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Prologue

Golden rays of sunshine streaked across the placid morning sky, shedding light on a new day—and if all went well, a new Federation colony.  For the better part of a week, the Starlight had been combing over the entire region in search of a world suitable for colonization, and today seemed to be their lucky day.

Erin Keller stood in the middle of a vast, rolling countryside, tricorder in hand—though she had yet to scan anything.  Her senses were still wrapped in the crisp morning air, and the constant droning and chirping of the insect population was presently more engaging than any data her tricorder proffered.  Besides, Erin knew that while she was making the most of this delicate moment, the others were toiling away at their tricorders, gathering all the data they could possibly desire, and then some.

A large deciduous tree loomed just a few dozen meters away, but its shadow, exaggerated by the sun’s low angle, danced quietly beneath Erin’s feet.  This, she decided, is worthy of my attention.  Erin swiftly pointed the tricorder at the tree, and watched as some data flitted across the screen.  It was nothing earth shattering, and Erin quickly discarded the data in favor of a visual analysis.  

She estimated the tree was still young—ten, perhaps fifteen years old.  Its bark was smooth and undamaged, and none of its three-pronged leaves appeared to be damaged or diseased.  And perhaps best of all, it would make for a perfect place to sit and watch the sun creep above the horizon.  She carefully seated herself on the ground before the tree, making herself comfortable in the crisp, dew-laden grass just as the shimmering golden sun began to peek over the distant horizon.

“So far, so good,” said Kendall Johnson.  He stood about a meter away, apparently more interested in duty than the sunrise.

Erin afforded him only a moment’s attention.  “Keep me apprised,” she said, and abruptly turned back to the sunrise.

Kendall, however, did not catch the drift.  “Talyere and Doctor Hartman are already running some analyses on the soil and water.  That’s looking good, too.   No contaminants of any kind have been found so far, and in fact, I’m willing to bet that this place is going to make for an…”

As warm, sundry rays of morning light washed over her body, Erin suddenly found herself oblivious to Kendall’s discursive babble.  The exquisite sunrise was a moment in time so perfect, it deserved nothing less than Erin’s complete and undivided attention.

Slowly, the vibrant sun crept into the sky, banishing whatever darkness that remained and spreading warmth and joy over this strange new world—and as this perfect moment reached its apex, Erin Keller was soon reminded of another similar moment…  Another perfect day…

For as far as the eye could see, the rolling hills of some distant planet were alive with the delicate pink and purple blossoms of Ti’vhalan Orchids, the cool, gentle breeze carrying their sweet scent through the crisp morning air.  As Erin wandered through the seemingly endless plain, the warm sunlight beat down on her skin, bringing a smile to her face.

At Erin’s side, the delicate little Angela.  Her head happily bobbed back and forth as she took in the sights and sounds of the verdant expanse, her cheerful laughter carrying along in the gentle wind.  “Come on, Mommy!” 

She wandered a bit further, periodically looking back to that her mommy was still there, until finally, something in the grass caught her attention.  Slowly, Angela dropped her ragged pink blanket on the ground and got down on her hands and knees to investigate the spectacle before her.  “Mommy!” she called out excitedly, “I found a bug!”

Erin quickly crouched down behind her daughter to see this bug for myself—and a smile immediately cracked her face.  “That’s not a bug, silly!”

Angela quickly turned to her mother, shocked.  “Then what is it?” she asked curiously.

“It’s called a butterfly…”

Erin’s eyes suddenly blinked open.  The perfect moment was over, and given the shrill noises coming from Kendall’s tricorder, she had a lingering feeling that the moments that would follow would be far from perfection.  “What is it?”

Kendall’s brow furrowed as he studied the data.  “I… I don’t know,” he admitted.  The discursive confidence that had filled his voice earlier was completely gone.  “It looks like there’s something beneath the surface…”  He gulped.  “A compound of some sort.”

“The last time I checked, this place was uninhabited.”  Keller quickly plucked the tricorder from her belt and flipped it open.  Immediately, it was abuzz with activity.

“There aren’t any life signs,” said Kendall.  “Just a compound.”

“I see,” said Keller, her tricorder confirming Kendall’s words.  “How the hell did we miss that before we beamed down?”

Kendall shrugged.  “I don’t know.  There must be some kind of dampening field that prevents long-range scans… or something.”

Or something.  That was the part Erin didn’t like.  In her myriad experiences, “or something” tended to be rather unpleasant, and with that in mind, she rose to her feet, brushed the grass and dirt from her bottom, and went to a mental yellow alert.

Her first task at this heightened alert status was to collect the rest of the away team—Sarah Hartman and Talyere.  And since they were already approaching, Erin decided she could move on to her next task.  She quickly tapped her communicator.  “Keller to Starlight.”

There was a brief moment of silence before Alan Christopher’s reassuring, and perhaps overly confident voice filled the air.  “What is it, Erin?”

She made hast to glean as much data from her tricorder as possible, and then said,  “We’ve found some sort of complex beneath the surface.  I can’t determine much else, other than the fact that it’s big.”

“Sound interesting,” said Christopher.  “Poke around a little bit, see what’s going on, and keep me apprised of the situation.”

Erin nodded.  “Very well,” she said.  “Keller out.”

Less than a second later, Talyere was at Keller’s side, examining the data on her tricorder screen.  After a moment’s study, he pointed to the small topographical map in the corner.  “Doctor Hartman and I believe there is an entrance at these coordinates.”

Immediately, Keller zoomed in on the indicated coordinates and placed them under a bit of scrutiny.  “That’s about a kilometer away,” she mumbled, but found that she could not deny Talyere’s assumption.  There was clearly some sort of passageway…  “Why don’t we check it out?”

Fifteen minutes later, Keller stood at the entrance to the compound.  A few small bushes occluded a dark brown hatch built into the ground, and if she hadn’t been looking for it, Keller was relatively certain she wouldn’t have found it.  Using her boot, she cleared away some of the twigs from the hatch and then tapped at the small interface that subsequently surfaced.  The doors smoothly hissed apart, and revealed a bulky metallic ladder that lead straight down into the heart of the compound.

Erin stared down into the abyss for a long moment.  She didn’t hear anything ominous, nor did she see anything—but to her chagrin, that did little to appease the butterflies in her stomach.

“I’m not detecting dangerous anything down there,” Hartman gleaned from her tricorder after a long moment.  “But if you can’t handle it, I’ll go first.”

Keller glared at Hartman.  “I can handle it, thank you very much,” she affirmed.  “I’m just collecting my thoughts.”

“Well, handle them a little faster,” scoffed Hartman.  “We don’t have all day.”

Ignoring the Doctor’s banter, Keller turned her attention back to the abyss.  It was dark, but in retrospect, wasn’t all too foreboding—and with that in mind, Keller carefully lowered herself into the hole, asserted herself on the ladder, and then carefully made her descent into darkness.

As she descended, the moist, clammy air almost immediately made Keller’s clothes stick to her body.  Even worse, the stale air reeked of sulfur, a stench so uninviting it made her want to retreat to the surface and vomit.  But above her, Erin could already hear Kendall’s boots clanking on the rungs.  Retreat was not an option; thus, she forged ahead, and after a few moments, eventually reached the bottom.

When she hopped off the ladder, Keller was surprised to find a smooth tiled floor beneath her feet.   The walls, though still shrouded in darkness, were obviously manufactured, and in the distance, Keller could see faint lights at the end of a long corridor.  While she waited for the others to descend, she decided those lights would be their ultimate destination.

The clanking of boots on the ladder stopped after a few moments, and two wrist beacons summarily flared to life; both Talyere and Hartman had brought beacons.  Keller, however, was not expecting to visit a dank underground compound, and didn’t bother to pack one…  Now she wished she had.

The lights didn’t reveal anything interesting, however.  The floor was gray, as were the walls—and considering their underground location, they were incredibly well kept, giving the entire facility a sterile feeling.  But that feeling died the second Keller took a step forward.

She stumbled on something.  It moved, slightly…  then groaned, and in an instant, both light beacons were shining on the gray clad body at Keller’s feet.  Slowly, one of the beams began to traverse the body, and it didn’t take long for Erin Keller to realize that she had literally stumbled upon trouble.

It was a humanoid with earthy, grayish-brown skin, a string of lackluster bumps on either side of its head, and a pair of terrified green eyes that seemed to drill into Erin Keller’s skull.  It was a Velora…

Chapter One

Talyere Rosat stood by in stark silence as he watched Doctor Hartman approach the alien on the floor.  There was a trickle of velvety purple blood dripping from his nose, a few scratches on his cheek, and perhaps most distressing, a generous puddle of violet blood on the floor surrounding the alien.  He was badly damaged, but curiously, Doctor Hartman was the only one even remotely concerned about this alien’s well being—and as she scanned the alien with her tricorder, it was obvious that Doctor Hartman was not performing at peak efficiency.

Her actions were phlegmatic at best, and by the time she had determined what was wrong with the alien, Talyere had already been able to hypothesize several possible treatments—and had he been in charge, would have already begun to implement one such treatment.  Thus, Talyere had to assume that he was missing something.

Obviously.

The others seemed well aware of this species, while admittedly, Talyere had never seen them before.  Perhaps they were impervious to treatment?  Or not worth saving in the first place?  He filed those questions away in the back of his mind for the moment, and watched intently as Hartman injected a hypospray into the alien’s neck.

The alien’s fiery green eyes bolted open again, still filled with the same sense of terror Talyere had observed earlier.  Only this time, the alien didn’t drift into unconsciousness.  Commander Keller quickly took advantage of the situation.

“What happened?” she asked.  Talyere noted concern in Keller’s voice, but little in the way of compassion.

The alien cringed.  “An attack,” he rasped.

Keller nodded. “Who?”’

“I don’t know.”  The alien shrugged, and then added, “It happened so quickly…” He paused, then hacked up a stringy glob of blood.  “You should leave, before they return.”

“How long ago did this attack happen?”

The alien slowly shook his head, but did not vocalize an answer.  Instead, he died and Hartman’s tricorder immediately registered a shrill, monotonous bleep until the Doctor deactivated the unit and shoved it back into its holster.  

Since Talyere very much doubted the others were about to mourn, he saw no point in allotting them time to do so.  Instead, he pressed on with his own line of questioning.  “I am not familiar with that species,” he said, carefully crouching down beside Commander Keller at the alien’s side.

“They’re called the Velora,” said Doctor Hartman.

“We encountered them twice last year while you were imprisoned by the Elorg,” continued Keller.  “They’re an advanced species comparable to the Federation, only they’re immune systems are very weak, and make them susceptible to all sorts of alien diseases.  And instead of working to find cures for these diseases, the Velora exterminate the source—to the extent of genocide.”

Now Talyere was beginning to understand the reasoning for his companions’ apathetic response to the alien’s injuries. But he still wanted additional justification before he could fully accept it.  “How did you manage to survive those encounters?”

“We were freed,” said Johnson quietly—and to Talyere’s surprise.  Usually, Johnson observed silence when in the Overseer’s presence, fearing some sort of tart response.  This minor statement, however, did not warrant such words, and Talyere remained silent.

“Apparently, humans don’t infringe upon the Velora’s genetic purity,” Hartman explained.  “We were held as prisoners for only a short time before they let us go.”

Talyere’s eyes wandered back to the corpse.  “No good deed goes unpunished,” he mused.

“We should probably get going,” said Johnson.  This time, Talyere noted a distinct tremor in his voice.  “If the attackers really do return, we, um, probably shouldn’t be here.”

“We do not even know who attacked, or why,” said Talyere sternly.  “We should at least attempt to figure out what has happened before leaving.”

Johnson quivered—slightly…  He wasn’t as anxious as he used to be, but he still made no effort defend his position.  Instead, he gulped and toiled away at his tricorder as if Talyere had not spoken.  

And while Johnson feigned work on his tricorder, Commander Keller rose to her feet wearing a determined look upon her face.  She had heard Talyere’s suggestion.  “We’re going to find out what happened,” she said smoothly, “because if the Velora have some enemies out there, I want to meet them.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”  Talyere nodded approvingly, but then added, “What if that enemy finds us distasteful as well?”

“We could be endangering ourselves,” Johnson suddenly said, much to Talyere’s surprise.  He had effectively made the Elorg eat his own words.

Talyere fretted for only a moment.  “I concede to your logic, Mr. Johnson, but I still believe we should stay—at least until we have reason to do otherwise.”

“So we’ll leave when there’s danger,” said Keller.  “Until then, we need to find out what was going on around here.”

Talyere had always been fond of Commander Keller.  In fact, he was well aware that most people enjoyed associating with her.  But while the others seemed attracted to her warm, charming persona, Talyere found himself admiring her more subtle qualities.  She was headstrong, decisive, and knew how to conduct herself in a critical situation.  And it was for these reasons that Talyere found himself immediately following Keller down the dim corridor just up ahead.

The others followed close behind.  Talyere could hear their boots echoing in the dank corridor.  Though he cared not to look, he imagined Johnson lagging behind, his face buried in a tricorder in search of danger.  To exist in a state of constant must have been unpleasant.   Talyere certainly knew that being exposed to the paranoia was.

But much as Talyere had expected, they managed to traverse the length of the corridor without incident, and less than a minute later, the foursome stood in the pale yellow aura of a barely functional overhead light.  To the left was another long, dim corridor.  To the right, a similar passageway, though it was damaged by the aforementioned attack, and made impassable by several large bulkheads about halfway down.  Dead ahead, a small alcove.  It contained a computer terminal and several monitors.  “It appears to be some sort of security checkpoint,” said Talyere.

Keller swiftly pulled out her tricorder and scanned the workstation.  Almost immediately, it produced a series of strident bleeps that prompted the Commander’s nose to crinkle in confusion.  “I can’t really tell you what it is,” she admitted.

Talyere turned his gaze upon her in hopes of a more detailed explanation—and she, in turn, looked to Johnson.  He immediately scanned the terminal for himself, his tricorder emitting the same shrill bleeps that Keller’s had produced only moments earlier.  “The computer core has been wiped clean,” he diagnosed.  He carefully made his way past Talyere and Keller, and ran his fingers over the control interface.

Nothing happened.

“If the core has been deleted,” said Talyere, “then why bother accessing it?”

Johnson didn’t immediately explain himself.  Instead, he stared at the interface a while longer before conferring with his tricorder.  It produced several additional bleeps before Johnson finally turned to Keller.  “Whoever erased the core must have been in a hurry, though,” he said.  “I might be able to reconstruct some of the data using a parity trace analysis.  It could take awhile, though.”

Keller nodded.  “Do it,” she chirped.  “Sarah will stay here to protect you, little buddy.  Talyere and I will dig a little deeper into the compound.”

Johnson did not seem overly enthused by the prospect, but to his credit, he was able to feign confidence.  Keller gave him an encouraging pat on the back before turning to Hartman.

Talyere considered the Doctor to be the antithesis of Keller in many ways.  She was blunt, not overly charming, and was not admired by the vast majority of the Starlight’s crew.  Nevertheless, she was incredibly capable and well versed in her field—and as she exchanged her tricorder for her phaser, Talyere duly noted that the Doctor’s cage was not one that was easily rattled.  Talyere nodded approvingly, and then made haste to follow Keller into the darkened corridor ahead.

They assumed a well-metered gait from the onset of their journey, but given the apparent length of the corridor, Talyere knew their journey to the other end would still take some time—and with countless questions still brimming in his mind, he decided there was no better time to inquire about them.  “These Velora… you said they were comparable to the Federation.  How so?”

“Their military strength,” she replied quietly.  “Their weaponry is equal to, if not slightly inferior to that of the Federation.  Their engines are rather impressive though.  They can travel hundreds of light years in only a few hours.”

“So they inhabit a region of space far from here?”

Keller shrugged.  “I guess their home planet is about 15,000 light years away.  And they’re apparently a rather enlightened people when they’re not committing genocide.”

“You do not sound convinced.”

“I don’t know if I am or not,” she admitted.  “It was about a year ago… We encountered a damaged Velora ship with only one survivor; I was able to speak with her for quite some time, and we got to know each other reasonably well.  But the entire time, I had these images in the back of my mind…”

“Images of what?” inquired Talyere, just as they came upon the set of doors at the end of the corridor.  “I assume you had an unfavorable experience with the Velora?

Keller continued as if she had not heard the question, and slowly touched the keypad beside the doors.  As they slid apart, an odor comparable to sulfur or rotten eggs swiftly greeted Talyere’s nostrils.  He immediately cupped his hand over his nose and mouth, but the gruesome stench easily pervaded his mask.  It burned his throat, ate away at his lungs, and churned his stomach to the point of sickness.  Talyere tried to maintain some order in his stomach, but as the acidic vomit scaled his esophagus, he knew chaos would reign.

Moments later, Talyere felt himself heave, and before he knew it, a reddish puddle of chunky goo resided at his feet.  His mouth tasted terrible; tiny chunks of vomit were still caught in his teeth, and a slimy film covered his lips.  And the odor—the dreadfully rotten stench—was still there.

Then he heard the screams.

His head darted upward, and at first, everything inside the room before Commander Keller was a blur of light and dark.  Talyere forced his eyes into focus, and slowly, a hellish world of nightmares unfolded before his very eyes.

Dozens of dead bodies—men, women, and children—were strewn across the dirty floor.  They were naked, malnourished, and left to decompose in pools of fecal matter and other bodily fluids. Those that were still alive existed as little more than walking skeletons.  Their skin—yellowed from jaundice—was covered with dirt and other filth.  Many of them had large, open wounds that were badly infected with germs—but none of them seemed to care.  They had lost the will to live.

Keller observed the horror only briefly before turning back to Talyere.  “An unfavorable experience?” she repeated softly.  “You could say that…”

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74417.5: We have discovered what appears to be a secret Velora lab beneath the surface of our prospective Federation colony.  Why the Velora chose this planet—and why they left in such a hurry—remains a mystery to us, but the very fact that they were here indicates the Velora threat is greater than Starfleet believed.  I have convened a meeting with the senior staff to discuss the situation, and our options for dealing with it.

The atmosphere around the conference room table was morbid, and as he seated himself at the table’s head, Alan Christopher had a lingering suspicion that the morbid theme would continue until the Velora situation was solved—and the sooner the better.  Thus, the Captain dispensed with any pleasantries in hopes that a solution would be prompt in its forthcoming.  “What do we know about the lab so far?” he asked, turning his bright teal eyes upon Erin Keller.

Having seen them commit their atrocities first hand last year, Erin Keller was perhaps the most affected by the Velora’s presence.  And though Keller exuded her usual air of calm and serenity, Christopher could almost sense the torrent of emotion flowing through her mind.  It was a dark day for her; Christopher only hoped that some light would come of it by the day’s end.

“We know very little about the lab,” she stated, even as Christopher’s mind wandered.  “Because the Velora wiped the computer core, we have no idea what kind of research they might have been doing.  The equipment we found in some of the labs seems to indicate genetic research, but that kind of stuff can be easily modified to accommodate just about anything.”

“I’m still working on reconstructing some of the files from the core,” added Kendall Johnson, “but it’s going to take some time.  If we get two files back, we should be happy.”

“Two is better than none, Kendall,” said Christopher.  “It’s more than we have right now.  When can I expect some data?”

“Six or seven hours at the earliest.”  Johnson conferred with the data on his padd for confirmation, and then nodded agreeably with his assessment.

Seven hours was a considerable wait, but if those files turn up anything of use, Christopher knew it would be worth it.  And if he kept his mind away from the countdown, Christopher was certain time would pass quicker.  “What about the prisoners?” he inquired, turning to Doctor Hartman.

“There were fifty-three of them.   Thirty-eight of them are already dead, leaving only fifteen alive,” she said immediately.  “Most of them are of a species I am not familiar with, but there are several humans, and three Ka’Tulans—and they’re all infected with varying degrees of the blight.  I should be able to treat some of them… ”

“All of them are infected?” interrupted Tompkins.

“All of them,” Hartman confirmed.  “The Velora have found a way to infect humans and Ka’Tulans with the disease.  If they attack using one of their biological warheads, we won’t be immune to the blight this time.”

Christopher couldn’t fathom the news getting any worse—but he certainly wouldn’t dismiss the possibility.  “The Velora have been busy,” he grumbled.  “And not in a good way.  We’ve lost our only advantage.”

“We still have a minor tactical advantage,” said Bator.  “I am certain that can be exploited.”

Harrison cast the Phobian a curious gaze.  “Let us hope it does not come to that.”

Christopher whole-heartedly agreed with the Commander—but much like the aforementioned bad news, he wasn’t going to dismiss the possibility of an attack, either.  “According to Erin’s report, the Velora claimed to have been attacked,” he noted.  “What do we know about the alleged attackers?”

“Next to nothing,” said Bator promptly.  “There is no indication of an attack, save the minor structural damage noted in Commander Keller’s report.  There was, however, one Lycorian guard found alive near the internment facility.  He may have some knowledge about the attack, but he is not talking.”

If Christopher recalled correctly, the Lycorians were allies of the Velora; they performed the majority of the dirty work that went on behind the scenes—and they were likely aware of any plans the Velora might have had.  “Keep chatting with our new friend,” said Christopher.  “As of this nanosecond, that Lycorian is our only source of information… and we need to tap it.”

Bator nodded agreeably.  “You will have your data, Captain.”

And Christopher didn’t doubt it.  He smiled enigmatically, and then forged ahead.  “I have contacted Starfleet about this situation, and if we’re as unlucky as they think, we could soon find ourselves under attack.

“There has apparently been increased Velora activity in this region over the past couple of weeks—nothing dramatic—only a handful of small raiders have been spotted, and none of them anywhere near our current position.  But since they do have a base here, they just might be inclined to see what happened to it.  Thus, Starfleet is dispatching the Annapolis to give us a hand should things go badly.  Until they—”

Christopher’s communicator chirped.  He briefly gazed down at the shiny Starfleet insignia on his chest, hoping that the news it was about to bring was not nearly as bad as the thoughts racing through is mind—but there was only one way to find out.  He quickly tapped the badge.  “Yes?”

“Captain,” came Lieutenant Marizex’s voice a moment later, “we’ve found something on the surface you might want to see.”  There was some concern in his voice, but little in the way of urgency.

Christopher exhaled a quiet sigh of relief.  “I’m on my way,” he said, already rising from his chair.  “Christopher out.”  He quickly tapped his comm badge to cut the link to the bridge.  “It looks like this meeting is dismissed,” he said to the others before making a swift exit.

When he emerged on the bridge a moment later, Christopher’s eyes were immediately drawn to the viewscreen.  As far as the Captain could tell, he was looking at the wreckage of a small Velora ship that had crashed deep inside one of the planet’s vast jungles.  Its pocked hull was covered with dust and tree branches.  Most of the damage apparently happened as the ship made its descent.

But the longer Christopher stared at the downed vessel, it became apparent that some other external force had caused at least some of the damage.  The aft section of the ship was severely scorched, the ominous black markings comparable to something a phaser beam might make.  This vessel was attacked.

“The engines have sustained heavy damage,” announced Bator as he took his station.

“The aggressor obviously did not wish the Velora to depart,” said Harrison quietly.  

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  “And speaking of the aggressor…”

“There are no residual energy signatures,” Bator promptly concluded.  “In fact, the only other starship in range is the Annapolis.”

Christopher sighed.  “This is not good,” he muttered.  “Kendall, we need those files restored…”

Johnson stood at the mission ops station, just behind the Captain’s chair.  He briefly accessed the computer, but the look upon his face was not encouraging to the Captain.  “If we divert some additional resources to the computer, it might be able to piece those files back together in four or five hours instead of seven…”

“Where’s a miracle worker when you need one?” mused Christopher lightly.  “Do what needs to be done, Kendall.  We need to know what’s going on here, and the sooner, the better…”

Chapter Two

A stinging sensation panged in Erin Keller’s wrist as she entered the Starlight’s sickbay.  She had accidentally cut herself while making modifications to the sensor array, and after cursing her heart out, she diagnosed the laceration as something beyond her ability to treat, and subsequently retreated to the medical bay for treatment.

Much as she had expected, sickbay was packed.  The sick and wounded prisoners from the Velora compound inhabited every last biobed; some of the stronger prisoners sat quietly on the floor wrapped in blankets, and enjoyed a decent meal provided by the medical staff—but the vast majority still required treatment.

Doctor Hartman was in the surgical bay with two of her nurses, working frantically to save a green-skinned alien whose race was unbeknownst to Keller.  The rest of the medical staff, including the Emergency Medical Hologram, toiled away in the main area, moving from patient to patient to ensure their comfort and well-being.  And at seeing this, Erin decided that she would simply have to wait.  Her little scratch was inconsequential compared to the problems these people faced.

Nevertheless, the EMH caught a glimpse of her, and when he finished treating his patient, made his way to Keller’s side.  “Please state the nature of the medical emergency?” he asked bluntly, medical tricorder in hand.

Erin nodded her head indolently.  “It’s hardly an emergency, Doctor,” she said softly.  “I just got a little cut, that’s all.”

The hologram subsequently scanned Keller with his tricorder.  Almost immediately, a deep frown fell upon his face.  “This isn’t a mere cut, Commander,” he said, “it’s a considerable laceration.  I’ll have one of the nurses treat you as soon as possible.”

“Very well then.”  Keller wasn’t about to argue with the diagnosis.  Her wrist did hurt after all, and since it would likely take only a moment to repair, she wouldn’t be hindering the medical staff too much by having it healed.

But the moment the EMH walked away, Erin promptly realized that ‘as soon as possible’ might not be soon enough.  She wasn’t in any danger of course, but being exposed to the prisoners was unsettling.  She took comfort in the fact that their suffering was over, but looking at their frail bodies was more than a little disconcerting.  Many of them were virtually skeletons with skin; their bodies couldn’t process food even if offered, and had to be fed intravenously.

The few prisoners that sat on the floor were a bit heartier.  They must have been recent additions to the internment facility.  Two of them were green-skinned aliens akin to the one in the surgical bay; Erin couldn’t help but be reminded of fish when looking at them.  The other three were humans; they chatted quietly amongst themselves, but the chatter swiftly ceased when they saw Erin approaching.

Not wanting to intimidate them or make them any more uncomfortable than they already were, Erin quickly backed off.  She decided that, perhaps, it would be best if she simply waited in Doctor Hartman’s office.  She carefully came about in the opposite direction and began to make her way for the Doctor’s office, but got no further than a few steps before she glimpsed movement out of the corner of her eye.

It was a faint motion—a shadow in the night—but a motion nonetheless.  As Erin perceived it, the wraith appeared behind one of the chairs in the corner workstation.  She carefully approached the workstation and peered underneath—and to her surprise, she happened upon a little girl no more than two years old, huddled with a dirty, ragged blanket…

Slowly, Angela scooted herself closer to the butterfly.  “Can I pet it?” she asked, her tiny hand already reaching out to stroke its wings.

“Mr. Butterfly is not like a kitty,” Erin said, grabbing Angela’s arm before she could do any damage to the butterfly’s delicate red wings.  “He doesn’t like being petted.”

“Why not?”

Angela’s barrage of questions seemed almost endless, but Erin tried to answer each and every one to the best of her ability.  “You see Mr. Butterfly on the flower, don’t you?”

She nodded.

“Well, do you know how he got there?”

“No.”

“Well,” Erin said, “he flew there, like a bird.  You see, Mr. Butterfly likes to visit all kinds of flowers, and he has to fly to all of them.  If you pet his wings, they might get hurt.”

Erin could already see the glimmer of understanding in Angela’s bright blue eyes.  “And then he can’t fly!” she proclaimed. She giggled softly as it fluttered its beautiful wings, and then watched as it floated into the air like magic.  She craned her neck skyward, following her little friend on his journey until finally, Mr. Butterfly was out of sight.  “Bye-bye!” she called out, still staring into the deep azure sky…

Not wanting to frighten the girl any more than she already was, Erin was careful in her approach.  “Hey there,” she said in a soft, friendly voice.  “How are you?”

The girl trembled, and tried to back herself further underneath the workstation—but she was already as far back as she was going to get.  After a moment, the girl realized this, and tears started to roll down her cheeks.  She wiped them away with her ragged blanket, but her overwhelming fear kept the floodgates open.

“It’s okay,” Erin assured her.  “Everything will be just fine.”  She paused, and carefully slid the chair out from under the workstation.  “Do you have any boo-boos?”

The girl wiped a few sullen tears from her eyes, and then shook her head.  She was fine.

Erin was glad.  She felt connected to this girl somehow, and if the Velora had harmed her, Erin would have made certain there were consequences.  But even if the Velora hadn’t inflicted any damage, the girl still needed to be examined—and getting her out from under the workstation would be a good first step in doing so.  Feeling her conversation with the little girl was going reasonably well, Erin considered a plethora of “next steps” to coax her out—but just when she settled on a course of action, the girl implemented one of her own.

“Mommy’s kitty is soft,” she said quietly.  She was stroking her blanket much like she would a cat.  “Mommy said I can have a kitty, too.”

Erin smiled.  “Do you like kitties?”

The girl nodded.  “I want a blue kitty that’s this big!” she said, gesturing as grandly as her little arms would allow.  “It’s gonna eat the monsters under my bed!”

“Oh, wow,” said Erin.  “I wish my kitty would do that!”

The girl’s eyes lit up at hearing of Erin’s own feline.  “Do you have a kitty?”

“Yes, I do,” Erin replied.  She was confident that this line of questioning would garner the girl’s trust, and ultimately bring her to safety.

“Is it blue?”

Erin shook her head.  “No.  I wish it was, though.”

“Can I pet it?”  The girl was already starting to creep forward.

“Of course you can pet it,” said Erin warmly.  “But he’s not here.  We’d have to go and see him if you want to pet him.”

The girl considered Erin’s words for a brief moment, grabbed her ragged purple blanket, and then scurried out from her hiding place, ready to go.  “I want to pet the kitty,” she chirped, extending her tiny hand for Erin to grab and lead the way.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Erin grabbed the girl’s hand.  “We’ll see the kitty in a little while,” she said, “but first, I have a boo-boo that needs fixing.”  She briefly flashed her cut to the little girl, and when she looked up, Erin suddenly realized that Doctor Hartman stood less than a meter away.

“Is there something I can do for you, Commander?”

“Actually,” said Erin softly, “there is…”

Five minutes later, Erin’s wrist was completely healed, and she sat at the desk in Hartman’s office looking over the data she requested from the Doctor.  

“The girl’s name is Angela Parker,” Hartman read from the screen.  “She was born in San Francisco on stardate 72567 to Alex and Melissa Parker; both of her parents were Starfleet officers stationed at Command Headquarters.  All three of them disappeared three months ago while visiting the Tendara Colony.”

“They must have been abducted by the Velora,” Keller surmised as her gazed turned to Angela.  The girl sat on the floor a few meters away, her blanket in one hand, and a small padd in the other.  But the smile spreading across Keller’s face shattered the moment she looked back to Hartman.

The Doctor’s face was morbid.  “I have already identified Alex Parker’s body,” she explained.  “The girl’s mother, however, is nowhere to be seen.  She wasn’t among the survivors or the deceased.”

“Well,” said Keller, “let’s hope she turns up alive…”

The Doctor was clearly not optimistic about the prospects.  Then again, Hartman tended to be more of a realist than an optimist, and her tendencies didn’t often vary, no matter the situation.  “If the mother turns up at all,” said Hartman, “I will be surprised.”

Keller was about to speak in defense of optimism, when her communicator suddenly chirped.  “Christopher to Keller: report to the science lab at once.”

“I’m on my way,” said Keller, just as Hartman’s communicator chirped, summoning the Doctor to the lab as well.  Erin soon realized the summons could only mean one thing: there was news, and it was not likely to be good…

Sarah Hartman did not often visit deck eleven.  In fact, her visits were so infrequent that she could not recall her last visit.  Most of her time was spent treating patients and conducting research in sickbay.  She cared very little for frivolous happenings in the science lab, and why the Captain had bothered her remained a mystery.  Nevertheless, she complied with the summons, just in case it really was important.

It took only a moment for Commander Keller to entrust the child she had found to one of the nurses, and then the two of them went on their merry way.  By Hartman’s estimation, they were more than halfway to the science lab, and given their pace, would arrive in a timely manner.  Hartman would have preferred to walk even faster, but did not want to leave Keller behind—primarily because she was uncertain as to the science lab’s exact coordinates.

She and Keller negotiated a few corridors, and ultimately, the Doctor’s hunches about the lab’s position proved correct.  Less than a minute later, the duo entered the expansive science lab and immediately sought out Captain Christopher and Lieutenant Johnson assembled at the workstation before the test chamber.

While Johnson continued to toil away at the control interface, Christopher abruptly turned his attention to the new arrivals—especially Hartman.  “Good of you to join us, Sarah.  Usually you ignore me when I call you.”

“Usually you’re calling me to some stupid-ass staff meeting that has nothing to do with anything,” said the Doctor in her own defense.

Christopher smiled coyly.  “How do you know this isn’t a staff meeting in disguise?”

In all reality, Hartman didn’t know.  But she could guess.  “You’re tone was serious,” she suddenly recalled.  “And there was no lovey-dovey crap when you talked to Erin.  You obviously meant business.”

“And you’re right,” said Christopher.  “Kendall says he’s moments away from restoring some of those files from the computer core.”

Johnson abruptly gulped.  “Um, it shouldn’t be too long, now.”  He didn’t sound too sure of himself, though, and it wouldn’t surprise Hartman one bit if Johnson screwed it all up.

“I’ve spoken with Admiral Janeway,” said Christopher a moment later.  “If the Velora decide to show up, we are to give them our complete cooperation.”

“Cooperate?” repeated Keller.  Hartman was well aware of the Commander’s feelings for the Velora, and with Angela Parker’s future hinging on the outcome of this situation, Keller was probably even more upset with the Velora.

Christopher, however, did not know about the girl, and had only a fraction of the contempt Keller had against the Velora.  “We will give them our cooperation,” he said evenly.  “We don’t want to anger the Velora—not now—because if they decide to invade the Federation, there’s not much we can do to stop them.  Remember, we’re still recovering from the Elorg War.  Resources are still spread thin—and if you haven’t noticed, are almost nonexistent in this sector.  Thus, any campaign against the Velora is doomed to failure.”

Keller’s eyes narrowed.  “What about the prisoners?”

“If the Velora want them back, we’ll return them,” said Christopher softly.  It was obvious he was trying to keep Keller calm, but it wasn’t working. The Commander had declared some sort of holy war to avenge the Velora for their atrocities. 

“So we’re just going to let the Velora get away with genocide, then?” she prompted, almost seething.

Hartman abruptly grabbed Keller by the shoulder.  “Look,” she interrupted, “I don’t like what we’re doing, either, but think of the numbers.  There are fifteen prisoners left—if we have to sacrifice a dozen or so lives now, it could save millions, perhaps billions, at some point in the future.”

Keller was obviously appalled.  “Numbers?” she scoffed, the word rolling off her tongue like poison.  “There are fifteen people in sickbay.  They have lives.  And they deserve to live them as more than just a number or a prisoner.  Every one of them is the most important person to someone in this universe, and right about now, I’m quite certain that someone is very worried.”

“I don’t doubt it,” said Hartman evenly, “but unlike some people, I’m not blinded by contempt or hatred of the Velora.  I can maintain my objectivity.”

“You know what?” asked Keller icily.

Hartman cocked her head.  “What?”

“You can take your damn objectivity, and go to hell.”

Suddenly—before Hartman could even begin to form her terse response—Christopher cleared his throat.  “I realize this situation is a wee bit stressful,” he said evenly, “but the two of you are way out of line.  I am this close—” he parted his hands a couple of inches “—to ejecting both of you into space!”

And thankfully, the computer chose that exact moment to bleep.  Johnson’s hands flew over the interface, and moments later, Hartman could see data scrolling across the screen.  He didn’t screw up.

“What did you find?” asked Christopher, his tone as mellow as usual.

Johnson was anything but mellow.  “Um… I’ve got a lot… a lot of data here.  But p-perhaps most interesting is that these files are not Velora in origin.”

Keller carefully made her way past both Hartman and Christopher, and came up alongside Johnson to see for herself.  “They’re Starfleet,” she said quietly.

“Now we know why Janeway wanted us to be so cooperative,” said Christopher.  “Apparently Starfleet has more vested in this mission than we thought.”

“They’re working with the Velora?” asked Hartman.  It was almost impossible to believe.  Cooperating with them in diplomatic affairs was one thing, but working with them in some clandestine operation was whole other ball game.  “What the hell is Starfleet thinking?”

Johnson frantically tapped at the controls, and thankfully, the data was rather forthcoming.  “It looks like they were… were attempting to make the Velora less susceptible to genetic contamination.”

Hartman was suddenly glad she was invited to this meeting.  The first part was forgettable, but now things were getting interesting.  She peered at the data over Johnson’s shoulder and was able to glean plenty of information.  “It looks like Starfleet was making some headway, too—but they stopped work about four weeks ago.”

“Why?” asked Christopher.

Not surprisingly, nobody had an answer.

Chapter Three

Matthew Harrison had never seen a Lycorian up close before.  While he was a prisoner aboard the Velora ship last year, he had been more concerned with his survival than anything else.  Consequently, the Commander didn’t pay much attention to the Velora’s henchmen.  But now, the tables were turned, and Harrison beside Bator and stared at the alien sitting quietly in the Starlight’s brig.

The alien sat with his massive arms folded upon his barrel-chested torso.  Aside from the occasional grunt, the Lycorian was mute, apparently content to sit and stare at the brig’s gunmetal gray walls for all of eternity.  His dark skin was peppered with white spots, and seemed to glisten under the harsh lighting.  This was definitely not someone Matthew Harrison wanted to mess with—but to his chagrin, that was not an option.

“I am not an interrogator,” Harrison whispered as he approached the forcefield at the threshold of the brig.

“Perhaps,” said Bator, “we could summon Talyere?  His skill in this area is unparalleled.”

Harrison had never witnessed an Elorg interrogation, but if the tales Captain Christopher spoke of were not exaggerated, Harrison had little doubt that Talyere could extract everything they required from the Lycorian.  “I will keep that in mind,” he said softly.  “But for the time being, I shall proceed sans Elorg.”

Bator nodded.  “Very well.  Shall I lower the forcefield?”

For the first time, the Lycorian turned his head, peering ominously at Harrison through a set of wicked silver eyes.  The Commander gulped.  “That shall not be necessary, Lieutenant.”

Slowly, Harrison gathered his strength and turned his own gaze upon the Lycorian.  Though it was nowhere near as dreadful as the one provided by the massive alien, Harrison felt confident nonetheless.  “Pardon me,” he said to the Lycorian.  “I have a few questions I would like to ask you.  It would be most excellent if you were to cooperate.”

The Lycorian grunted, and then shook his head, apparently humored by Harrison’s dialogue.  A moment later, he leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes.  Apparently, he was not about to cooperate.

Lieutenant Bator’s offer to summon Talyere was beginning to look a bit more tantalizing—but Harrison wasn’t quite out of ideas.  “Lieutenant,” he said to Bator, “why don’t you speak with the prisoner?  Admittedly, you are more intimidating than I.”

Bator nodded.  “What should I do?”

“Ruffle his feathers,” said Harrison.  “Demonstrate to him that we mean business.”

“Excellent idea, sir.”  Bator promptly lowered the forcefield, and as it zapped away, stepped inside the cell.

“Excuse me,” said the Phobian as he approached, “this is not a good time to take a nap.”

The Lycorian briefly peered up at Bator, grunted, and then went back to his slumber.  He didn’t see Bator as a threat—he would come to regret that error.  The Phobian swiftly grabbed the Lycorian’s broad shoulders and rattled the alien until his silver eyes flung open.  Angered, the Lycorian attempted to shove Bator away, but quickly discovered that was easier said than done.  Bator did not move an inch, and instead delivered a swift blow to the Lycorian’s jaw.

Angered, the Lycorian finally got his act together.  He summarily shoved Bator aside and clenched his fist—but instead of drilling it into Bator, the alien plowed his fist, and a good portion of his arm, straight into the bulkhead.  He held his arm there for a long moment before retracting it, leaving a considerable hole in the wall.  His hand, however, was virtually unscathed.

Bator immediately scrambled to his feet and vacated the holding cell.  Harrison made haste to restore the forcefield, but after the Lycorian’s little demonstration, was unsure what good it would do.  The Lycorian, thankfully, made no attempt at breaching the field, leading Harrison to believe that perhaps, he wasn’t that powerful.  But this did leave the interrogation at a bit of a standstill.

“I am reminded of the Journey to Avagarde, and the subsequent Incarceration of Pyre,” said Harrison after a moment.  And while it made for an exciting couple of chapters on the holodeck, it made for a dreadful scenario in real life.  

“I do not recall that journey,” Bator admitted.

Harrison’s eyebrows arched.  “You should, young Bator. ‘Twas one of our finest hours.  We had recently battled Gleeok the Necromancer on the Hills of Tol Barad, and emerged victorious—but in our haste to defeat the nefarious Gleeok, the Sacred Chalice of Pyre was lost to the Rangers of Avagarde.”

“Ahh, yes, I recall,” said Bator suddenly.  “The Rangers of Avagarde turned out to be allies of the dwarves.”

“Indeed, and they had relinquished the chalice to the dwarves in exchange for Shagraem’s Partisan.  Thus, we were forced to visit Gaia’s Navel to free the chalice from the dwarves.  Sadly, the rangers received word of our approach, and warned the dwarves, who were ready for us upon our arrival.  The only way inside was—”

“To shut up,” shouted the Lycorian suddenly.

“No, actually, that was not the proper solution,” said Harrison thoughtfully.  “We had little choice but to summon Kul’Tiras.  But ever since the Battle of Four Tears, he had been acting strangely.  I suspect that the spirit of Sir Lynx somehow possessed him, but have yet to prove my case. Nevertheless, Kul’Tiras was the only answer.”

Again, the Lycorian moaned. 

“You know,” said Harrison softly, “I may be inclined to halt my reverie if you answer a few of my questions…”

But the alien only grunted…

“What do you think, Neelar?”

The Bolian shrugged, and subsequently provided Lucas Tompkins with a somewhat quizzical gaze.  “I’m not sure,” he admitted.

The two of them had stood quietly around the master control station in main engineering pondering the fate of the downed Velora craft—and despite their pondering, the only thing they knew about the incident was the obvious: the ship was shot down.

Drayge pointed at the smoldering aft section of the craft.  “I’m hardly a tactical officer,” he said, “but these scorch marks are unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”  

Every phaser beam leaves a distinctive pattern when it strikes a target; it was somehow related to the beam frequency, but for the life of him, Drayge could not recall the exact details.  But it didn’t matter; for the time being he knew all he needed to know.

“I’ve already checked with the computer,” said Tompkins.  He produced a padd containing the data and slid it across the surface of the workstation for Drayge to examine.

Drayge intercepted the padd and quickly glanced at the data.  “They’re of unknown origin,” he read.  “This is going nowhere.”

“Heh… No kidding,” grumbled Tompkins.  “But we’re not out of options just yet.”  His deft fingers danced over the controls, and moments later, a small red dot started to flash near the middle of the Velora ship.  “The computer core is still intact.  If those bastards didn’t wipe their computer core again, we should be able to get some data from there.”

A glint of hope suddenly surface inside of Drayge.  “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” he inquired as he established a link with the Velora computer core—but the computer prompted answered the question, flashing the words “LINK CANNOT BE ESTABLISHED” across the screen.  “I see.”

Tompkins nodded.  “There’s too much interference,” he explained.  “If we want that data, we’ll have to go down there and get it ourselves.”

As the Starlight’s transporter beam released Neelar Drayge from its grasps, the first thing the Bolian noted was the cool air dancing upon his skin.  If it weren’t for the acrid smoke tainting the air, Drayge might have found that brief moment refreshing.  But it was rather grim, a theme that continued as he and Lucas Tompkins explored the bridge of the Velora ship.

It was a mess.  Most of the workstations were either damaged, or smoldering hunks of metal.  Dead bodies littered the floor, most of them Velora, but as he walked around a large circular workstation behind the command chair, Drayge noticed a two Lycorians sprawled out on the floor.  One of them had been impaled by a large piece of metal, and the majority of his innards were now oozing on the floor in a pool of thick red blood.  Drayge quickly turned his head, and made haste to join Tompkins by the command chair.

The chief engineer was busy scanning another few bodies with his tricorder.  All three were badly burned, giving them a ghastly, welted complexion, but nothing nearly as revolting as that Lycorian.  “Two of them are human,” Tompkins discerned after a moment, pointing at the two nearest bodies.  “The other one is so badly burnt, I can’t tell what species it is.”

“Do you think we should beam them back to the ship?” asked Drayge quietly.  He tried not to sound too distant, but walking amidst such carnage made him uncomfortable, to say the least.

Thankfully, Commander Tompkins didn’t seem to notice.  He swiftly tapped his communicator and said, “Tompkins to Starlight.”

Moments later, Captain Christopher’s voice filled the room.  “Go ahead, Commander.”

“Captain, we’ve recovered two… maybe three human bodies down here,” said Tompkins, still trying to make sense of that third corpse.  “It would probably be a good idea to bring them back to the ship for analysis.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  “We’ll beam them up for you.  Starlight out.”

A few seconds passed, and then a shimmering blue light fell upon the bodies.  It swirled about for a moment and then vanished, taking the three dead bodies with it.  

“Now all we need is to find ourselves a computer terminal that’s not on the blink,” said Tompkins.  He raised his tricorder and began to survey the bridge, and luckily, it didn’t take long for one operational workstation left on the bridge to show itself.

It was in the far corner of the bridge, next to a few toppled chairs and a large fallen bulkhead.  Directly overhead, Drayge could see clear blue sky.  But by some miracle, the workstation’s interface was still illuminated.  “Luck must be on our side today,” said Drayge.

Tompkins snapped the tricorder shut and jammed it back into the holster on his belt.  “Heh.  I don’t believe in luck,” he said as he made his way across the bridge.  “But I do believe the Velora have one hell of a power grid.”

Drayge carefully followed in Tompkins’ footsteps, making certain not step on any bodies.  Or body parts, for that matter.  “I don’t suppose I can argue,” he said.  “Just about everything in the universe can all be boiled down to some sort of logic—and believe me, I know all about logic.  I had a Vulcan roommate at Starfleet Academy.”

“I guess that means you didn’t bring too many chicks back to your quarters,” Tompkins groused, casting some toppled chairs aside.

Drayge laughed. “Only one,” he recalled.  Everything had been going so well until he brought the girl into his quarters.  “Logic apparently dictates that physical contact is not necessary to study.”

Tompkins raised a quizzical brow.  “Damn,” he said.  “As far as I was concerned, that was the only way to study.”  Quietly chuckling at the recollection of his academy days, Tompkins simultaneously wiped some of the ash and soot from the computer’s interface.

As the workstation came completely online, Drayge came up alongside the chief engineer and observed.  Tompkins immediately uploaded the Federation standard text into the database, and when it began to appear on the screen, his deft fingers literally flew over the controls.  Perhaps there was some credence to his study habits after all.  “I’m in,” he announced a moment later—but his excitement quickly faded.  “Damn.  All the data in the core is fragmented.”

“Can’t you restore it?” asked Drayge.

“No,” Tompkins grumbled.  “All the files are corrupted with bad data.  We could sit here for a few weeks and still…” His voice trailed off as his attention was suddenly diverted to the sensors.  “There’s some sort of strange biomass in the cargo bay,” he gleaned.  “Sensors can’t make heads or tails of it.”

“I suppose if we want that biomass, we have to go down to the cargo bay and get it ourselves,” said Drayge, echoing Tompkins’ earlier sentiment about coming to the computer core.

The cargo bay was more uninviting that the bridge.  Not only did it smell of grease and smoke, it was pitch black dreadfully ominous.  Every little sound—from a footstep to a tricorder bleep—echoed wildly throughout the room, and had it not been for the beacon Drayge wore on wrist, he would have been in constant fear of being followed.  At least there weren’t any dead bodies.

“I’m having trouble pinpointing the biomass,” Drayge whispered as he scanned the cavernous chamber.

He heard the same sentiment echoed in the distance a few times before Tompkins turned and pointed to a few large black containers sitting near the back wall.  “I think it’s over there,” he said.  “Those containers are specially designed to transport biological material.  The Federation uses something similar to transport tissue samples en mass.”

As Tompkins’ statement repeated itself over and over, the two of them slowly approached the waist-high containers, tricorders extended.  “I’m getting strong readings from the middle container,” he said.  “But I have a feeling it’s not tissue samples.”

Tompkins sighed, and put his tricorder away.  “There’s only one way to find out.”  He shined his wrist beacon on the top of the container to reveal a small set of controls.  After a moment of tinkering, a small panel slid open, giving them access to the container’s contents.  Slowly, Tompkins peered inside, half-expecting some hideous conglomeration of body parts.  But to his relief it was little more than sludgy green soup… Gooey green, perhaps.  Then again, it was a little lumpy, and…  “It’s green,” Tompkins finally decided.  “Let’s get it back to the ship and get the hell out of here!”

It was getting late, and if he didn’t know better, Alan Christopher could have sworn he had lead weights attached to his eyelids.  It had been a long day, and he was more than ready to hit the sack—but there was work to be done.  He had to see that the Starlight was safe.  Safe from the Velora.  Safe from the blight.  Safe from anything that might bring harm to the ship, and more importantly, the people inside.  Their safety was paramount, and Alan Christopher would not rest until he was satisfied they were as far from harm’s way as possible.

Still, he hadn’t taken a break in nearly six hours, and if he did not do so soon, he knew that his productivity would plummet, and nothing would get done—and as he stared at the “END TRANSMISSION” flashing on the computer screen before him, Christopher decided that now was as good a time as any to take that break.  He slowly pushed himself away from the desk, wandered across the living area, and into the bedroom, where he found Erin Keller perched on the foot of their bed.

“Hey,” she happily chirped—her mood had obviously improved since the incident in the science lab. “What brings you from your little computer terminal?”

Alan sat down beside Erin and wrapped his arm around her petite body.  “Even a godly entity such as myself needs a break sometimes,” he said.

“I heard you talking to someone.”

“Admiral Grayson,” Alan replied.  “We just had a little business to take care of, that’s all.”  Not feeling inclined to share anything more than that, Alan turned his attention to what he assumed was the source of Erin’s good mood: the little girl on the floor with Cleo.

“I take it this is why you are so concerned about the fate of the prisoners,” he whispered, watching the girl stroke the fur on Cleo’s back.

“I would be concerned no matter what,” said Erin.  “But this little girl… she’s exactly the way I imaged our Angela would be.  And I won’t make the same mistake twice.  We have to save her.  She has to be safe.”

Safe.

The word resonated inside Alan’s head for what seemed like an eternity, and at some indiscernible point in time, something in his mind clicked.  Admiral Janeway might have been able to sacrifice these people’s lives… but they were just faceless, nameless entities in her mind.  But as long as those people were on his ship, they would be guaranteed safety, much like the rest of the crew.

Alan suddenly felt Erin’s head resting upon his shoulder, but it was not until he heard her sniffle did he realize that she was crying.  Carefully, Alan closed to small space between their bodies, and with his free hand, he gently caressed the side of her face, wiping away the tears.  “Don’t worry,” he assured her.  “Angela will be safe.”

The sound of Angela’s delicate laughter promptly filled the room.  Alan quickly looked up to see the girl flopping on the floor beside Cleo, both of them in similar positions.  “I’m a kitty!” she proclaimed before licking her hand and wiping it on her face.  “Meow!”

Alan couldn’t help but grin, and in retrospect, he realized that returning Angela—or any of the people in sickbay—to the Velora was not an option.  “Everyone will be safe…”

Suddenly, the red alert klaxon sounded, and moments later, Christopher communicator chirped.  “Harrison to Christopher!  Please report to the bridge.  We have company…”

Chapter Four

“It is an Isara-class heavy cruiser,” Bator reported only moments after Alan Christopher entered the bridge.  “Their shields are up, and weapons are online.”

Isara-class.  This being their third encounter with the Velora, Christopher was only vaguely familiar with their ships.  However, he was familiar with the Isara class; it was equal to the Starlight in almost every regard.  “If it comes down to a battle, we’d both take quite a beating,” he surmised.

“Then let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” said Drayge softly.

“You will find no arguments here,” Christopher replied.  “Mr. Bator, open a channel to our friends, the Velora.  Let’s see if we can talk our way out of this.”

Moments later, the cruiser blinked away—and Christopher’s confidence vanished with it.  Ambassador Kaid—the dreaded leader of the Velora Aggregate— appeared on the screen.  He promptly smiled, and bowed his head, his grayish-lavender skin accentuated by the harsh lighting of his vessel.  “It is good to see you, Alan,” he said pleasantly.  “It has been far too long since our paths have crossed.”

“Not long enough, if you ask me,” replied Christopher.  At one point in time, there had been a tentative friendship between the two of them—but once Kaid revealed the Velora’s acts of genocide, that friendship summarily dissolved—on Alan’s side, anyway.

Kaid immediately frowned.  “I didn’t ask you, actually.  But that is no way to treat your old friend, now is it?”  The ambassador made it a point to emphasize their relationship.

Alan only growled.  “We’re not friends,” he insisted.

“Well, if that is the case, I will keep this brief.   I believe you found some of our prisoners.  You are to relinquish all of them to the Velora Aggregate, and then vacate this star system at once.”

Christopher paused for a thoughtful moment, and then asked, “Why?”

Kaid’s vivid green eyes widened.  “I do not need to explain myself to you,” he said evenly.

“On the contrary,” said Christopher, “I think you do.  These prisoners can easily compromise your genetic purity.  One would think taking them off your hands would be doing you a considerable favor.”  He paused, and then added, “That’s what friends do, isn’t it?”

For a long moment, Kaid sat in consideration of Christopher’s words.  The Captain wasn’t exactly hopeful that the Ambassador would change his mind, but at least Kaid was thinking… And wasting time—the more of which he wasted, the better.  “Those prisoners have tetralithium to refine,” Kaid finally replied.

“Don’t you have other prisoners to do that?” asked Christopher tartly.

Kaid did not respond favorably to the statement, and for a moment, Christopher thought that he might have crossed the line.  But Kaid, being the ‘good friend’ that he was, remained lenient.  “You have one hour to comply,” he said before severing the link.

Kaid’s vessel floated on the view screen a moment later, looking far more threatening than it had only a minute ago.   But ultimately, Christopher knew it was an unfounded threat; he still had an ace in the hole…

Sarah Hartman hated to file death notices.  Each and every one she filed was a grim reminder that she had somehow failed in her duties.  She had lost a patient.  While that was not the case today—these people were dead long before entering sickbay—filing the death notices was still a difficult task.  But it was the last one that she found most difficult to complete: Melissa Parker.

Her body was one of the three recovered from the crashed Velora vessel, leaving both of Angela Parker’s parents dead.  Hartman couldn’t even begin to think about how to explain that to the little girl, but one thing was certain: her entire world was about to be shattered.  It was a heart-wrenching thought, but not one Hartman had time to dwell upon—at least not at the moment.  There were still two other bodies and an odd biomass that required her attention… as well as several other patients.

For the time being, the patients were all stable.  And since she desperately needed a break from death, Hartman’s course of action was clear: the biomass.  Thus, she haphazardly deactivated her computer terminal and made her way to the island workstation in the center of the facility, where a sample of the biomass was ready and waiting for her study.

At seeing the sample for the first time, Hartman had little choice but to agree with Commander Tompkins’ initial analysis.  It was green—and as she performed a series of analyses on the goo, she quickly realized that it was also incredibly mutated.  

“Doctor?”

Hartman quickly looked up to see Kendall Johnson standing at the opposite side of her workstation; she hadn’t even noticed his arrival.  “I’m busy,” she stated.  “What do you want?”

Johnson was immediately intimidated, but whatever he was going to say must have been important, because he didn’t just back off; Hartman nodded approvingly, and waited for Johnson to speak.  He gulped, and instead handed her a padd.

“What’s this?”

“Some sort of molecular compound the Velora were manipulating,” he explained.  “Oddly enough, they didn’t start working on it until about four weeks ago.”

“That’s when they stopped working with Starfleet,” Hartman recalled.

“Stopped pretending to work with Starfleet, actually.”  Johnson tapped a few controls on his side of the workstation, and a moment later, a wealth of data flitted across the screen on Hartman’s side.

“The Velora contributed almost nothing to the Starfleet project,” she gleaned from the data.   Curious as to what diverted the Velora’s attention, Hartman quickly examined the data regarding the Velora’s second project.  It didn’t take her long to realize that the data Johnson had provided on the padd was the exact same data appeared when she analyzed Tompkins’ goo.  “You see this biomass?” Hartman asked a moment later, pointing at the sample.

Johnson nodded agreeably.

“That’s your molecular compound.  And if this is what the Velora were working on right before they were attacked, it might be what the attackers were looking for.”

“Then why didn’t they take it from the ship when they shot it down?”

“Maybe they did.  Maybe there were multiple samples.  Maybe all they needed was the formula.  How the hell do I know?  Do I look like the attacker?”

“I don’t know,” said Johnson.  “We still don’t know who attacked.”

Hartman nodded.  “You should take your findings to that Lycorian down in the brig.  It might jog his memory, which would really help to clear some of this mess up.”

It was obvious that Johnson disliked the idea.  “That Lycorian punched a whole in the wall!” he exclaimed.  “Just imagine what he might do to me!”

Hartman could easily imagine what might happen.  And she didn’t really want to write another death notice.  “I didn’t tell you to spoon feed the data to him,” she reiterated.  “I mean, sure, he’s a buffoonish thug, but the moron can probably read.  Just have Bator give him the padd—or better yet, I’ll do it.”  She grabbed the padd and immediately headed for the doors.

The Lycorian stared blankly at the padd for a long time, his silvery eyes utterly still.  Until now, Bator had thought it impossible to go so long without blinking, but the Lycorian had easily proved him wrong.  It was quite obvious that—despite the newfound data—the alien was not going to cooperate.  

“Perhaps he would instead like to add another hole to the wall,” Harrison whispered candidly as he observed the Lycorian.  “It apparently brought much joy to him earlier.”

“I would like to see that, actually,” said Hartman a moment later.  When she realized that she sounded a bit brazen, the Doctor quickly added, “His skeletal structure must be amazing.”

“Maybe he just doesn’t know what it is,” suggested Kendall Johnson.

Bator hadn’t dismissed that possibility—but then again, it was rather difficult to work someplace and not know what was going on.  “He knows,” affirmed the Phobian.  “He’s just not talking.”

“Well,” Harrison suddenly said, “this situation does remind me of the Battle of Welenblau, in which the dreaded and evil Magus conspired with Gleeok the Necromancer to slay Lord Turalyon.  During Turalyon’s incarceration, he said little to his captors, and ultimately—”

“My name is Durgan Anar,” boomed the Lycorian.  After listening to Harrison speak of his holodeck adventures for a good hour at their last interrogation session, apparently the prisoner had had enough.

“Excellent!” exclaimed Harrison.  “Now we are getting somewhere.  What might you know about that padd in your hand?”

“While you consider your answer,” said Bator, “please keep in mind that Commander Harrison has logged hundreds of hours on the holodeck over the past several years.”

Durgan Anar found no humor in any of the banter, and gave little consideration to his words.  “This compound is the foundation of a biogenic weapon,” he explained, holding up the padd.  “And when the Velora perfect it, you will regret the day you were born.”

Hartman scoffed.  “You were going to test it on those prisoners, weren’t you?”

“No.  We were going to test it on the population of Forcas III.”

“How was Starfleet involved?” asked Bator.

“They were not.  Starfleet was present to help the Velora improve their genetic purity.”

“So why was the program terminated?” asked Harrison.

“The Velora had an opportunity to perfect their biogenic weapon.  It took priority over the Starfleet issues.”

Bator could find plenty of gaps in the Durgan Anar’s story.  He was certain the Lycorian wasn’t sharing everything he knew about the biogenic weapon—but he wasn’t about to push Anar for more information.  Besides, he wouldn’t have the chance, because the deck plates suddenly rumbled, and the red alert klaxon sounded.

They were under attack.

Chapter Five

The last time Christopher checked, an hour was a full sixty minutes—no more, no less.  But as he stared at the chronometer on the workstation beside his chair, it was rather clear that only forty minutes had passed since Kaid delivered his ultimatum.  “Perhaps Kaid was using Velora time units,” he grumbled, just as the Starlight rumbled again.  

“We’re being hailed,” said Lieutenant Sakata, who was filling in at tactical while Bator interrogated the Lycorian.  “It’s Ambassador Kaid.”

Christopher took a deep breath, and silently reaffirmed his resolve to ensure the safety of the prisoners.  “On screen,” he ordered.  He rose to his feet and took a few steps closer to Drayge, just as Kaid blinked onto the screen.

“I want those prisoners,” he said.  “Now.”

Christopher had been expecting more civility from Kaid, but apparently, he was not going to get it.  Thus, the Captain saw no reason to do the same.  “There are Federation citizens among those prisoners,” he said evenly. 

“That is a pity,” Kaid replied flatly, “but I cannot allow them to be in your presence any longer.  Return them at once.”

“Let me think about that,” said Christopher—and though he had no intention of doing so, the very act of appearing to think would waste a couple of moments.  He just had to keep Kaid occupied for a little while longer…

“Captain…” Kaid’s tone clearly indicated that he was growing impatient.

“I’m still thinking.”  And he was. Christopher couldn’t help but wonder what was so important about those prisoners. If Kaid was willing to risk a confrontation with the Starlight, it must have been something rather important.  “You know, technically, we still have about twenty minutes to fork them over.  You did say we had one hour to comply.”

“I changed my mind.”

“Well I don’t feel like giving them up just yet.  I might feel like doing it in twenty minutes or so, but until then, I really have no desire to rid of them.”

Kaid was not impressed.  “Alan, since we are such good friends, I will forego the destruction of your ship… for perhaps, another twenty minutes.  But when that time is up, I fully expect those prisoners to be in my presence.  Or you shall find yourself quite dead.”

Just as Kaid ended the transmission, the aft turbolift doors parted, and admitted Harrison, Bator, Hartman, and Johnson onto the bridge.

“We know what the Velora want,” said Harrison as he approached Christopher.

The Captain nodded.  “Yeah.  So do I.  They want the prisoners.”

Confusion quickly spread over Harrison’s face.  “The prisoners?” he repeated.  “I was under the impression they wished to acquire the biomass found on the vessel that crashed.”

“According to our Lycorian guest,” said Bator, “the biomass is some sort of biogenic weapon.  They intended to use it on the population of Forcas III.”

Christopher shook his head.  “Kaid did not mention anything about the biomass.  His only demands were to return the prisoners, and retreat from this star system.  Perhaps the Lycorian was lying?”

“I don’t think so,” said Hartman.  “That biomass clearly has the capability of becoming a weapon of mass destruction.”

“What if the Velora are using the prisoners as carriers?” suggested Kendall Johnson a moment later.  “This could also explain why the Velora allowed Starfleet personnel into their compound…”

“As a pretext,” Christopher suddenly realized.  “The Velora wanted test subjects that wouldn’t pose a threat to their genetic purity.  So they just let the Starfleet officers do their work, and when the time came for the Velora to test their new biogenic weapon, our people became prisoners.”

“And when the compound was attacked,” said Hartman, “the Velora must have infected the prisoners with the blight to cover their tracks.”

“But can we prove any of this?” asked Christopher.

Hartman shrugged.  “I don’t see why not.”  She retreated to the mission ops station, started running some calculations, and then slapped her communicator.  “Hartman to sickbay…”

Christopher half-listened as Hartman spoke with one of her nurses, but his attention was quickly diverted to the tactical station.  “We’re being hailed again,” said Sakata.

“I swear, that man cannot tell time,” grumbled Christopher.

Sakata shook his head.  “It’s not Kaid.  It’s Admiral Janeway.  She wants to know the status of our mission.”

Christopher chuckled softly.  “Boy is she in for a surprise.  On screen.”

Moments later, Janeway’s stern image appeared on the viewscreen.  She tucked a stray lock of silvery hair behind her ear, attempted a pleasant smile, and then spoke.  “Captain Christopher,” she said evenly, “I take it everything is going well with the Velora?”

“Oh yes,” replied Christopher.  “Just wonderful.

Janeway’s forehead crinkled with doubt.  “You don’t sound too sure of yourself, Captain.  Is something wrong?”

He took a moment to find the words necessary to explain the situation to Janeway, but when nothing profound came to mind, Christopher decided to just wing it.  “We know all about Starfleet’s involvement with the Velora,” he said, sounding perhaps a bit more blunt than he anticipated.

Janeway looked moderately surprised.  “That’s funny,” she said.  “I don’t recall telling you to poke around in the Velora’s database…”

“It’s a good thing we did,” Christopher replied, giving rise to a bit more surprise in Janeway’s face.  “You see, the Velora are trying to use our people as biogenic weapons.  They were going to attack Forcas III, actually.”

“What?”  This time, the surprise in Janeway’s voice was utterly genuine.  There was a lot of doubt in her face, but the claim was so pretentious that she had to hear it out.

“It’s true,” Hartman confirmed a moment later, still tapping at the mission ops console.  “My lab techs found traces of the biogenic contaminant in the prisoners’ bloodstream.”

Janeway was visibly shocked.  While she might have known about Starfleet’s involvement with the Velora, she obviously had no knowledge of this.  “New orders,” she promptly said.  “Those prisoners are not to be returned to the Velora—and the compound they were held in is to be destroyed.”

“Consider it done,” said Christopher confidently.  And for the most part, it was.  He still had the prisoners, and he wasn’t about to return them.  As for the compound, it was nothing that a well-placed transphasic torpedo couldn’t handle.  The only thing left to do was inform Kaid.  He would be furious, of course, but in the end, Christopher was certain the Federation would emerge victorious.  “I’ll contact you once this is over and done with, Admiral.”

Janeway nodded agreeably.  “Very good,” she said.  “Janeway out.”

The moment the Admiral blinked away, Christopher turned his back to the viewscreen.  “Bator,” he said.  “Hail Kaid’s ship.”

The Phobian nodded.  “Aye,” he said.  “They are responding.”

“On screen.”

“Captain,” said Kaid the moment he appeared, “I assume you have made a decision as to the fate of the prisoners?”  Given his tone, Kaid clearly believed he was about to get his way.

“I have,” said Christopher.

Kaid smiled.  “Good.  If you will lower your shields, I’ll have them beamed to my ship at once.”

“Oh, actually, they won’t be going anywhere,” Christopher clarified.  “I know what you intend to do with them… the biogenic weapon, the attack on Forcas III… And I’m afraid I can’t allow that.”

Though Kaid was clearly stunned by the revelation, Christopher suspected the shock was more from his plans being discovered than anything else.  “I will give you one last opportunity to resolve this peacefully.  Lower your shields.”

“The Velora are powering weapons,” Bator promptly announced.

“Trust me, Captain, if we were to engage each other in battle, it would be costly,” Kaid warned.

Christopher easily dismissed the threat with an indolent shrug.  It was a risk on his part, but one he felt necessary—it would throw Kaid off guard just long enough to clench the victory.  “Bator, send in the cavalry.”

In an instant, the sensors began to bleep a cacophony of strident noise.  “What’s going on?” asked Johnson.

“A fleet of ten Federation starships lead by the Annapolis just dropped out of transwarp,” Keller reported.  “I thought Starfleet only dispatched the Annapolis…”

“They did,” Christopher confirmed.  “But I had a hunch that things weren’t going to go well—so I contacted Admiral Grayson.  He was more than happy to oblige my request for backup.”  He turned his gaze to the viewscreen.  “Do you want to fight now, Kaid?”

The Ambassador sneered, his eyes glimmered with evil, but his desire for combat was suddenly lessened.  “This is not over.”

* * *

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74429.0: With the arrival of the Annapolis and friends, the Velora have retreated to their space.  The prisoners they left behind have been transferred to the USS Nova for transport to Starbase 74, where many of them will be reunited with their families.

For the first time in a long time, Alan Christopher was not satisfied with his log entry.  Though he couldn’t pinpoint the exact problem, something in the back of his mind insisted the log was wrong.  But he checked—he checked twice, as a matter of fact.  The facts were all right.  The Velora were gone; their former prisoners had been transferred to the Nova…

Everything appeared to be right.

But then it hit him.  “…many of them will be reunited with their families,” he repeated softly.  Angela Parker would not be reunited with her family.  She didn’t have one.

Alan had done some digging into the girl’s family.  He wasn’t sure why, but he felt compelled to do so.  And aside from her parents, Angela had no immediate family to care for her.  Her grandparents were all rather old… or rather dead, and the majority of her aunts and uncles lived in star systems so remote that even at transwarp speeds, it would take several months to get there.  “What will become of her?” he wondered aloud, to no one in particular.

But to his surprise, Erin promptly answered, “I’ve been wondering that myself.”  She stood directly behind Alan, peering at his log entry.  Christopher hadn’t even noticed her presence until she spoke up.  “I have a good idea of what will happen to her, though.”

Alan craned his neck back to look at Erin.  “And?”

“And she’s an orphan,” said Erin.  “She’ll go to an orphanage… and be raised by strangers all her life.”

Erin was definitely alluding to something—and Alan had a fair idea as to what it was.  “She’ll be raised by strangers… unless someone wants to adopt her.  And what—”

“And what if that’s us?” Erin excitedly finished.  “We could do it!”

It was a noble idea—Alan could not refute that.  Though he hadn’t spent much time with Angela, he knew that she was a sweet little girl.  And he was also well aware that adopting Angela would make Erin very happy.  But then again, a starship was generally not a good place to raise children… and then of course, there was the small fact that Alan wasn’t even certain if he was ready to be a father in the first place.

Suddenly, his communicator chirped.  “Hartman to Christopher.”

“I suppose we’ll talk about this later,” he said to Erin before touching the Starfleet insignia on his chest.  “What is it, Sarah?”

“I’ve got some disturbing news about that third corpse recovered from the crashed Velora ship….”

* * *

Five minutes later, Christopher stood assembled in sickbay with Keller, Bator, Harrison, and Hartman around the blackened and charred remains of the third corpse.  To Christopher, there was still no obvious indicator as to who this person was, but given the grim look upon Doctor Hartman’s face, he was not going to like it when he found out.

“I have analyzed this the body probably a hundred times,” she said, slowly rounding the biobed, “and it is so badly burnt that we may never know the name of this person.  But I am relatively certain about his species.”

“And?” asked Christopher, anxious to hear the news.

“And it’s a Garidian,” said Hartman.

Garidians.  The very mention made Christopher cringe.  For months—ever since they destroyed the Federation Council Chambers—the Garidians were among the Federation’s most feared and hated nemeses.  But they were elusive, and almost impossible to track down—and now they appeared to be consorting with one of the Federation’s other feared and hated nemeses.  “Kaid said this wasn’t over,” Christopher recalled.  “I have a very bad feeling that he was right…”

* * *
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