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Chapter Six

Alan Christopher was tired.  

Though he almost always had some sort of problem to deal with, Christopher was hard-pressed to find a time when sleeping was among those myriad quagmires.  In fact, he had long considered sleeping to be among his best skills—able to do it in a moment’s notice without so much as a second of hesitation.  But in recent nights, Christopher found himself lying awake in bed beside Erin Keller, staring into the dark abyss that was their quarters.

At first, Christopher could ignore his body’s cries for sleep.  As a Ka’Tulan, he didn’t need a full eight hours of rest each night—in fact, he could get along just fine with four or five hours.  But as the days dragged on, Christopher’s energy reserves had begun to dwindle, and as he sat at the head of the table in the conference lounge, it was finally evident that he was reaching the end of the line.  Tonight, he would have to sleep—one way or another.

But before he could even think about sleeping, Christopher had to get through yet another day in the exotic globular cluster known simply as GSC-2374-E.  And that day started with the daily staff meeting.

“The hull breaches on decks five, ten and eleven have nearly been repaired,” said Lieutenant Bator as the meeting began.

Christopher nodded attentively.  Though any hull breach concerned him, the one on deck five was of particular interest, simply because the Mandroth had drilled into the hull to gain access to the Starlight.  “Have your security teams found anything on deck five?”

The Phobian shook his head.  “No,” he stated.  “It would appear the Mandroth retreated before they were able to board us.”

That was perhaps the first piece of good news Christopher had heard in days.  With memories of last year’s Garidian incident still fresh in his mind, Christopher knew the last thing he wanted was to hunt down some manic aliens on his own starship.  It was bad enough to be invaded near Federation territory; Christopher couldn’t begin to imagine what would happen if the ship was to fall 80,000 light-years from home.

“Shields have been restored to eighty-four percent,” Bator promptly continued.  “By my estimate, they should be back up to full strength by the end of the day.”

Though Christopher thought the analysis reasonable, he could see Matthew Harrison shifting uncomfortably in his seat.  Clearly, the commander wanted the shields back at their full capacity a bit sooner; Matthew had been opposed to joining with General Kron’s fleet from the beginning, and once he saw Garidians in the mix, he immediately expected an attack.  Christopher, however, saw no such dangers, and decided to disregard Harrison’s concerns yet again.

“The engineering outlook isn’t nearly as bright,” Jayla Trinn reported a moment later—and everything about the young Trill seemed to support her statement.  Black soot smudged her face in several places; her hair was a bit of a mess, and her communicator was terribly crooked.  She must have been up all night, Christopher surmised.

And then he chuckled faintly.  At least he wasn’t the only one…  “Can we at least maintain warp?” he asked.

She nodded.  “Yes.  The warp engines are almost fully functional.  But the transwarp manifold has been completely destroyed—and we’re fresh out of transwarp coils, so it doesn’t really matter if I can repair the manifold or not.”

“Unless we have a run-in with the Borg,” Erin Keller quipped.

“Well,” said Christopher lightly, “I’m not too keen about stealing transwarp coils from the Borg.”

“I am doubtful we will even have a rendezvous with the Collective,” Harrison added, though his tone was rather serious—as usual.  And with that part of the conversation done and over with, Harrison quickly moved on to the next piece of business.  “…What do we know of the whereabouts of Commander Tompkins?” 

Bator’s stoic face immediately turned grim.  “We have searched the Starlight several times,” he said.  “Commander Tompkins is not on board.”

Jayla Trinn expelled a weary sigh.  “The last time I saw him, he had just been clobbered by part of a bulkhead in main engineering.  We were under attack at the time, and it took me at least thirty seconds to reach him.  But by the time I got there, he was gone.  I thought he might have headed up to sickbay—but with the ship falling apart all around us, I didn’t really have time to think about it.”

“Well if he did set out for sickbay,” Sarah Hartman promptly continued, “he never made it there.”

“I am in the process of reviewing the sensor logs,” said Bator, “but so far, I have been unable to discern anything out of the ordinary.”

Christopher expelled a weary sigh.  “So in the meantime, we can only begin to wonder where the heck he is.  Lovely…”  He paused for a long moment—and nearly considered cutting the meeting short—before moving ahead to the final thing on the agenda.  “According to our Garidian friends, no Federation starship has survived in this region of space for more than a couple of weeks.  Apparently, our ideals are not compatible with… anything that goes on around here. It’s pretty much every man for himself.”

“Though the Garidians are far from trustworthy,” Harrison quickly interjected.  “It is possible they had the other Federation starships destroyed, and their crews executed.”

Suddenly, Christopher wished that he had indeed ended the meeting when he had his chance… because things were about to get ugly.  “Well, I have invited delegates from several vessels—including the Garidians—to come and visit the Starlight.  Hopefully we can solidify our relationship, and remove any distrust between us…”

Harrison frowned.  “The last time the Garidians visited the ship, it was nearly destroyed,” he stated.  “I do not believe this to be a wise course of action.”

Christopher clenched his teeth.  “And I do not believe this is up for discussion,” he said.  “We need allies—and save General Kron—the Garidians are the only ones who have bothered to talk with us.  If they prove themselves untrustworthy, we will toss them out the nearest airlock.  But until that time comes… We are to treat them as allies.  Am I clear?”

Harrison forced a smile to his face.  “Crystal.”

“Lucas.”  The voice was dejected—a totally ethereal entity that seemed to dance around Tompkins’ mind with relative ease.  “Lucas Tompkins.”

It was not a voice that Tompkins recognized.  It was a voice without gender, without definition.  It was just there, in his mind, haunting him.  He tried to open his eyes to stare down the mysterious speaker behind this voice, but he could not.  His eyes disobeyed every last command he willed them to complete, much like every other muscle in his body.

“Lucas Tompkins,” said the voice again.  “My name is Setzer Umari.  Can you hear me?”

Suddenly, as if by divine intervention, Tompkins could feel his lips begin to part.  A few precious words danced through his chaotic mind, and moments later, he could hear himself speak them—and he sounded like hell.  “Yes,” he rasped.  “I hear you.”  

“Good,” said the voice.  Its soothing quality was almost enough to make Tompkins forget about the thousands of other questions brewing in the back of his mind.

Almost.

“Where… am I?” Tompkins heard himself ask a moment later.  It was not the question he had hoped to ask, but it was better than nothing.

“You are here,” the voice enigmatically assured him.

“And where is here?”

Setzer Umari produced a faint chuckle.  “So many questions,” s/he mused.  “You need your rest, Lucas Tompkins.  The road ahead is long and arduous.”

With his senses gradually coming back to him, Tompkins was quickly growing tired of Setzer Umari’s little game.  He no longer desired those enigmatic, soothing responses.  He wanted answers—and he wanted them now.  “I am well rested,” he assured his companion.  “Now answer my questions.”

“I cannot do that,” said Setzer Umari—and the voice suddenly grew stern, it’s ethereal qualities quickly falling by the wayside.

And on that note, Tompkins no longer felt soothed by his mysterious companion.  Tired of playing games, he gathered his thoughts and forced his mind into focus.  He commanded his hands to move—and they complied.  He commanded his toes to wiggle—and they complied.  He commanded his eyes to open—and he suddenly stared at the face of the enemy…

“The Yelss…”

Chapter Seven

“Security on this vessel is exceptionally lax,” Xi'Yor noted as he led the way through a seemingly endless maze of dark corridors and cramped conduits.

And though he had not voiced his opinion, Talyere was certainly inclined to agree with the Overseer.  Since the escape from their holding cell, they had yet to encounter a single impediment in their search for an exit.  No guards.  No forcefields.  Nothing.  “Perhaps this vessel is not as heavily fortified as we previously thought,” Talyere suggested.

Xi'Yor hastily nodded his agreement.  “It could be a long-range exploratory vessel,” he said.  “Something similar to our own Tantari-class cruisers.”

Tantari-class vessels were some of the largest vessels in the Elorg fleet.  Deployed in the aftermath of the Great War with the Iconians, their primary mission was to explore the subspace pocket and—if possible—find a way back to normal space to retaliate against the Iconians.  However, despite their massive size, Tantari-class vessels had rather small crews; the vast majority of their space was devoted to cargo.  “It is certainly possible this vessel has a similar function,” Talyere concurred.

At hearing the analysis, Xi'Yor stopped dead in his tracks and swiftly came about.  Talyere couldn’t help but to notice the newfound fire burning in the Overseer’s eyes. “If that is the case,” he whispered conspiratorially, “then it would be wise of us to risk some more overt tactics.”

Talyere’s shoulders immediately sunk in anticipation of Xi'Yor’s needlessly violent tactics.  “Such as?”

“We could attempt to access the computer,” Xi'Yor stated, already heading for a large workstation mounted on the nearby wall.  He playfully ran his ashen fingers over the panel’s sleek obsidian surface and smiled deviously as several menus popped up in their wake.

“This impetuous course of action will certainly make the crew aware of our position,” Talyere tersely stated—and though his mind took the criticism of Xi'Yor’s plan much further, his better judgment knew that silence was golden. 

Enthralled by his sudden stroke of alleged genius, Xi'Yor was oblivious to Talyere’s words.  “We will have our answers,” he stated, already gazing at the mess of alien text scrolling across the screen.

Hoping to hasten the process, Talyere begrudgingly joined Xi'Yor at the workstation.  He randomly tapped a few crimson buttons before the screen blanked, and a wire-model of a starship flitted onto the screen.  “It is probably safe to presume we are aboard this vessel,” Talyere stated, pointing at the schematic.

Xi'Yor was unimpressed.  “I gathered as much,” he stated.  “Can you be more specific?”

“No,” said Talyere flatly.  “It would help if I could read Ghaib text.  But based upon the rather convenient location of this workstation, I highly doubt it will be of much use to us.”

“Then we need to break into one of the Ghaib’s more secure areas,” Xi'Yor quickly decided,  “and locate one of those information kiosks that we encountered aboard Watcher Llikze’s vessel prior to our incarceration.”

The idea was sound.  Though he only had a few moments inside the mysterious kiosk last year, Talyere readily recalled the simplistic controls presented to him.  If they could find such a device aboard this vessel, Talyere did not doubt his ability to find the needed data.  However, the idea of breaking into a secured area did not sit well with him.  “It is too great a risk,” Talyere insisted.

“This is not a debate,” Xi'Yor hissed.  “However, if you do not wish to accompany me, you are more than welcome to remain here.  As you stated, there is a high probability the crew is aware of our location—and after the unfortunate demise of Consultant Iydia, I am doubtful they will be merciful upon their arrival.  The choice is yours—and I would suggest you make it quickly.”

And on that note, Xi'Yor turned on his heel and stormed down the corridor, leaving Talyere to his thoughts—and with the faintest signs of tumult brewing in the distant corridors, it did not take long for those thoughts to manifest into some sort of action.  Talyere sighed, and swiftly set out after Xi'Yor…

Justin Reinbold was not sure how long the noise had been present—nor did he really care.  From the comforting warmth of his bed, Justin was only aware of one simple fact: the damn noise was keeping him from his sleep.

It was a faint bleeping noise—maybe an incoming transmission—but in his sluggish mental state, Justin couldn’t be sure.  And of course, he didn’t really care; he just wanted it to stop, so that he could roll over and go back to sleep…  But naturally, the bleeping endured.

Slightly perturbed, Justin threw aside his covers and slowly rolled out of bed.  Had he been a changeling, he would have oozed over the edge and plopped into a puddle on the floor.  But since he was not a changeling, Justin simply sat on the floor, his weary head resting on the side of the bed.  The only thing keeping him from lapsing back into his slumber was that damn, damn beeping. 

Reasonably certain that someone with too much free time was trying to contact him, Justin slowly set out to find his computer terminal.  The last time he saw it, the sleek little computer was on his desk; the last time he saw his desk, it was in the corner of his room by the window.  But as he peered in that general direction, Justin saw little more than piles of dirty clothes and an assortment of other junk.  Justin expelled a gargantuan yawn, and then sluggishly stumbled over to the general location of his desk.

He haphazardly shoved a large pile of clothes onto the floor—and the noise fell with it.  Justin quickly delved into the pile, pulled the computer from within and then tossed it on his desk.  He hastily cleared his chair of last night’s dinner, and then slapped the black button at the base of the computer.  The monitor slowly rose to a vertical position and then displayed an image of Kendall Johnson.  “What do you want?” Justin asked, unable to figure out why the hell Kendall would disturb him.

Johnson’s mouth began to move, but no words were spoken.  Instead, his eyebrows arched, and a very faint smile fell upon his face.  “Did I wake you?”

“Yes,” said Justin… only now realizing that he was half-dressed, and likely had a hairstyle that would barely impress the Kazon.  “What do you want?”

Kendall hesitated, and for a moment, Justin thought he might apologize for waking him and sign off.  But as Kendall pulled in a lungful of air, he nervously asked, “Is your mother home?”

Justin shrugged.  “Yeah, I think so.  Why?”

“We… uh… we had dinner plans,” explained Kendall.  “Did she… did she change her mind?   I mean, if she did, I can understand that, but I, uh, I just wanted to know.”

Normally, Justin would have laughed at Kendall’s fidgeting—but in his groggy state, Justin didn’t exactly have the energy to do so.  Instead—and probably much to Kendall’s relief—he simply answered the question:  “I don’t know.”

“…Can you find out?”

Justin’s shoulders sank at very notion of even less sleep.  But if it would get Kendall to shut up and go away, it would be worth it.  “I guess,” he moaned, and then closed the channel.

Slowly, Justin grabbed a shirt from the pile beside his desk, pulled it over his head and then wandered into the primary living area, fully expecting to see his mother working at the table in the middle of the room.

Instead, he found himself standing at the threshold of a dimly lit room, with absolutely nobody in sight.  Though he didn’t go into panic mode, Justin’s curiosity was certainly piqued by his mother’s apparent absence.  “Mom?” he called, cautiously traversing their quarters. 

No response.

“Mom?”

Suddenly, a deathly silence pervaded every cell in Justin’s body, and a haunting chill crawled down his spine.  Very slowly, he crept into the darkness and around the octagonal table in the center of the room, fear accompanying each step.  In his mind, he could see danger lurking around every corner.  In his soul, he could feel it… And as the gentle rays of fading starlight wandered through the windows, Justin Reinbold saw fear.

Just beyond the table, in the doorway to her room, Justin Reinbold glimpsed his mother’s body sprawled out on the floor in a pool of crimson blood…

Moving faster than he thought possible, Justin sprinted to his mother’s side and frantically slapped the communicator upon her breast.  “Justin Reinbold to sickbay!” he shouted.  “Medical emergency!”

Over the course of the past seven months, Lieutenant Bator had gradually come to know Megan Reinbold.  Granted, their relationship was far from a blossoming friendship, but he respected her ability as an officer, and suspected the feeling was mutual.  Never had he been to Reinbold’s quarters—and though he had not discounted a friendly visit, not even in his wildest dreams did he think he would be called upon to investigate a homicide there… But now he stood alongside Matthew Harrison before a blood stained doorway, doing just that.

“In its four years of active duty, never has there been a homicide on the Starlight,” Harrison grimly stated.  He folded his arms upon his chest and then turned his full attention to Bator.  “Therefore, we can be reasonably confident that nobody aboard the ship committed the crime—but until we have concrete proof, everyone is suspect.”

Bator agreed entirely.  “According to Justin Reinbold, the incident took place sometime between fifteen and seventeen hundred hours—while he was sleeping.”

Harrison arched a curious eyebrow.  “And he heard nothing?”

“That is what he says,” Bator confirmed.  “If the door to his room was shut, and he was in REM sleep, I suppose it is possible.  But it usually takes several hours to achieve such a deep sleep.”

“Mr. Reinbold was only asleep for two hours,” said Harrison evenly.

“Which means the incident likely took place closer to dinner than lunch,” Bator replied.  “Doctor Hartman should have some more concrete answers for us in a couple of hours.  Possibly even an account from Commander Reinbold, assuming she survives the next couple of hours.”

Harrison nodded his acknowledgement.  “Do you have any leads?”

Bator sighed.  This was when things got complicated.  “No,” he stated sullenly.  “My security team and I have been over these quarters several times, and have yet to find anything that looks even remotely out of place.  The attacker must have beamed in, did the deed, and then beamed away.”

“Our shields have been up the entire time… Have the sensor logs showed anything conspicuous?”

Again, Bator grumbled.  “No.  But I have Lieutenant Maryniak rechecking sensor logs from the past several hours, just to be certain.  However, it is possible that the attacker has technology that can beam through our shields… Or that the attacker was already aboard the Starlight when we raised our shields.”

Harrison’s shoulders immediately sank.  “Which means the attacker could very well be a member of the crew after all…” He threw his arms into the air and slowly began to pace before the crimson stain.  “Who would want to harm Commander Reinbold?”

Bator shook his head.  “That is what we need to find out…”

“How is she?”

Sarah Hartman knew fear.  Over the years, she had seen it more times than she cared to recount… She saw it in the somber eyes of a fallen comrade.  She smelled it in the midst of a crimson battlefield.  She felt it the depths of her very soul…  Sarah Hartman knew fear.  And because of it, she knew when others were afraid.  And Justin Reinbold was afraid…

Very slowly, Hartman turned to the boy and placed a firm hand upon his muscular shoulder.  Of all the myriad emotions in this wondrous universe, fear was perhaps the least desirable of all.  It was powerful beyond belief—a weapon so awesome that very few things could hope to conquer it.  But Sarah Hartman knew fear.  She knew it well.  And she could conquer it.  “Justin,” she said evenly, “I won’t lie to you.  Your mom isn’t doing very well.”

 Justin immediately tensed.  “Is she going to die?”

“I don’t know,” Hartman stated.  “Her thoracolumbar region took the brunt of the attack.  Her thoracic duct was severed, along with several other major arteries, one of her lungs collapsed… The list goes on.  I’ve repaired as much of the damage as possible, but I’d say her chances of survival are only about fifty percent…”

Clearly struggling to keep himself composed, Justin pulled in a weary lungful of air.  “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.

Under normal circumstances, Hartman would have dismissed the very notion, and told Justin to leave.  But these were not normal circumstances—and for some reason beyond her ability to explain, Hartman actually liked the boy.  Thus, she smiled faintly and said, “Yes.”  She gently patted his shoulder and turned him to face his mother in the surgical bay.  “Yes, there is.  There are a few more procedures I want to try before leaving your mother in the hands of fate.  And I want you to help me.”

“Me?” asked Justin, surprised.  “Don’t you have a nurse or something that can help you?”

“I do,” Hartman affirmed.  “For what it’s worth, I’ve even got an annoying hologram.  But the next couple of hours are going to be very long ones for you… And unless you’re doing something constructive, the vulture that is fear will descend upon your chaotic mind and force you to succumb to the darkness.  Trust me, you don’t want to go there.

“Helping me with your mom will not only prove constructive, but will keep those fears at bay.  So you’re going to help me.  Either that, or you’re going to get the hell out of here so your mom can sleep.”

It did not take Justin long to make up his mind.  He pondered the proposition for only a moment before nodding his tentative agreement.  “What do you want me to do?”

Hartman forced a reassuring smile to her face.  “Grab a hypospray and a micro-suture,” she said, “and meet me in the surgical bay.”

* * *

“There was something more than a mere abduction going on,” said Lucas Tompkins from his biobed. “Those aliens had a purpose.  Doran, the Bajoran we spoke with, even suggested the Yelss were fleeing a hated enemy for some sort of haven.”

Lieutenant Bator frowned as he folded his arms upon his chest.  “But why bring everyone else along?” he curiously inquired.

Tompkins shrugged, unable to explain the zoo-like atmosphere aboard the alien ship.  “Maybe the Yelss think we’re next…”

“Or maybe it’s the Yelss we have to worry about,” Commander Harrison somberly added.  “We may never know the whole truth about that ship.”

“Yes, we will,” Tompkins assured him.  “Because I intend to find out…”

Nearly three years had passed since Lucas Tompkins vowed to unveil the shroud of darkness surrounding the Yelss; not once in that time did he have an opportunity to make good on his statement.  Future Yelss appearances were both infrequent and deadly, leaving Lucas Tompkins—and the rest of the universe—with more questions than answers regarding the lumbering quadrupeds.  Who were the Yelss?  What did they want?  Where were they going?

But as he peered into the placid face of Setzer Umari, Lucas Tompkins suspected that there were many, many answers on the horizon…

Setzer Umari was of an alien species completely unbeknownst to Tompkins.  His frame was similar to that of an average human—but that was where the similarities ended.  Setzer’s skin was darker than night, and randomly dotted with vivid green spots.  His eyes, on the other hand, seemed to glow bright white—with no visible pupils.  And then, perhaps most distressing, was Setzer’s apparent lack of bones; as far as Tompkins could tell, the alien could move anything in any way it desired—but not so far as to change form.  He was simply flexible.

“Are you feeling better, Lucas Tompkins?” Setzer inquired, slowly pacing before the Commander; his Yelss companion had long ago abandoned the cell.

“Much,” Tompkins stated.  “In fact, I think I’m well enough to learn why you brought me here.”

Setzer stopped dead in his tracks.  “I did not bring you here,” he emphatically stated.  “The Yelss are responsible for your abduction.”

“And why, exactly, did they abduct me?” Tompkins demanded.  “Are they interested in probing my mind for the Federation’s temporal secrets?”

Setzer shrugged and said, “I do not know.” He slowly began to pace the dimly lit chamber—but made certain to pause every time his eyes crossed paths with Tompkins’.  “All I know is that you have been brought here for your own good…”

Tompkins nearly scoffed at the sentiment.  “What is so good about this place?” he demanded.

“It is safe.”

“From what?”

Slowly, Setzer knelt down beside Tompkins.  They exchanged gazes for a long moment, and then the alien brought his obsidian lips to Tompkins’ ear.  “Drusari,” he whispered, the word rolling from his tongue like poison.

“What?” asked the engineer.  “Drusari?”

Setzer nodded.  “They are a force beyond evil—beyond anything you could possibly imagine.  And they are coming…”

Chapter Eight

The doors to science lab K-14 parted with an obedient hiss.  It was not an unusual occurrence, and therefore, did not give rise to much concern; the four Ghaib operating the consoles in the lab continued their work without so much as a moment’s pause.  And Overseer Xi'Yor smiled deviously.  Their mistake…
Even before the doors slid shut, Xi'Yor raised his stolen weapon and opened fire on the unsuspecting avians.  Crimson light streaked across the room and plowed a massive hole in the nearest Ghaib’s back.  A bloody white mess of internal organs slithered down the alien’s spine and moments later, he collapsed, dead even before his aquiline beak hit the floor.

Without a second thought, Xi'Yor turned to his next target, a rather bulky Ghaib in the far corner of the room.  The alien was frantically reaching for the disruptor on his belt, but apparently the weapon was stuck in its holster.  Xi'Yor quickly took aim upon the Ghaib and fired—blowing the alien’s head to smithereens.

Moments later, two additional disruptor beams darted across the expansive lab. Xi'Yor hastily traced them back to Talyere, and then turned his attention back to the battle just in time to see the two remaining Ghaib crash into the cold, hard deck in a sea of blood.

Xi'Yor carefully approached the closest of the four bodies.  Peering down upon the Ghaib’s broken body through malevolent eyes, Xi'Yor could not help but to smile.  For the first time in ages, he stood victorious over a bloodied battlefield—and it felt good.  He triumphantly placed his booted foot upon the fallen Ghaib’s chest, and pulled a hefty disruptor from the alien’s belt.  Xi'Yor quickly inspected to weapon and—after deeming it worthy—affixed it to his belt.  “Talyere,” he called, “is this lab equipped with a kiosk?”

Talyere seemed distant as he wandered the lab.  Perhaps he was not used to such carnage?  Or perhaps he was having second thoughts?  Whatever the case, Xi'Yor knew he had not yet found an ally in Talyere Rosat—nor did he expect to find one in the near future.  But as long as the pedantic fool did as he was instructed, Xi'Yor would allow him to live.

Talyere took a few steps forward, and then stopped before a large, curved workstation in the center of the lab.  “I believe this is the kiosk,” he stated.  “Shall I activate it?”

Xi'Yor dug his heel into the dead Ghaib’s chest and watched intently as a globule of pallid blood trickled from the alien’s beak.  He considered Talyere’s words for a moment longer, and then looked to his companion.  “Yes, by all means,” he said.  “Proceed.”

But before Talyere’s hands even fell upon the workstation, a series of blaring alarms filled the air.  Startled, Xi'Yor nearly jumped out of his skin; his pulse was pounding and his stomach fluttered with excitement.  “What has transpired?” he demanded, swiftly approaching the kiosk.

A static red bubble suddenly blossomed around Talyere and his workstation.  Xi'Yor stood in observation of the spectacle for only a moment before crossing the scarlet threshold.  On the inside, a hundreds of words and images circled round the bubble—all of them presented in Elorg text.  Xi'Yor suspected a neural interface of some sort, but ultimately, he did not care.

“The Ghaib have finally dispatched their security forces,” Talyere said, his eyes focused on the data directly in front of him.

Xi'Yor glanced at the weapons adhered to his belt.  “No matter,” he said.  “We shall terminate all who oppose us.”

Talyere hesitated.  “That might be a problem,” he said, pointing to the data.

Quickly, Xi'Yor glanced at the data in question.  “Fifteen guards,” he read.  Even with Talyere’s assistance, Xi'Yor knew he could not defeat fifteen heavily armed guards.  The noose tightened; Xi'Yor could feel it.  But he was not dead yet.  “This is a science lab, is it not?”

“It is,” Talyere confirmed.

“Is it possible to discontinue life support to the rest of the vessel?” asked Xi'Yor.  “We can suffocate the crew.”  It would be a shallow victory, but a victory nonetheless.

“While that is certainly within the realm of possibility,” said Talyere, “the command will undoubtedly be overridden by the bridge before anyone is terminated.”

A chime suddenly sounded at the door.  A few moments passed, and then another chime sounded.  And then the pounding began.  The guards had arrived, and it would only be a matter of moments before they pried the locked doors apart and brought Xi'Yor’s mission to a swift and bloody end.

Little did the guards know, Xi'Yor worked best under pressure, and his mind raced with numerous countermeasures, one of which was bound to have merit.  “Quickly,” Xi'Yor shouted over the pounding, “get a transporter lock on the guards—on the entire crew—and beam them directly into space!”

Talyere immediately complied, his hands flying over the workstation with apparent skill—and within moments, the pounding on the doors came to an abrupt and decisive end.  “The crew has been terminated,” Talyere calmly reported.  “And we have ourselves a starship.”

Xi'Yor slowly provided Talyere a devious smile.  “Excellent…”

Trailing a gracefully ominous Garidian scout ship, the USS Starlight was merely a drop in an ocean of alien starships.  Some of the vessels were little more than junky conglomerations that barely managed warp.  Others were heavily armed war machines, decked with dozens of torpedo launchers and hundreds of phaser banks.  Fate had brought them together—and fate would tear them apart…

In the wake of the massive fleet, dozens of Mandroth Raiders descended upon a helpless alien vessel like an army of ants on its prey.  Their ragged blue phaser beams soared through the void of space, crashing through the alien vessel’s shields with ease.  Before long, the shield bubble flickered and failed—and the plundering began…

Three pillars of azure light gracefully swirled about the Starlight’s transporter platform, gradually materializing what Alan Christopher hoped would be the first members of his own little federation: the Garidians and the Corthyans.  Hope, however, was probably not going to be enough to convince either party such an alliance would work.

Already, Christopher knew Arch-Rashon Nachyl and Reneshe Izan, the Garidian representatives, were opposed to such a coalition, citing the shortcomings of previous attempts to organize.  Further complicating matters were the well-established hostilities between the Federation and the Garidians back in the Beta Quadrant.  Suffice it to say, any alliance involving the Garidians would be fragile, at best.

And then there were the Corthyans.  Save their representative’s name—Colonel Sreevan—Christopher knew absolutely nothing about the species.  The Corthyans neglected to send any cultural data ahead of Colonel Sreevan, and sensor scans of the two Corthyan ships resulted nothing more than a series of rather terse warnings.  Given this rather hostile gesture, Christopher suspected an alliance with the Corthyans would also be difficult to maintain.

Perhaps Nachyl was right, Christopher mused as the transport cycle completed.  Maybe the Federation’s principals don’t work here…  But Christopher soon perished the thought and placed a diplomatic smile upon his face, sincerely hoping he could prove his instincts wrong.  “Arch-Rashon Nachyl,” he warmly greeted.  “Good of you to visit our humble abode.”

Nachyl nodded cordially as he stepped down from the platform.  “Captain, I am always eager to meet with new cultures.  And since I have yet to meet a Ka’Tulan face-to-face, I could hardly pass up the opportunity.”

Christopher’s smile widened.  “Then I hope I leave you with a good impression,” he stated.  “Though I should warn you, I’m far from your average Ka’Tulan.  I might even be above average…”

Apparently not the type to be impressed by dry humor, Nachyl barely smirked at the sentiment.  “Is it true what they say, Captain?  That your people were once non-corporeal?”

“It is,” Christopher confirmed.  “And some of us still have the ability to assume a non-corporeal state—if only for a moment.”

“Interesting,” said Nachyl, clearly eager to hear more of Christopher’s heritage. 

But they were not here to talk about Ka’Tulans, and as much as he hated to turn the conversation away from himself, Christopher had little choice but to do so.  He provided Reneshe Izan with a pleasant nod, and then turned his full attention to the incredibly massive alien beside Izan.

Colonel Sreevan was built like a rock, and everything about him embodied that sentiment—right down to the thick suit of obsidian armor that covered his body.  His rough olive-colored skin—the small amount that was exposed, anyway—was mottled with dark splotches and the occasional stripe.  But Sreevan’s most distinctive feature was the incredible crest that extended from the tip of his nose, to the top of his head, and beyond; it was at least half-a-meter long, and very imposing.

Christopher flashed the alien a very tentative smile, and beckoned him from the transporter platform.  “Colonel Sreevan, I presume?”

He slowly nodded his head.  “Indeed.”  Sreevan summarily stepped down from the platform and assumed a position at Christopher’s side; the Corthyan literally towered over the Captain.  “We appreciative the invitation to your vessel—though we find your motives curious.   An alliance?”

And so, it began.  “Yes,” said Christopher pleasantly.  “An alliance.  You help us.  We help you.  And we all live happily ever after.”

“There’s just one problem,” Nachyl carefully interjected. “No alliance has ever succeeded in this place.  You follow General Kron, or you die.  It is as simple as that.”

Not wanting to hold the entire meeting in the transporter room, Christopher diplomatically gestured for the doors.  “And where, exactly, is our beloved General leading us?” asked Christopher on his way out.

“There is a wormhole about a thousand light years from here,” Sreevan stated.  “We don’t know where it goes, but the other side can’t be much worse than this hell hole.”

“How do you know this wormhole exists?” Christopher asked.

Sreevan expelled a long sigh.  “I have seen it.”

“Why didn’t you enter it?”

“It is apparently an unstable wormhole, Captain,” Nachyl quietly replied.  “Once, several months ago, we were able to come within fifty light years of the terminus—when it spontaneously shifted position.”

“It has shifted twice since then,” Reneshe Izan added.  “It moves between three different locations at almost random intervals…”

“So…” said Christopher skeptically, “you’re content to chase wormholes for the rest of your lives?” 

The group was fast approaching a turbolift at the junction up ahead, and due to the incident involving Megan Reinbold, security was much tighter than usual—which was probably a good thing with the Garidians aboard.  Christopher acknowledged the guards standing at the junction with a pleasant nod, and then led the way into the turbolift.  As the doors slid shut behind Colonel Sreevan, the Captain turned his back to the wall and stated their destination: “Deck one, conference lounge.”

The computer immediately acknowledged the order, and moments later, the turbolift set into its rhythmic chug toward the bridge.

“You don’t have to mindlessly follow General Kron,” Christopher summarily continued.  “If we work together as allies, we might eventually find another way home.”

Sreevan scoffed at the sentiment.  “And what about the Mandroth?  If we cede from Kron’s armada, we’ll be dead within an hour.”

“I didn’t say anything about leaving the armada,” Christopher quickly replied.  “But if we can form some sort of alliance, we might ultimately be able to force him to change his ways.”

The Corthyan remained unconvinced.  He skeptically scratched his long crest, and shook his head accordingly.  “Four starships cannot turn the tide in this struggle,” he said.  “The Garidian vessel is merely a scout ship.  Both of my vessels are damaged—and yours will be soon enough.  It is only a matter of time before your supplies dwindle and your principals fail…  Only a matter of time before you join the other Federation vessels.”

The turbolift slowed to a halt, and Christopher cast a curious gaze upon his guests as the doors slid apart.  “As I said, I’m not your average Ka’Tulan…”

Moments later, they emerged in the conference lounge.  Christopher took his customary seat at the head of the table, and then motioned for the others to sit at their discretion.  Once they were settled, the conversation continued.

“What do you propose we do?” Nachyl inquired, though given his tone, he still had serious reservations about collaborating with the Federation.  Still, it was a start.

“At the moment, we do nothing,” Christopher said.  “But if there comes a time when one of our vessels is in danger, we cannot turn a blind eye to the situation.  We have to stick up for one another.  With any luck, our little alliance will have a snowball effect—as it rolls down the hill, it grows bigger, and bigger… until nothing can stop it—and then we deal with General Kron.”

For a dreadfully long moment, there was silence.  Christopher’s gaze darted between the delegates, and much to his chagrin, their faces were unreadable.  He immediately suspected his spiel had fallen upon unsympathetic ears—but before Christopher’s suspicions could blossom much further, Colonel Sreevan broke the silence with a few simple words:  “The Corthyans will consider your proposal, Captain.”

“As will the Garidians,” added Nachyl.

A wave of relief suddenly washed over Christopher’s body as he realized he just might pull it off.  “Feel free to consider the proposal aboard the Starlight.  Take all the time you need…”

* * *

Piloting a starship was often a challenging job—and one that Neelar Drayge took very seriously.  In the heat of battle, the fate of the entire ship often rested upon Drayge’s ability to maneuver the Starlight out of harm’s way.  But such life-or-death scenarios did not arise frequently, and an average day left Drayge to simply maneuver the ship through interstellar space.  That was the case today—only he had several hundred companions maneuvering alongside.  The additional starships did not complicate things too much, but Drayge was kept busy nonetheless.

Hence, after a long day on the Starlight’s bridge, Neelar Drayge was looking forward to a quiet evening in his quarters.  He had recently stumbled upon a wealth of new information regarding the Crystalline Entity, and was looking forward to delving deep into the mysteries therein.  The only thing standing between Drayge and a blissfully quiet evening were several hundred meters of bulkheads and conduits—a problem easily solved by the turbolift.

But before making his departure, Neelar casually made his way to the tactical station—where both Erin and Bator were gathered, and quite thoroughly engrossed in some sort of sensor data.  Drayge gently cleared his throat to get their attention.  “Enjoy the late shift,” he said pleasantly, and then took a few steps closer to the doors.

“We will,” Erin candidly replied before the young Bolian could venture too far.  “It is too bad that your bed time is so early, Neelar.  Otherwise, you could join us.”

Drayge smiled.  “I do need my beauty sleep,” he quipped.

Bator tapped a few commands into his console, clearly trying to suppress a wry grin.  And when he eventually failed, the bulky Phobian turned his eyes upon Drayge and said,  “If it’s beauty you’re after, you had best rent a cave and hibernate for a few months.”

“Or years,” said Erin, giggling sheepishly.  “We love you, Neelar.”

He nodded agreeably.  “Oh, yes.  I can just feel the love,” he mused.  “See you in the morning.”

“Bright and early,” said Erin, waving casually.

“We will inform you if you have gained any beauty overnight,” Bator sarcastically added as Drayge headed for the doors.  “But I wouldn’t count on it.”

A playful response was on the tip of Neelar’s tongue—in fact, the first few letters managed to squeak their way out of his mouth.  But as the turbolift doors slid apart, the young Bolian was immediately silenced.  The normally pristine turbolift was spattered with crimson blood, and a body—clearly dead—lay face down on the deck.  The Starlight’s predator had struck again…

Chapter Nine

Since the beginning of his incarceration, Lucas Tompkins was able to discern very little about his situation.  He knew he was aboard a Yelss installation of some sort—whether it was a starbase or a ship was unknown, but it was certainly a place frequented by the eerie quadrupeds.  Tompkins knew the road ahead would be “long and arduous,” and he suspected the enigmatic—and apparently lethal—Drusari would somehow be involved.  But for the life of him, Tompkins could not figure out why he should be involved…

Much to his chagrin, answers were not forthcoming.  Though Setzer Umari would visit on occasion, Tompkins usually found himself sitting alone in his cell.  It was a dank little room, fashioned with little more than the essentials: bed, replicator, and waste extraction.  There was also a rather extensive computer terminal on the back wall, but furnished with the incomprehensible Yelss language, Tompkins did not dare access it.

And so he sat.

And sat.

And sat.

There was a piece of loose wall covering near the door.  Lucas suspected there was some sort of circuitry—perhaps the ODN relay—running behind it, and since he was an engineer, Lucas was very tempted to peek inside and take a look.  Perhaps he could use it to open the doors?  Hell, it was certainly worth a try.

Slowly, Tompkins rose from his lumpy bed and approached the rickety cover.  He carefully slid his fingers into the small gap between the covering and the wall, and then pulled the covering from its mount to reveal a series of vivid green conduits feeding into something similar to a bio-neural gel pack.  Tompkins carefully moved his face closer to the mysterious circuitry for a better examination—but as he did so, he suddenly realized that he was looking at part of the Fa’nora grid. And moments after that, Tompkins suddenly realized that he had no idea what the Fa’nora grid was.  Which could only mean one thing…

Tompkins swiftly came about to see one large Yelss standing behind him, it’s lone eye simply gazing in the engineer’s general direction.  “What do you want?”

The Yelss said nothing.

“If you want the Federation’s temporal secrets, you’ll have to get them from somebody else,” Tompkins stated.  He wasn’t about to compromise Federation security for them.  “I won’t cooperate.”

Suddenly, the doors beside Tompkins slid apart in a mechanical cacophony, and Setzer Umari stepped inside.  “You have been chosen,” he simply stated.

Tompkins paused, and turned to his enigmatic companion.  “And what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Setzer carefully—and methodically—placed himself between Tompkins and the Yelss.  Clearly the alien wanted to protect his master—not that Lucas had any plans to harm the Yelss.  Yet.  “It means,” said Setzer carefully, “that when the Drusari arrive, you will be safe.”

“And why me?”

Setzer Umari raised a dismissive hand.  “We do not question the wisdom of the Elders,” he stated.  “The Yelss have chosen you, and that is all you need to know.”

“What if I don’t want to be chosen?”

“That is not for you to decide,” Setzer affirmed.  “There is too much at stake…”

Tompkins sighed, and wearily folded his arms upon his chest.  “Maybe if I knew what was at stake, I could understand this situation a little better…”

“Your understanding is not essential.”  Setzer took a few steps closer, and his eerie white eyes ebbed with ashen energy.  “For the time being, your obedience is all that is required.”

Tompkins did not know what to think.  Given his previous encounters with the Yelss, he was immediately inclined to believe this was some sort of trap—or that he was being manipulated in some way.  But something deep in the back of his mind insisted that this was the start of something big—and important, and that perhaps cooperation was his best option…  

“…and at our current pace, we will enter grid 0-4-4 tomorrow morning.  The Rolante System is only two days beyond the threshold.”

As he listened to Commander Bruton’s report, General Kron could not help but notice one thing: the time.  Too much time was being wasted en route to grid 0-4-4.  Too much time was being wasted en route to Rolante.  And too much time was being wasted listening to Bruton’s report.  From the comfort of his opulent command chair in the center of the bridge, General Kron turned his crimson eyes upon his subordinate and frowned.  “Enough, Bruton.  I’ve heard enough.”

The Commander stopped dead in his tracks and peered upward at Kron.  “As you wish, General.”

Kron briefly flashed his mouthful of rotten teeth.  “I do,” he simply stated.  “We are wasting far too much time with status reports and supply runs.  If we ever want to reach the wormhole, we need to refocus our priorities.”

Bruton nodded.  “Yes, General.”

“First, we need to pick up the pace.  Parts of the fleet are moving too slowly.  I want to reach the wormhole by the end of the year—not the end of time.”

“I will have the fleet pick up the pace when I return to my ship,” Bruton affirmed, his thunderous voice echoing throughout the cavernous bridge.  It was nearly enough to send a chill down Kron’s spine—and that was why the General favored Bruton.  When the man spoke, one knew he meant business.  But if that did not inspire action, Bruton’s imposing size would; the Commander was easily the largest Inguari that Kron had ever seen.

“We’ve picked up a lot of newcomers in recent weeks,” Kron continued.  “Make sure they know how this armada works.  If they fall to the Mandroth, they’re on their own.  Only the strong survive.”

“They’ll understand,” Bruton assured him.  “And if not, the Mandroth will make them understand.”

On their own, the Mandroth were an unimpressive species of scavengers.  One of their vessels barely posed a threat to even the weakest of starships.  But the Mandroth rarely worked alone, and when they pooled their myriad resources, they had the potential to become a formidable adversary.  Nobody—not even Kron—dared to face the Mandroth fleet alone…

Tired of sitting, Kron slowly rose from the warmth of his command chair and swaggered over to Bruton’s side.  Even though he stood an entire head below Bruton’s shoulders, Kron knew the impressive ridge on the tip of his nose was more than enough to compensate.  “About our next stop…”

“Rolante?”

“Yes,” said Kron, nodding.  “Rolante.  It is too far off course to make a visit worth our time—and time is too valuable a commodity to waste.  Instead, we will set a course for the Navarre Cluster.  It has significantly fewer resources, but it is directly in our path.”

Bruton hesitated.  “Navarre is thirty-four light years away,” he stated.  “Many of the smaller vessels will not make it that far.”

Kron shrugged indolently.  “Their sacrifices will ensure the survival of the larger whole,” he confidently replied.  “It might even be sufficient keep the Mandroth occupied while we visit Navarre.  I don’t see any problems here, do you?”

“No,” said Bruton, and whatever reservations he had suddenly vanished.  “I will inform the fleet.”

“Good.”  Again, Kron flashed his rotted smile.  “That will be all, Commander.  Dismissed…”

* * *

Nearly a year had passed since Overseer Xi'Yor stood on the bridge of a warship.  It was difficult to believe that so much time had passed since his failed conquest of the Federation—and even more difficult to accept the fact that his conquest had failed.  But as he stood on the bridge of his new vessel, Overseer Xi'Yor could tell that the tables were turned.  When they returned to the Alpha Quadrant, the Elorg Bloc would finally ascend to the greatness it was destined.

“This vessel will change everything,” Xi'Yor said as he milled about the expansive command center.  “Forget the shipyards in the Hazor Cluster…  If this vessel is as powerful as I believe, we could single-handedly conquer the Federation.”

Talyere skeptically looked up from the impressive tactical station behind the command chair.  “While this vessel’s tactical capabilities are impressive,” he slowly stated, “I highly doubt it could dismantle the entire Federation fleet.”

“We could attempt to duplicate it,” said Xi'Yor.

Again—and much to Xi'Yor’s chagrin—Talyere was quick to shoot down the suggestion. “Certainly you recall the Ghaib vessel our forces captured in the Zhargosia Sector last year?  The one that is presently sitting dormant at our spacedock on Barona Prime?”

Xi'Yor readily recalled the vessel.  “That was Tracker Tzudan’s vessel,” he stated, fondly recalling the brutal interrogation of the Ghaib.  “Our best scientists could not even penetrate the vessel’s hull.”

“Precisely,” said Talyere.  “And that was a small exploratory vessel.  What makes you believe we could duplicate a significantly larger warship?”

“Unknown,” Xi'Yor hastily replied.  As far as he was concerned, this conversation was beginning to grow old.  “Perhaps we should concern ourselves with returning to Barona Prime—and then allow our venerated scientists to determine whether or not this vessel is replicable.”   Xi'Yor steepled his fingers and allowed his grin to widen.  “After all, they are far wiser than you, Talyere.”

Talyere scoffed at the sentiment.  “Undoubtedly.”  But instead of pursuing the verbal spar, Talyere delved back into the tactical station, his deft fingers dancing over the controls with ease.  Perhaps he was not nearly as dense as he appeared…  “This vessel is damaged,” Talyere proclaimed after a moment.

“Is it severe?” asked Xi'Yor.

After consulting with his workstation a moment longer, Talyere shook his head.  “I do not believe so.  However, we should endeavor to make repairs.  If we were to encounter hostile forces, we would likely have a decisive advantage if all ship systems were intact.”

For once, Talyere had a valid point—though it was probably a fortuitous shot in the dark.  Unwilling to let his fate lie entirely within Talyere’s hands, Xi'Yor slowly rose from the command chair and approached the nearby helm.  “There is a large automated repair station approximately forty light years from our present location,” he gleaned from sensors.  

“I highly doubt we can make it that far,” said Talyere.  “Both of this vessel’s warp coils are fused.  By my estimate, we can journey no more than thirty light years before they fail completely.”

Xi'Yor quickly turned back to the sensor logs and accessed the vessel’s course and heading prior to the unfortunate demise of the entire crew.  “There is a considerable debris field 22.8 light years away.  According to sensor logs, this vessel was headed there when we terminated the crew.”

“Perhaps there are warp coils amidst the debris,” Talyere suggested.

“There is only one way to be certain.”  Lacking the grace and speed of Talyere’s maneuverings, Xi'Yor slowly pecked away at the helm controls until a course to the debris field was set.  “Let us proceed…”

For the second time in as many days, Lieutenant Bator found himself investigating a homicide aboard the Starlight.  But unlike the attack on Megan Reinbold, this attack proved fatal—and Bator had a lingering feeling that unless he could crack the case soon, more lethal attacks would follow in the coming days.  Thankfully, Doctor Hartman claimed to have some good news—news that Bator was eager to hear.  And so—despite the death of Daniel Berman— Bator strode into sickbay with a hint of optimism in his mind.

He found the Doctor in the surgical bay, hunched over the biobed occupied by the now deceased Commander Berman.  She tapped a few commands into the workstation at the foot of the biobed, briefly conferred with her tricorder, and then input a few final commands into the console before two large black scanners arced up from the sides of the bed to form a shell over Berman’s body.   It was time for the autopsy, Bator realized as he approached.

“You wanted to see me, Doctor?”

Hartman promptly looked up from her tricorder.  “I did,” she confirmed.  “Commander Reinbold has regained consciousness.  She’s asleep at the moment, but you can talk to her if you’d like.”

“I would,” Bator confirmed, casually glancing in the direction of Reinbold’s biobed.  “But let’s get through the autopsy first.”

Hartman nodded agreeably, and swiftly turned back to her tricorder. “Very well,” she said, casually conferring with the scanner.  Once satisfied with the data, Hartman snapped shut the tricorder and slid it into her coat pocket.  “Have you ever witnessed an autopsy before, Mr. Bator?”

“I have,” he confirmed, slowly taking a position opposite Hartman.  “When I was stationed aboard the Alexander, our chief engineer was killed in a Jefferies Tube.  It looked like an accident, but an investigation ultimately proved otherwise.  He was murdered.”

Hartman shook her head in disgust.  “The stupidity within never ceases to amaze me,” she muttered.  “I’m not a pacifist by any means, Lieutenant, but when one person deems it necessary to take another’s life—that really pisses me off.”

Though his choice of words would have been slightly more eloquent, Bator nevertheless agreed with the Doctor’s sentiment.  “Evil lurks in every dark corner,” he somberly reminded.

“Liver temperature is 34.8 degrees,” Hartman abruptly announced, her deft fingers tapping at her console.  “That would place time of death at exactly 1658 hours.”

Bator quickly tapped into his side of the console and brought up a few sensor logs—since he was operating a medical console, those logs were rather limited in the data they provided, but Bator suspected they would suffice.  “Berman was alone in the turbolift at 1658,” he gleaned from the results.  “I am doubtful he inflicted these wounds himself…”

And the wounds were extensive.  Berman’s chest was little more than a bloody crater.  Many of his internal organs had been reduced to a thick crimson soup, and those that remained hung lifelessly from his innards.

“In theory, he could have caused this damage,” said Hartman evenly.  “But I highly doubt it.  It was caused by a small explosive transported directly into the aorta.”

Bator’s thick brow immediately rose with curiosity.  “Transported?” he repeated.  In all his years in Starfleet, never had he heard of such a heinous act.

“I found evidence of a similar device transported directly into Commander Reinbold’s body,” Hartman continued.  “Luckily, it missed her heart by several centimeters and misfired.”

Utterly disturbed by this revelation, Bator felt a haunting chill crawl down his spine.  “I assume the explosive was vaporized upon detonation.”

Hartman nodded.  “Completely.  The bastard behind these attacks knows exactly what he’s doing.  There’s no evidence.  No motive.  Nothing.  We are essentially at this guy’s mercy, living and dying on his whims…” 

Bator paused.  “Until he falters,” he flatly replied.

Chapter Ten

“Commander.”

Matthew Harrison did not recognize the voice that followed him into the turbolift, but as he turned around to address the speaker, he immediately recognized the face.  The incredibly massive Colonel Sreevan stood less than a meter away, and as the turbolift doors slid shut behind them, concern blossomed on the alien’s face.  “Deck one.  Is there something I can do for you, Colonel?”

Sreevan nodded, and gently scratched the extensive crest perched upon his head.  “There is,” he said, his voice a conspiratorial whisper.  “I understand there has been an… incident aboard your vessel.”

Unsure if he should even acknowledge the attacks on Reinbold and Berman, Harrison took a long moment to choose his words.  Under normal circumstances, he would have brought a swift end to this conversation, but since the Corthyans were prospective allies, Harrison was forced to take that into consideration.  And he quickly realized that denying the attacks would not instill much trust between friends.  “Indeed,” said Harrison somberly.  “Two people have been assaulted—but due to increased security measures, I cannot divulge anything more.”

Sreevan nodded knowingly as he pulled in a deep lungful of air.  “You are not the first vessel to be targeted,” he stated.

Harrison raised a curious brow.  “Oh really?”

“Yes,” affirmed Sreevan.  “Thirty-four of my own people were killed when we arrived in this region of space.”

“Did you ever locate the perpetrator?” Harrison inquired.

“No,” Sreevan regretfully replied.  “He has eluded us to this day.  However, in light of our proposed alliance, I am willing to share all of the evidence collected by my men over the course of their investigation.”

Harrison gracefully peered upward into Sreevan’s wide yellow eyes.  “Thank you,” he said.  “I am certain it will aid our investigation.”

The bulky alien huffed.  “Don’t count on it.”  And on that note, the turbolift came to a halt.  As the doors parted, Sreevan stepped aside, providing Harrison with his exit.

Again, Harrison thanked Sreevan for his cooperation, and then slinked out of the turbolift and onto the quiet bridge.  An unusually quiet bridge, considering the hour—but given the circumstances, it was certainly understandable. “Report,” Harrison demanded as he approached the mission operations console.

Erin Keller swiftly rose from the command chair.  “All is quiet,” she said, “though we have been instructed to increase our speed to warp 7.8.”

“Another increase?” Harrison balked.  That was the third increase in as many days, and while the Starlight certainly had no problem complying with the order, Harrison suspected that many of the smaller ships could not make the transition with such ease.

“Apparently we were moving too slowly for the good General,” Keller continued.  “I have already adjusted our speed accordingly, but many other ships are beginning to fall behind.”

“Both of the Corthyan ships are among the lagging,” Lieutenant Maryniak continued from tactical.

Considering the generous offer Colonel Sreevan made in the turbolift, Commander Harrison’s next decision was one easily made.  “Make arrangements to transport some supplies to the Corthyans,” he said.  “I shall inform the Captain after my conference with… the Garidians.”  The dread in his voice was apparent.

“Actually, you’re in luck,” Keller interjected.  “Arch-Rashon Nachyl returned to his ship about an hour ago.  You only have to put up with one little Garidian.  You think you can handle it?”

Disregarding the sarcasm in Keller’s statement, Harrison nodded his head agreeably and began to head for the conference lounge.  “I expect the meeting will be brief.”

Moments later, Matthew Harrison stood before one Reneshe Izan in the Starlight’s conference lounge, meticulously observing the petite Garidian’s every movement for signs of treachery.  There were no obvious signs of malevolence in the woman’s behavior, though Harrison would not discount trickery.  The Garidians were a devious people, after all.

“I take it you are Commander Harrison?” asked the Garidian before the silence grew awkward.  “I am Reneshe Izan, Arch-Rashon Nachyl’s aide.”

Harrison nodded politely, and seated himself at the head of the table.  “I understand the Arch-Rashon had to depart.  May I ask why?”

Izan met the question with an ambiguous smile.  “I could ask the same of your Captain,” she said.  “Or we can both assume that other business was at hand, and leave it at that.”

That was evasion of Harrison ever witnessed it.  But much as the Captain had stated, the Garidians were not aboard the Starlight for judgment—and this meeting was not an interrogation.  It was, however, something Harrison was very eager to conclude.  “Yes,” he said, feigning a pleasant attitude.  “Let us proceed.  What, pray tell, is the Garidians’ stance on our proposed alliance?”

Reneshe Izan pulled a thick Garidian padd from her pocket—it was a grotesque piece of equipment, brownish in color and horribly out-of-date… but without the Romulans around to furnish the Garidians with new technologies, out-of-date was the best they could hope for.  “We have reviewed the terms of the agreement proposed by Captain Christopher,” said Izan.  “We accept them.”

Though he found it more than a little curious that the Garidians would accept the proposal with such ease, Harrison was not about to complain.  As far as he was concerned, with the alliance now official, the meeting was over.  Slowly, he started to rise from his seat…

“Is something wrong, Commander?”

He paused.  “No.  Not at all.”

Izan raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “If you don’t mind me saying, Commander, you have been rather terse.”

Unwilling to prove the Garidian right, Harrison abruptly returned to his seat.  “I am a busy man.”

“Obviously,” said Izan without compassion.  “But that is no excuse for your curt behavior.”

“I have my doubts about this alliance,” Harrison promptly stated.  “Though we have only encountered your people a few times, they have made it quite clear that they hold the Federation in very low esteem.  I cannot help but think your cooperation in this instance is some sort of ploy.”

Reneshe Izan chuckled.

And Harrison frowned.  “Have I said something humorous?”

“In case you have not noticed, we are 80,000 light years from the Garidian Empire.  Our ship is a small science vessel with nominal weapons a crew compliment of twelve—you outnumber us forty-to-one…  I don’t see how we pose much of a threat.”

“It took but a few Garidians to reduce the Federation Council Chambers to rubble last year,” Harrison quickly reminded.  “And then there was the incident with Species 8472…”

Izan cocked her head and cast a wicked gaze upon Harrison.  “Commander,” she said, “you can’t judge an entire species by a few unfortunate encounters.  Most Garidians are not the evil demons you believe them to be—myself included.”

“Then perhaps,” said Harrison slowly, “you can change my mind…”

“I will do that,” said Izan, nodding her head to accept the challenge.

* * *

In Alan Christopher’s opinion, the past few days rated amongst the worst in recent memory.  Though the Garidians—and presumably the Corthyans—agreed to an alliance, both were relatively weak additions to Christopher’s coalition.  Making matters worse, none of the other alien vessels seemed even remotely interested in joining.  Apparently they were content to hunt wormholes with General Kron—and without help from these other vessels, the Starlight would eventually have to submit to the hunt.  And Kron.

And then, of course, there was the Starlight’s mysterious predator.  The seemingly random attacks had everyone on edge, and Christopher was no different…  He thought he had trouble sleeping before the first assault—now it was virtually impossible.  But since he was unable to recall the last time he enjoyed a full night’s rest, Christopher knew that he needed to rest before he nodded off during a meeting with the Garidians.

“Sarah,” called Christopher as he entered sickbay.

The Doctor stood beside Bator at Megan Reinbold’s biobed in the far corner of the room.  She briefly looked up from her patient to see who had called, and then excused herself upon seeing the Captain at the doors.  “What?” she asked as she approached his position. 

Though her voice was pleasantly neutral for a change, Christopher could see the annoyance brimming on Hartman’s face.  It was only a matter of time before her voice rescinded its neutral demeanor for her irritated standard.  Naturally, Christopher took it upon himself to hasten the process.

“How is Megan?” he inquired, standing innocently a few meters from the door, just waiting for Hartman to reach his position.

“Better,” Hartman stated.  There were apparently additional words on the tip of her tongue, but they remained unspoken for the time being.  “And I assume you didn’t come all the way to sickbay for that?”

Christopher shrugged indolently.  “I consider Megan to be a pretty good friend of mine,” he slowly continued.  “Why wouldn’t I want to visit her?  I mean, as Captain of this fine Federation starship, it’s practically my duty to pay her a visit.  To let her know that I care and that I’m a great and wonderful…”

“Stuff it,” Hartman bluntly interjected.  Her neutral demeanor was fading fast. Soon, the real Sarah Hartman would ring true.  “Have you smelled that shit you’ve been shoveling?  Sure, it’s good that you’ve come to visit, but spare us the ‘Alan is Great’ lecture.”

“Of course,” said Christopher with a candid smile.  “Though you have to admit, it is true.”

Hartman rolled her eyes, but said nothing to further the conversation.  Instead, she chose to branch off in an entirely different direction.  “I’ve completed Commander Berman’s autopsy, and Lieutenant Bator is almost done talking to Commander Reinbold.  I don’t think we’re going to get much on either front.  There’s nothing left of the explosive that killed Berman—nor is there much of the Commander himself.  And Commander Reinbold only has a vague recollection of her experience.  So essentially, we’ve got nothing.”

Christopher nodded somberly.  “Lovely,” he muttered.  Unable to find anything inspiring to say, Christopher decided to simply leave it at that.  His mind had long ago turned to clay, and there was but one thing it desired: sleep.  “Well, Sarah, if you would like to make yourself useful for once…”

“What’s wrong?”

“I have not slept well in days,” Christopher finally admitted.  “Every muscle in my body is screaming for rest, but when my head hits the pillow, I just stare at the ceiling.”

“Stress,” Hartman nonchalantly diagnosed.  “You’re 80,000 light years from home—and your daughter.  Your crew is being picked off one-by-one, your alliance is composed of a few shoddy raiders, the Mandroth are constantly breathing down our necks, General Kron thinks you’re an idiot—and for the record, so do I—and you’ve got a starship to run.  Face it, Alan—you’re not Superman.  You can’t do everything—and your body is just letting you know.”

Christopher frowned with confusion.  “Superman?”

“The Man of Steel!” Hartman scoffed.  “You’ve never heard of him?!”

“No.  Why?”

Hartman swiftly walked to the island workstation in the center of sickbay, shaking her head all the way.  “Never mind,” she muttered, carefully inspecting the vast supply of drugs on the workstation.  “Trouble sleeping, you say…”

“I do,” Christopher confirmed, though a part of his mind was still stuck on the Superman thing.

After a few additional moments of contemplation, Hartman loaded her hypospray and returned to Christopher’s side.  “Four-hundred cc’s of kayolane should do the trick,” she wryly stated.

“That would put me out indefinitely,” Christopher said, suddenly experiencing a jolt of déjà vu.  This was not the first time they had endured this exact conversation—though this time their roles were reversed.  The good Doctor would finally get her revenge.

“Ahh,” said Hartman lightly.  “You catch my drift.”

Christopher’s neck tingled as Hartman injected the medication into his system, but the moment she withdrew her hypospray, the sensation faded.  “I’m feeling sleepy already,” he proclaimed.  “Visiting you always seems to do that to me…”

Hartman gamely dangled the hypospray in front of Christopher’s face.  “I wouldn’t mess with me if I were you,” she said evenly—and if Christopher didn’t know better, he would have thought the Doctor serious.  “Now go to bed.”

Convinced that he had tormented Sarah Hartman enough for one day, Christopher slowly came about to face the doors.  “Yes ma’am…” he said, and then left for his quarters to finally rest…

Many hours had passed, and the Mandroth Raiders were gradually beginning to conclude their desecration of the alien vessel.  Though it was a relatively small find for the Raiders, recent weeks had proven difficult for the group, and after the explosive encounter with the Starlight, they needed all the supplies they could scavenge.

The vessel appeared to have been a small tactical fighter of some kind, and the Mandroth were quick to absorb it’s myriad weapons into their fleet.  But beyond that, the ship provided little in the way of assistance to the Mandroth cause—even so, the Raiders poured over every square centimeter of the fighter until it was completely devoid of value.  Now, all that remained was a shell of disjointed bulkheads—and not even they would exist for much longer.  But as the Mandroth—with their arrow-shaped ships—swarmed about the remaining bulkheads, even they were oblivious to the danger lurking nearby…

It crept through the stars like a shadow in the night, unseen and unheard; it was there one moment… gone the next—but all the while, it’s destination remained true.  It approached the Mandroth slowly at first, but quickened as it drew nearer the fleet.  The commotion had piqued it’s interest, and it wanted a piece of the action.

Slowly, it’s massive shadow cast the tiny Mandroth in darkness.  The raiders made valiant efforts to flee the sudden dusk, but their efforts were too little, too late.  In the blink of an eye, a beam of violet death fell upon the fleet, incinerating every last Mandroth Raider in a blaze of crimson glory.

The Drusari had arrived…

And amidst the smoldering wreckage of the Mandroth fleet, the Drusari fell upon the remains of one small alien vessel.  It no doubt had companions, and the Drusari swiftly set out to find them…

Chapter Eleven

The doors to Lucas Tompkins’ cell parted without warning, easily catching the Commander off guard.  He immediately abandoned the lumpy cot in the corner of the room and casually strolled toward the doors to see who had disturbed his nap.  Much as Tompkins had expected, Setzer Umari stood at the threshold—but unlike previous visits, the lanky alien did not enter.

“It is time,” said Umari forcefully.

Tompkins hesitated for a long moment before answering.  “Time for what?” he carefully inquired.  While cooperation certainly seemed like Tompkins’ best option for the moment, he quickly decided that it would not be unconditional.  He would refuse any action without first hearing an explanation—and as he peered into Umari’s vivid white eyes, the desired explanation appeared to be light years away.  “Well?”

“It is time to go,” Umari ultimately clarified—but that was hardly the clarification that Tompkins desired.

“Go where?” he demanded.

Umari clenched his jaw.  “Away.”

“Another ship?” Tompkins suggested.  “Another room?  Another time?”

“Your understanding is not required,” Umari reminded yet again.  He paused for a moment, and then motioned Tompkins to the door.  “You must simply complete your task—which is to follow me.”

“And if I refuse?”

“You will not refuse,” Umari confidently replied, casually stepping into the corridor.

“Heh…” The alien spoke with such thorough conviction that Tompkins himself had difficulty refuting the claim.  He quickly searched his mind for some sort of clever reply, but when nothing came to him, Tompkins had little choice but to agree.  He gradually made his way into the corridor, and then fell into step alongside the already moving Setzer Umari.

They walked in relative silence through a series of clammy, dark corridors before coming upon a large set of doors at the end of the passageway.  Setzer casually tapped a few commands into the keypad alongside the doors, and then stepped aside.  Moments later, the doors slid apart, and a rather impressive command center appeared before the duo.

Very slowly, Tompkins stepped inside the expansive facility alongside Setzer Umari.  It didn’t appear to be the bridge of the starship, for there were far too many aliens—and not nearly enough Yelss—milling about the myriad computer terminals.  In fact, the atmosphere was far more reminiscent of that first Yelss vessel the Starlight encountered three years ago…

A Cardassian manned one of the aft stations; a pair of Andorians stood congregated near the main workstation in the center of the room; aliens from every imaginable world were present in one way or another… Tamarian, Gorn, Rutanian, Hirogen.  But as he entered the room, Tompkins duly noted that he was the first human to join the collection.

“Why me?” he muttered aloud—and much to his surprise, he got an answer.

A rather large Yelss stood operating a console directly ahead of Tompkins, and upon hearing the question, the quadruped slowly came about.  His lone eye was bloodshot and terribly unsettling to look at, but for some reason, Tompkins could not avert his eyes…

It is the quest you desired, said the Yelss, his strident voice echoing inside Tompkins’ mind.  You have been with us before.  You are here with us now.  And you will be with us in the future…

Tompkins shook his head in confusion.  Not only were the words unsettling, so too was the telepathic communication.  “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Master speaks of your previous visit to this ship,” Setzer Umari quickly stated.  “Nearly three years ago, you encountered our vessel in the Kilka Sector, did you not?”

Thanks to his incarceration, Tompkins had had more than enough of free time to recount the incident with the mysterious ghost ship.  He boarded the vessel with an away team, vowed to unlock the mysteries within, and now, he suspected his abduction was a direct result of those actions.  “I said that I would discover the truth about this ship,” he recalled.

This is your opportunity, said the Master.

But somehow, Tompkins highly doubted he was brought all this way to study.  “What do you want from me?” he inquired, his voice a bit more forceful than intended.

Preservation.

The lone word echoed in Tompkins’ mind for along moment before fading, leaving him alone with his thoughts.  Not surprisingly, he didn’t know exactly what the Yelss meant by that cryptic statement, but that was clearly all that the Master was willing to say.  The Yelss had already turned his attention back to the console, overseeing… whatever it was that needed his guidance.

“Come,” said Setzer Umari a few moments later.  The alien extended an obsidian hand and gracefully guided Tompkins into the fray.

Walking at a reasonable pace, Tompkins followed in Setzer’s footsteps, the entire time awed by the incredible atmosphere surrounding him.  Never in his life did he imagine being in the presence of so many exotic aliens at the same time.  In addition to the all-too-familiar Vulcans and Tellarites, Tompkins saw a pair of aliens that he could only describe as golden, bipedal elephants.   In the far corner stood a large, furry alien that reminded Tompkins of a bull—and on the computer screen just above the bulky alien was a schematic of the Starlight…

Stress…

At the mere mention of the word, Alan Christopher was ready to dismiss Sarah Hartman’s diagnosis.  He had been in Starfleet for the better part of twenty years, and not once had he even stopped to consider his stress level—as far as he was concerned, such a thing was nonexistent.  But apparently, he was… not right (also something Christopher found highly unlikely, given his Golden Rule).  Fortunately, the generous dose of kayolane Sarah injected into his body did not afford him much time to contemplate such things.  After leaving sickbay, Christopher found himself drowsy in the turbolift, half-asleep by the time he reached his quarters, and everything after that was a complete and total blank…

Eight hours later, Christopher’s vivid turquoise eyes slowly opened to the dawn of another day.  He felt pleasantly refreshed, and though he never let his stressed-out condition interfere with his innate charm, Christopher could tell that today, he was positively aglow with charisma.  The only thing missing from this seemingly perfect morning were his women…

Angela, of course, was back on Ka’Tula Prime—and though Alan loved the little girl more than he thought possible, a part of him was very glad that she was far, far away.  The Starlight was in constant peril, and there was little that Alan could do about it.  But Angela was safe on Ka’Tula Prime, and though the distance between them was heartbreaking, her safety was paramount…

Erin’s location, however, remained a mystery.  As he turned his gaze to her side of the bed, Alan duly noted that the covers were virtually untouched—save the carpet of cat fur that seemed to have spawned overnight.  Either Erin turned into a cat, or she had not come to bed last night…

“She did work the late shift,” Alan suddenly recalled.  And he left his wondering at that, for the bathroom suddenly called his name.

Alan sprang from his side of the bed, hastily threw the covers into some sort of order, and then retreated to waste extraction to do what needed to be done.  After a quick jaunt in the sonic shower, Alan donned his uniform and headed for the mess hall to officially begin his day.

Moments later, he wandered into the crowded mess hall in search of breakfast.  Normally, that constituted a quick mug of hot chocolate and—on some mornings—a muffin of some sort.  But today Alan’s stomach begged for something different, and as he approached the replicator in the corner of the mess hall, he decided to oblige his stomach’s request.

Sadly, so much time had elapsed since he had actually eaten a decent breakfast, Alan could not readily recall the wide variety of choices available to him.  As the Captain, he certainly had the right to stand in silent observation of the menu for as long as he wanted—but when Jayla Trinn crept into line behind him, Alan quickly decided that he needed to make up his mind.  “Sugar Bombs,” he suddenly said, recalling an old breakfast cereal he enjoyed during his Academy days.  “And a glass of orange juice.”

Moments later, a swirl of blue light deposited the requested entrées on a tray in the replicator basin.  Alan stared at the sleek black bowl and it’s sugary contents for only a moment before a pleasant smile crept across his face.  There was nothing more exciting than the prospects of a daylong sugar rush.  He swiftly grabbed his tray and then turned to Jayla.  “It’s all yours.”

She nodded politely.  “Thanks.”

And on that note, Alan set out for his customary table in the center of the mess hall.  Much as he expected, Neelar and Bator sat congregated around the table, each of them brooding over a steaming mug—but Erin was nowhere to be seen.  She’s probably still on the bridge, Christopher surmised as he sat.  “Good morning, gentlemen.  I see we’re devoid of the pesky females this morning…”

“Where is Erin, anyway?” asked Neelar before taking a sip of his… beverage—and Alan used the term loosely, because it looked more like beige mud than anything else.

“I assume she’s still on the bridge,” he replied, carefully pouring milk over his cereal.  “You know how she is.  If something isn’t finished, she stays until it’s complete.  And I would imagine—between our tactical situation and the murder—there are quite a few sensor logs that need her attention… And mine, eventually.”

Bator immediately furrowed his brow.  “That is odd,” he stated.

Alan took a quick bite of his cereal and then looked the Phobian in the eye.  “What’s odd?”

“It is probably nothing,” he said, “but when I stopped by the bridge earlier this morning, Lieutenant Maryniak was in command.  I assumed that Erin had returned to her quarters, but perhaps she was simply… in waste extraction.”

Suddenly, Alan was not so sure.  He dropped the spoon in his bowl and then tapped his communicator.  “Computer,” he said, “locate Commander Keller.”

Mary—Alan’s nickname for the computer—chimed happily as the searched commenced, and moments later, came back with the results: “Commander Keller is on deck seven, section twelve.”

In his mind, Alan could picture deck seven, section twelve in his mind—it was near their quarters, but not very.  There was practically no reason for Erin to be there unless she was mindlessly roaming the ship (which briefly brought him back to the cat theory—but only for a second).  “If you two don’t mind, I think that I’m going to visit deck seven, section twelve.”

Both Neelar and Bator nodded agreeably as Alan rose from the table.  He gave his Sugar Bombs one last look, and then headed for the exit; after a short stroll through the corridor, Alan arrived at a turbolift.  He hastily jammed his thumb into the keypad beside the doors and then waited for them to part.

Though the wait was probably less than ten seconds, it felt like an eternity.  Alan could practically hear the nanoseconds ticking off in his racing mind—and suddenly, the perfect morning seemed like anything but.  When the doors finally hissed apart, Alan practically sprinted inside—and nearly ran Matthew Harrison flat.

“Good morning to you, too,” said the Commander as the doors slid shut.  “Heading for the bridge?”

Alan shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “Deck seven.”

Obviously, the concern in his voice managed to creep through, because a similar emotion suddenly blossomed upon Matthew’s face.  “What has transpired?”

Again, Alan shook his head.  “I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Nothing, I hope.”

“Computer,” Matthew suddenly called.  “Cancel primary destination and proceed to deck seven.”

“Acknowledged,” said Mary a moment later.  The turbolift promptly halted its ascent and swiftly began a downward journey into the depths of the Starlight.  Moments later, the doors slid apart to reveal the muted gray tones of deck seven.

As he stepped out of the turbolift, Alan immediately knew something was wrong.  A disconcerting silence had fallen upon deck seven, and as he traversed the myriad corridors alongside Matthew, the only sound apparent to Alan was the thundering heart in his chest.  Suddenly, he very much wished a phaser in his hand…

“Captain,” whispered Matthew as they crept forward, “what do we know about the Mandroth?”

“Nothing,” Alan replied.  And now seemed like a rather odd time to inquire about such things…

But Matthew suddenly paused, and lifted an index finger into the air.  “My point exactly,” he stated.  “When they attacked, one of their vessels did manage to breach our hull…”

“We performed several thorough checks for intruders,” Alan reminded.  “We didn’t find anything…” But he was beginning to see where Matthew was taking this conversation.

“Naturally, it would have helped if we knew what to look for.  The Mandroth might have some sort of cloaking technology—or perhaps an innate cloaking ability akin to the Jem’Hadar.”

“Or they might be shapeshifters,” Alan readily appended.  “This is not good.  The Mandroth might be aboard the ship after all—and since we blew several of their ships to smithereens, they might be mad at us…”

“And willing to kill,” Matthew grimly stated.  “Shall I call an intruder alert?”

Alan was about to answer, but his mind immediately blanked as they turned the corridor leading to section twelve…

Never in his life had he seen such horror.  Lying in a vast pool of crimson blood were two separate halves of one petite female body.  Severed at the torso, the body’s mutilated mess of internal organs slowly oozed across the bloodied deck…  Matthew immediately turned aside, but Alan could not mimic the action.

He could not move.

He could not think.

He could not exist…

Erin Keller was dead.
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