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Chapter 23

Tick.  Tock.  Tick.  Tock.

Deep Space Nine was under siege.  As a dozen Elorg warships laid waste to the station’s shield grid, colossal explosions of red and orange swept through the outer docking ring.  Time was running out…

Weapons ablaze, a squadron of ten Federation starships hastily charged through the giant explosions.  Transphasic torpedoes surged across the raging battlefield, phaser beams lashed into the heavens—and one of the mighty Andrinel-class warships burst into flame.  The ten starships darted around the smoldering ruins—where a squadron of Romulan warbirds was lying in wait.  Together, the task force came about to engage the remaining Elorg warships—when the space around the station began to ripple…

A flash of light suddenly blazed across the raging heavens, and a giant maelstrom bloomed in its verdant wake.  From the distortion’s swirling maw came forth the spherical colossus known as Eredas-Il—and just moments later, the Federation task force was no more.  

With Deep Space Nine suddenly defenseless, the giant weapon’s true reign of terror began.  A giant section of the weapon’s hull slowly irised away, revealing an emitter that would spell the station’s doom—already, wisps of azure light danced around the weapon’s tip… and as the emitter was thrust from the giant sphere, a beam of blazing light started to slice through the cosmos.  When it finally stopped, Deep Space Nine was gone—in its place, a meager cloud of smoldering dust…

The battle was over and, along with the rest of the Elorg fleet, Eredas-Il streaked into warp.  Kalidar awaited…

Clip.  Clop.  Clip.  Clop.
Echoes of Va’kyr’s hurried footfalls seemed to shatter the eerie silence that tried to surround her.  She strode, hastily, through the myriad corridors of the Dryad Citadel on Kalidar, her package clutched tightly in her hand.  It was an important package—or so she was told—personally, she didn’t see much intrinsic value…  But then again, it wasn’t her package.  Her opinion didn’t quite matter.

The package was weighty—it was certainly heavier than Va’kyr would have expected, given its contents (or lack thereof)—but Va’kyr nevertheless strode through the corridors as if her delivery was little more than a data pad…

Of course, it was plainly obvious that her package was more than a simple data pad.  As she maneuvered closer to her destination, Va’kyr received more than a few curious glances; Overseer Lyor went so far as to approach Va’kyr, but so astonished was he by the package, his incoherent words barely registered.  A few of the protectors even raised their weapons and gradually angled them at Va’kyr, but they, too, were rendered useless as the curious package.  Thus, there was that foreboding silence…

And the footsteps.

About halfway to her destination, Va’kyr came upon a junction in the corridor.  Armed protectors stood in her path, and while they certainly found the package curious, they didn’t seem as bewildered as the others.  One of them raised his weapon.

“Halt!”

Va’kyr slowed her pace, but she could not afford to be bothered by these meager fools.  Her delivery was far more important than anything they had to worry about.    “Step aside,” she coldly stated as she drew nearer.

One of the protectors complied.  He slowly lowered his weapon and allowed for Va’kyr’s passage… staring at the ominous package the entire time.  The other, more boisterous protector, was not nearly as wise—and with her free hand, Va’kyr withdrew her weapon and vaporized him.  The remaining protector then made absolutely certain he was out of harm’s way…

And Va’kyr’s quest continued deeper into the Citadel.  As she walked, she suddenly found herself wondering about the package.  Flamboyant as it might have been, the package itself was relatively useless; it served no purpose as far as Va’kyr could tell.  She could only assume that Xi'Yor intended to keep it as a trophy…

If he returned.

His mission was a foolish one.  Why she agreed to partake in it, Va’kyr might never know, but in the rare event that Xi'Yor actually succeeded, she knew that she would be in a much better position to execute her own plans when the time was right.  And if Xi'Yor failed… so much the better.  It made no difference either way.

Still, Xi'Yor had insisted that this package be delivered to his chambers, regardless of his situation.  At the time, Va’kyr had not been inclined to argue, and so she suddenly found herself approaching his private lair… the inner sanctum where Xi'Yor hatched his most devious plans.

The door must have been reprogrammed to recognize her DNA, because Va’kyr was able to enter the sanctum unchallenged.  Either that, or Xi'Yor was foolish enough to leave his door unlocked.  Va’kyr suspected the former over the latter; vile as he might have been, Xi'Yor was no fool.

She stepped inside, and immediately took notice of the shadowy figure standing in the far corner of the room.  “Do you have it?” The voice was deep and raspy, and possessed an ethereal quality that sent chills down Va’kyr’s spine.

“Who are you?” she demanded, still clutching the package.

Through the darkness, Va’kyr could see the wraith shaking his head.  “I am called Ordikan,” he said, but made no effort to justify the claim.  His attention was elsewhere.  “Do you have it?”

Va’kyr assumed the wraith spoke of her little package.  It was certain she wouldn’t have delivered anything else to Xi'Yor’s chamber.  “I have it,” she finally replied, making a valiant effort to maintain her cool.

“Good,” said the voice between eerie breaths.  “Place it on the table.”

For a fleeting moment, Va’kyr was tempted to back out into the corridor and forget this encounter ever transpired—but somehow, she suspected Ordikan’s memory would not be so faulty…  Thus, she approached the round table in the middle of the room, and carefully placed Ra’thenn’s severed head on its surface.

“Impressive,” Ordikan replied, obviously pleased with the results. “How were you able to accomplish this feat?  Xi'Yor has been unsuccessful in his numerous attempts…”

Va’kyr’s only response was a cryptic smile.

It was enough for Ordikan.  “Fair enough,” he said… and moments later, the both of them beamed away.

When the blue-tinged transporter beam released her a few moments later, Va’kyr found herself standing amidst an impressive control center.  It was circular in its design; stark, metallic workstations were wrapped around the perimeter; a large, panoramic viewscreen filled out the front of the room; a command pit dominated the center.  

The architecture was rather Gothic, clearly Elorg in origin.  In fact, most of the workstations were manned with Elorg officers, but Va’kyr recognized none of them.  In fact, the entire facility was alien to her.  “What is this place?” she wondered aloud.

No response.

No sign of Ordikan, either…

She stepped closer to the unmanned workstation nearest her position, hoping to glean some answers from the wealth of data flitting across the screen.  It didn’t take long for Va’kyr to realize she was aboard Eredas-Il…

Chapter 24

“The time is thirty-seven hundred hours.”

For a moment, Neelar Drayge thought he was hearing things.  The last time he checked, there were only twenty-four hours in a day—and unless the Federation made some drastic changes to the calendar overnight, the computer should not have been summoning him at such an odd hour…

Of course, there was the very distinct possibility that he was still asleep.  He had been witness to more than a few strange dreams, and this one would have seemed fairly tame in retrospect—but somehow, it didn’t feel like a dream.  It felt more like… a trick…

The computer chimed again.  “The time is seventy-one hundred hours and ninety-three minutes.”

The Captain must have been up to something.  He didn’t typically resort to such extreme acts of trickery, but Neelar wasn’t about to dismiss the notion.  After all, the Captain would do just about anything for a good laugh… But then again, with Xi'Yor still aboard, Neelar realized the Captain probably wasn’t looking for a good laugh.

Determined to get to the bottom of the mystery, Neelar shoved aside his sheets and crawled out of bed.  He immediately noticed that he was still wearing his uniform—and he couldn’t fathom why.  Yesterday hadn’t been a particularly stressful day.  Piloting a Federation starship through the heart of Federation space was hardly a difficult task.  Neelar could only assume his devotion to duty kept him fully clothed.

“The time is… forty-four hundred hours and ten minutes.”  This time the computer sounded a little unsure of itself.  Neelar noted some definite lag, and the speech sounded a little slurred.

“Computer,” he called, and when nothing happened, Neelar wandered over to the desk across the room.  He quickly tapped a short sequence of commands into the keypad on his desk—and the bathroom doors suddenly parted with a pleasant hiss.

Though unlikely, Neelar decided there was a slight chance he keyed in the wrong code.  So he tried again—and this time the lights turned on.

And off.

And on.

And off.

Not at all humored by the light show, Neelar tried one last time to access the computer—and when a bombastic Klingon opera started to play, the Bolian finally gave up.  He threw his exasperated arms into the air and walked away.

The lights flashed.

The bathroom doors closed.

And Neelar could only begin to imagine the good laugh they were having on the bridge.  As the opera reached a sonorously grotesque crescendo, he wearily strolled back toward his bed with hopes of starting the day anew… But a fleeting glance out the window quickly shot down those aspirations.

Neelar didn’t see anything of particular interest out his window—it was what he didn’t see that was of concern.  Typically, there were hundreds of glittering stars visible or the pale green hues of a transwarp conduit flying by…  But as he peered out the window, Neelar saw nothing.

No conduit.

No stars.

Nothing.

Jayla Trinn couldn’t sleep.  For the past several hours, she found herself peering into the dark abyss, silently waiting for the calm of sleep to overtake her senses—it never did, and after six hours, Trinn decided that she wasn’t going to fall asleep.  At least not tonight.

Thankfully, there was plenty of work down in engineering to keep her occupied, and though none of it was terribly urgent, Trinn knew that it was good to stay ahead of the ship’s maintenance needs.  Thus, she slipped into her uniform and headed into the corridor.

It was dark, illuminated by little more than the pale crimson glow of the emergency lights.  The situation immediately struck Trinn as odd, since there was no apparent emergency.  The ship hadn’t been attacked… even if she hadn’t heard the alert klaxon, Trinn definitely would have taken notice of the rumbling deck.  But she noted neither.

Perhaps her restless night was more fortunate than it initially seemed…

Anxious to get to engineering, Trinn strode into the nearest turbolift and said, “Deck sixteen.”

The computer chirped, but to Trinn’s apparent consternation, the lift did not set into motion.  In fact, the computer seemed to think about the command for a long while before providing another tentative chirp.  “Please restate request.”

She frowned; there must have been something wrong with the voice recognition protocols.  “Deck sixteen.”

Again, the computer chirped.  “Did you say Ukiki?”

Trinn clenched her fists.  Definitely the voice recognition protocols.  “No,” she slowly clarified.  “Deck.  Sixteen.”

When the turbolift suddenly set into motion, Trinn was tempted to breathe a sigh of relief—but then she noted the lift was moving in the wrong direction… it was headed up, toward the bridge.  And it was moving very slowly.  It was then that Trinn decided she needed to pay closer attention to the Starlight’s maintenance needs.  Merely staying ahead of those needs was apparently insufficient…

“Computer,” she wearily called, “deck sixteen!”

It didn’t even seem to take notice her command, and the turbolift continued its painfully slow ascent toward the bridge.

Since it was obvious she wasn’t going to get to engineering via the turbolift, Trinn decided she would take the Jefferies tubes the rest of the way.  “Stop turbolift,” she tersely ordered.  Much to Trinn’s surprise, the computer instantly complied, and the doors slid apart with a pleasant hiss… 

The lift was between decks.

Trinn couldn’t quite tell which two decks she was stuck between, but given the turbolift’s incredibly phlegmatic movement, she didn’t think she had strayed very far from home.  She was probably stuck somewhere between decks two and three—in fact, Trinn could see a small sliver of deck two just above.  Unfortunately, there was no way she could hope to fit through a crack that small—and she wasn’t going to have a chance to try.

After sitting idle for just a few seconds, the turbolift resumed its dreadfully slow trek through the Starlight.  This time it was moving horizontally through the turbolift shaft.  The doors were still open…  If the lift ever managed to creep into a junction, Trinn suspected it might be possible to leap into the turbolift shaft—but she wasn’t quite that daring.

She tapped her communicator.  “Trinn to the bridge.”

Not surprisingly, there was no response.  She could only suspect the computer was having a meltdown of epic proportions, but she couldn’t be certain until she reached main engineering…

Suddenly, the turbolift jolted.  Trinn stumbled back a few wayward steps, but before she could regain her footing, the lift jolted yet again.  The doors slid shut, and in the blink of an eye, the painfully slow trek through the bowels of deck three became a wild roller coaster ride.

Trinn immediately fell to her knees.  Instinct forced her to stand up, but she got no further than a few inches before the turbolift changed its evil tactics and started plunging downward.  She managed to stand, but instantly fell back into the wall—and in the same instant, the lift whipped into a horizontal shaft.  Trinn plunged face-first into the deck…

“Warning,” called out the computer, “there is a sale in the kitchen store.”

For a split second, while her face was still planted in the decking, Trinn thought she might have misheard the computer… but then came its next absurd proclamation.

“Warning!  There are bunnies on deck seven.”

Trinn was almost inclined to laugh.  “I didn’t hit my head that hard,” she mused, just as the evil turbolift came to a screeching halt.

The doors parted with an angry hiss, and much to Trinn’s relief, she found herself firmly on deck seven.  It was nine decks short of engineering, but she wasn’t about to complain.  Assuming she could get past the bunnies, astrometrics was nearby, and its facilities would certainly suffice.

The computer chirped yet again.  “This program has performed an illegal operation and must terminate.  Please stand by.”

Having heard enough of the computer’s incongruous lamentations, Trinn angrily glanced up toward the ceiling.  “Shut up,” she grumbled.

“Please restate request.”

Trinn expelled an angry sigh.  Now the computer deigned itself to listen to her. “Bitch.”

“Please restate request.”

Not bothering to comply, Trinn strode out of the lift and headed for astrometrics.  As she headed deeper into deck seven, she could still hear the computer…

“Please restate request.”

With each moment that passed, Neelar Drayge became increasingly aware of the Starlight’s unfortunate situation.  As he wandered through the myriad corridors, he didn’t notice any real damage to the ship—but there was little doubt in his mind that something had happened to the main computer.

The turbolifts were malfunctioning, the comm system was offline, and the lights were increasingly dim.  And there were no stars outside…

“Lieutenant!”

Surprised by the summons, Drayge hastily turned on his heel to see Jayla Trinn approaching.  Pleased to know that he wasn’t the only one left aboard the ship, he heaved a momentary sigh of relief, and quickly fell into step alongside the dark-haired Trill.  “What happened?” he asked.

She shook her head.  “I was about to ask you the same thing,” she replied.  “I was on my way to main engineering, but the turbolift instead sent me on the ride of my life.  I wound up here on deck seven.”

Drayge had had some difficulties with the turbolift, but he hadn’t considered the dreadfully slow pace anything too exciting.  Perhaps more noteworthy was the fact both of them were deposited on deck seven.  “Astrometrics is nearby.  We should begin our investigation there.”

Lieutenant Trinn promptly nodded her agreement, and she started to say something—but the words died in her throat.  Instead, there was a sonorous groan, and faint slithering sound echoed in the distance…

“Neelar,” Trinn quietly interjected, “I hope that was your stomach…”

Unfortunately, he had to shake his head.  “Not quite.” 

They forged ahead…

• • •

Unlike the rest of the ship, the astrometrics lab was in surprisingly good working order.  As he strode into the elegant and familiar confines, Drayge noted only a handful of malfunctioning computer workstations—and thankfully, the master control station atop the platform in the center of the lab was not among them.

“The computer is a little sluggish,” noted Drayge as he tapped at the controls, “but everything appears to be in working order.”

“Good.”  Trinn assumed a position at Drayge’s side, but kept her attention focused primarily on the vast, panoramic (and blank) viewscreen that encircled the room.

Eager to discern the Starlight’s situation, Drayge quickly activated the astrometric systems.  A large map of the Milky Way galaxy briefly appeared on the screen.  A little red circle quickly framed a small section of the Alpha Quadrant, and within a few minutes, the circle’s contents filled the giant screen.

“Sector 009,” Drayge quietly noted.  “The Denobulan Sector.”

“That was our last known location?” asked Trinn.

Drayge nodded.  “We were less than a light year from Zeta Herculis,” he said, vaguely alluding to the flashing Starfleet insignia in the upper-right hand corner of the Sector.  “The question is… what happened next?”

Trinn peered into the viewscreen for only a moment longer before her deft fingers fell upon the workstation.  It didn’t take long for her to access the most recent sensor logs—but the data was fragmented, and there was no way the computer could hope to display it on the viewscreen.  Thus, the Trill sifted through it herself.  “It looks like we’ve fallen into a subspace sinkhole.”

“Subspace sinkhole?”  Drayge had to admit, the term sounded eerily familiar—and an instant later, he knew why.  “Didn’t the Drusari use subspace sinkholes to transport their victims to the Zukara Segment?”

“They did,” Trinn quietly confirmed—and then she glanced back toward the sensors.  “I’m not detecting any Drusari ships.  In fact, I’m not detecting much of anything on sensors.”  She paused for a moment.  “Didn’t we have escort ships?”

“Two of them,” Drayge immediately confirmed.  “The Victory and the Aldaris.”  They were both of them assigned to escort the Starlight—and Overseer Xi'Yor—back to Starbase 54. 

Trinn was already shaking her head.  “There’s no sign of them, either.  If we were pulled into a subspace sinkhole, they didn’t come with us.  They were either left behind or destroyed.”

The fact that there was no debris boded well for the former, but that did little to help the Starlight in its current situation.  Its escorts were gone, and Drayge had to assume they wouldn’t be coming back any time soon.

He started to peck at the controls, hoping to discover what had pulled them into subspace—when another mysterious noise pervaded the lab.  Unlike the mysterious slithering in the corridor, this was a rather faint rustling noise—and it was very nearby.

“It sounds like it’s in the lab,” whispered Trinn.  She was already reaching for her phaser.

Drayge cautiously mimicked the maneuver, and together, he and Trinn crept closer to the exit.  There was no obvious sign of an intruder.  The doors were still shut, and unless the beast was invisible, it wasn’t nearly as close as they had previously thought.

But then the rustling returned.  It was far too faint—too dainty—to come from some giant beast… In fact, it seemed to emanate from the underside of the computer workstation nearest the exit.

Drayge quickly traded his phaser for a light beacon, and carefully guided the shimmering ray of light beneath the workstation.  What he found was anything but a monster…

“Angela!” exclaimed Trinn, relieved.

“What are you doing here?” asked Drayge, feeling every bit as relieved as Jayla.

Unfortunately, the little girl was not forthcoming with answers.  Cuddling her little doll and clutching in her hand one of her famous drawings, Angela simply shook her head.  “I don’t know.”

“Figures,” mused Trinn with a chuckle.  It wasn’t really the answer she had been hoping for… but then again, Angela wasn’t likely to possess very many answers in the first place.  “Whatever the case, you’re going to stay with us for now.”

Angela nodded her agreement, and quickly crawled out of her hiding place.  “That is one mystery solved,” mused Drayge.

Trinn gently wrapped her arms around the little girl.  “Fifty more to go…”

Chapter 25

Hefting his phaser rifle, Alan Christopher charged through deck eight’s dimly lit corridors.  He wasn’t entirely certain what was going on, but he had seen enough to know that the situation was bad.  Given the numerous power failures, there was also a very distinct possibility that Xi'Yor was on the loose—in fact, Christopher strongly suspected the Overseer was somehow responsible for the Starlight’s current predicament…

He couldn’t even begin to fathom what Xi'Yor might be able to accomplish from the confines of his holding cell.  Given the high level of security around the brig, the Starlight should have been able to contain a dozen angry Klingons without much trouble…  But Nicholas O’Connor—Xi'Yor’s councilor—somehow managed to get himself vaporized not more than a meter from Xi'Yor.  If the Overseer could commit murder from behind a forcefield, Christopher suspected he might also be able to cripple the entire ship—or worse.

And it was that unfortunate notion that drove Christopher onward.  With Crewman Chua following close behind, Christopher stormed through the darkened corridors—but despite the rapid pace, the pair had made remarkably little progress. In the roughly ten minutes since the ship went dark, Christopher and his partner managed to hit the armory… and then walk in a giant circle that led them back to the armory.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Chua quietly interjected, “where are we going?”

When he first set out from his quarters with Angela, Christopher had planned on meeting Erin in sickbay.  After that, the three of them were going to head up to the mess hall for breakfast.  Unfortunately, everything went dark not more than two meters into the journey.  Shortly thereafter, Alan realized that Angela was no longer at his side.  He supposed that he had been subconsciously looking for the little girl ever since—but with the ship in the midst of a crisis, Christopher knew that he was needed elsewhere.

“We’re going to the bridge,” he quickly decided.  “But first, I want to swing by sickbay.”

 The response seemed to satisfy Chua.  Evidently she didn’t care why they were going to sickbay… just as long as they were going somewhere.  On some level, she must have believed that Christopher knew what he was doing.  He was glad that he exuded that sense of trust, because in all reality, Christopher had no plan—just a vague idea of what needed to happen.

First and foremost, he needed to get the Starlight back up and running.  As far as Christopher could tell, the ship was dead in space.  He didn’t know how or why, but it didn’t really matter, because an inoperable starship was about as helpful as a tree stump.  For the time being, restoring order to the chaos was paramount. 

Locating Overseer Xi'Yor was equally important to the Starlight’s continued existence.  Even if Xi'Yor wasn’t behind the power failure, Christopher knew the Overseer would take advantage of the situation—and he wasn’t eager to see what Xi'Yor might come up with…

All other concerns were secondary, including poor Angela.  Christopher would make every effort to find his little girl, but he had to keep his priorities straight.  Without a ship, they were all of them screwed, Angela included.

Sickbay was on deck five, just three decks away.  Since the turbolifts were dysfunctional, Christopher knew they would have to climb.  He quickly darted across the corridor and started for the hatch covering Jefferies tube 7-2-theta…

…and then Crewman Chua’s discordant screams pierced the silent air.  Startled by the sudden commotion, Christopher’s neck instinctively whipped back toward the crewman—but she was already gone.

Hoping to allay the knot of nerves forming in his stomach, Christopher pulled in deep lungful of the stale, clammy air.  He quickly hefted his phaser and crept back down the corridor.  “Crewman?” he quietly called.

No response.

Not that he was expecting one.  In the back of his mind, Christopher already knew that Crewman Chua was dead.  It was a grim prophecy, but…

The ship suddenly groaned.  It was a sonorous, malevolent call into the night—and it seemed to penetrate every bone in Christopher’s body.  He wasn’t alone on deck eight…

Clutching his weapon, Christopher crept down the dimly lit corridor, gradually sweeping its light beacon across the deck in search of anything suspicious—and it didn’t take him very long to find something.  There, on the deck not more than a few meters ahead, was a small crimson puddle that Christopher immediately identified as blood.

A few tiny droplets led away from the puddle, and Christopher slowly followed them into the junction up ahead.  He scanned the vicinity for more of the crimson droplets, but came up empty—the blood trail ended in the junction—still there was no sign of Crewman Chua…

Christopher cautiously shined his light beacon into the corridor straight ahead—but as the beam of light sliced into the darkness, he saw nothing out of the ordinary.  Aside from the pervasive darkness, it was a just another corridor.  Christopher quickly decided that was the route he would take to sickbay…

He immediately started into the darkness, but not more than a few steps into his journey, Christopher felt something viscous beneath his boot.  His equilibrium briefly faltered as he slid forward a few centimeters, but quick reflexes kept him on his feet.  He took only a moment to get his bearings, and then came about to find a thick, translucent fluid on the deck.  He started to reach for his tricorder…

But suddenly, another thunderous cry filled the humid air.  Christopher could almost feel the sonorous boom reverberate in his chest as the unholy noise filled his head with agony.  He was tempted to cover his ears—but agony or not—he wasn’t about to let go of his phaser…

And then he saw it.

By happenstance, Christopher’s beacon managed to illuminate something, and for a split second, scaly flesh glistened in the harsh light… sharp claws penetrated the dark… and something very large—and very agitated—slithered into the murky depths of deck eight.

The feral beast left in its wake a wide trail of viscous slime… and a bloody, headless torso that no doubt belonged Crewman Chua…

Overseer Xi'Yor was impressed.  On Kalidar, the occasion was rare, but not unprecedented—but in the bastion of his greatest nemesis, it was nothing short of a miracle.  Much as Xi'Yor had anticipated, the Starlight was thoroughly disabled—no weapons, no engines, no primary systems to speak of—and yet the forcefield that surrounded the brig remained intact.  In the hour since darkness fell upon the wretched vessel, the forcefield flickered but a single time…  Evidently, Captain Christopher did not intend for Xi'Yor to leave.

Though his stay aboard the Starlight was most informative—it was interesting to watch lower forms of life interact—Xi'Yor could not allow himself to fall into enemy hands.  He would soon be needed elsewhere…

And as if on cue, General Ordikan appeared in the brig’s shadowy recesses.  Without any preamble, he stepped closer to the forcefield and said, “The plan is in motion.”

Given the Starlight’s status, that much was obvious.  Xi'Yor was infinitely more interested in the political situation on Kalidar. “What about the divine Cerebrate Ra’thenn?”  

Ordikan chuckled.  “Eliminated.”  He proffered no explanation, despite the obvious glimmer of curiosity upon Xi'Yor’s face.  Instead, the shadowy wraith tapped a short sequence of commands into the nearby workstation and said,  “We will rendezvous shortly.”

The forcefield that had kept Xi'Yor hostage to the Federation for so many days suddenly zapped away in a flash of azure light.  And then, just as quickly as he arrived, General Ordikan flittered away.  Apparently, the conversation was over, but it mattered not to Xi'Yor.  He had everything that he required to begin the next phase of his plan—including his freedom.  Pleased with the rapid progress, a malevolent grin slowly curved upward Xi'Yor’s pallid lips… and he was on his way…

 While Lieutenant Trinn worked to restore function to the main computer, Neelar Drayge diligently sifted through the very limited data available to them—and while there wasn’t much to go on, the data that Drayge did have access to was showing a very grim picture.  “The sinkhole that pulled us into subspace was virtually identical to the ones used by the Drusari,” he grimly noted.  “This could signify a new Drusari threat…”

Up until that point, Trinn had been working on the underside of the computer console—but the Drusari revelation prompted her head to surface.  “Let’s not jump to conclusions, Lieutenant.  When we last saw the Drusari, almost all of their technology in this galaxy was decimated—and it took centuries to get all of that technology in place.  I highly doubt they’ve managed to rebuild in less than two years…”

She did have a point.  Accounts of the Drusari gateways stretched all the way back to the early days of Starfleet, when the NX-class USS Odyssey vanished on the fringe of the Sol System.  Barring divine intervention, the Drusari were not ready to move again.  “So how did we get here?”

Trinn shrugged.  “We weren’t the only ones in the Zukara Segment,” she reminded.

“Xi'Yor?”  The word fell from Drayge’s tongue like poison.

Unpleasant as it sounded, Trinn was forced to concur.  “If he managed to acquire Drusari technology, I’m sure he’d make use of it…  That could explain the gravimetric distortions we observed in our transwarp conduit last night.”

Trinn quickly ducked back under the console to make some last minute adjustments.  She tapped a short sequence of commands into the small keypad beside the exposed ODN relays—and when the computer finally responded, the Trill turned to her Special Assistant.  “Okay, Angela,” she said, holding the little girl in her lap, “I want you to touch the pink button… and then the blue one.”

The girl happily complied with the order, gently pecking away at the keypad with more skill than Drayge would have imagined.  And while Angela was certainly enjoying herself, Jayla Trinn seemed equally pleased with the interaction.  “I believe you missed your calling,” Drayge mused.

She briefly glanced up from the ODN relays.  “What do you mean?”

A slight grin upon his face, Drayge motioned toward Angela.  “You make a fine caretaker,” he politely noted.  “If I had been left to care for Angela, I suspect things would have gone badly.”

But Trinn was already shaking her head.  “I had my chance,” she ruefully replied.  “I blew it.”

Much like the recent rumors of Jayla’s wedding, once long ago, there had been rumors of Jayla’s baby—and Drayge had always treated them as rumors.  Until now.  “Those weren’t rumors, were they?”

“No.”  And she left it at that.  In the blink of an eye, the Trill’s reminiscent mood faded, and the engineer returned.  “Try the sensors now,” she said, helping Angela to key a few last commands into the keypad.

Drayge complied, and the news from the sensors was immediately bad.  “Lieutenant,” he said, unable to take his eyes away from disturbing image looming on the viewscreen.

Set against the verdant hues of the Starlight’s transwarp conduit was a pair of gangly, squid-like vessels.  Trinn recognized them almost immediately: “Species 8472…”

Unsettled by the news, Drayge hastily delved deeper into the data—and it wasn’t quite what he expected.  “On stardate 76668.3, a gravimetric distortion formed in our transwarp conduit.  Several hours later, a quantum singularity developed, and these two vessels emerged.  They certainly look like bioships… but they don’t appear to have any organic components.”

Waves of dread simultaneously fell upon both Drayge and Trinn.  They briefly exchanged concerned gazes, allowed the gravity of the situation to sink in, and then Trinn decided their next course of action:  “We need to find the Captain.”

Despite his claims to the contrary, Justin Reinbold appeared to be in perfect health.  Given the ship’s dire condition, Sarah Hartman suspected it was possible her medical tricorder was malfunctioning… but years of experience told her otherwise.  The healthy diagnosis wasn’t immutable, but lacking additional evidence, the doctor was inclined to stick to her guns.

Placing a firm hand on Justin’s muscular shoulder, she smiled and said, “You’re fine.”

His eyes widened in surprise.  “I am?”

“You are,” Hartman assured him.  “You have all the symptoms of a very mild anxiety attack.”  She grinned.  “Afraid of the dark?”

Though it was a joke, Justin didn’t even crack a smile.  Hartman knew that he wasn’t the easiest person to entertain, but it had been her observation that Justin could always appreciate a joke.  Obviously, there was more to his anxiety than was initially obvious.  “Something on your mind?”

But Justin shook his head.  “No.”

The response didn’t sit well with Hartman—in fact, she suspected it was a flat-out lie (she could also attribute her many years of experience to that conclusion, as well), but to her consternation, Justin’s problems were suddenly a secondary concern.

An instant later, the sickbay doors parted with a hiss, and Alan Christopher stormed into the facility looking like some sort of commando.  He was wielding a giant phaser rifle, wearing little more than a sweaty white tank top and a pair of Starfleet-issued pants, and harbored a grim demeanor that did not suit his light-hearted personality.  Had the Starlight’s situation not been so unfortunate, Hartman might have laughed… But the fact that Alan Christopher was serious about something spoke volumes in itself.

Hartman politely abandoned Justin Reinbold, and rushed over to Christopher’s side.  “What the hell is going on?” she demanded.  Aside from the numerous system failures, she knew nothing of the current situation.

Wiping sweat from his brow, Christopher shook his head.  “I wish I knew,” he rasped between exhausted breaths.  “We’ve got widespread system failures… and intruders on deck eight.”

“Intruders?”

“I didn’t get a good look at it,” Christopher grimly replied, “but the thing literally dismembered Crewman Chua.  Whatever it is… it’s big.  And ugly.”  A dark smile crossed his face.  “For a second, I thought it was you, Sarah…”

“Very funny.”  She hit him.  “Ass.”

Christopher ignored the insult.  “Where’s Erin?”  His bright blue eyes were actively scanning the sickbay.

“She went to the science lab with Commander Johnson right before the power failed—about an hour ago,” Hartman replied.  “She said that she would be right back… but I don’t think that’s happening.”

“Neither do I,” Christopher begrudgingly agreed.  “How was she?”

All things considered, Erin Keller was in very good shape—but Hartman suspected Christopher wanted a more in-depth explanation.  “The corophizine solution is doing its job,” she said—and she was quite pleased with the results thus far, “but it hasn’t even been a day since we started the treatment.  Erin is in stable condition—but she’s not cured.”

Christopher frowned.  “Should she be running around the ship?”

“Probably not,” Hartman conceded.  “But I didn’t see any harm in a brief trip to the science lab.  Had I known the ship would be going to hell in a hand basket, rest assured, I would have kept her here for observation.”

She didn’t want an extended argument, and thankfully, Christopher didn’t seem inclined to provide one.  He simply accepted the explanation for what it was and started creeping back toward the exit.  “I’m headed for the bridge.  I’ll contact you—somehow—once I have more information.”

Hartman nodded her agreement and was about to bid Christopher farewell—when she suddenly remembered that she had some information for him.  “Hang on, Alan,” she interjected, hastily wrapping her fingers around his biceps to keep him from leaving.  “I’ve got something for you.”

He paused.  “What?”

She quickly led him over to the barely functional workstation nearest her office.  “I was studying Nicholas O’Connor’s remains just before the power failure.”

“And?”

“And we have a problem.”  Unfortunately, the computer wasn’t about to cooperate.  Hartman had prepared a few diagrams to help explain her findings, but since the computer could only seem to display several different variations of the letter “B,” she decided to forego the theatrics.  “The weapon that vaporized Mister O’Connor was Starfleet issued.”

Christopher’s jaw nearly hit the floor.  “He was killed by one of us…”

Chapter 26

When she left sickbay, Erin Keller intended for her absence to last ten minutes at the very most.  She hadn’t quite known what Kendall wanted, but Erin had been confident in her ability to resolve any problem in a reasonable amount of time.  That was an hour ago…  Now, Erin stood in the dimly lit science lab, wondering what the hell was going on.

“Somebody routed all of the sensor data to the astrometrics lab,” Kendall quietly muttered.  His deft fingers flew over the controls, but lacking a functional interface, his actions were essentially useless.

Talyere lurched closer to Kendall’s position.  “We cannot tap into that data?”

“No,” said Kendall, shaking his head.  “We… Well, we would need a computer interface to do that…”

Had this been another day, Erin would have happily volunteered to climb all the way to deck seven—but with her medical condition tenuous at best, she suspected the five-deck voyage was not in her near future.  “We could check some of the other labs on deck eleven.  One of them must have power.”

Kendall flashed a nervous smile, and his pale green eyes darted over to the only functional workstation in the science lab.  “The computer was almost done decrypting Va’kyr’s message,” he explained.  “I transferred all available power to that console…”

 “Almost done with the message?”  Erin was impressed.  While en route to Rebena Te Ra, she had been thoroughly stumped by the encryption codes—but then again, the shuttlecraft Darwin’s resources had been extremely limited.

Even so, Kendall had spent only a few days with some of the most heavily encrypted files Erin had ever seen.  Even with the Starlight’s infinitely greater resources, Kendall’s near-decryption of the message was a marvel—and he knew it.  A faint smile crept across his face as he wandered over to the workstation.  “I’ve been sifting through the initial text for quite some time,” he said, “but it doesn’t seem to form a message.”

The text was entirely in Elorg.  Erin recognized a few of the characters, but not nearly enough to understand the contents of the message.  She immediately turned to Talyere for his opinion.

The Elorg picked over the few lines of text available for review, but much to Erin’s chagrin, Talyere himself did not appear able to grasp the data.  “I am hardly an engineer,” he admitted, “but it looks like a computer program.”

Erin frowned.  “Why would Va’kyr send you a computer program?”

Talyere stepped away from the glow of the computer console and took in his darkened surroundings.  “I think it is quite obvious why Va’kyr sent the program—it is a virus, possibly designed to disable the Starlight…”

“No offense, Talyere, but that is quite the long shot,” Erin replied.  “Va’kyr couldn’t have known you would bring the file back to the Starlight.”

Talyere shook his head in defiance of the suggestion.  “When Va’kyr freed the Poison Ivy, she knew the vessel would return to one of three places: the Aldaris, the Starlight, or Starbase 54…”

Kendall glanced up from his workstation.  “Talyere might be on to something,” he interjected.  He keyed a short sequence of commands into the console, the action highlighting a long string of very similar text.  “These are coordinates—more specifically, they are… um… Well, they’re the Starlight’s coordinates.  As far as I can tell, the program has been transmitting them continuously for the past three weeks.”

Surprised, Talyere’s eyes flared a vibrant orange.  “To whom?”

Though her knowledge of Elorg text was limited, she knew enough to recognize the destination:  “Kalidar.”

And an instant later, a disturbingly grim realization struck the Overseer.  “I brought that message to Rebena Te Ra…”

“Then somebody on Kalidar knows about the Khyar-Adun Temple.”  Erin started to share in Talyere’s misery, but before she could get too caught up in the situation, she felt a faint stab of pain in her abdomen.  It wasn’t unbearable, but it was enough to buckle her already weak knees.

Her equilibrium failing her, Erin stumbled back a few steps—but Talyere hastily sprung into action, catching Erin before she had a chance to fall.  “Are you hurt?” he inquired, a hint of concern in his placid voice.

Truthfully, Erin didn’t know what was wrong.  It might have been her kidneys imploding… or it might have been nothing at all.   Either way, she had to find out—and she had to do so without striking fear into Talyere and Kendall.  They already had enough to worry about; Erin didn’t want to add to those concerns.  “I’ll be fine,” she replied, forcing some strength into her voice.

Still holding onto Erin, Talyere turned his gaze upon Kendall.  “Are there any medical supplies nearby?”

Kendall alluded to the small cupboard near his office—but it was obviously empty.  He frowned at the sight, but his recollection quickly filled in the missing pieces.  “I brought the emergency medkit to the temporal science lab yesterday,” he said.  “It should still be there, near the main console.”

“I’ll go get it,” Talyere replied, already heading for the exit…

But Erin politely freed herself from his gentle grasp.  “Thanks, Talyere,” she said, “but I can get it myself.  I’m fine.  Really.”

“Are you certain?”

She wasn’t, but she didn’t say as much.  Instead, Erin forced a pleasant smile to her face and mandated herself to walk toward the exit.  Her knees were wobbly, her pulse was pounding, and with each footstep came another stab of pain in her abdomen… But she didn’t dare stop.  “I’ll be right back.”

Arms folded upon his chest, Alan Christopher angrily glared at the computer screen before him.  On some unconscious level, that helped to ease his frustration, but unfortunately, it did little to change the fact that somebody aboard the Starlight was a cold-blooded killer.  He wanted to blame everything on Xi'Yor and forget the whole thing, but in this instance, the evidence exonerated the Overseer…

He turned to Sarah Hartman.  “Why does it seem like every time we take a few steps forward, we take fifty steps back?”

“It’s more interesting,” mused the Doctor.  “And I know you wouldn’t have it any other way.”

He chuckled.  “Think again.”

But Sarah wasn’t inclined to do so.  “I know you, Alan.  Whenever things get a little dull around here, you start bouncing off the walls—and they call that Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.”  She pulled a hypospray from her lab coat.  “It’s easily treatable.”

For a split second, Alan almost believed the diagnosis—after all, he did get a little hyper on occasion—but he was confident that such a condition would have been mentioned sooner.  “You’re joking,” he replied.

“Maybe.”  It might have been a joke, but so utterly neutral was Sarah’s voice, there was no way to be certain.

And as much as he wanted to sit around and trade insults with Sarah, Alan knew he couldn’t afford to sit idle for very long.  The ship was still dark, Xi'Yor was still on the loose—and now he had both an intruder and a murderer to worry about… and his alleged disorder.  Alan was surprised he didn’t have an ulcer—certainly Sarah would have mentioned that.

“I’m going to the bridge,” he quietly announced.  “And if I come back and find out there’s nothing wrong with me…”

Though Alan intended for words to sound moderately threatening, Sarah took them for what they were—an empty threat.  “If you come back to sickbay,” she said, smiling, “I will be more than happy to give your body a thorough inspection.”

And it was then that Alan realized the depth of Sarah’s cunning.  “My annual physical?”

She nodded.  “If you actually bothered to come in when I told you to, I wouldn’t have to resort to such treachery.”

Alan rose to his feet.  “Don’t these acts of treachery violate the Hippocratic oath?”

“The oath doesn’t apply to idiots,” mused Sarah.

“Since when?”

“Since now.”

Alan grinned.  “The treachery of a queen knows no bounds.”  He started for the exit, but no more than a few steps into his journey, Alan’s good mood began to fade—and he slowly turned back to Sarah to address some of the darker issues on his mind.  She was already walking back toward Justin Reinbold, but Alan knew he could keep his words brief.  “Hey, Sarah,” he called.

She paused.  “What?”

“I got separated from Angela on my way here,” he said.  It wasn’t something he was proud of, but… given the circumstances, it was understandable.  “If you happen to hear anything about her whereabouts…”

“I’ll let you know.”  The doctor stood still for a moment, as if waiting for the conversation to continue—and when it didn’t she slowly retracted her path to Alan’s side.  “You think you could do me a favor?”

Alan had known Sarah for a very long time—longer than anyone else aboard the Starlight.  Thus, he knew she didn’t frequently ask for favors.  “Anything.”

She glanced back at Justin.  He was sitting patiently on the edge of a biobed; he didn’t look ill, but he certainly looked depressed.  “Something is bothering Justin,” she whispered.  “I tried to talk to him, but I don’t think he wants to talk to me…”

It didn’t take very long for Alan to guess the favor being asked of him.  “You want me to talk to him?  What should I say?”

Much to Alan’s chagrin, the doctor was low on suggestions.  “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

Alan sighed.  He knew there was no getting out of this favor—and he was fond of Justin—so he relented.  “All right.  Fine.  He can come with me to the bridge…  I’m sure I’ll think of something brilliant to say along the way.”

Getting to the bridge wasn’t going to be easy.  Climbing six decks was never a simple task, but Jayla Trinn knew that Angela would make this particular journey even more difficult.  She was a pleasant, energetic little girl, but there was no way she could hope to climb six decks—which meant that somebody was going to have to carry her.

Thankfully, Neelar agreed they would have to share the burden—both of them carrying Angela for three decks.  In theory, it was a sound idea—but the moment Jayla stepped into the cramped Jefferies tube with Angela clinging to her neck, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to carry the little girl three decks.  Neelar quickly volunteered to take Angela for the entirety of the trip, and Jayla was tempted to relent—but then inspiration struck.

“Lucas’s quarters are nearby,” she suddenly realized.  “Even if he doesn’t want to lug around Angela, we should still check in with him.”

“Good idea.”  Neelar didn’t hesitate for a moment.  Despite his offer to carry Angela, it was obvious he would rather not.  It was amazing that someone so very little could weight so very much.

“I swear, the girl has solid neutronium in her pants,” Jayla playfully mused as she and Neelar negotiated the dimly lit corridors.

The Bolian chuckled.  “Better neutronium than…” But his voice trailed off before completing the thought.  Unlike some people aboard the ship, Neelar’s mind was fairly clean.  It certainly hurt his humor, but it was the effort that truly mattered.

A few moments later, they came upon Lucas’s quarters.  Jayla quickly tapped at the door chime, and waited patiently for the doors to slide apart—but nothing happened.

She tried again.

Still nothing.

Neelar shrugged.  “Perhaps he’s not home?”

Though she didn’t have Lucas’s schedule emblazoned into her mind, Jayla knew enough to realize the man didn’t get out of bed early unless it was absolutely necessary.  If he was asleep, there was still a chance he didn’t even know the Starlight was in peril.  “Computer, open this door… Authorization Trinn-6-3-Omega-4.”

And then she remembered the voice recognition protocols were offline (or severely damaged).  Not wanting a repeat of her experience in the turbolift, Trinn decided to bypass the computer altogether.  She quickly ripped the keypad away from the wall and used the manual override to get inside.  When the doors parted a few seconds later…

A stupefied Lucas sat eating breakfast with Ensign Lockheart—and both of them were wondering what the hell was going on.  They stared at Jayla… Jayla stared back at them… Once the initial shock passed, an awkward silence filtered in—and Jayla suddenly found herself feeling both angry and confused…

And while Jayla stood, lost in thought, Neelar sprung into action.  He quickly plucked Angela from her arms and placed the little girl on the deck.  Then, as tactfully as possible, the Bolian placed himself between Jayla and Lucas.  “Commander,” he politely greeted, “we were… pulled into a subspace sinkhole…”

Though Neelar typically liked to provide concise and detailed reports to his superiors, he decided this was not a typical situation.  The details could wait.  There was so much tension in the air, Neelar suspected he could slice through it with a knife.  “Commander Trinn and I were en route to the bridge.  We thought it would be wise to keep you informed of the situation…  We will provide all of the details when you get to the bridge.”

Commander Tompkins provided a faint smile.  “Good idea.”

Taking that as his cue to leave, Neelar quickly grabbed his female companions and retreated into the crimson-hued corridors.

Overseer Va’kyr hated working in the dark.  When she took on a major project, she liked to have control over every last detail—and while Overseer Xi'Yor warned her that some facets of this project would be out of her control, never did she imagine… this…

Swept away from Kalidar by a shadowy wraith of unknown origin, Va’kyr was little more than an observer aboard Eredas-Il.  General Ordikan insisted she would play some vital role in the coming hours, but Va’kyr had no reason to believe the man spoke the truth.  She had interacted with some of the crew, but most of them indicated they had been stationed aboard Eredas-Il for less than a week… and that their duties were extremely limited.

Indeed, Va’kyr knew there was another species moving about the ship—and they seemed to be in control.  Ordikan was a member of that species… but dressed in cloaks and bathed in shadow, Va’kyr had no way to identify them.  Thus, she spent her limited time aboard the giant lunar base trying to perform some rudimentary surveillance.

Unfortunately, her efforts had yielded next to nothing—until Ordikan himself appeared.  The self-proclaimed General gracefully stepped into the cavernous command facility, almost completely enrobed in black.  Without regarding any of his Elorg subordinates, he walked over to the command center and went to work.

He didn’t seem to notice Va’kyr… but she watched him like a hawk—and as Ordikan pecked away at the controls, it quickly became obvious that the man wasn’t quite humanoid.  His had, though exposed only for a moment to reach for a distant control, was a grotesquely hideous abomination—the limb looked like it belonged on a tree, not a body—but it was gone in the blink of an eye.

It was then that Ordikan took note of his guest.  “Are you ready, Va’kyr?”

For what, she knew not, but she decided to play along.  “Yes.  I suppose.”

“Good.”  Ordikan tapped a few last commands into his workstation, and slowly started to rise.  But this time, there was a difference—he didn’t bother to hide himself—and the mangled figure hidden beneath that shadowy cloak soon appeared. 

Va’kyr was shocked by what she saw…

Chapter 27

When she reached the temporal science lab, Erin Keller was relieved to find the medkit almost exactly where Kendall had indicated.  Moving as quickly as her unsteady legs would allow, she crossed the poorly illuminated lab and wrapped her hands around the kit.  It wasn’t until she glanced down to open the kit did she realize her hands were trembling…

A pang of fear jolted her heart, and her stomach began to churn.  “What’s wrong with me?” she wondered aloud, and when nobody replied, Erin decided to find out for herself.

Hoping to calm herself, Erin pulled in a deep lungful of the stale, humid air.  Much to her chagrin, it didn’t help.  The thick air smelled of acrid metal, and the foreboding darkness easily countered her breathing exercise’s therapeutic properties.  Thus, Erin reached into the kit and withdrew the medical tricorder.  The scanner happily came to life, constantly chirping and bleeping as it awaited input.

Erin turned the tricorder upon herself, and the pleasant little chirps suddenly acquired a more ominous tone.  She curiously glanced down at the data flitting across the tiny screen, but the jumble of text was hardly enlightening.  Thus, Erin allowed the tricorder to complete its scan; it took only a few additional seconds, and the results had the added benefit of clarity.

Or not.

As she perused her medical data, Erin found the results startlingly incomplete.  Her pulse and blood pressure were both a little high, and her kidneys were dysfunctional, as expected… but that was it.  There was nothing wrong with her knees or abdomen, no explanation for her trembling hands—the tricorder must have been broken…

She quickly injected herself with a small dose of inaprovaline, and almost immediately started to feel a little better.  Erin knew that her problems were far from solved, but until she could get back to sickbay, the marginal improvements offered by the inaprovaline would suffice.

Believing her work complete, Erin placed both the hypospray and tricorder back into the medkit—but before she closed it up, Erin quickly scanned the vicinity for anything she might have unwittingly misplaced.  She didn’t find any wayward medical tools, but she did notice a sensor alert…

Curious, Erin shoved aside the medkit and started tapping at the barely functional workstation.  As she worked, the control interface intermittently blinked away—the computer failed to recognize half of her commands—and when all was said and done, Erin managed to uncover nothing more than a false alarm.  

The computer virus somehow managed to generate an artificial temporal incursion—but just to make absolutely certain that the incursion was a false alarm, Erin decided to access the temporal logs.  They were impervious to changes in the timeline, and could subsequently record any temporal variances in the vicinity—and much as Erin had anticipated, the timeline was intact…

Almost.

While the computer virus had been a false alarm, there was nevertheless a significant temporal variance in the logs.  According to the available data, somebody recently made several temporal incursions into the past…  Given the computer’s phlegmatic state, Erin was unable to find out who was responsible for the incursions, but she had a very strong suspicion…

But why was Kendall messing around with the timeline?  It was an incredibly major violation of the Temporal Prime Directive, and beyond that, it was also quite unethical.  Erin didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, but one way or another, she was going to find out what her little buddy was up to…

Alan Christopher didn’t like favors—mainly because they were never easy, and always made him feel uneasy.  And this situation was no different.  Alan wasn’t a counselor; he didn’t know what was bothering Justin Reinbold—and despite Sarah’s vote of confidence, he didn’t have the slightest idea what to say to the boy.  Thus, the two of them slowly made their way through the cramped Jefferies tubes amidst a deafening silence.

For a while, Alan was content to live with the silence.  It gave him time to focus his mind on other things—but much to his chagrin, his mind wouldn’t stay focused.  With Sarah’s voice constantly lingering in the back of his mind, Alan found that the dreaded favor was the only thing that he could think about.  He sighed.  “Why couldn’t she have asked me to replicate breakfast?”

“What?”  Justin half chuckled.  “You talking to me?”

Alan briefly glanced back at Justin.  “Actually, I was talking to myself,” he quietly noted.  He hadn’t intended for his thoughts to make the transition to voice, but it was a decent icebreaker nonetheless.  “Sarah wanted me to talk to you…”

“About?”

Alan shrugged.  “You tell me.”

Not surprisingly, Justin didn’t have much to say.  He just shook his head in a futile effort to drive the conversation into the silent void from whence it came.

Alan, unfortunately, wasn’t going to let the conversation die.  As much as he hated favors, Alan considered Sarah Hartman a close friend—and he would do anything she asked of him.  “If something is bothering you, Justin… you can tell me.”

He chuckled.  “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me,” Alan gamely replied.  Of course, there was always the slight possibility that Justin was right, and he wouldn’t understand, but at least then the conversation would be over, and his favor would be fulfilled.  

“Fine,” said Justin.  “It’s my Mom.”

“What about her?”

He sighed.  “A few months ago, she said that I needed to take on more responsibility…”

Alan recalled hearing of the conversation, and he completely agreed with Megan—Justin was nearly eighteen years old… he needed to start taking on greater responsibilities in his life.  “In fact, you and I had a very similar conversation when we were stranded on Corneria.”

As they approached a junction somewhere in the bowels of deck two, Alan took a moment to get his bearings.  In order to reach the bridge, they needed to start climbing up—but since the conversation was finally starting to blossom, he decided the journey could wait a few moments.  Thus, he plopped down on the deck to rest for a moment.

Justin did the same—but the maneuver was accompanied by a very long sigh.  “My Mom doesn’t think I took the conversation to heart… so she wants me to leave the Starlight and aspire to do something productive with my time.”

As a parent, Alan could understand where Megan was coming from; she only wanted what was best for Justin, and a life aboard the Starlight probably didn’t fall into that category.  Even so, Alan was not blind to Justin’s feelings.  “Parents don’t often see eye-to-eye with their children,” he pensively noted.  “They have their little notions of the way things should be… and everything else is irrelevant.”  He chuckled.  “If my parents had their way, I’d be an archaeologist right now…”

“So what happened?” asked Justin, only moderately interested in the conversation.

“I stood my ground,” Alan mused.

Justin shook his head.  “I tried that.  My Mom doesn’t give a shit what I think.  She thinks I need to go to Starfleet Academy.”

“So give her an alternative.”

“What?”

“If you don’t want to join Starfleet, give your Mom another alternative.”  Alan propped himself up against a cool, clammy bulkhead.  “Let her know that you have aspirations of your own…”

Skeptical, Justin glanced over to Alan.  “Like what?”

Honestly, Alan didn’t have the slightest idea what to say—nor did he have any intention of blurting out something he might come to regret.  “Look, Justin… there’s a lot more to life than the Starlight.  Now, I’m not telling you to leave, or anything… but you have to aspire to do something—you can’t stay here forever.”

Those were obviously not the words Justin was hoping to hear.  Discontent gradually befell his face, and a long sigh crept through his lips.  “Life is too confusing.  I don’t know what to do,” he said, wearily shaking his head.

But Alan had one simple suggestion:  “Run!”

Justin frowned.  “What?”

Alan didn’t have time to explain.  An instant later, a craggy brown tendril whipped through the Jefferies tube and wrapped itself around Justin’s forearm.  Taken aback by the ghastly sight, Justin jumped to his feet and made every effort to heed Alan’s advice.  He frantically pulled the slimy tendril away from his skin and then skittered into the Jefferies tube.  Alan quickly followed.

“What the hell was that?” asked Justin as he scrambled through the claustrophobic shaft.

Alan recognized the ghastly beast all too well.  “It’s an incubus!” he exclaimed.  “The Elorg use them to—”

But as the gangly incubus burst into the Jefferies tube just a few short meters behind Alan, its function was all too obvious…  Bloodlust in its beady red eyes, the beast wanted nothing more than to destroy.

• • •

Erin didn’t quite know how to proceed.  Broaching a subject as delicate as the Temporal Prime Directive wasn’t going to be easy, especially around Kendall.  He didn’t take well to bad news, and a violation of the TPD certainly qualified as such…  Whatever the case, Erin knew that now was not the time to continue the investigation.  There were far more pressing matters at hand.

Thus, she assumed a reasonably brisk pace and made her way back toward the science lab.  The corridors were still dark, but not nearly as empty as she recalled.  Erin could see a few people standing just outside the science lab.  For a moment, she thought they were repair teams, but upon closer inspect, she saw Talyere and Kendall.

And Xi'Yor…

Though it took Herculean efforts, Jayla and Neelar finally made it all the way to the bridge.  For some reason, seeing Lucas with another woman gave Jayla the energy she needed to carry Angela the distance—and then some.  When the time finally came to set Angela down, Jayla suddenly found herself reluctant to do so.  Maybe Neelar had been right?  Maybe she had missed her calling?  The sentiment would require some additional thought—but it would have to wait until later.

Unlike the rest of the ship, the bridge seemed moderately functional.  It was still bathed in the crimson-hued emergency lights, but almost all of the workstations appeared operational… and some of them were even staffed.  Jayla carefully set little Angela onto the deck, and together, they approached Lieutenant Ashton at tactical.  “Report.”

Ashton glanced up from the controls, his curious gaze flitting from Jayla, to Angela, and back again.  “Primary systems are just coming back online,” he calmly stated.  “We have life environmental control, weapons, engines, and a handful of other systems.”

That was a definite start, but the system Jayla most wanted access to was curiously absent from the list.  “Make communications a top priority,” she crisply ordered.  “We need to contact the Captain as soon as possible.”

Over at the helm, Neelar was already hard at work.  “Our position is unchanged,” he quietly announced.  “We should be somewhere in Sector 009.  If we can somehow free ourselves from this sinkhole, help should not be very far away.”

“Sinkhole?” repeated Flora Sanders.

Apparently the sensor data had yet to reach the bridge.  Jayla promptly enlightened Lieutenants Sanders and Ashton—but much to her chagrin, there was not a lot to report.  “We think those not-quite-bioships threw us into subspace, but we don’t know why.”

Sanders shook her head.  “They came out of nowhere,” she said.  “We detected the gravimetric distortions, but everything went dark before we knew what was going on.”

And much to Jayla’s chagrin, they still didn’t know what was going on.  The bioships were a mystery; the power failure was an even greater mystery.  “Finding the answers is going to be pretty hard if we don’t even know the questions,” she grumbled.

Adrenaline surging through his veins, Justin Reinbold broke into an all-out sprint, darting ahead of Captain Christopher as they charged through the eerily dark corridors of deck two.  Though he suspected a weapon would ultimately prove useless against an incubus, Justin nevertheless wished he had one…

Suddenly, the alien expelled a sonorous, mind-numbing call that stopped Justin dead in his tracks.  He quickly came about on his heel to see the hideous beast less looming than ten meters behind them.

It was a colossal serpentine creature that slithered across the deck in a pool of fetid sludge.  Sharp spines jutted from its craggy, bloodstained exoskeleton—two of which seemed to form a pair of sharp, spiny arms—and saliva dripped from its hellish maw as it cast another ear-piercing shriek into the air.  The beast paused for only a moment—it seemed to glare into Justin Reinbold’s soul—and then it started forward, death on its feeble mind.

Justin’s mind screamed for him to run, but his feet seemed to be bolted for the floor.  For the life of him, they would not move.  His pulse quickened, beating so rampantly that he could hear it echoing in his mind, ushering in a surreal sense of panic.  Sounds were blocked out by the constant thumping of his heart, and everything around him became movements of color and shadow…

Ragged orange phaser beams suddenly streaked over Justin’s shoulder.  Tiny rivulets of thick, black blood filled the clammy air as waves of blazing energy pierced the alien’s scaly flesh.  It shrieked in agonizing pain—and though its dark, stringy innards were oozing onto the deck, the incubus did not yield.  Its spiny arms poised to strike, the angry beast was again on the move…

• • •

His eyes blazing with unspoken fury, Overseer Xi'Yor stepped closer to his destiny—and his most hated nemesis.  “Talyere,” he darkly whispered, “I bring ill tidings from Kalidar.”

The Chosen of Z’danorax stood his ground, unfazed by Xi'Yor’s inscrutable words.  “What do you want, Xi'Yor?”

Stepping ever closer to Talyere, a devious smile curved upward Xi'Yor’s ashen lips.  “I want you,” he whispered.  

Talyere was taken aback by the sentiment, but the words did not confound his thoughts for very long.  In fact, it took Talyere only a moment to recover—and by the time his thoughts were coherent, the Chosen had pieced together the entirety of the situation.  “Ra’thenn is dead,” he surmised.

For the second time in less than a day, Xi'Yor found himself impressed with the enemy.  It was a disturbing trend, one he could not allow to continue.  “Ra’thenn has been eliminated,” Xi'Yor placidly confirmed—and like a hawk, he circled round Talyere.

The Chosen did not move, but he was clearly unsettled.  He briefly glanced toward his human comrades—and they reached for their weapons—but Xi'Yor feared not.  Their fates were sealed, and eliminating him would do little to change that destiny.

He turned his fiery gaze back upon Talyere.  “Aeons ago, when Na’zar brought forth his sacred tome, he said a single Chosen shall exist to succeed the Cerebrate.  You, Talyere, are the Chosen of Z’danorax… but like an insolent fool, you denied yourself the Cerebrate’s throne upon her demise—but intuition tells me you would not make the same mistake twice.”

A devious glint befell Talyere’s face.  “You intuit correctly.  I will not allow you to succeed Ra’thenn.  You will lead our people into oblivion.”

“I will do no such thing,” Xi'Yor angrily retorted.  “I aspire to restore the Elorg Bloc to power—I want a home for our people, just as you do!”

Talyere shook his head.  “We already have a home—on Kalidar!”

The sentiment was utterly preposterous.  “Our people do not belong in the fetid remains of the Breen Confederacy!” Xi'Yor replied.    “Na’zar said—”

“Na’zar said a lot of things,” Talyere abruptly interjected.  “But he said them two hundred thousand years ago.  If the Elorg are to endure for another two hundred thousand years, they cannot abide by those ancient doctrines.  In order to move forward, we must adapt!”

Sickened by the blasphemy, Xi'Yor angrily turned on his heel and stormed away from the wretch.  “You would disregard our most sacred tomes… and then what?  Create a new order under your leadership?”  He expelled a humorless chuckle.  “And you believe I will destroy our people…  No, I will preserve the Elorg Bloc.

“Our civilization has endured far longer than the Humans and the Romulans—and it has endured because our ancient doctrines are perfection.  The day we stop fighting in the name of Na’zar… the day we disregard his sacred words—that is the day the Elorg Bloc shall end!”

Talyere shook his head.  “If that is your opinion, then the Elorg Bloc has already ended.”

Xi'Yor stopped dead in his tracks.  “Then you desire no part in its future?”

“I desire its restoration.”

The reply was a vague half-truth—but Xi'Yor was not about to argue, for he cared not what Talyere desired.  As far as he was concerned the Chosen was irrelevant.  “Unfortunately for you, Talyere, there can be only one Cerebrate.  I intend for that to be me.”

“I am the Chosen…” Talyere’s brash response was to be expected.  After all, he believed himself to have the advantage.

He didn’t.

And moments later, the deck began to rumble…

Subspace sinkholes.  Gravimetric distortions.  Power failures.  Lucas Tompkins didn’t have the slightest idea what the hell was going on, and as he crawled out of the Jefferies tube and onto the bridge, his list of mysterious problems expanded.  Even before his feet touched the deck, the bulkheads started to vibrate.  At first, it was barely noticeable—it could have been an EPS rupture… But when the entire ship began to rattle, Tompkins knew it was not.

Not bothering to close the hatch, Tompkins darted away from the Jefferies tube near the engineering station and strode into the midst of the crisis.  “What the hell is going on?” he demanded, making a conscious effort not to confer with Jayla…

Thankfully, she didn’t bother to respond.  Hovering over the operations console with Flora Sanders, the Trill seemed to have her hands full—and that was fine with Lucas.  For some reason beyond his ability to comprehend, she had been creeping into his thoughts recently, and seeing her in the corridor earlier—

Lieutenant Ashton quickly ended the curious reverie.  “Sensors are detecting a massive gravimetric distortion bearing zero-zero-zero, mark eight-seven,” he frantically called from the tactical station.

“Bioships?” demanded Trinn.

Ashton shook his head.  “No!”

Curious, Tompkins made his way to the mission operations console.  Though it was barely functional, he saw enough to know the distortion was something much, much larger than a simple bioship.  “I don’t know what the hell it is, but that bad boy is huge!”  The deck jolted, and Tompkins watched his station go dead.  “Do we have shields?”

“No!” shouted Ashton in response.  He was still pecking away at the tactical station, but Tompkins instinctively knew those efforts were in vain…

Bathed in darkness, the Starlight loomed perilously close the gravimetric distortion’s swirling green maw.  The little ship bobbed and weaved in a desperate attempt to break free, but without main power, the Starlight was going nowhere fast.  Eventually, the gravimetric forces consumed the entire starship…

A giant azure tractor beam suddenly took hold of the Starlight’s pristine hull, forcefully pulling the stranded vessel from its subspace lair.  Dangling from the ray of glittering light, the Starlight crossed back into normal space, and into the fire…

Hundreds of metallic-looking bioships loomed in formation against the glittering starfield, all of them dedicated to the defense of the giant, metallic sphere holding the Starlight captive; Eredas-Il had arrived…

Chapter 28

The rumbling suddenly stopped.

Erin Keller wasn’t entirely certain what was going on, but given the malicious grin that abruptly crept across Overseer Xi'Yor’s pallid face, she assumed situation was not good.  For a long moment, she was very tempted to shoot the man.  She had her phaser—it was set to kill… All she had to do was open fire… 

All she had to do was take one more life.  She had killed dozens of Velora with ease; she was even responsible for the death of her own daughter.  After killing so many others, it should have been second nature—but there she stood, merely glaring at Xi'Yor…

He was a treacherous, malevolent individual—the scourge of the universe.  If anyone deserved death, it was him… and one quick phaser blast would do the deed…

But Erin had seen more than enough death and destruction in her years.  Her desire for retribution and justice had waned—and she hesitated just a moment too long…

A shadowy wraith suddenly appeared in the distance.  The cloaked figure ventured a few steps nearer Xi'Yor, but made every effort to remain occluded in darkness.  “Xi'Yor,” beckoned a deep, gravelly voice, “the Starlight is captured.  Their resistance quotient was even lower than you anticipated…”

The Overseer provided a faint chuckle.  “The Federation has surprised me at several junctures,” he coolly noted.  “I thought it wise to err on the side of caution.”

The hooded wraith did not object.  “There is no need to apologize,” he stated.  “The operation was a success—on all fronts.”

“Excellent.”  Xi'Yor crept closer to the Talyere.  “I have enjoyed my stay aboard your vessel,” he said to Overseer.  “Now you shall have an opportunity to survey mine…”

And an instant later, both Talyere and Xi'Yor vanished in a glittering swirl of blue and violet light.  Erin didn’t know where they went, and she suspected she didn’t want to find out. But the wraith remained, hidden in the shadows, in no obvious hurry to leave.

Knowing that she could not count on Kendall to back her up, Erin gathered all her remaining strength and took a few emboldened steps into the darkness.  “What do you want?” she demanded.

The wraith did not move.

Perhaps it didn’t hear her?  Erin knew her voice was weak, but not that pitiful.  So she tried a different, more diplomatic tactic: “I am Commander Erin Keller.  Who are you?”

And to Erin’s horror, the shadowy wraith responded in all the wrong ways.  Casually throwing back its hood, the wraith stepped closer and said, “I am General Ordikan.”

Erin suddenly recognized the haunting voice… And as the General stepped into the pale crimson glow of the emergency lights, she recognized the man himself.

The immense Phobian flashed an ominously devious smile as he wrapped a meaty hand around Erin’s chin.  “It is good to see you again,” he whispered in a darkly sinister voice.  “I look forward to our next encounter.”  And in the blink of an eye, Erin’s attacker flittered away.

She began to tremble.

General Ordikan tapped a few commands into his workstation, effectively ending his holographic transmission to the Starlight.  Pleased with the outcome of his mission, Ordikan allowed himself a brief moment to celebrate the victory.  It was certain Starlight’s capture was a momentous occasion—but given its inferior technology, that was hardly the victory.  Ordikan was more concerned with Erin Keller.  He knew she was aboard the ship, but he hadn’t expected to encounter her so soon.  He truly did look forward to their next encounter…

But it would have to wait.  There were more pressing matters at hand, and Ordikan would be inept in his duties if he ignored them.  Thus, he shoved himself away from his workstation and came about to face Overseer Va’kyr.  She had been standing in silent observation of his actions for quite some time; it was at long last time to reward her patience.

“We have secured the Starlight,” he said to the Overseer.  “My men are taking prisoners to the interrogation chambers even as we speak.”

Va’kyr nodded her acknowledgement.  “We will need two of them for Xi'Yor’s research,” she off-handedly mentioned.  “Have your guards transfer two of them to the medical laboratory in section 96.”

Though he tended not to involve himself with the private affairs of others, Ordikan was nonetheless aware of Xi'Yor’s research—and it was preposterous as far as he was concerned.  “Does the High Overseer truly believe this project of his will work?”

Va’kyr provided an indolent shrug.  “The High Overseer believes many things,” she tersely replied.

Ordikan believed the alliance between Va’kyr and Xi'Yor was tenuous at best.  The pair spoke only on rare occasions, and when they did, their words were hidden in so many layers of innuendo, they wound up saying nothing at all.  The fact they conspired to capture the Starlight was a miracle in itself.  “You don’t share Xi'Yor’s vision, do you?”

She shook her head.  “No.”

“Then why conspire with him?”

“It serves my needs.”  And on that cryptic note, Va’kyr turned on her heel and started for the exit.

But the conversation was not over.  “Where are you going?” Ordikan demanded, quickly wrapping his hideously deformed fingers around Va’kyr’s arm.

She glared at him, the glint in her eyes so evil that Ordikan suddenly felt compelled free the woman.  “I’m going to greet our new guest,” she hissed before storming away.

For the moment, the incubus was gone.  Alan Christopher didn’t quite know where the feral beast went, but it was certainly nearby.  He could still hear its sonorous calls into the dark… still feel the omnipresent fear in his heart.  “It’ll be back,” he warned to Justin Reinbold.

Just a few steps outside the mess hall, the boy stopped dead in his tracks.  “Should we head to the bridge?”

“No,” said Alan, shaking his head.  “I think the incubus is exhausted.  Our incredible evasive maneuvers must be running him down, or something.  So if we’re going to kill it, we’re going to have to do it now.”

“Now?”  Justin was practically scared to death, and the prospects of another encounter with the incubus did not sit well with him—especially since it would be just as easy to continue evading the beast.

But Alan knew that, if given the opportunity, the incubus would nurse its wounds and come back at full strength.  They had to kill it—and they had to kill it now.  “Even though it’s wounded, I don’t think we can overpower the beast.”

“Then how are we going to kill it?”

Alan was about to chuck his phaser rifle—it had proven useless in previous engagements—but before he was able to discard the cumbersome weapon, inspiration struck.  He darted across the corridor and quickly peeled away some of the wall coverings to reveal a series of EPS conduits.  “If we can generate an overload…”

“We’ll blow up half of this deck!” Justin exclaimed.

Alan cringed.  “So my plan has one extremely minor detail,” he crisply replied.  “The mess hall needs to be refurbished, anyway.”

Justin seemed caught between a scoff and a chuckle.  “If that’s the case, we can blow up my quarters, too.”

“We’ll compromise structural integrity if we have too many hull breaches,” Alan lightly retorted.  He was already tinkering with the phaser rifle’s power cell when the incubus expelled yet another sonorous cry.

Taking the ominous shriek as his cue to action, Justin scrambled over to Alan’s side.  “What can I do?”

“Get ready to run,” Alan softly replied.  “Admittedly, I’m not much of an engineer.  I don’t know how long it’s going to take for the overload to happen.  We could have a minute—or we could have five seconds.”

A tendril suddenly darted through the corridor.  Alan didn’t know where the incubus was shooting those things from, but its aim was utterly wretched.  The wayward tendril flailed in the clammy air before falling harmlessly to the deck.

Alan clenched his teeth.  “I guess that’s my signal to hurry up,” he noted. 

Justin nodded.  “I guess so…”

The incubus squealed as it slithered across darkened and distant corridors.  The cries certainly sounded closer this time, but Alan suspected the beast had lost track of its prey—otherwise, it would have already made its boisterous return.  But the delays were fortuitous, because Alan was having difficulty with the phaser.

“I should have paid closer attention during the engineering courses at the Academy,” he grumbled.  He tapped a short sequence of commands into the weapon’s tiny keypad, but was successful only in creating a computerized cacophony.

Another gangly tendril flailed its way down the corridor, just barely missing Justin’s shoulder.  He darted out of harm’s way and crouched down on the deck beside Alan.  “How the hell did you become a Captain?  Don’t you have to pass a proficiency exam, or something?”

“I guess I slept with all the right people,” Alan mused.  The notion wasn’t close to the truth at all, but it was a far quicker tale than his less-than-interesting rise through the ranks.  Besides, he had to keep his attention focused on the phaser—and the third try was the charm…

The phaser rifle suddenly clicked, and an annoyingly high-pitched whine filled the humid air.  Alan was tempted to celebrate his mastery of basic engineering, but better judgment told him to shove the weapon into the EPS conduit.

Unfortunately, the incubus was noticeably absent.  The beast was certainly in the vicinity, but its death could not be guaranteed unless it was very, very near the explosion.  Much to Alan’s chagrin, he and Justin were the only ones very near the explosion’s probable epicenter—a circumstance that did not bode well at all.  “I didn’t think this one through very well…”

The phaser’s strident call grew more distressed.

Justin was about to agree—but his words were cut short by a sudden bout of inspiration.  “I have an idea,” he exclaimed—and without explaining himself, Justin ran over to the tendrils lying on the deck and smashed the gangly vines with his shoe.

The incubus immediately shrieked, and an instant later, its serpentine figure became visible in the distant shadows.  Hastily grabbing Justin’s arm, Alan bolted in the opposite direction…

The phaser whined.

The deck began to vibrate.

And Alan suddenly found himself standing face-to-face with a pair of heavily armed Elorg protectors. 

“Do not move,” called the massive Elorg at point.  He was easily twice Christopher’s size, and did not appear to have a very sympathetic ear.  Any attempts to explain the pending EPS overload would likely result in excruciating pain…  Not that it mattered; Alan suspected the EPS overload would also result in excruciating pain—so he followed the Elorg’s directive to remain still.

The deck rumbled.

The phaser screamed.

And the flames ensued.

When he opened his bleary eyes, Lucas Tompkins instantly knew he wasn’t aboard the Starlight.  The last thing he remembered was the giant sphere from hell pulling the ship out of subspace… and given his murky surroundings, Lucas suspected he had been taken prisoner aboard the sphere shortly thereafter.

He was in a claustrophobic little holding cell, staring into the faint beams of golden light shooting through the grated ceiling panels.  And every muscle in his body hurt like hell.  Lucas tried to prop himself up against the wall, but even the thought of movement sent waves of pain shooting through his back.  “What the hell happened?”

Jayla’s soiled face suddenly floated overhead—but through the dirt, Lucas could see a faint smile on her lips.  “We were attacked by that sphere,” she gently whispered.  “The Elorg boarded the ship—and you fought back.”

“And lost,” Lucas groaned.  He didn’t have any recollection of the fight, but his body was indication enough of the outcome.  “Damn, I need to work out more…”

Jayla shook her head.  “I don’t think that would have helped,” she replied.

Though the comment might have been a (very inaccurate) commentary on Lucas’ fighting abilities, he instead chose to believe that his attacker was massive beyond words, and that even the best fighter would have had trouble taking the bastard down.  Either way, he wasn’t going to dwell.  There was work to be done.  “Have you seen the rest of the crew?”

Jayla briefly turned her attention elsewhere.  “Drayge, Ashton, and Sanders are here with us,” she said.  “Keller and Johnson are in the cell across the hall with some of the other science officers.”  She paused for a moment, and then added, “We’ve got Angela, too.”

“Have you seen the Captain?”

She shook her head. “No.”

Of course, that didn’t mean anything.  There were probably dozens of holding cells and Alan Christopher was likely in one of them—but until the Captain’s whereabouts were known, Lucas had to assume that he was in command.  And he intended to look the part.

Ignoring the waves of pain shooting through his body, Lucas grabbed hold of Jayla’s arm and pulled himself to his feet.  “Hey Erin,” he called across the corridor, “have you seen Alan anywhere?”

Erin suddenly appeared at the edge of her holding cell.  Given her medical situation, she didn’t look too bad… but even from this distance, Lucas could fear brewing in her eyes.  Still, she forced a pleasant façade to her face.  “I haven’t seen him anywhere,” she shouted.  “Have you seen Bator?”

Since he spent the past few hours unconscious, Lucas turned to Jayla for a response—and she quickly indicated the Phobian was nowhere to be seen.

“We haven’t seen him,” called Tompkins.  “Why?”

“We think the Phobians attacked us,” said Keller.  “When Xi'Yor escaped with Talyere, he had a Phobian with him!”

Lucas instantly felt Jayla tug at his sleeve—she was probably thinking the exact same thing he was.  “Those ships that attacked us looked like bioships for a very good reason,” she said.  “When the Phobians created Species 8472, they based the organic bioships on inorganic Phobian technology.”

“We’re looking at the blueprint for the bioship out there,” Lucas quickly added.  “But is Bator with them?”

Nobody knew.

And nobody had a chance to speculate.  Just moments later, a pair of distant doors opened amidst a mechanical symphony.  Booted feet clanked on the metallic deck, and within a few seconds, High Overseer Xi'Yor appeared in the corridor, flanked by two Phobian guards.

Eyes glinting with evil, he flashed a victorious smile.  “Long have I looked forward to this day,” said Xi'Yor.  “The Starlight has been a thorn in my side for a great many years.  Its destruction shall herald the beginning of the end of the mighty Federation…”

Lucas did not doubt the Overseer’s intent—but no matter the outcome of this situation, he was confident the Federation would not falter.  “The Federation will never yield!”

But if Xi'Yor was even the slightest bit threatened by the sentiment, he made no indication of it.  “Then the Federation shall be completely destroyed,” he insisted.  “Those foolish enough to forget the Elorg Bloc shall themselves be forgotten.  It is a shame none of you will be alive to witness the Federation’s fall…”

• • •

Lieutenant Bator was home.  He sat quietly on the sofa in a small, starlit room aboard the giant sphere he had come to know as Eredas-Il.  Through his window, he could see hundreds of squid-like starships, all of them crewed with the people he had desired to see for so many long years.  He should have been happy.

But he was not.

To the contrary, Bator was thoroughly confused.  He had always envisioned his people as a noble group of explorers, dedicated to peace and goodwill—but after years of searching, he found a race of clandestine warriors in league with the Federation’s most lethal adversary…  It was not at all what he expected—but then again, when does anything manage to meet expectations?

The doors parted with a hiss, and General Ordikan stepped inside.  As was his custom, Ordikan shrouded himself with cloaks and darkness, and remained firmly entrenched in the shadowy recesses of the room.  There was something about the man that did not sit right with Bator… much like the rest of the situation.  It just seemed… not quite right…

“Bator,” called Ordikan in his deep, sonorous voice.  It wasn’t threatening in the slightest, but even so, it did not sit will with Bator.  “You have been away from us far too long.  We have missed you.”

“And I have missed you,” Bator admitted.  Regardless of the situation, it was good to be home.  “Unfortunately, I cannot condone your actions.”

“What actions?” scoffed Ordikan.  “We have rescued you from your captors!”

“Captors?”  Bator arched a curious brow.  “These people are my friends.  I have spent my entire life amongst them!  If anyone has captured me, it is you.”

“Captured?  Is that how you feel, Bator?”  Ordikan was obviously taken aback by the sentiment, for his cloaked figure briefly wandered into the faint starlight.  In that instant, Bator caught a glimpse of the curious figure beneath the shrouds, but so fleeting was the moment, Bator could discern but a single fact: the man was not a Phobian…

“From my perspective, the Phobians are a hostile force,” said Bator.  “Bringing me here without my permission only reinforces that notion.”

“I assure you, Bator, the Phobians are not a hostile force,” Ordikan smoothly replied.

“What about the fleet of ships?” demanded Bator.  “And the alliance with the Elorg?  That certainly seems hostile to me!”

“We are simply protecting our allies,” said Ordikan.  “Two hundred thousand years ago, when the Iconians refused to help us defeat the Sra’xa’diin, the Elorg were there to help us…  Unfortunately, both our empires were annihilated before that alliance could come to fruition.  

“But now that the tides of fortune have changed, the old alliances are new yet again.  The Elorg are in need—and the Phobians will come to their aid…”

Bator was already shaking his head.  “I want nothing to do with it!”

“I cannot force you to join us,” Ordikan quietly replied, “but before you make any brash decisions, I ask that you hear me out…”

Instinct told Bator to leave, but in the back of his mind, he knew that a civilized conversation with Ordikan couldn’t hurt.  In fact, as a Starfleet officer, Bator knew the conversation was an excellent opportunity to gather intelligence on the enemy.  “Very well…”

Ordikan happily nodded his approval.  He then pulled in a deep lungful of air, as if to speak, but he instead dropped his bulky shrouds and stepped into the pale starlight…

The hideous beast was unlike anything Bator had ever seen.  It was vaguely humanoid.  It had long, gangly arms and stood on a pair of muscular legs—but aside from a sparse and craggy exoskeleton, the creature had no skin.  Pulsating organs and thick musculature adhered to the alien’s skeletal structure with forces beyond Bator’s ability to comprehend…

…And its face… The face was so utterly revolting, Bator could barely afford himself a fleeting glance.  Giant spines poked through the vomit-like musculature… A pair of beady red eyes was set into the flesh just below a giant mass of undulating gray matter that was undoubtedly the creature’s brain.  By all standards, the creature shouldn’t have been able to exist… 

But it did.

And whatever it was, it began to speak.  Bator listened to everything it had to say…

Strapped to a cold, metallic chair in a dimly lit interrogation chamber, Talyere Rosat could sense the end was near.  He had been in worse situations throughout his many years, but for reasons unbeknownst to him, this situation brought with it an uncanny sense of finality.  In his mind, Talyere instinctively knew that somebody would soon perish.

It was more than a hunch.

It was a premonition, quite possibly a sign from the chi-goehs…  He didn’t yet know what it meant, but Talyere would not dismiss the notion without serious consideration—but much to his chagrin, those deep thoughts would have to wait.

The doors parted, and a beam of bright light sliced into the darkness before him.  A tall, shadowy figure briefly stood at the entrance—and it was not Xi'Yor.  But it mattered not to Talyere.  He would not utter a single word to his nemeses.  “I have nothing to say.”

The figure chuckled.  “Then listen,” she coolly replied.  As she stepped into the chamber, the doors clanked shut behind her—and a harsh circle of light fell into place around Talyere’s chair.  The woman stood just out of sight.  “The Starlight and its crew have been captured.  The Bajoran sector has fallen to the Elorg.  The Garidians are gathering their forces near Galorndon Core.  Things are looking bleak, Talyere.”

 Though Talyere suspected many of those grandiose sentiments were true, he could not be certain—such trickery was a common ploy in interrogations, and having lived through so many of them, Talyere was not about to fall for something as meager as a common ploy.  “Allow me to speculate… you intend to make things worse?”

The woman chuckled.  “No,” she calmly stated.  “I intend to make things right.”

“What?”  And all of the gears in Talyere’s mind ground to a halt.  The woman’s interrogation certainly had a commonplace beginning, but he had not expected that little twist.  “Your attempts at trickery will not succeed.”

“Then I suppose it’s a good thing I’m not trying to trick you… Father.”

The woman gracefully crossed into the circle of light—and Talyere instantly identified her as Overseer Va’kyr.  He was about to insist that she was not his daughter—but then the woman smiled, and for a fleeting moment, Talyere saw through her icy façade.

“Creya?”  His jaw dropped.  “I thought you were…”

“Dead?”  Still smiling, she stepped closer and, with a few quick motions, freed Talyere from his restraints.  “Not anymore…”

• • •
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