  He bobbed his head and moved on to examine the next tooth.  “Ah, that’s better,” he said, and stuffed the tooth in the pouch on his belt.

Erin could feel her stomach contorting awkwardly, feeling another insurgent round of vomit scaling her esophagus.  She closed her eyes tried to block out everything around her, concentrating on keeping her lunch down.

Snap!

“How did I miss that one?” asked the alien as he plucked another bloody tooth from the corpse.  “Oh, that’s a beauty,” he said, wiping the bodily fluids off on his tunic.

A powerful heave suddenly jolted Erin’s body, and within moments, she felt the burning vomit surging upward into her mouth.  She quickly turned her head and watched the chunky reddish “salsa” plop to the soiled floor.

The alien suddenly looked up at Erin with a great deal of interest.  “Are you okay?” he inquired.

Erin wiped the vomit from her lips, and forced some saliva down her throat to ease the burning.  It didn’t help.  “No, I’m not okay,” she said as the nauseating stench of death began to filter into her nostrils yet again.  “What the hell are you doing?”

The alien frowned.  “What?”

Erin sneered, and her jaw dropped slightly in sheer disbelief of the alien.  “You’re ripping out that person’s teeth,” she said.

“Oh, it doesn’t hurt,” said the alien innocently, rubbing a few of the dark spots on his temple and forehead.  “He’s dead.”

“My point exactly!” said Erin.  “It’s savage!”

The alien shrugged, and tossed another tooth over his shoulder.  “Brenarian teeth are easily absorbed into a more useful form of energy,” he said just as plainly as if he had been speaking of the weather.  Slowly, the alien held up another bloody tooth to the light and examined it carefully.  “In a few days, this tooth could be anything from a piece of durotanium to a fork.  Fascinating, isn’t it?”

“Um… no,” said Erin, utterly disgusted by the alien.  “Don’t you have a conscience?  Or at least a little respect for the dead?”

The alien placed another tooth in his silky brown pouch and patted it gently.  “Of course I have a conscience,” he said.  “I know that if this alien hadn’t died, he could have easily compromised the genetic purity of the Velora Aggregate.”

“Why not just let his people live peacefully on their homeworld?  Why subjugate them like lab rats?  I mean, surely he couldn’t compromise genetic purity from his home…”

“The Velora beg to differ,” said the spotted alien.  He peered into the dead alien’s mouth one last time before rising to his feet and brushing off his filthy, blood stained tunic—an action that merely smeared the filth around instead of cleaning it as the alien had intended.  He didn’t seem to care about cleanliness though, and simply shrugged indolently upon seeing it.

Without another word, the alien turned on his heel and meandered about the filthy internment facility, hunching over a few dead bodies and examining their teeth before finally settling down beside on of them to begin his grim work yet again.  Watching in utter silence, Erin simply cringed and wondered how someone could perform such a task and be able to sleep at night…

Suddenly Erin heard the sound of footsteps trudging through the sludge behind her.  “I see you’ve met Mullis,” came a deep voice from the same direction.

Erin quickly turned to see a relatively well-built man approaching in a dirty gray and brown tunic.  He was fair skinned, with a scraggly unshaven beard, a mess of graying brown hair, and a slight ridge running from his nose to his widow’s peak.  “He’s a Lycorian,” said the man.  “One of the few allies of the Velora.  They do all of the dirty work that would offend the Velora DNA.”

“Like plucking teeth?”  Erin suggested, cringing as she watched Mullis struggle to yank out a tooth from the dead alien’s body.

“Like plucking teeth,” said the man somberly.  He turned away from the atrocity and sighed.  “But those he plucks teeth from are the lucky ones… for they have found the freedom we all seek to attain.”  He paused for a moment, and then turned his attention back to Erin.  “I am Treigenn, leader of the once illustrious Brenarian Empire.”

Erin forced a smile to her face.  It was, of course, the polite thing to do.  “My name is Erin,” she said.

Treigenn nodded.  “Erin,” he repeated.  “That is a very interesting name.  I’ve not heard it before.”

“I could say the same about yours,” she said.  “But unlike you, it looks like I’m the only one of my kind here.”

Slowly, Treigenn nodded.  “You are,” he said.  “We managed to stage an insurrection earlier.  It failed, but as we retreated, we found you and one of the Velora guards unconscious in the corridor.  I suppose you could consider yourself our hostage.”

Suddenly, Erin felt her heart sink.  Her situation seemed to be growing worse with each passing moment.  First there was the unbearable stench of death… then the unbearable stench of vomit… then the grim deeds of Mullis… and now, a hostage situation.  She shook her head and sighed, wondering how things could possibly get any worse.

But then she recalled that Treigenn had mentioned a Velora guard—undoubtedly Kalem—had been captured right along with her.  Even so, he was nowhere to be seen.  “Um… where is the Velora guard?”

Treigenn blinked.  “Disposed of,” he said in a voice totally devoid of emotion.

Suddenly, Erin realized that Treigenn had a Velora weapon attached to his belt—a weapon that looked remarkably like the sleek unit Kalem had been using prior to the battle.  In fact, it was set on the same maximum displacement setting Kalem had been using, leading Erin to the grim conclusion that her only hope of getting out of the Mirab’tenar facility in a timely manor had been phased out of existence.  “So… um, what do you plan to do with me?”

Treigenn took a few steps closer to Erin and gave her a scrutinizing gaze.  “You appear to be an intelligent individual,” he said after a moment.  “I believe you are the key to getting us out of here.”

Erin frowned.  “What could I possibly do?”

“That is up to you,” said Treigenn calmly.

Though she had a few rudimentary ideas, Erin was unsure if she should help them.  They were holding her hostage after all.  “So, what if I choose to do nothing?”

Immediately, Erin discovered that was the wrong thing to say.  Treigenn’s eyes widened, and his nostrils flared.  He summarily closed the gap between them, brought himself to within a few centimeters of Erin’s face.  “We have been trapped in this hellhole for decades!” he snapped.  “You are going to help us—or you are going to die.  How do you like that?  Hmm?  Do you like that?  I thought you might.”

Erin gulped, and tried to step back, but she immediately found Treigenn wouldn’t allow it.  He haphazardly grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back to his side.  “You don’t like it, do you?  Then I suggest you help us…”

Feeling her safety was being compromised yet again, Erin made an attempt to escape.  “Get away!” she shouted.

Treigenn only pulled on her arm harder, his dark brown eyes—nearly slits—were peering into her with a cruel malevolence.  Erin could feel his crusty fingernails digging into her skin, pinching it even through her uniform.  “Shut up!” he blasted.  “Did I say you could speak?”

Erin didn’t bother to answer.  “Let go of me!” she protested, using her free hand to claw away at Treigenn.

He flinched as she hit him in the jaw, and immediately let go.  He shook his head and blinked.  “So, Erin, we would greatly appreciate it if you would render any assistance you can…”

He must be insane, or something, Erin thought as she peered into Treigenn’s relatively serene face.  There was no sign of the violent tendencies he was having a second ago.  Erin sighed.  Indeed, the situation had grown even worse.  Treigenn was a very mercurial man—and that spelled danger…  She was about to say something—not exactly answer his question, but provide some sort of optimistic “maybe,” when she saw another sickly Brenarian approaching.

It was a frail female, badly malnourished, and beaten considerably.  When she walked, it was merely a slow hobble.  Erin sincerely hoped that those injuries were not the result of an encounter with the dark side of Treigenn…  “Quickly,” she rasped to Treigenn.  “Tilvera is leaving us.”

The Brenarian leader’s eyes suddenly widened with panic, and he rushed over in the general direction from which the sickly female had ventured.  Unsure of what she should do, Erin followed behind, keeping herself a safe distance away the entire time.  After a moment, they arrived at a dark, dingy corner where a small child was curled up in a ragged brown blanket, shivering uncontrollably.  She was terribly thin, with a skin yellowed by the wrath of jaundice, and eyes utterly devoid of life.  The sickly female produced a cloth from behind her back and placed it on Tilvera’s forehead.  “Don’t worry,” she said.  When she removed it, Erin suddenly noticed a series of faint spots near the child’s nose ridge, similar to those of the Lycorian, Mullus…

Slowly, Treigenn knelt down at the child’s side.  “Your journey has nearly reached its end,” he said softly.  “Do not fight it, Tilvera.  You’re about to go to a better place.”

But Tilvera fought.  She convulsed and contorted, hacking up blood and other bodily fluids that trickled down her chin and collected on her shirt and blanket.    Then she started to mumble something.  They were utterly incoherent moans, that seemed to go on endlessly, growing louder during some of the more severe convulsions.

Unable to bear the sight any longer, Erin closed her eyes and stepped aside.  But the moaning continued, growing into painfully strident screams that pierced Erin’s heart like a dagger.  She started to move to cover her hears, but the moment she did so, everything grew silent.

Slowly, Erin lifted her eyelids to see Treigenn bringing the child’s blanket over her head.  Tilvera had died.

A chill went crawling down Erin’s spine.  Regardless of her situation as a hostage, Erin knew that these people were suffering.  She had to help them.  And she would…

The attack had been a sudden one.

That was about all the detail Brian Keller had about their current situation.  The ship had been attacked, boarded, and now, it seemed he was the only one smart enough to avoid capture.  Not that it had been an easy feat, but still, Keller thought that out of the nearly five hundred people on the ship—five hundred highly trained Starfleet officers—that more than one lowly civilian would have avoided capture.

But as he made his way through the corridors and Jefferies tubes, Keller saw nothing but a few of the alien guards.  Large guards, to be exact, with piercing green eyes, pale greenish-gray skin, and a series of bumps running down the side of their heads.  Guards he most certainly did not want to mess with.  Consequently, after avoiding interception twice, Keller decided he would simply have to stick to the Jefferies tubes.

Crawling through the seemingly endless tubes brought on the slightest feelings of claustrophobia, but Keller managed to keep his fears in check as he made his way for environmental control.  During his myriad adventures through the bowels of the ship, Keller decided the easiest way to take control of the ship would simply be to find environmental control and flood the entire vessel with anesthezine, a gas that most humanoids found most unpleasant, forcing them into submission.

Naturally, environmental control was the most elusive room on the ship, and Keller had wasted countless hours wandering about in search of it.  He had found many secondary control stations, but none with the capability to flood the entire ship, as he desired.

Suddenly, Brian heard a muffled rustling noise in the adjunct up ahead.  He paused, and peered into the intersection, seeing nothing, but continuing to hear the muffled thumps.  “Now would be a good time for a phaser to fall from the sky,” he whispered, watching the access hatch slowly creeping open.  Somehow, he didn’t think it would end this way…

It wouldn’t, he decided.  If these vile aliens wanted a piece of him, the weren’t going to get it without a fight.  Quickly, Brian crawled into the adjunct and prepared himself for a wicked fistfight—only to see Lucas Tompkins crawl into the adjunct.  Keller expelled a considerable sigh of relief.  “Am I ever glad to see you!”

“Likewise,” said Tompkins.  He detached a small, circular device from his belt and tossed it to Keller.  “It’s an interferametric pulse emitter,” said the chief engineer, glancing down at a similar device attached to his uniform just between his left elbow and shoulder.

Keller took the device, activated it, and placed it in a similar spot on his shirt.  “What’s it do?”

“Hides you from the internal sensors,” said Tompkins.  “You were lighting them up like a Christmas tree.  I’m surprised the Velora didn’t find you.”

“Velora?” Brian inquired.  He assumed they were their alien attackers, but given his lack of information, he couldn’t be sure.

But Tompkins summarily nodded, confirming Keller’s hunch.  “They came out of some sort of conduit and attacked, practically without any warning.  They disabled our shields and boarded the ship before we had a real chance to fight back.”

“Where is everyone else?” asked Keller.

“It looked like they were vaporized,” Tompkins said somberly.  “I’m not certain.  But whatever happened, they’re not on the Starlight.  It’s just you and me.”

As he took in that grim piece of news, Keller compressed his lips and nodded his head indolently.  “Isn’t that just wonderful?” he muttered after a moment.  “I guess we should get to environmental control as soon as possible, then.”

Immediately, Tompkins’ eyes widened.  “Bad idea,” he said.  “There are guards crawling all over that deck.  We’d be captured immediately.”

“Then what do we do?”

Tompkins opened the access hatch adjacent to the one he emerged from.  “If we can get to sickbay, the EMH should be able to provide some sort of assistance.”

Keller stepped aside, making room for Tompkins to crawl into the tube.  “Then let’s go,” he said.

Chapter Six

Alan Christopher knew the situation was grim.  He had watched it unfold from the beginning.  Things had started off quite well, aside from the short stay on Kalem’s vessel, but the longer he and Erin stayed, the more Christopher began to suspect something wasn’t right on the Drinar.  And then starting with the encounter with the Romulan in the corridor, the missing pieces started falling into place.

And now, as he sat in the utter silence of his quarters, Christopher was starting to fill in the last of those missing pieces.  He was beginning to fully understand the Velora.  He fully understood why the Velora were so concerned about their genetic purity.  He also understood why they choose their rather grotesque means of dealing with it—but he most certainly could not condone such actions.  Consequently, this made Christopher an enemy of the Velora, and a prime target for being subjected to their grotesque ways…

But for reasons Christopher was only vaguely aware of, he had not been placed in an internment facility.  Surely it had something to do with the fact that he and Kaid had forged such good relations, but if the situation had been reversed, Christopher was quite certain that Kaid would not be sitting in his quarters right now…

Still, he took advantage of the situation.  The Velora had done nothing in the way of restricting computer access, giving Christopher free reign over their database.  And since the Velora had poured over virtually every scrap of data in the Dark Star’s computer core, Christopher decided to return the favor.

Unlike the Velora, he got no further than the internal sensors.  Christopher almost couldn’t believe it.  Located on deck fourteen, tucked away in the dark recesses of some archaic shuttle bay, was the Dark Star—and according to sensors, it was still completely intact.

With the possibility of escape suddenly back in the picture, this changed everything.  Deck fourteen wasn’t that far away, and if he could somehow get there without being noticed, Christopher knew he could blow through the Drinar’s hull and jump into transwarp before they knew what hit them.  There were still a few problems left to work out, but…

The doors burst open.

Christopher jumped, and turned away from his computer screen to see three Velora guards barging into his quarters, their large displacement rifles trained directly on him.  Slowly, Christopher backed away from the computer and raised his hands.  “Hello,” he said softly.

The leader of the pack stepped aside, and indicated with his weapon for Christopher to step into the corridor.  “Come with us,” he added forcefully.

Not feeling inclined to argue, Christopher slowly made his way to the doors and stepped into the corridor.  “Do you mind if I ask where we’re going?” he asked as they started to walk.

“Yes.”

Kendall Johnson had failed utterly.  It wasn’t the first time such an event had occurred, but this was the first time that it really mattered.  Because of his failure to defend the ship, the Starlight was lost to the Velora, and the entire crew had been taken prisoner—whisked away by the aliens’ modified disruptors—weapons that fired transporter pulses instead of energy.  

And now, he sat miserably in an isolated corner of a large internment facility, wallowing in his pity.  For the most part, the crew left him alone to his thoughts.  Most of them were more concerned with the large tetralithium refineries lining the walls and clustered throughout the center of the room.  Still, there were a select few who insisted upon disturbing Kendall’s golden silence—Rachael Meyer being one of them.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked as she approached.

Kendall buried his head in his knees.  “No!”

“Well you can’t keep it bottled up inside.”

“Do you want to bet on that?”

Slowly, Rachael knelt down beside Kendall and placed her hand on his shoulder.  “Look, you did what you could.  We can’t ex—”

Immediately, Kendall’s head bolted upward.  “We had been boarded and were under heavy attack.  I saw all of my friends being ‘vaporized.’  Wanting to save myself, I surrendered the ship and begged for mercy.  There is no way you can say I did all I could!  I threw you guys to the wolves!”

Rachael nodded slightly.  “You panicked,” she said.

“As usual.”

Rachael paused for a moment.  She licked her lips, and slowly brought her head down to Kendall’s level.  “Tell me something—why are you always so hard on yourself?”

“I have to be!” he said.

“Why?”

Kendall closed his eyes and turned away from Rachael.  She always seemed to have one more question to ask… and he was getting tired of answering them.  “I just do,” he muttered.

“But why?” she asked patiently.  “Surely there has to be a reason.”

There were reasons all right.  And had he been in the soft, comfortable confines of Rachael’s sofa, he just might have been able to make himself comfortable enough to weave some sort of intricate lie to avoid answering.  But there he sat, on the cold, metallic floor of a Velora internment facility, where the cold, hard truth seemed to linger.  “I can’t do anything right!” he muttered.  “Every single thing I do, every single day is wrong!  The Velora could have done all of us a favor, and accidentally set their weapons to vaporize when they shot me back on the ship…  If anyone deserves it, it’s me.”

Rachael shook her head.  “You don’t mean that,” she said softly.  She sounded very sure of herself.  Kendall wished she hadn’t.

But to his relief, the conversation was suddenly brought to an abrupt stop by the commotion building at the doors.  Quickly, Kendall got to his feet just in time to see Captain Christopher entering the facility with three other Velora guards.  Behind them, several other guards entered, flanking Christopher and his group as they entered the heart of the facility.

“Welcome to the Fil’sihar Internment Facility,” said the guard holding Christopher’s arm.  After a moment, he took the Captain and threw him into the crowd with the rest of the crew.

Drayge and Bator quickly helped the Captain to his feet.  “I’m okay,” he told them, dusting off his uniform.

Several of the Velora quickly pointed their weapons at the three.  “Silence!” called out the leader.

Quickly, all three of them fell into line, and the Velora guard nodded slightly.  “Because you are genetically impure, you are considered enemies of the state.  Consequently, you are required to refine tetralithium ore until your body succumbs to the effects of the blight we have infected you with.  The better you feel now… the longer your stay will be.  Should you fail to comply with our mandate, you will be severely punished.  Nutritional supplements will be provided… at intervals.  You may begin your work.”

Johnson noted that there was little movement in the crowd.  Perhaps they missed the part about severe punishment?  He certainly didn’t, and slowly made his way to the nearest ore refinery, but before he could begin any form of work, he again saw a commotion within the crowd.

It was Admiral T’Lari.  The commanding officer of the Windcress slowly made her way to the front of the crowd, and stood ominously before the numerous Velora guards.  “I am Admiral T’Lari,” she said bluntly.  “I would like to speak with your commanding officer.”

The Velora blinked his green eyes several times before the curious look on his face dissolved into something more disgruntled.  “I am Sor Karthex,” he said sternly.  “And you are dead.”

The Admiral stared blankly at Karthex for several moments before realizing she had made a terminal error—but by that time it was too late.  Karthex and his men raised their weapons, and without any hesitation, opened fire.  Immediately, several watery tunnels of energy soared across the internment facility and plowed into the Admiral.  Moments later, T’Lari was engulfed in a hazy pink aura that summarily smeared her out of existence, and within a few seconds, all that remained of the Admiral were a few glowing pink particles that slowly meandered to the floor where they vanished into thin air.

All of them but one.

Karthex spotted the particle, and smiled faintly as he extinguished it with the underside of his boot.  “Does anyone else care to speak with my commanding officer?”

The facility remained utterly silent, with nothing but the muffled sounds of rustling bodies reaching out into the air.  Not a single person dared speak out of turn, out of fear their fate would be one similar to that of Admiral T’Lari.  To this, Karthex smiled a bit more broadly.  “I see…  Then I suggest you begin your work…”

 Sitting in the opulent command chair on the Drinar, Ambassador Kaid stared intently at the image displayed on the main viewer.  It had hardly as majestic a sight as the Xiaran Nebula—in fact, this was utterly drab in comparison—but it served as something important nevertheless.  The Starlight and its two companion vessels hung ominously in space.  Had Kaid not known their defensive capabilities to be inferior to those of the Velora, he might have even been concerned.  But the vessels posed no threat, especially since Velora repair drones were swarming all three vessels, preparing them for the journey home…

A bleeping noise suddenly emanated from one of the aft stations.  Realizing they were being hailed, Kaid slowly rose from his seat and looked to the officer there for confirmation of his hunch.

“Sor Viran is hailing,” replied the officer.

Kaid smiled.  When Viran had initially given an estimated repair time of four intervals, the Ambassador had been more than a little skeptical.  But as he counted down the intervals and watched the repairs progress, Kaid had no doubt that four would be sufficient.  And now, 3.8 intervals later, Kaid turned to the viewer and said, “On screen.”

Quickly, the Federation vessels blinked away, replaced by an image of Viran standing amidst the Starlight’s bridge.  “Repairs to all three vessels have been completed,” he said.

Kaid nodded.  “I commend your efforts,” he said.  “I was weary at first, but you have proven me wrong.  Well done—just don’t make this a commonplace.  It does not bode well for my reputation.”

Viran nodded slightly, unsure if Kaid was speaking in jest or not.  “I will keep that in mind,” he said evenly.  “We will need another few minutes or so to bring the new structural integrity fields online.”

Pleased with what he was hearing, Kaid nodded appropriately, then asked, “Did you find anything of value on the vessel?”

Slowly, Viran looked down at one of the monitors on the helm and glanced at some data.  “Most of their technology will be recycled,” he said, “but we have found many keryon-based technologies, as well as some more advanced chronometric beacons and such.  They are worth saving.”

Keryon-based technologies were definitely something of interest to Kaid.  If they could somehow be implemented into the mainstream Velora technology, tetralithium would no longer be needed.  Of course, that would lessen the need for internment facilities, but Kaid was certain he could find some other things for the prisoners to do.  “Very good,” he said.  “Drinar out.”  With that said, Kaid turned to the helmsman at the front of the bridge.  “Set a course for Velor Prime.”

There was a light at the end of the tunnel.  A proverbial light, but the tunnel was exceptionally real.  For the past hour or so, Brian Keller had gotten to know the Jefferies Tubes quite well.  It had been years since he had last ventured in the tubes like this.  Brian paused and grunted—decades he corrected, recalling that more than twenty years had passed since he and his sister had scampered through the myriad tunnels on the USS Gorkon.  In subsequent years, the need rarely arose for such visits, and ultimately, Brian left Starfleet, making his access to Jefferies Tubes extremely limited.

And as he rounded what he believed was the final corner in their trip, Brian couldn’t understand what he and Erin had found so tantalizing about the tubes twenty years earlier.  He hated it now.  “I’m getting too old for this,” he finally realized.

Lucas Tompkins, who had been leading the way the entire trip, paused and turned back to him.  “Heh… So am I,” he muttered.

They ventured a bit further before coming upon a large hatch at the end of the tube.  Tompkins accessed the control panel on the side and tapped in a few commands, prompting the doors to slide open a moment later, revealing the Starlight’s opulent medical facility.  Tompkins immediately hopped out, followed closely by Keller.

“Computer,” Tompkins said, straightening his uniform, “activate the EMH.”

Across the room near the bio-beds, a humanoid figure quickly shimmered into existence.  “Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” said the hologram as he scanned the sickbay for his patients.  Upon seeing them, the EMH quickly strolled over to Tompkins and Keller.  “What’s going on?  Where’s the emergency?”

Tompkins smiled faintly.  “Environmental control,” he said.

“Why didn’t you send a medical team there?”  He paused, and looked around, noting that there wasn’t much of a medical staff to send.  “Where is everybody?”

“Not here,” said Keller.  “An alien species called the Velora has invaded the ship.  We’re the only ones left on board.”

The EHM folded his arms.  “And what, exactly, do you expect me to do about it?”

“Nothing too hard,” said Tompkins.  “We need you to sabotage the environmental controls on deck eleven.  It’s heavily guarded.  Probably impossible for the two of us to penetrate.”

The EMH raised an eyebrow, moaning, “I’m a Doctor, not a commando!  My job here is to heal the sick and wounded, not create sick and wounded!” 

Slowly, Brian approached Tompkins.  “I thought the mark-twelve was supposed to be an improvement over its predecessors…” he whispered.

Tompkins shrugged.  “I wasn’t on the development team,” he said.  “I had nothing to do with it.”

“Obviously,” sneered the EMH.

Quickly, Tompkins turned on his heel to face the Doctor.  “But I can de-compile your program faster than you can say, ‘hypospray.’”

As the Doctor began to protest, Keller pulled in a deep lungful of air and slowly expelled it through his nostrils.  The day was turning out to be one of the longest days of his life.

“I won’t let you come near my matrix!”

“That won’t be a problem,” Tompkins retorted.  “Computer, access the EMH—” 

Immediately, the hologram turned on his heel and approached Tompkins.  “What are you doing?” he demanded.

“A little reprogramming.”

“What!?”

Tompkins huffed, and turned his attention back to the EMH.  “Look, we don’t have time for this.  You’re helping us whether you like it or not.”

“Is that so?”

Tompkins nodded.  “It is.  Because if you don’t, the ship is going to be destroyed, and your program goes with it.”

As the Doctor and Tompkins continued to hash it out, Brian slowly slinked aside, hearing some sort of muffled bleeping emanating from within the nearby operating chamber.  He peered into the circular room and saw nothing out of the ordinary, but the bleeping noise persisted.  Slowly, he stepped up to the foot of the bio-bed in the middle of the room and looked around a bit more, ultimately realizing the source of the noise was coming not from within the chamber, but from an adjacent corridor near the secondary exit.  

Keller walked over to the exit and peered into the corridor, seeing a series of retractable stasis units in the wall.   One of them was bleeping.  “I think I found something!” he called out as he approached.

Within moments, the bickering between Tompkins and the EMH stopped, and the two stood in the short corridor with Keller.  “One of the stasis units is occupied,” said the EMH as he approached Keller.

His fingers danced over the controls on the front of the unit, prompting the screen to clear and display a bio-reading.  The EMH carefully looked over it before turning to the others.  “There’s someone inside,” he said.  “Hurt, apparently.”

“Who is it?” asked Tompkins.

“I don’t know,” the EMH replied.  “Whoever placed the patient in stasis didn’t bother to file the necessary reports.  There’s only one way to find out.”  He touched the screen again, clearing the bio-readings.  They were replaced by the standard interface, which the EMH tapped on for a moment before the stasis unit emerged from the wall, presenting the bloodied body of Commander Harrison. 

As the stasis effects began to wear off, the Commander’s body tensed up, and his eyelids began to flutter.  “Damage… report!” he called out weakly.

Tompkins peered over Harrison.  “The battle is over, Commander,” he said.  “You’re in sick bay now.”

Groggily, he attempted to sit up—an action that was immediately quelled when he winced in pain.  “What happened?”

“We were attacked by an alien race called the Velora.  They’ve captured the ship.  We’re the only ones left.”

Ignoring the pain, Harrison forced himself to an upright position in the stasis unit to see just who was left.  “Ah…” he said quietly.  “An engineer, a civilian and a hologram.  This should prove most interesting…”

Tompkins grabbed the last of the interfereametric pulse emitters from his belt and snapped it onto Harrison’s uniform.  “To say the least,” he grumbled.  

Keller, too, nodded his agreement.  “We’re trying to get to environmental control to sabotage life support, but the—”

“That would be unwise,” Harrison interjected.  “We would still need to have access to the ship, and if the corridors were flooded with a noxious gas, we would find ourselves in a considerable amount of trouble.”

“Then what do you suggest?” asked Keller.

Harrison smiled faintly.  “Something more direct,” he said.  “We assault the armory on deck seven to acquire some weaponry and proceed directly to the bridge.  Then perhaps we could sabotage life support.”

Keller nodded positively as he took in the idea, as did Tompkins.  “It could work,” said the engineer, slowly turning to the EMH.  “But it’s up to you, Doctor.  You’d have to be the first one to enter the armory to take out the guards on the inside.”

Looking a little bewildered, the EMH stepped away from his companions.  He considered his options for a moment—undoubtedly recalling that his fate is in the balance—and ultimately threw up his arms in defeat.  “Who am I to turn down a chance to be a hero?”

Sitting on the cold, dirty floor, propped up against the side of one of the inactive tetralithium refineries, Erin Keller folded her arms around her abdomen as she felt her stomach rumble with hunger.  Erin wasn’t entirely sure how many days she had been in captivity—only that it had been a long time, and that she had yet to be fed.  She knew she couldn’t last much longer, but as she looked around, Erin realized she wasn’t the only one in that condition.

Apparently, none of the Brenarians had eaten.  Most of them were huddled in groups, caring for the young and the ill.  There was some muted conversation—nothing Erin could make out, but she doubted it was anything of consequence.  Given the Brenarians’ situation, Erin highly doubted they had anything of consequence to discuss in the first place.  

 In a futile attempt to take her mind away from her growing hunger, Erin played with a few escape plans in her mind.  She thought about rushing the Velora guards outside, but given the sickly state of the Brenarians, it seemed unlikely that another such insurrection would work.  The rest of her ideas ended at a similar dead end, and Erin just sighed, burying her head in her knees.

She allowed her mind to wander for a moment, a moment that quickly brought her to Alan. What happened to him? she asked herself.  Why isn’t he coming to my rescue? Had things gone poorly with Kaid after my departure?  If that was the case, then Erin knew that she may never get out of the Mirab’tenar facility alive…

Footsteps suddenly shattered her digressions, and voices slowly brought Erin’s head back to face the reality surrounding her.  Standing only a few meters away were Treigenn and two of his more durable guards.  Their conversation was muted at first, but as they drew somewhat closer, Erin could begin to pick up on their conversation.

“They appear to be distracted by some new prisoners,” one of the guards said, most likely referring to the Velora.  Where he got this information was a mystery, but not one Erin cared to solve.  She was more concerned about the new prisoners.

Consequently, she rose to her feet and hesitantly approached Treigenn and his minions, desperately hoping the Brenarian leader was in one of his better moods.  “Um, excuse me,” she said softly, eliciting the Brenarians’ gaze.

“Yes, Erin?” asked Treigenn, sounding relatively pleasant.

Feeling confident that Treigenn was stable for the moment, Erin decided to continue, “I overheard you guys talking about some new prisoners.  What do you know about them?”

The guard on Treigenn’s left shrugged indolently.  “Nothing,” he said.  “Only that they are being held in the Fil’sihar Internment Facility.”

Despite the lack of information, Erin had a grim feeling growing in the pit of her stomach.  Prior to her capture, she knew that the Velora were heading for Sector 19328, and unless they decided to change course, the only people the Velora were likely to encounter were the Starlight and its crew.  And since she was almost certain that the Velora had not changed course, Erin concluded that her fellow crewmembers now inhabited a nearby internment facility.  “Is there a way we can contact them?” she asked.

“No,” said Treigenn.  “We have no means to do so.”

“Surely there has got to be a computer station in here somewhere,” said Erin as she scanned the desolate internment facility for such an access terminal, but she saw nothing but death and destruction.

“There are several workstations in the adjacent corridors,” pointed out one of the guards as Erin continued to scan the room.

“But those are outside,” said Treigenn.  “We are inside!”

Erin took a discreet step back.  She could sense the tension building in Treigenn’s voice, and wanted to make absolutely sure that she was nowhere nearby when he exploded.  “If the guards are distracted, do you think we might be able to slip out the doors?”

“No,” Treigenn snapped.  “There’s a forcefield in front of the door that will vaporize us if we try to escape.”

“How did you bypass it last time?” Erin asked.

“Must you ask so many questions?” Treigenn bellowed.  “Who the hell cares?  Do you care?” he asked the guard beside him.

Wisely, the guard backed away.  “No,” he said innocently.  “I don’t care.”

“Do you?” he demanded of the other guard.

“No!” he stammered.

Turning on his heel, Treigenn brought himself to face Erin once more; the demented look on his face was enough to make her fear for her life.  His nostrils were flared, his jaw clenched, and his eyes mere slits.  “They don’t seem to care,” he said.  “So why is it that you must torment me with your obscure questions instead of doing something constructive like finding a way out of this hellhole?   Why?”  He paused, closing the gap between them, before continuing, “I’ll tell you why!  You don’t know what you’re doing.  I thought there might have been some intelligence under that pretty face of yours, but I guess I was wrong!  You’re as dumb as a rock!”

By now, Erin could see the rage in Treigenn’s eyes; she could feel his warm, labored breaths beating down on her face and neck.  Her heart was racing, but Erin reminded herself that she had faced enemies far greater than Treigenn.  She just had to stand up to him and show him that she wasn’t afraid—even if she really was.  “The problem here isn’t me,” she said calmly.  “It’s you.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Treigenn violently grabbed Erin’s shoulders and shoved her into the hard, metallic side of a refining station, eliciting a sonorous cacophony of metallic noise as her body crashed into it.  “Me?  How dare you accuse me of stupidity!”

And then he hit her.

Hard.

The blow struck Erin squarely in the jaw, throwing her head back into the hard metal surface of the refinery.  Pain screamed through her mind as she watched the Brenarian make his second blow.  And then his third.  And fourth…

Erin could feel her face was wet with blood.  She could feel it oozing down the side of her head, running down her neck and collecting on her damp, cold uniform.  Slowly, she ran her hand over her face, feeling a series of contusions on her left temple that had not been there before.  She moaned, and slowly opened her eyes to see what other things her hand had collected as it had passed over her face, but upon doing so, Erin immediately saw Treigenn standing directly in front of her.

Erin convulsed, and tried to escape, but pain immediately flooded the rest of her body.

“You had an accident,” he said softly, gently holding her in place.  “We still have some medical supplies.  We should be able to heal the broken bones without much of a problem.”

Erin’s eyes widened.  Did he not have any recollection of his actions?  The man had brutally beaten her, yet he spoke as if she had merely tripped and fallen.  Of course, Erin didn’t dare say anything that might upset him, out of fear that he might be set off once again…

“You were saying something about communicating with the new prisoners before the accident,” said Treigenn as one of the guards from before came over with what appeared to be an osteoregenerator.  He handed it to Treigenn, who proceeded to run the device over Erin’s wounds.  “We want to try it, but we need to find away around the security protocols.”

Erin closed her eyes to think of a way to get around the forcefield, but her thoughts immediately went to Treigenn’s hand striking her face.  She blinked her eyes open to find Mullis, the spotted Lycorian, now standing beside Treigenn.

“Anything I might be interested in?” asked the Lycorian.

Treigenn pushed him aside.  “No,” he said.  “She’s alive and well.”

Mullis nodded apathetically.  “For now.”  With that, he turned on his heel and wandered off.

But as the spotted alien moved off in search of another body to plunder, something told Erin that she shouldn’t just let him go.  He did, after all, have free reign over the ship, and if the Velora standing guard outside of the internment facility were truly distracted, then using Mullis as a diversion might just work in their favor.

Slowly, she pulled in a lungful of the nauseating air.  It burned away at her lungs and brought forth a sickly feeling in her stomach, and she immediately regretted it.  Expelling the breath with a deep, sonorous cough, Erin realized she would give just about anything for a few breaths of fresh air…

“Are you okay?” asked Treigenn a moment later.

Erin nodded, slowly rising to her feet.  “I’ll live,” she said, her head bobbing around in search of the illusive Lycorian.  “Where did Mullis go?”

Treigenn pointed to a corner behind one of the refineries.  It was engulfed in ominous shadows and seemed to elicit a more potent stench than any other place in the entire facility.  Erin cringed.  “Damn,” she muttered, peering into the dark recesses of the corner.  She saw only the faintest outlines of Mullis and his victim, but that was more than enough for her taste.

Treigenn, standing a few meters behind Erin, didn’t even dare to venture any closer to the Lycorian.  “What do you want with him?” he asked, the disgust in his voice obvious.

Slowly, Erin turned her back to the corner in order to face the Brenarian leader.  “You want to get out of here, don’t you?”

He nodded.

So did Erin.  “He’s our way out,” she said.  “Come on.”

The sludge and other bodily fluids on the ground squished under Erin’s boots as she approached Mullis in his corner of doom.  She cringed at the sound, taking great strides to ignore it, but it persisted with each painful step until she stopped in the shady recesses of the corner.

Mullis was perched over a small broken body, and even in the murky confines of the corner, Erin recognized it as that of the young Tilvera.  And as the snapping of teeth echoed throughout the corner, Erin stopped dead in her tracks, feeling her heart pound in her chest as she realized that Mullis was yanking the child’s teeth out.  “What are you doing?” she called out.

Mullis jumped, and quickly turned to see who had disturbed him.  Upon seeing Erin’s face, the spotted alien produced his enigmatic smile, and carelessly tossed Tilvera aside, her bloody, lifeless body crumpling to the ground.  “You frightened me!” he exclaimed.  “But that’s okay, I was nearly done, anyway.”

Erin’s eyes widened.  “You bet you were,” she said adamantly.  “In fact, I’d say you’re done now.”

The Lycorian glanced down at the child’s corpse.  “I don’t think so,” he said, reaching down into her mouth.  “There are still a few good molars I haven’t extracted yet,” he said, pointing.

“No,” said Erin, taking another step closer.  “I think you’re done now.”

Mullis seemed to be in shock.  Apparently, nobody had ever told him how to do his work before.  “But…”

“I don’t give a damn about your job, or the quality of the specimen,” Erin snapped.  “You aren’t going to put that little child through any more!  Do you understand?”

He shook his head.  “But, I need—”

“You need to go to hell,” said Erin sternly, almost unable to believe such words were coming out of her mouth.  Still, she meant every last word.

Exasperated, Mullis grabbed his tooth bag and affixed it to his belt.  “My superiors are not going to be pleased with this!”

“Cry me a river, little buddy,” Erin replied sarcastically before grabbing Mullis by the collar and pulling him to his feet.  “We’re getting out of here.”

The Lycorian’s eyes narrowed to slits, but he did not resist as Treigenn and Erin led him toward the exit.  As they shoved him through the threshold, Mullis probably figured they had simply been fed up with his actions.  Little did he know they intended to follow him through…

Prior to this day, Alan Christopher had not known how much effort it took to make tetralithium presentable to the Velora.  Prior to this day, he hadn’t particularly cared how to make tetralithium presentable to the Velora, and as he manually removed the dirt and debris from the piece in front of him, Alan Christopher still didn’t care.  Of course, if he didn’t at least pretend to care, he knew he would wind up displaced into the extradimensional void where most victims of the Velora wound up.

And so, locked away in his little alcove, Christopher carefully ran a microlathe over his sample of tetralithium, watching as its many layers of charred black rock gave way to a more pure, crystalline substance on the inside.  It was a long, arduous process; refining one egg-sized piece could take in excess of four hours, only to wind up with a piece of usable tetralithium no larger than a pea.

Not only was it a long, arduous process, it was also a smelly one.  The tetralithium seemed to elicit a noxious odor that mysteriously lingered in the air; several people had succumbed to its effects, and were summarily beaten or, depending on the guard that responded, vaporized.  For his part, Christopher seemed unfazed by the stench, which was a good thing.  Otherwise, he might not have noticed the strange blinking noise emanating from his station.

At first, he thought it indicated a malfunction, but it was such a low tone, that he was probably the only one that could hear it.  He listened to the bleeps for a moment longer, trying to figure out what they indicated, until finally, he realized there was an interesting pattern to the noise.  One beep.

Then two.

Then three.

Then four.

Slowly, he peered over his shoulder to see the Lycorian guards patrolling the far side of the facility, apparently oblivious of Christopher’s situation.  Feeling that his luck could run out at any moment, Christopher quickly turned back to his station and tinkered with the rudimentary controls on the side of the alcove.  Within a few moments, a muffled fuzz emanated through the audio processors.  But muffled or not, it was a strange noise, one that was definitely not normal for the internment facility.  The Lycorians were bound to notice soon enough.

“Alan!” came a voice through the comm a moment later.  It was Erin.

Relieved that she was okay, Christopher expelled a long sigh and candidly turned back to his alcove.  “How are you?” he asked quietly.

“I’ve been better,” she said.  “Look, Alan, I don’t have a lot of time, so we’ll have to make this quick.  The Velora seem to be more concerned with you guys than they are with us.  Overpowering them here should be a piece of cake if I can train my… friends…”

There was some hesitation in her voice with the last word.  Alan wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t like it.  Whatever the case, they needed to move fast, before the Velora got wind of what was going on.  The Lycorians didn’t seem as trigger happy as their superiors, but Christopher didn’t want to test that theory first hand.

“Train your people and then get to the Fil’sihar Internment Facility.  Once we’re liberated, we’ll raid the armory, get to the Dark Star, and ease on out of here.”

Even through the grainy, fuzzy comm link, Alan could her Erin’s giggle.  “You make it sound so easy, little buddy,” she said.

Christopher smiled.  “It won’t be,” he assured her.  “How long do you think it will take to mobilize your people?”

“A few days,” she replied.  “The Velora don’t appear to be in any hurry to deal with us.”

“That’s because they’re not,” Christopher replied.  “The Brenarians’ days are limited.  Kaid is content to simply let them die instead of expend resources on them.  But the way he spoke, you might not have a few days.”

“Well, I guess I’ll see you soon, then.”

Christopher smiled at the prospect.  “I guess you will.  I look forward to it.”

And as suddenly as it erupted, the fuzzy comm channel closed, and Erin was gone.  But Christopher smiled knowing that her absence would only be a temporary one.

Though the details surrounding his accident were still more than a little hazy, Commander Harrison found that the rest of his body was fully functional.  It took only a few simple procedures to correct any damage, and within a few minutes, the EMH had given Harrison a clean bill of health.  And it was a good thing, because they were going to need all the bodies they could get to pull off this mission.

From sickbay, the armory was only two decks down, a relatively short journey by turbolift, but one too dangerous to risk.  Hence, Harrison found himself leading the way through the long, narrow Jefferies tubes through decks six and seven until finally, he reached the hatch in the tube that ran behind the armory.

Because of its strategic position, level six authorization was required to open the hatch, and thankfully, Harrison had such powers.  On the keypad beside the hatch, the Commander quickly tapped in the command to release the seal.

The computer bleeped.  “Level six authorization required.”

He nodded.  “Authorization Harrison-9-7-7-Beta.”

With a pleasant bleep and a gentle rushing noise, the computer released the seal on the hatch, granting them access to the armory.

Harrison turned to the EMH, who had been traveling directly behind him the entire time.  “Are you ready?” he inquired.

The EMH looked down at the phaser in his hand and smiled hesitantly.  “I’m never ready to bring harm upon another,” he said.  “But considering the circumstances, I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Good.”  Harrison pressed himself up against the wall of the tube and indicated for the EMH to go through the hatch.  The hologram nodded slightly, and cautiously made his way toward the hatch.

“Don’t hesitate to shoot first,” Tompkins chimed in as the EMH reached for the keypad to open the doors.

“Thanks,” he said.  The EMH stared at the padd for a few moments, during which Harrison feared that his program had frozen, or even worse.  But finally, the EMH touched the padd, and the hatch doors slid apart, revealing the steely, dark armory, and three Velora guards standing guard inside of it.

Utterly surprised, the green-eyed Velora quickly pulled their weapons from their holsters and took aim on the doctor, firing without hesitation.  Numerous beams of watery pink energy soared across the armory, striking walls and knocking phasers to the floor, but the EMH remained unfazed, even as several of the shots careened through his body.

Growing increasingly frustrated, the Velora began to panic while the Doctor remained standing, totally unharmed by their onslaught.  Harrison only smiled, and watched as the EMH raised his weapon and fired.  The three streaks of orange light struck the Velora squarely on their chests, and they summarily fell to the ground.

Not quick to let his guard down, the EMH paused and looked around for any more Velora guards who may have been lingering in a corner or some other secluded area.  When he was satisfied it was safe, he turned back to Harrison.  “It’s safe.  Your hero has slain the demons.”

The analogy resonated quite well with Harrison, and he grinned as he stepped out into the armory.  “You shall have to venture to the holodeck with me one day, good sir.  Your presence would be greatly appreciated.”

 The EMH haphazardly shoved his phaser back in its holster.  “At least someone appreciates me,” he said.

Stepping over the dead Velora, Harrison slowly made his way to a secluded weapons locker in the back of the armory where the compressional phaser rifles were housed.  If they were going to fight the Velora, they were going to do it in a big way.  He carefully keyed his access codes into the console beside the sleek black locker before the door slid apart, one half ascending into the ceiling, the other descending into the floor.

Inside the locker were eight large, very powerful weapons that exuded a sense of mortal fear and power.  Harrison carefully grabbed one of them and hefted it in his hands.  “It will suffice,” he decided with a wide grin on his face.

“Hell yeah!” Tompkins concurred as he plucked one of the rifles for himself.  He carefully inspected it, checked the energy cells, the trigger, the emitter array… and when it all checked out, a gleam sparked in the engineer’s eye as he gazed at the weapon with an extreme reverence.  “This is a beauty,” he proclaimed as Keller and the EMH approached.  “Want one?”

“No,” said the EMH.  “I’ve done enough killing for one day.”

“Suit yourself,” said Tompkins.  “Brian?”

Keller peered into the locker a bit hesitantly, and then back down at the puny phaser affixed to his belt.  “Yeah, I guess I had better.  If I’m hit by one of those Velora beams, I don’t think it’ll pass through me as well as it did on our friend, here,” he said, motioning at the EMH.

“Neither do I,” he concurred.  “And I wouldn’t want to clean up the mess, either.”

With that said, Harrison reached into the locker and pulled out a third rifle, carefully entrusting it to Keller.  “When you open fire, just be certain the weapon is aimed at a Velora…”

Keller took the weapon and inspected it much as Tompkins had, though the gleam in his eye upon completing the task was a bit lacking.   Instead, he lowered the weapon and smiled faintly at Harrison.  “I couldn’t possibly handle all those Velora by myself,” he quipped.

Harrison smiled, and with his weapon in hand, indicated for them to begin making their way for the doors.  At first, he wasn’t sure what Brian meant by the statement.  Keller delivered the statement with such a haunting sincerity that it was impossible to tell if he was kidding or not.

But once Tompkins and the EMH started to make their way for the doors, Keller turned back to Harrison and added, “Besides, I think I’ve put that book back on the shelf.  I say it’s time we wrote a new one…”

Harrison said nothing, but as he turned to follow Tompkins and the EMH out the doors, it felt good to know that he had an ally in Brian Keller.

Chapter Seven

“Sir…”

Lucas Tompkins’ statement was the first word uttered since the group had left the armory, and in the eerie silence of the Starlight’s corridors, words seemed strangely out of place.  Still, Harrison had no choice but to respond.  “Yes, Commander?”

Tompkins quickly ducked into an adjoining corridor and stopped in front of a large wall-mounted computer terminal.  “I’ve been thinking… The Velora are bound to find out we’re up to something sooner or later.  Hell, they might already know.”

The EMH sighed.  “Your point, Commander?”

Tompkins peered at the hologram, and Harrison could see the words ‘de-compile’ streaming through the chief engineer’s mind.  “My point, Doctor, is that we should hinder the Velora as much as possible before hostilities actually begin.”

Harrison nodded, completely agreeing with the sentiment.  “What do you suggest?”

Without any hesitation, Tompkins reached for the section of wall covering under the computer terminal and removed it, carelessly dropping it on the floor.  Underneath were a series of bio-neural gel-packs, EPS conduits, and isolinear chips.  “Take out the comm system,” he said.  “If the Velora can’t communicate with one another, they’re going to have a hell of a time stopping us.”

It was a risky move.  It would certainly put the Velora at a disadvantage; Harrison also knew that if the group somehow got separated, it would hinder them as well.  But after weighing the options, he decided it was a risk worth taking—because quite frankly, they didn’t have much to lose.  “Proceed.”

Without any hesitation, Tompkins trained his phaser rifle on the exposed conduits and…

Viran bolted from the Starlight’s command chair as he heard a sensor alert emanate from the tactical station.  “What is it?” he demanded.

At first, Viran had simply suspected an incoming transmission from the Drinar, or something similar.  But when the officer at the station looked up from his sensors, Viran knew that would not be the case.  “Well?”

The officer cleared his throat.  “Somebody has terminated the communication system,” he reported.  “Deck seven, section nine.  It will take several hours to repair.”

Viran gulped.  “Scan the ship for life signs.”

The officer complied.  “Ninety-eight Velora, forty-five Lycorians,” he reported after a moment.

Something wasn’t right.  “Are you certain?”

The officer nodded.  “Yes.”

Viran shook his head.  “I am not,” he said.  “I highly doubt one of our own men would sabotage this mission.  Some of the Starlight crew must still be on board.  They are simply masking their bio-signatures somehow.”

“Impossible,” said the guard.  “We have performed three deck-by-deck inspections and found no sign of them!”

“Then your efforts were inadequate,” Viran snapped.  “There are still crewmembers on this ship.  They have been eluding us all this time.”

Attempting to anticipate their next move, Viran paused and placed himself in the renegades’ shoes.  If enemy forces had captured his vessel and outnumbered him fifteen-to-one, possibly more, Viran knew he would not waste time his rebellion—which could only mean one thing.

Quickly, he turned on his heel to face the aft set of doors.  “Arm yourselves,” he called out to his men.  “They’re coming here.”

Jeremy Talbot had no idea how much time had elapsed since he had been removed from command of the Alexander—but one thing was certain: he was exhausted.  Every muscle in his body ached with pain, every bone called out for mercy, and his stomach simply called out for food, something he had not seen in days.

Even so, Talbot knew he would get none of the above if he did not cooperate with the Velora and their henchmen.  He would simply get a beating at the hands of the Lycorians, or vaporized if the Velora happened to be near.  Neither option was very desirable, so Talbot decided he would simply stand at his dirty black alcove and refine his tetralithium.

That was, until he heard someone call his name from a few alcoves down.  Talbot slowly stepped back and peered down the line of alcoves, looking for the face that had called his name.  Fairly certain the voice had come from the left, Talbot focused his search in that direction, coming across a series of junior officers whom he did not know, and eventually, Alan Christopher.

Briefly, Christopher stepped away from his alcove and caught Talbot’s gaze.  The Starlight’s Captain nodded, and then discreetly switched places with the junior officer beside him, bringing him one step closer to Talbot.  Seeing that Christopher desired to speak with him, Talbot discreetly switched places with the junior officer beside him, bringing the two Captains as close as they were going to get without drawing too much suspicion.

“What is it?” asked Talbot as he started to work at the piece of tetralithium started by the junior officer.

“My operations officer is being held in a different facility.  She contacted me, and said she is on her way with assistance,” said Christopher.

Finally, a piece of good news.  For the first time in a while, Talbot felt they might actually get out of the Fil’sihar Internment Facility alive.  “How long?” he asked.

“Soon,” replied Christopher.  “They’re all dying of the blight—they don’t have much time left.”

“Blight?” asked Talbot.  Obviously, Christopher had the opportunity to learn about these Velora in great detail.

“It’s a disease the Velora inflict on species who pose a threat to their genetic purity.  It seeks out and destroys any offensive DNA a host body might have.  Highly offensive species die immediately.  The rest are housed in these internment facilities until they do die.  From what I can tell, we’ve all been infected by it.”

Talbot’s heart nearly skipped a beat as his mind absorbed Christopher’s words.  “Are you saying we’re going to die?”

“No,” replied Christopher.  “Humans and Ka’Tulans are immune to it, but the others will eventually die unless we can get out of here.”

Talbot was about to open his mouth to respond, but some strange sixth sense told him not to.  And sure enough, less than a second later, a large ominous shadow descended upon him.  Talbot turned around to see a large spotted Lycorian looming overhead.  

“It is time to eat,” he grumbled.

Not feeling compelled to argue, Talbot stepped away from his alcove and slowly approached the Lycorian in unison with Captain Christopher.  The alien grunted, and hastily retreated to join the crowd near the center of the room.

Talbot followed the Lycorian into the crowd—composed mainly of Starfleet officers—trying his best not to lose sight of the alien.  Eventually, they came across a small group of Lycorians at the center.  They stood around a large gray container that was filled with a very dry-looking bread.

“I guess that’s dinner,” Christopher mused as their Lycorian leader grabbed a handful of the bread and popped it in his mouth.  The guard wiped his hand on the front of his tunic, and reached back in, this time grabbing only two small pieces of the bread.  He gave one to Christopher, and the other to Talbot.

“Go!” said the Lycorian a moment later.  He shot both Captains a menacing glare, and then turned to serve the next set of prisoners.

Deciding that the one meager piece of dry bread was their allotment, Talbot complied with the Lycorian’s command, and retreated with Captain Christopher to a quiet area beyond the crowd.  Seating himself on the cold, hard floor, he looked at the cube-shaped bread and then sniffed it.

Christopher did the same.  “Doesn’t smell to good.”

Talbot sniffed again.  “Not really.”  Feeling a bit daring, Talbot took a nibble and smeared it around on his tongue.  It elicited absolutely no response in any taste sector.  “I guess no taste is better than bad taste.”

But as Christopher bit into his own cube of the bread, Talbot realized that his statement couldn’t have been more wrong.  Christopher cringed as the bread entered his mouth, and then started to gag as he spit it to the ground.  “I can’t eat this!” he exclaimed.

“We can’t be picky now,” said Talbot, almost unable to believe Christopher’s attitude.  It was a strange outburst, even for the strange Captain Christopher.

But he persisted.  “Jeremy, I really can’t eat this.”

“Why?”

Christopher brushed a few crumbs from his uniform and then drew himself closer to Talbot.  “I’m no toxicologist, but I think that stuff is poisonous to Ka’Tulans.  If I eat it, I’ll die.”

A grim feeling suddenly washed over Talbot.  “I doubt the Velora are going to change the menu just for you,” he said.

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “Which means if Erin doesn’t get here soon, I’m going to starve to death.”

A channel of heavily distorted pink energy soared over Brian Keller’s shoulder as he stormed through the Starlight’s corridors in a seemingly vain attempt to find a turbolift.  Much as he had anticipated, the Velora were quick to respond once Tompkins had severed communications, and consequently had made extreme efforts to block the turbolifts.

“Should we take the Jefferies tubes?” Keller inquired to Harrison as they rounded yet another corner, revealing yet another long, curving corridor of deck seven.

“No,” called out the executive officer.  “The Velora could easily contain us if we were to retreat to the Jefferies tubes!”

Another shot soared past Keller.  It struck the floor and smeared most of the deck plating away in a hazy pink energy before it dissipated.  The deck returned to normal moments later, but Keller couldn’t help but wonder how much being struck by one of those would hurt…

Another blast, this time striking the wall just ahead of Tompkins.  The chief engineer immediately dropped to the floor and came about.  “We’re not going to be able to outrun them, Commander!” he said.

Harrison stopped dead in his tracks and came about, his rifle pointed at the oncoming Velora.  “Then we shall have to quash our opposition,” he said softly.

Keller pressed himself flat up against the wall and readied his own weapon, waiting for the Velora to appear.

Their energy blasts were growing more numerous with each passing moment—striking the floor, the ceiling, the walls…  The lights flickered and the gentle whining noise of power failures filled the air just as Keller heard footsteps clanking on the deck.

The darkness would be his friend.  Slowly, Keller crouched down and squinted into the darkness.  At first, he saw nothing, but after a moment, the faintest outline of a humanoid figure appeared to be moving amidst the darkness.  Slowly, Keller took aim upon the shadowy movements and fired.

A surge of bright orange energy hurtled from his phaser, effectively blowing their cover of darkness, but it didn’t matter.  Before the Velora even had a chance to respond, Keller’s blast caught the alien squarely in the chest.  He jerked, slammed into the wall, and then crumpled to the floor.

But the Velora’s rebuttal was immediate.  Numerous surges of pink energy blew through the corridor like wind.  Acting purely on instinct, Keller dropped to the floor to avoid catching one of the pink beams—but the moment he did so, he regretted it.  As the beams continued to soar overhead, Keller realized he was pinned down; any attempt to rise would result in his untimely demise.

“Shit!” he cursed, wishing he had given his actions a bit more thought.

Carefully, Keller started to scoot himself back toward the EMH and Tompkins, who had managed to get off a few good shots before the Velora’s onslaught.  Now, it seemed, the only shots being fired off were by the Velora, and their tenacity was growing with each passing moment.

Deciding he wasn’t going to make it too much further before the Velora hit him, Keller carefully pressed himself up against the wall, making himself as flat as possible, raised his phaser-rifle, and without so much an attempt to find a target, he opened fire with a constant, blazing phaser beam.

Almost immediately, he heard the sound of bodies crashing to the ground, and a moment later, his phaser beam was joined by three others.  Knowing this was his chance to escape, Keller released his rifle’s trigger and scrambled to his feet, quickly closing the gap between himself and the others.

“Good to see you, Mr. Keller,” said Harrison a moment later.

Brian simply nodded, and got right back in the battle.  He turned around to see five more Velora rapidly approaching.  Tompkins managed to take out two of them before they opened fire.  The first beam soared over Tompkins’ shoulder and dissipated, while the other two sailed through the EMH’s torso.

In unison with Commander Harrison, Keller opened fire on two of the remaining three guards, leaving just one.  For a moment, it seemed as if he was going to turn and run, but apparently, the guard did not value his life.  He opened fire, and much like his friends’ shots, missed.  The pink beam struck the computer terminal behind the EMH, prompting the panel to explode.

Keller dropped back to the floor to avoid being hit by the shrapnel.  He felt a few pieces of debris tap his body, but it was hardly traumatic.  After a moment, he decided the danger had passed, and Keller rose back to his feet—only discover their party was now one man smaller.  “Where did the EMH go?”

Tompkins heaved a heavy sigh and made his way to the blackened and charred remains of the panel the Velora guard had taken out.  “That last shot must have disrupted the hologrid.  The EMH is probably offline.”

Immediately, Keller could see the situation had degraded from bad to worse.  But he was even more concerned with his next revelation, “With the comm system offline, we can’t reactivate him, can we?”

Harrison shook his head sullenly.  “Most certainly not.”

Keller wasn’t ready to give up on the Doctor that easily.  They needed him.  “Surely we can go back to sickbay and reinitialize him…”

“We could,” said Tompkins, “but that would take time we don’t have.  Besides, there are probably Velora swarming all over that deck.  We’d never make it.”

“Then what do we do?”

Tompkins grabbed his weapon and started heading for the turbolift at the end of the corridor.  “Go on without him.”

Not liking that plan of action, Keller turned to Harrison for a different plan, but the executive officer was hardly accommodating.  “Commander Tompkins is right,” he said.  “The path to the bridge is clear.  We had best take it before the Velora realize what has transpired…”

“Won’t this get us killed?”

Harrison said nothing.  He simply stood, motionless, for several moments before lowering his phaser and moving to catch up with Commander Tompkins, leaving Keller to answer his own question.  Of course, Brian had known the answer even before prompting the question…

“We have reached Velor Prime.”

Perched in his command chair high above the rest of the other bridge stations, Ambassador Kaid smiled as the news reached his ears.  Their journey was nearing its end.

Slowly, Kaid rose from his chair and walked down a short flight of steps to the helm.  “Put us in orbit of the third moon.”

The helmsman, a fine young officer named Litar, nodded and slowly, the stars on the viewscreen lurched about until the small dot of light that was Velor Prime’s third moon was in the center of the screen.  Quickly, the dot grew into the rocky, inhospitable sphere that Kaid recognized as the home of the Elkorvia Internment Facility. 

And he smiled.  “Yes, Captain Christopher,” he said deviously, “I have considered another alternative to ending the hostage situation…”

The helmsan looked back at Kaid.  “Sir?”

Not wanting the officer to think him insane, Kaid quickly patted the guard on the shoulder.  “Fear not, Litar, I am simply taking care of business.  In recent weeks, the Drinar has had one too many insurrections.  I intend to show our beloved prisoners that such instances will no longer be tolerated.”

Given the look on his face, Litar was not aware of Elkorvia’s primary function in the Velora Aggregate.  While its official designation was the Elkorvia Internment Facility, it was merely a formality.  Most every ranking Velora officer knew Elkorvia’s true function, and it was a far cry from mere incarceration and forced labor.  Elkorvia was an extermination facility—nobody ever left alive…

Kaid smiled faintly.  “Have the remaining Brenarians transferred there at once.  Use as much force as necessary.”

Litar nodded his affirmation.  “And once they are on the surface?”

“Destroy them,” said Kaid tersely.  There wasn’t even the slightest bit of remorse in his voice.  The Brenarians had been a thorn in his side for so long, he was quite glad to see them go.  In fact, now that he thought of it, Kaid wished he had ventured to Elkorvia sooner.

The computer bleeped several times as it relayed Kaid’s commands to the guards in the lower decks.  Once it was done, Litar turned his attention back to Kaid.  “How should we have them destroyed, sir?”

Instantly, a plethora of choices streamed into Kaid’s mind.  Elkorvia was a well-equipped facility.  Kaid knew there were more choices than even he could possibly imagine, but given the tenacity of the Brenarians, he wanted to ensure their demise was a fitting one.  “Incinerate them,” he decided after a moment.

The ominous words seemed to hang in the air for several moments, quelling any supplemental conversations that may have been going on prior to their arrival.  Kaid realized that it was gruesome; the words had even sent a chill down his spine.  But it was the fitting end Kaid had been looking for.  “Once they are destroyed,” he continued, “have the ashes transported to the farming colony on Celtrin II.  It should make for a good growing season this year.”

And on the viewscreen, Velor Prime’s third moon loomed …

Erin felt like eating her words.  She had told Alan that the Brenarians would be ready for battle in a few days; her optimistic side had been speaking, as usual.  Never had it been so wrong.  The Brenarians, even the stronger ones, appeared to be one of the clumsiest, tactically inept people she had ever encountered.  

Using the few weapons they still had left from the earlier rebellion, Erin had begun showing the Brenarians how to properly fight.  She went over evasive maneuvers, offensive maneuvers, basic field tactics, and a plethora of other items, but still it seemed that most of the Brenarians would have a hard time hitting the broad side of a barn.

Erin was tempted to inform Treigenn of his people’s shortcomings, and to suggest that they try a different tactic, but he seemed convinced they were making progress.  If she attempted to convince him otherwise, Erin felt she might have another… “accident” coming on.  So they continued to train.

“Before you pull the trigger, make sure the power cells are fully charged, otherwise you’re going to be firing a pretty wimpy blast,” Erin explained to her current group of trainees.  For the most part, they seemed competent, but given their lack of physical fitness, she was doubtful they would fare much better than the others, but still, she would try.

“Okay, this is the sight,” said Erin, pointing to the transparent square on the top of the weapon.  “Use it as a visual aid for finding a target.  When your target is in the middle, fire.  It’s as easy as that.”

It sounded that easy, at least.  Erin knew it was a far more difficult task.  For one, the target never remained in the sight.  Two, concentrating on the target was even more difficult when it fired back.  Three, the recoil was always a bit of a surprise, and for the inexperienced Brenarians, it could mean their demise.  

“They are so screwed,” Erin muttered under her breath.  Slowly, she heaved the bulky weapon back into her arms and tried to find some sort of a target in the sight.  The piles of dead, decaying bodies were very tempting, but Erin decided if she vaporized them, she would be no better than Mullis.

So she turned around, and immediately found a number of targets storming through the doors of the internment facility bearing their own weapons—and to Erin’s chagrin, they most certainly knew how to use them.  Numerous streams of pink energy soared through the air, striking down most of Erin’s little class in the first volley.

“What is going on?!”

Erin could detect Treigenn’s evil mode even without having to see him.  The tone was so loud and aggressive that she knew his dark side had emerged.  For her part, Erin decided to stay quiet as the Velora and Lycorian guards approached; there was no need for her to have an “accident” now.

“You are leaving,” said the rather large Velora guard at the head of the pack.

Treigenn was clearly not fond of the idea—at least not when it was suggested by the Velora.  “We will do no such thing!” he bellowed. 

The Velora nodded.  “Then you will die.”

Without any hesitation, the guard motioned for his Lycorian companions to fire.  They complied, and within moments, two pink beams sliced through Treigenn’s body and shoved him into the vast extradimensional void where all enemies of the Velora tended to wind up.  For her part, Erin felt a flood of relief surge through her body.

For the remaining Brenarians, a different emotion surged through their bodies—revenge.  At the sight of their leader’s demise, it seemed to Erin that every remaining Brenarian rose to his or her feet and began to charge at the intruders, screaming, yelling, and even firing their weapons.  Much as Erin had expected, the Brenarians missed with almost every shot, while the Velora and their allies were summarily decimating their attackers.

That was, until hand-to-hand combat started to break out.  Though frail and sickly, the Brenarians seemed to be thoroughly trouncing the opposition.  For their part, the Velora seemed to back away from the fight to let the Lycorians to take the brunt of the beating.  It didn’t really surprise Erin.  If one of the Brenarians had the misfortune of bleeding on the Velora, both would wind up dead in a hurry…

As she watched, it was hard to discern who was exactly winning the fight.  There were certainly a good number of Brenarians on the ground, but the number of Lycorians was also rising steadily.  The spotted aliens didn’t seem to have the stamina of either the Velora or the Brenarians.  

Apparently, the lead Velora guard saw this, too.  He slowly approached Erin and grabbed her shoulder.  “Come with me,” he said sternly.

Erin gulped.  “Where are we going?”

“We are leaving!”

Using a bit more force than Erin desired, the Velora guard led her to a small alcove near the doors of the facility.  The guard tapped in a few commands, and within moments, Kaid’s voice emanated from the speaker, “Yes?”

“We have been unable to contain them,” said the guard.  “We require reinforcements.”

“No,” said Kaid swiftly.  “We have expended enough resources on the Brenarians already.  Activate the baryon induction field and expose of them that way.”

The guard was clearly brought aback by Kaid’s statement.  “Sir, that will severely drain our power levels!” he protested.

“I am aware of that!” said Kaid.  “But the Brenarians must be disposed of!”

The guard nodded.  “Very well.”  He cut the comm link to Kaid, and then started tapping at the controls yet again, undoubtedly to execute Kaid’s death sentence.

“You don’t have to do this,” Erin said softly.

“I must follow my orders,” said the guard flatly.

A moment later, a large blue induction field zapped into place just a few meters in front of Erin.  She immediately recognized it as a baryon sweep.  Anything and everything of an organic nature in its path would be eradicated the moment it came into contact with the field.  And as it set into motion, Erin suddenly realized that all of the remaining guards were still on the opposite side.

“What about your men?” she asked.

The guard grunted.  “They are only Lycorians,” he said.

Erin’s jaw dropped.  “Excuse me?”

The guard shrugged indolently, and turned his attention back to the computer.  Clearly, he had no qualms about ending this empire—and clearly, he didn’t care about his men, either.

ZAP!

ZAP!

Z-Z-ZAP!!

Erin flinched.  At first, she thought the field was falling apart, but upon closer analysis, she discovered that it had merely consumed its first victims.  The living, the dead, they were all being erased like a stray mark on a piece of paper, and this man had the nerve to stand there and allow it to happen?  To his own men?  Lycorian or not, it was wrong, and Erin wasn’t about to let another atrocity commence.

She approached the guard.  “Stop the field,” she said.

He looked down at her with a quizzical gaze.  “It cannot be stopped until it finishes its cycle,” he said.  “Tough luck.”

Z-Z-Z-Z-ZAP!!!

ZAP!

Z-ZAP!

“Surely you can cause a power surge to disrupt the field,” Erin suggested.

The guard nodded as he looked over the computer screen.  “Possibly.  Though I don’t intend to find out.”

ZAP!

ZAP!

That’s it! Erin decided.  She had had enough.  Quickly, and without any hesitation, she turned on her heel and kicked the guard in the groin.  His face shriveled up like a prune as he hunched over on himself, his body filled with pain.  Had this been any other day, Erin would have been satisfied to leave the guard and go on her merry way.  But it wasn’t…

The Erin Keller that stood before this guard wasn’t the same person that had entered the Mirab’tenar Internment Facility all those days ago.  She was someone else entirely…

The guard simply stood and watched as the shimmering blue energy field slowly eased across the internment facility, oblivious to the fact that he was murdering hundreds of innocent people.  Many of them tried to run from the field, but there was nowhere to go.  It would inevitably catch up, and vaporize them.  Consequently, many of the Brenarians and Lycorians alike remained standing at the edge of the field to face death up close and personal.

To this, the guard on the outside smiled.  Slowly, the smile grew into an ear-to-ear grin, and as those unfortunate soles inside the field were brutally erased from the face of the universe, the guard expelled a generous guffaw.  “Pathetic fools!” he chuckled.

Erin had never seen a more heartless person in her entire life.  Enraged and without thinking, she grabbed the guard’s shoulder, and with all her might, hurtled him into the baryon field.

ZAP!

Z-Z-ZAP!

The moment the turbolift came to a stop, Matthew Harrison felt the knot in his stomach tighten exponentially, for he knew that just beyond those doors awaited death.  Though he knew not the number of Velora they would be facing, Harrison felt confident that they would be outnumbered.  The first person through the doors would be killed, without a doubt.  Which left one question lingering in the back of Harrison’s mind.  “Who goes first?”

The others knew their fate as well.  Certainly they feared death as much as Harrison, but if they did, they didn’t show it.  It was an admirable trait, one that Harrison wished he had.  Maybe in his next life, perhaps?

But finally, someone spoke up.  “I’ll go,” said Tompkins grimly.  He slowly approached the doors with his weapon in hand, fully prepared to accept death.

Harrison had expected as much of Tompkins.  The chief engineer believed in their cause, believed in himself, and believed in his ability to get the job done.  But Harrison couldn’t let him do it.  “No,” he said softly.  “I shall take point.  I am the senior officer here.”

Tompkins expelled a sigh—of what type, Harrison knew not, but it was most likely not one of relief.  Then, he backed away from the doors and allowed Harrison to take his rightful place…

“Wait!”  This time, Keller spoke up.  He came to the front of the turbolift and carefully shoved Harrison aside.  “I will go first.”

The executive officer couldn’t believe his ears.  “Why?”

Keller sighed.  “I might not have been on this ship very long, but I know I’ve been here long enough to see that this crew needs both of you.  You have lives here, and friends.”  He paused, and stared down at the ground…  “I don’t have anything except a piece of crap cargo ship that’s missing a particle emitter.”

“I can’t let you do this,” Harrison interjected.

But Keller continued, “This isn’t up for discussion,” he said.  “You’re not my commanding officer, and my decision is made.  I will take point.”

Harrison only closed his eyes.  He did not want to see anybody get killed.  But it was practically a certainty.  If Keller was willing to give his life for this cause… Harrison had no choice but to let him.  He reached for the button to open the doors, but paused before touching it.  “You’re as stubborn as your sister,” he told Keller.

Brian smiled.  “Thanks.”  He hefted his phaser and took his place at the front of the pack.  “Hey… If I don’t make it, tell Erin that her brother loves her… and that we’ll meet again one day…”

The tactical station bleeped, and Viran was immediately on his feet, his weapon in hand.

“They’re here,” said the officer manning the station.  He grabbed his own weapon and took aim on the set of doors between tactical and ops.

Moments later, the doors burst open with a generous barrage of orange phaser fire streaking across the bridge.  Viran fell to the floor to avoid being shot, but he was too slow.  A phaser blast grazed his shoulder, singing his uniform and burning his skin.  It was hardly a consequential blast, and Viran, crouched behind the command chair, took aim upon the intruders and opened fire.

Keller fired wildly at anything and everything that moved.  If he was going to go down, he planned on taking as many Velora as he could right along with him.  Right off the bat, he took out three guards with his furious rampage, and was joined shortly thereafter by Tompkins and Harrison.  But as the element of surprise wore away, the Velora, in their far superior numbers, began to flourish.

Brian could see at least ten of them on the bridge, all armed and firing their weapons.  He was able to dodge the first few blasts, and dropped to the floor, firing his phaser the entire time.  Though his blasts were now almost random, he managed to take out a few more Velora before a bright pink beam soared overhead.  Then another whirred past his side.

Quickly, he scrambled for cover near the operations station, hoping to use it as a shield from the storm.  But he got no further than a few meters before a sudden, wrenching pain crashed into his back.  Gasping for air, Keller looked down to see a swirling pink beam of energy come crashing through his chest.

And then everything went dark…

As Keller crashed to the floor, Lucas Tompkins noted a brief decrease in the number of phaser beams flying across the bridge.  Knowing that he may not get another opportunity, Tompkins grabbed Harrison and lunged behind the operations station where they would be relatively out of harm’s way.

“Cover me!” shouted Tompkins as he started tearing the covering away from the walls.

Harrison seemed distracted.  He only nodded, and then proceeded to open fire, but from what Tompkins could tell, the Commander wasn’t hitting much in the way of Velora.

Still, Tompkins couldn’t worry about Harrison.  He had to worry about everything else.  Rerouting the environmental controls to the auxiliary station hidden behind the wall panels at ops, he quickly programmed the computer to release anesthezine gas into the air.  Though it would render everyone unconscious for hours, it would at least take the Velora out of command and hopefully give Captain Christopher time to return… hopefully…

And as he heard the gas begin to spew from the vents lining the ceiling, Tompkins immediately felt himself succumbing to its effects.  They had done all they could do.  The rest was up to Captain Christopher…

Chapter Eight

It seemed the farming colony on Celtrin II was going to have to do without the ashes of the Brenarian Empire.  Kaid had been looking forward to a bumper crop of tovin roots this year, too.  But now, that wouldn’t be possible.  By his estimation, the entire Brenarian population was only moments away from extinction.  Never again would they threaten the genetic purity of the Aggregate.  Indeed, it was an historic day…

Wanting to know the exact moment that history was made, Kaid touched the comm unit on the arm of his chair and called the guard overseeing the baryon sweep.

But there was no response.

He frowned and then tried again, getting similar results.  “Is there a problem with the comm system?” he asked Litar.

Quickly, Litar scanned over his computer screen before reaching his conclusion, “No.  It appears to be functioning properly.”

Kaid frowned.  “Well, there is clearly something wrong.” He rose from his command chair and slowly made his way for the doors.  “I am going to investigate further.”

The Brenarians were gone.  Erin stayed and frantically worked at the control panel trying to stop the baryon field for almost ten minutes after she killed the guard, but her efforts proved fruitless.  If there was a way to shut down the baryon field, it was buried so deep in Velora technology that Erin would have needed days to sort it all out.  But the Brenarians had had only minutes left, and as she heard the last few zapping away, Erin decided that by the few that were left would have been so emotionally devastated by the loss, that they would have wished themselves dead, anyway.

Reluctantly, she grabbed a Velora weapon from the floor and stormed out the doors.  It was her opinion that the Velora deserved no mercy for their actions, and she didn’t intend to show it.  And so, wrapped up in her bloodlust, Erin shot and killed every last Velora she encountered on her way to the Fil’sihar Internment Facility.

At first, she felt some remorse for the life she had taken.  But then, Erin reminded herself of the strange grin on the guard’s face as he watched the Brenarian’s being vaporized.  She reminded herself of the forced labor, the torture chamber she had originally found herself in… young Tilvera…  And each subsequent death became that much easier to handle.

Finally, after charging through the Drinar’s dark murky corridors for what seemed like an eternity, Erin arrived at the gates of the Fil’sihar Internment Facility.  Because she was human, the guards on the outside regarded Erin differently than some other prisoners.  Though they raised their weapons, they didn’t shoot to kill.  Instead, they tried to talk.

Their mistake.

Erin’s finger hovered over the trigger, and she commanded it to pull back and fire, but suddenly, morality started to set in.  She was about to kill two more people.  Erase two more lives… shatter two more families… “What am I doing?”

“Excellent question,” said the guard.

Erin’s mind screamed for her to pull the trigger.  She had come this far already… why not kill again?  She pulled in a deep breath and pointed the emitter at the guard.

But her heart, in its infinite nobility, reminded her that what she was about to do was wrong.  She was angry, nothing more.  These people did not deserve to die, regardless of who they were.  They had done nothing to deserve death.

Still, she needed to get inside the facility.  She needed to get past the guards.  She needed to free her friends and get back to the Starlight.  Kill them, damn it!

Erin’s heart concurred—she needed to get past the guards.  But not by killing them.  If she murdered them, she was no better than they were…

Quickly, Erin decreased the phaser’s settings to stun, and fired on both guards without hesitation.  As they crumpled to the floor, she felt confident that she had done the right thing, and stepped into the internment facility feeling stronger than ever…

As he finished the refinement of his most recent piece of tetralithium, Alan Christopher suddenly realized that he had grown so engrossed in his work that he had not heard the commotion growing all around him.  Something was happening near the doors.  Had the guards decided it was feeding time again?

Anxious to see what was going on, Christopher abandoned his post to see the doors of the facility were wide open, and many of his comrades were charging through them, beating down the guards that stood in their way.  Clearly, decided Christopher, it was not feeding time.

Still, he approached the crowd with a bit of caution, not wanting to walk into some sort of trap.  Everything seemed just a little too convenient for his liking—that was until he saw who stood at the center of the crowd.

“Erin!”

Upon hearing her name, she immediately looked up.  She scanned the room for a few seconds before her large brown eyes fell upon Alan.  A wide smile immediately popped onto her face as she abandoned the crowd surrounding her in favor of seeing Alan.

“Are you okay?” he asked as she approached.

“I’m just peachy,” she replied.  “You?”

Alan sighed.  “Well enough,” he admitted.  “Though now that you’re here, I’m much better… in fact, I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight in my entire life.”

Erin raised an eyebrow as she gazed down at her uniform.  It was torn and tattered, covered in a generous layer of filth and grime that exuded a powerful stench.  “That’s so sweet,” she said, “but I look like shit.  I smell like shit.  And there are probably a billion germs crawling all over me right now.”

She was probably right, but for some reason, Alan simply shrugged it off.  “You’re beautiful to me.  That’s all that matters,” he said, nearly losing himself in Erin’s angelic eyes.

His mind told him it was time to go; they didn’t have time to waste exchanging pleasantries.  But Alan wasn’t moving.  Instead, he found himself drawing nearer to Erin, wrapping his arms around her delicate body and pulling her into his embrace.

Feeling her head suddenly resting on his shoulder, Alan simply closed his eyes in an attempt to capture this moment in his heart, for he never wanted it to end.  Nothing would keep him away from Erin Keller… Not the universe.  Not the Velora.  Not even a few stray germs, for the bond that was forming between them was stronger than the very fabric of the universe itself…

Slowly, Alan opened his eyes, and there, merely a few centimeters from his face, was Erin.  Their eyes locked and something deep in the back of Alan’s mind suddenly clicked.  The few centimeters of space that existed between them was still to great a distance for Alan to bear.  And so he sealed it with a kiss…

Kaid emerged from the turbolift into a darkened corridor filled with the sounds of battle: a steady barrage of phaser fire, the screams of the wounded, the shouting of orders from superior officers, the yelling from subordinates saying the orders were impossible to carry out… And it took only a few steps into the corridor before Kaid came upon the war zone.

Bodies littered the corridor, many of them sprawled out in positions Kaid had thought unachievable by even the dead.  Meanwhile, the living found themselves pressed up against the walls shooting back at the opposition, though Kaid noted their success was nominal.

Slowly, he approached a small group of Velora who were somewhat removed from the fighting.  It appeared to be the source of many of the orders Kaid had heard being shouted across the corridors; someone in the group must have taken command.  “What is going on?” asked Kaid as he drew nearer.

All five of them immediately looked up.  Of the five, four were Velora; the fifth was a bulky Lycorian Kaid recognized as Hedrin.  He spoke for the group.  “When the power drained for the baryon sweep, an undetermined number of prisoners escaped from Mirab’tenar and managed to free the residents of the Fil’sihar facility,” he explained.  “Our guards were otherwise engaged with some of the other facilities, and were unable to terminate the residents.  Many of them have escaped to the lower decks where power has yet to be restored.  We cannot contain them.”

Kaid knew he shouldn’t have been so anxious to rid of the Brenarians.  Even in death, their wrath still plagued him.

“To increase our odds, I suggest we set our weapons to maximum displacement,” said Hedrin a moment later.

The Lycorian’s reasoning was sound, and Kaid gave him credit for knowing his protocol—because maximum displacement was exactly what protocol required during an insurrection.  The lives of the insurgent prisoners were considered very low priority.

Kaid stood and watched his men in their struggle with the Federation forces for several moments.  It appeared to be an even battle, as neither side had resorted to lethal settings as of yet.  And from what Kaid knew of the Federation, they would never give such an order unless it became absolutely necessary.  The Federation forces would easily fall, and the insurrection would be quelled.

Kaid knew that he might not be pleased with the death toll, but his priority was his ship, not his prisoners.  He pulled in a deep lungful of air and turned his attention back to Hedrin, slowly opening his mouth to give the fateful order—but he stopped himself before a single word emerged.

Standing in the threshold between the internment facility and the corridor were Alan and Erin, and upon seeing them, his heart skipped a beat.  Both looked beaten and tired—but still happy to be with each other; if he gave the order for maximum displacement, they would undoubtedly be killed, and whatever happiness they had would be erased.  “No,” he whispered to himself.

“Sir?” Hedrin inquired.

Kaid looked up at the Lycorian.  “No, we will not go to maximum displacement.”

The Lycorian’s face slowly morphed into something of a confused look.  “But protocol require—”

“I am aware of the protocols,” Kaid interjected.  “Just let them go.”

Now Hedrin was brimming on utter disbelief.  “Sir?”

“You heard me,” said Kaid sternly.

In spite of his harsh tone, Kaid noted that his men did not move.  Perhaps they thought it was a joke; certainly, it was not.  Just so there was no confusion, Kaid glared his eyes and stepped closer to Hedrin.  “Let them go.  Now!”

Uncertain of Kaid’s next actions, Hedrin took a step back to evade the Ambassador.  “You heard him,” said the Lycorian.  “Move out!”  He quickly turned on his heel and made his way into the war zone to alert the others of the rather sudden cease-fire, leaving Kaid alone.

Slowly, the Ambassador bridged the gap between himself and his friends, Alan and Erin.  At least he still liked to consider them friends.  They were understanding people; certainly they understood he did what he had to do.

Or not.  As he approached, their faces did not light up with joy upon seeing him.  In fact, they looked more than a little grim.  Still, they didn’t turn away, which meant their relationship was not beyond redemption.  To reaffirm that sentiment, Kaid placed a smile upon his face.  “Well done, Alan,” he commended.

Alan matched the smile, though it seemed a bit hollow.  “Thanks,” he said flatly.

“It is regrettable that things did not go better,” said Kaid, leading them into the now empty corridor.

“It is,” agreed Alan.  “I was beginning to enjoy being in your presence.  You seemed to have many of the whimsical qualities I find enjoyable in people.  Of course, you also are responsible for the death of countless billions…”

Trillions actually, but Kaid decided that particular detail could remain unspoken.  “I, too, enjoyed your presence,” he said instead.  “It is not often I get the opportunity to interact with alien cultures other than the Lycorians.  A dreadfully dull species to say the least.”

Kaid glanced down the corridor.  The battle had stopped, and was now entirely devoid of activity.  All that remained were those unfortunate victims who had managed to get in the line of fire; they lay slumped on the floor either dead or in a catatonic slumber.  “You two had better be leaving,” he said softly.  “I wish you the best of luck in your coming trials.”

Alan nodded.  “We’ll need it.”

“We will launch a probe that will allow you to return to Sector 19328.  Lock onto it with a tractor beam, and it will tow you home.”  Slowly, Kaid stepped out of the way and pointed them in the direction of the Dark Star.  “Until we meet again…”

Without another word, both Alan and Erin made their discreet exit in the direction Kaid had indicated, leaving the Ambassador alone with his thoughts.  In them, two things had become clear.  One, there would be a next time.  And two, when the time came, the Federation would become pure, whether they liked it or not…

Sitting at the helm of the Dark Star, Jeremy Talbot hastily maneuvered the craft out of the Drinar’s shuttlebay and brought it into the void of space.  Though he was tempted to venture back to the Alexander with it, he knew its home was the Starlight, and consequently set a course.

“How does the Starlight look?” he asked Bator, who was seated at the operations station to his right.

The Phobian checked the sensors.  “It is undamaged,” he reported, “but there are numerous Velora still on board.  They appear to be unconscious.”

Talbot nodded.  “Good enough.  Start beaming the crews back to their respective ships.”

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73319.2:  The Starlight, Windcress, and the Alexander have safely returned to Sector 19328 after narrowly escaping from the Velora. For the moment, all is quiet; sensors indicate no sign of further Velora activity, however I sense that we have only begun to scratch the surface of this dilemma.  A second round with Kaid seems inevitable, and I fear that next time, we may not fair so well in the end…
As he finished making his log entry, Christopher expelled a long sigh, and then turned his attention to the two figures seated in the chairs across from his desk—Matthew Harrison and Lucas Tompkins.  And he smiled.  “Well done, you two.  I’m pretty sure you’ve both got a heap of golden stars coming your way…”

Though Harrison smiled faintly, neither one of them looked overly enthusiastic about the prospects of receiving this fictitious award.  Clearly, Christopher was the only one enthusiastic in that regard.  He shrugged it off with a faint chuckle and decided to try again.  “So golden stars don’t float your boats… Perhaps you’ll be a little more receptive to a Christopher Pike Medal of Valor.  You’ve certainly earned it.”

Harrison’s smile widened exponentially upon hearing the news, and even Tompkins cracked a grin.  After this ordeal, good news was a welcome change, and Christopher was glad to be the source of it.  “The golden stars are still yours if you want them…”

Harrison shook his head.  “I believe one award is more than enough for our efforts,” he said.

Modesty was definitely not Christopher’s forte, and the Captain admired Harrison for his restraint, but in this instance, Christopher felt that the Commander’s modesty needed to loosen up a bit.  One award… “I’m not so sure about that,” said Christopher.  “You did save the entire ship from a horrid, putrid end, overcoming insurmountable odds.  It’s my opinion that one award is dreadfully insufficient…”

Harrison nodded.  “Perhaps,” he conceded.  “But then again, Commander Tompkins and I cannot take all of the credit.”

Christopher gulped.  “Brian,” he whispered.

“Indeed.”  Harrison paused, clearly wanting to say something more, but apparently unable to find the words to speak it.  He shook his head, and then looked back at the Captain.  “You are… close to Commander Keller…?”

“To say the least,” said Christopher.  “Why?”

“Her brother asked a favor of me prior to his passing.  Given my uneasy relations with the Commander, I don’t feel it is appropriate for me to deliver it.”

Now Christopher saw what had made Harrison so uneasy.  “You want me to do it…”

He nodded.  “Exactly…”

Normally, Christopher would have suggested Matthew set aside his differences with Erin and tell her himself.  But it was not a normal day, and Christopher was certain that if Erin wanted to be with anyone, it would be with him, not Harrison.  “I’ll see what I can do,” he replied softly.

The trail of tears.

That was what Erin Keller was thinking about renaming the way to sick bay, for it seemed that each time she followed it, she wound up saying good-bye to someone she loved.  The list grew longer all the time, but the most recent addition was undoubtedly the hardest blow she had taken in quite some time.

Brian was gone.

Never again would he receive one of her communiqués warning him of ion storms and plasma drifts.  He would never hear of her relationship with Alan, or for that matter, find true love for himself.  He would not laugh, nor cry; he would feel none of the pain that Erin would feel as she watched her companions fade away into the night, for his journey was over.

He was stretched out on a bio-bed in a secluded corner of sickbay.  A white sheet covered most of his body, aside from the head and arms, which were resting comfortably above the sheet on his chest.  Slowly, Erin grabbed one of his stone cold hands and squeezed it with her own.  “Brian…” she said, nearly choking on tears, “I always said you were stupid—and I really meant it a few times, I guess.

“Remember that day on Bajor in the willow grove?  We were at the top of that hill and you tripped me!  I must have fallen down thirty meters of hillside before crashing into that stream, and when I got up, I had never been more upset with you in my entire life.  You just sat there and laughed at me…

“Well, I just wanted to forgive you, because I know that if you had been coming over that hill, I would have done the same thing.  Besides, now that I think of it, it was kind of funny.

“We had a lot of fun together, didn’t we?”

She paused for a moment and looked at her brother’s motionless face.  Never again would they have fun… never again would they do anything together…  For Brian was forever gone.  “Forever is a very long time… Why did you have to leave me?” she begged, feeling the tears stream down her face.  “You were all I had left!  And now I’m all alone!”

“No you’re not.”

Alan!

As his hands came to rest upon her shoulders, Erin knew that in spite of her empty heart, she wasn’t alone—and that as long as Alan was there, she never would be.  She hastily wiped the tears from her face and turned to him.  “Promise me something, Alan.”

Slowly, he came to her side and looked into her eyes.  “Anything.”

“Don’t leave me.  Ever.” 

“I’ll do my best.”

It wasn’t exactly what Erin had been hoping to hear.  He didn’t promise.  But of course, she knew that he couldn’t.  Nobody could make that promise, because nobody knew what the future held.  But as long as he promised to do his best, Erin would have no complaints.  She would cherish every moment they spent together, and make every day a dream-come-true.

Carefully, Erin slipped her hand around Alan’s and squeezed it tight, just to make sure that he was there.  When she was satisfied that he was sufficiently present, she slowly turned her back to Brian; another page had been turned.  Another chapter had been written… And it was time for the story of Brian Keller to be placed back on the shelf—not to be forgotten, but to be smiled upon with fond memories and kindred spirits.

But it was merely the beginning of a new chapter in the lives of Alan Christopher and Erin Keller.  Though they had already braved fierce battles and endured countless storms, their greatest trials were yet to come.  The threads of fate had already buried the seeds somewhere deep within the sands of time…

As the two of them started to make their way out of sickbay, Alan stopped and turned to Erin.

 …And one of those seeds was about to sprout… 

The beginning of the next chapter—the first great trial—was at hand, and the future was about to begin… 

Or was it?

Alan smiled faintly.  “I have a message for you… From a friend…”

…Only time would tell…
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