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Chapter Six

Once, not long ago, Lylat VII was a serene, peaceful world near the Federation border.  An agrarian colony, it thrived upon the myriad crops planted each spring: wheat, corn, tomatoes, and a plethora of other vegetables… It was truly a delightful place to live, especially when the harvest came a few months later.  

The warm sunlight shined upon the verdant hills as villagers plucked tomatoes from the vine; children frolicked through the endless cornfields, all the while their parents hunted for the perfect ear of corn to serve with dinner…

Tall trees, filled with yellow songbirds, dotted the gently rolling hills.  A small stream snaked through the valley, and the horses grazed upon the grasses near the shore—utterly oblivious to the nearby fishermen, all of them thinking good thoughts as they reeled in what might have been the big one.

On the other side of the river, nestled in the heart of the valley near the forest, was a quaint little village called Kippo.  Rustic medieval townhouses and attractive little shops—complete with brightly colored awnings—lined the wide cobblestone streets.  Both villagers and vendors milled about the horse-drawn carriages.  Most were there to shop or sightsee, but some had come with the sole purpose of relaxing in the shade beneath the giant birch.  

The elegant white tree stood by the windmill in the center of town, its dark green leaves rustling gently in the warm breeze.  A pair of lovers nestled on the nearby bench, whispering sweet nothings into the wind…

In the distance, loomed the only sign of technology—the Federation Consulate.  While the building blended in perfectly with the rest of Kippo Village, the Federation flag that danced in the gentle wind was indication enough that technology loomed before the colony’s rustic surface.  And it would soon need all the technology it could get…

For a brief moment, the sun flickered.  Shadows moved across the land, and in that very instant, Lylat VII’s idyllic serenity was shattered.  Overhead loomed a Velora warship…

Swirls of glittering pink light filled the town square, planting for the first time dozens of armed Lycorian soldiers on Federation soil.  They immediately took root, shooting countless beams of ragged pink light into the crowds.  Screams echoed in the wind, blood burst into the air, and bodies hit the cobblestone walkways…  In a matter of seconds, Kippo Village was conquered.

The Velora’s Lycorian henchmen immediately ended their assault, and a few additional soldiers—Velora soldiers—subsequently beamed down to inspect the aftermath…

And the Velora were immediately pleased with the results.  Casualties were virtually nonexistent—though considering the villagers’ level of resistance, that was to be expected.  The Velora commander promptly ordered the dead bodies removed—thrown into the river.  Those who managed to survive the assault were already infected with the blight; they would spend the rest of their days mining the tetralithium that lurked beneath the village.

Within days, a refinery was constructed.  It was a massive, blocky conglomeration of metallic parts.  The windmill and the giant birch were razed to the ground to accommodate the ghastly structure, which now poured thick clouds of black smoke into the air.  Much of this was from the refinement process, but bodies—dead or otherwise—often found their way into the fires burning inside the complex.

By the end of the first week, death was in the air.  The emaciated villagers walked around like zombies as they performed their solemn duties…  The Lycorians, oblivious to the putrid smell, were always nearby to provide motivation, mainly in the form of additional killing.

And of course, the harvesters lurked in the background, patiently waiting for the next sickly human to collapse.  And then, dead or otherwise, the manky, mottled Lycorians would fall upon the unfortunate individual like vultures, pulling teeth and clothing—anything of value from the body—to sell or treasure.  But once the desecration was complete, the bodies were left along the river to rot…

And rot they did.

Flies now swarmed the muddy embankment by the million.  Naked men, women, and children of every shape and size were piled haphazardly along the shore in a mountain of mangled, body parts.  Maggots squirmed in decaying flesh alongside a host of other feasting insects…  Once these had been people.

Men.

Women.

Children.  

But now their maggot-covered bodies rotted beneath the merciless sun, slowly being devoured from the inside out, innards oozing into the land.  The river that carved through the once pristine valley was now tinged red.  It had become a river of blood…

“Prime Minister!”

In an instant, Prime Minister Vallis snapped out of his daydream.  He shook his head, suddenly realizing that those terrible thoughts were just that—a dream.  A simple figment of his imagination…  None of it was real…

“Prime Minister Vallis,” said the voice a second time.  It was Sor Dalem, and she stood impatiently at Vallis’ side hands upon her hips.  “We mustn’t delay,” she stated once she had his attention.  “The ship is about to leave.”

Ship?

For a moment, Vallis was tempted to inquire further; in the aftermath of his daydream, his mind was still a bit hazy, and the Prime Minister had no recollection of a waiting ship.  But then he recalled his earlier conversation with Dalem and Ambassador Corrin.  There was a dire situation that needed attention, and the Drinar would be leaving shortly.

“Yes, of course,” said Vallis, nodding agreeably.  “The Ii’zyyr’aa.”

“The incident in the Azel Cluster has infuriated them,” Dalem placidly continued, as if she dealt with such delicate situations on a daily basis.  “They are massing a swarm near the Phendrana Drifts.”

Vallis smiled thinly.  Now it was all coming back to him.  “How many ships?” he asked.

Dalem shook her head.  “Unknown,” she stated.  “That is why we must act quickly.  We cannot allow their swarm to proliferate.”

The Ii’zyyr’aa could start with only four or five ships—but after a couple of hours, they could literally spawn an entire fleet.  It was a terribly efficient way to bolster troop numbers, and in this case, terribly inconvenient—for the Velora—because an angry swarm was a deadly one.  For once, Dalem’s legendary impatience was completely justified, because time was not on their side.

“You go ahead,” said Vallis, his voice sounding a bit strained.  So vivid had his daydream been, he could practically smell death in the air.  Of course, he stood in the very heart of the Command and Control room, so the notion was preposterous.  He just needed a moment to compose his thoughts.  “I’ll be there in a moment.”

Dalem did not question the order.  She hastily turned on her heel and departed, leaving Vallis alone with his sordid thoughts.

“Put it out of your mind,” Vallis quietly sighed, keeping his voice low so not to be overheard by the few remaining officers in the command center.  “It was just a daydream…”

But in his heart, he knew it was anything but.

• • •

Chapter Seven

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76144.9:  Two days have passed since our last encounter with the Ii’zyyr’aa, and while long-range sensors indicate the insectoid aliens are still in the vicinity, they have—for reasons currently unknown—given the Starlight a wide berth.  I can only assume they have decided we don’t pose a threat, but since communication with the aliens is still impossible, we have no way to be certain.

Several crewmembers are still missing, including Commander Keller.  We have been diligently tracking the movements of their captor’s ship, but without a warp core, we have no way to rescue them.  We can only hope they are being treated well.

Meanwhile, the Starlight continues to seek refuge in the Phendrana Drifts.  The Adelphi is still thirty-six hours away, and until that time, our position is vulnerable.  The Ii’zyyr’aa intruders that boarded the ship two days ago are still holed up on deck five; security has made several attempts to approach the aliens’ position, but each encounter has ended in bloodshed.  I fear if these myriad situations are allowed to simmer for much longer, we are in for a true disaster…

First they attacked.

Then they retreated.

And now… now the Ii’zyyr’aa were swarming.

“There are sixteen ships lingering on the outskirts of the nebula,” said Megan Reinbold, her pale blue eyes focused intently upon the panoramic viewscreen wrapped around the astrometrics lab.  She didn’t know what the manta-like vessels intended to do from that position, but given their affiliation with the Velora, she was reasonably certain that it would be deadly.

Matthew Harrison stood nearby, peering at the small swarm.  “Is there any indication that they have begun to… spawn?”

The Ii’zyyr’aa were truly one of the more unique species Reinbold had encountered, given their ability to procreate without the need for males.  It was undoubtedly a sight to behold—but for reasons unknown, Reinbold was not eager to see it.  “So far, all of the ships congregated near the nebula have approached from outside of sensor range—probably from Velora space.  If any of them spawned, they did so prior to arriving.”

Harrison nodded.  “Let me know the moment something… curious crops up on sensors,” he calmly stated.  “If Doctor Hartman’s data is to be believed, those sixteen ships could very easily become thirty-two in a matter of days…”

“Yes sir,” Reinbold crisply replied.  She had already devoted a great deal of power to the sensors for the sole purpose of tracking the Ii’zyyr’aa—and in light of Harrison’s new directive, she decided to add a little more.  After all, it was impossible to be too careful.

An entire squadron of security officers following in his footsteps, Lieutenant Bator slinked through the darkened corridors of deck five.  It was his third attempt to attack the aliens in as many hours—and while those efforts had done well to contain the insectoids, the aliens were still aboard the ship.  Bator would not rest until that situation was rectified.

It wasn’t immediately obvious why the aliens had invaded.  Sensors indicated they had accessed the computer several times… to a limited degree of success.  The language barrier was undoubtedly a hindrance.  But they hadn’t strayed from decks five or six.  It was certain that Bator’s security measures had something to do with their containment, but the Phobian was perplexed by the aliens’ relative inaction.

The glowing alert klaxon bathed the corridors in haunting crimson light.  Booted feet crunched upon the soot and debris scattered across the deck, and in the distant corridors, faint clicks and screeches echoed in the stale air.  As he drew nearer the insectoid calls, Bator drew his phaser…

“I’m reading three Ii’zyyr’aa bio-signatures up ahead,” called Lieutenant Marizex from behind, his voice barely a whisper. 

Bator paused, and pressed his muscular body to the wall.  The others quickly followed suit, readying their weapons for the inevitable confrontation.  Normally, Bator would have allowed himself a wan smile—after all, up until this point their trek through deck five was a perfect example of Starfleet Security protocols.  Unfortunately, Bator suspected that perfection was about to vanish…

Even without weapons, the Ii’zyyr’aa were formidable foes.  They were all of them alerted at the first sign of danger, and after being struck down with weapons, their response was almost always swift and deadly.  But their presence on the Starlight would not be tolerated—and as long as Bator had troops to command, they would stand and fight.

Sidling the cool metallic wall, Bator approached a junction in the dark corridor.  Even without looking at his tricorder, he could sense the aliens were right around the corner.  He could hear their eerie clicks.  He could feel their ominous presence.  He readied his phaser—this time increasing it to level nine.  That was enough to render most life forms unconscious—or even kill them—but given his previous encounter with the Ii’zyyr’aa, Bator suspected that not even a level nine blast would be sufficient to incapacitate the insectoids.

He was about to find out.

Moving at a seemingly glacial pace, he crept toward the end of the corridor.  Already he could see the colossal insects’ shadows playing on the wall; they appeared to be working on an EPS conduit, but it was hard to tell amidst the shadow play.  One thing, however, was quite evident: the aliens were distracted.

Bator thusly wasted no time exploiting this sole advantage.  With a flick of his head, he indicated their forward motion—and then burst into the corridor amidst a flurry of ragged orange phaser beams.

One of the aliens—the one nearest the junction—fell almost immediately, her thick black carapace oozing greenish blood onto the deck.

Surprised by the effectiveness of his assault, Bator gave the order to forge ahead, mercilessly firing upon the two remaining insectoids as they frantically tinkered with the computer—only these two didn’t fall so easily.  Their thick exoskeletons suddenly acted like chain mail… whether they adapted to the phasers or simply had an immunity that their sister did not, Bator wasn’t certain—but one thing was obvious… these two beasts weren’t going down.

Bator fired again, this time aiming for the larger alien’s head.  The streak of orange light clipped one of her gangly mandibles, but she the alien did not fall.  Instead, she shoved aside her agitated sister.

Bator paused, and took a few steps backward.

The alien followed.

A few phaser bursts streaked overhead, clipping the extremely agitated Ii’zyyr’aa, but by this point, it was quite obvious that this particular individual could not be felled with phasers alone.

She took a deck-trembling step forward, beady eyes drilling into Bator’s skull.  The Phobian continued to retreat, but the alien would not let him go.  She suddenly spewed a guttural, ear-piercing shriek into the air, stood completely erect so that her antennas grazed the ceiling—and then unfurled a set of massive wings…

She roared again.

Bator stepped backward.  “Retreat!” he called, but the order came too late.

The alien’s vertically cleft mouth parted.  It loomed overhead for a terribly long moment, simply glaring at the Phobian with its twitching compound eyes…

And then, something suddenly darted from the alien’s mouth.  For split-second, Bator thought it was a tongue, but as the burning entity slammed into his face, he very quickly realized it was some sort of venom.

Instinctively, Bator moved to shield himself from the onslaught—a million tiny daggers poking at his face— but the moment his hand reached his burning face, the fiery venom wrapped around his fingers and glued them in place.  Pain surged through his nostrils; his eyes dripped tears of agony…

And then everything went dark.

Erin Keller wasn’t entirely certain how much time had passed since her abduction—but if the stubble on Kendall Johnson’s chin was any indication, it had been a few days.  The two of them had been incarcerated—along with Jayla Trinn and Justin Reinbold—in a dank metallic room that was presumably aboard one of the Ii’zyyr’aa ships.

There were no doors.  No windows.  No chairs or tables.  There was nothing, except for the grating in the floor, which, as far as Keller could tell, did not lead to anyplace pleasant.  There was a waste-extraction facility along one of the walls, opposite the “food slot” that frequently dispensed an almost-appetizing canister of juicy black mush.  Keller had not yet tried the food (she assumed it was some sort of insectoid delicacy), but if the incarceration continued, she would have to sample it sooner or later…

“What do they want from us?” Justin Reinbold impatiently demanded.  It was probably the tenth time he had asked the question—of course, since the aliens had yet to make an appearance, nobody had an answer.  He sighed, and gently banged his head into the metallic wall.

Erin tried to keep her spirits up.  She made conversation with her friends and tried to be the leader that they needed her to be… but locked away with nothing to do, thoughts of her brother frequently crept into her mind—and that soured her mood in an instant.

The Ii’zyyr’aa were allies of the Velora, after all—and Brian had died while fighting the Velora some three years ago…  The situation certainly conjured up memories of Brian’s final days—but those unhappy memories were not ones that Erin was eager to recount…

She wanted to see in her mind’s eye, just once, Brian’s smiling face.  She wanted to hear in her mind his voice, and relive the kindred spirits they once shared when they were younger…  But with those fond memories fading so fast, the task of saving them was akin to catching lightning in a bottle.

Weary of her mind’s plight, Erin gently rested her head upon Kendall’s shoulder.

He immediately tensed.  The metallic wall was almost more inviting than Kendall’s shoulder.

“What’s wrong, little buddy?”

He glanced at Erin from the corner of his eye.  “Don’t… ah, don’t you think that might be… um, ah… a little inappropriate?”

“No.”  Erin shook her head.  “I just need someone to lean on right about now.  A shoulder to cry on if necessary…” She didn’t feel like explaining everything, nor did she have to.  Kendall was probably so nervous that he didn’t hear half of anything she said…

Justin, however, was a different story.  “Hey Erin,” he playfully called, “you can lean on my shoulder any time!”

But before Erin could react to Justin’s boasting, Jayla Trinn’s hand planted itself upon the boy’s shoulder, keeping him firmly in place on the floor.  “You’ve been hanging around Lucas too much.”  She looked him in the eye.  “The man is a bad influence.”

Justin easily shoved aside the Trill’s arm.  “Would you rather I hang out with Commander Heroic over there?” he quietly scoffed, his placid gaze gradually wandering over to Kendall.  “Maybe he can give me some dating tips…”

Jayla sighed.

Erin frowned.  She knew that Kendall and Justin didn’t exactly get along—and the longer the Ii’zyyr’aa held them captive, the worse things would get.  But then again, with Kendall so utterly traumatized by his capture, he was likely to ignore Justin completely…

“We… we have to get out of here,” Kendall stammered—completely oblivious to the rest of the conversation.  He was pale and sweaty—and probably just a hair’s breadth away from a complete and total breakdown.

Erin wrapped a comforting arm around his shoulders.  “We’ll get out of here,” she quietly assured him.  “I don’t know when or how, but—”

A door suddenly irised open near the foot slot, and two gangly Ii’zyyr’aa summarily shuffled into the room.  They pointed at Kendall and Jayla, shouting strident, incomprehensible orders (along the lines of “gerbils in the dictionary”) and then disembarked.

Jayla bolted to her feet, ready to follow the two aliens into hell—in fact, she probably would have given them ten kinds of hell on the way there.

Kendall vomited.

And then the both of them beamed away in a haze of green light.

Erin turned her gaze upon Justin.  “Well… now we just might find out what they want from us.”  That was definitely looking on the bright side, because whatever they wanted, Erin knew that it was not likely something pleasant…

“We are receiving reports from the Lylat System,” said Sor Dalem as she strode into the anteroom very near the Drinar’s bridge, padd in hand.  “The Federation’s resistance factor was even lower than anticipated.”

“Good.”  Prime Minister Vallis glanced up from his desk, his pale green eyes immediately falling upon the proffered padd.  “Leave it.  I shall review the data later—for the time being, the Ii’zyyr’aa are our primary concern.  Have we and reports about them?”

Dalem immediately shook her head.  “Not yet,” she calmly stated.  “As far as we can tell, they are still gathering near the Phendrana Drifts, but sensors continue to have difficulty scanning through the nebula.”

Vallis did not like being kept in the dark—especially when it came to something as dangerous as the Ii’zyyr’aa.  But until they drew nearer the Phendrana Drifts, he would have to live with it… and just hope that the Ii’zyyr’aa swarm hadn’t grown too terribly much.

That, of course, was wishful thinking on his behalf.  It was likely that, when the Drinar arrived in the region, the ship would be greeted by a massive swarm of enemy fighters.  Vallis was nonetheless confident in the ship’s defenses; the Ii’zyyr’aa insurrection would be quelled and the Velora Aggregate could return to normalcy.

He glanced toward Dalem.  “Is there anything else?”

Her stern gaze immediately flitted back to the padd sitting on the tabletop.  “I was hoping to discuss the tactical situation in the Lylat System,” she stated.  “When the Federation arrives, we will need to defend the installation.”

Death loomed air.  It was an entity, a presence that constantly lurked over the shoulders of the frail little humans.  It could not be denied—for in a few short days, Death would claim them…

It always did.

It claimed the Brenarians.

It claimed the Fenrivi.

And soon, it would claim the humans.

“No!” cried Vallis shaking the vile thoughts from his mind.  “Consult with Ambassador Corrin.  He as been involved with the Lylat Invasion for many months; it is his wisdom you seek, Dalem, not mine.”

“Very well.”  There was a hint of concern buried deep within the sentiment, but Dalem made no effort to expound upon those concerns.  It was not her place to question the Prime Minister’s judgment, especially when his reasoning was sound.

Corrin had been involved in the Lylat Invasion since its inception.  He was familiar with every nook and cranny of the star system, and knew best how to defend it.  Vallis, of course, would have to approve any plans, but… Corrin could develop those plans just fine.

Thus, Dalem excused herself, turned on her heel, and retreated to the bridge in search of Ambassador Corrin.  When the doors hiss shut behind her, Vallis immediately returned his attention to the Ii’zyyr’aa situation.  

If the swarm had grown more than anticipated, reinforcements might be required.  Vallis considered having a few additional warships standing by, just in case things went poorly…  After all, a swarm of Ii’zyyr’aa ships could inflict heavy damage on a global scale when attacking a planet.  One starship was probably not much of an impediment.

But when he reached for his computer terminal to make the call, Vallis couldn’t help but notice the padd sitting there, near the edge of his desk…

And, knowing what unspeakable horrors were contained therein, he cringed.

Chapter Eight

“How is he, Doctor?”

Looming over Bator’s body with a chirping medical tricorder, Sarah Hartman wished she had an answer.  “He’s… alive,” she tentatively stated.

Standing on the opposite side of the biobed, Alan Christopher flashed her a quizzical glance.  “How incredibly astute, Sarah.  If I had been looking for that particular diagnosis, I would have tended to his injuries myself.”

She handed him the tricorder.  “Go for it.”

Christopher, however, made no effort to accept at the proffered scanner.  He only stared at the sleek black device, a seemingly blank look upon his face.  “I was kidding.  I would truly hate to usurp your position—who knows, I might just do a better job than you…  Imagine, come to sickbay and get service with a smile!”

“And then I’d be S.O.L.”  Hartman immediately revoked the tricorder and resumed her scans of Bator.

The Phobian’s face was badly burned.  Pus oozed from the massive boils on his cheek, and his eyes were apparently welded shut by some sort of crusty goop.  His uniform had disintegrated in places—and his hands looked as if a Vikarian razorback had shredded them.

“I can treat the wounds,” said Hartman as she inspected Bator’s bloodstained hands.  “But those aliens infected him with some sort of venom that is damn near impossible to detect.  He’s virtually comatose, and thus far, none of my treatments have had any affect.”

Folding his arms upon his chest, Christopher expelled a weary sigh.  “Is he in any danger of dying?”

Hartman shook her head.  “Not at the moment.  His condition has apparently stabilized, but… that’s only because Phobian physiology is very sturdy.  If he had been a human, Bator would have died in that corridor.”

Christopher’s eyes widened.  “Ouch.”

Satisfied that her scans were as complete as they were going to get, Hartman folded shut her tricorder and stuffed it into her pristine white lab coat.  She then retreated to the tray sitting at the foot of the biobed and grabbed a dermal regenerator.  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get started on the treatments that I can provide.”

Wisely taking that as his cue to leave, Christopher took a few steps back.  “Let me know the moment his condition changes—for better or worse.”

Hartman nodded as she began waving the regenerator over Bator’s bloodied face.  “I plan to monitor his condition round-the-clock,” she replied.  “If anything changes, you’ll be the second one to know…”

In the corridor a few moments later, Christopher met up with Commander Tompkins and Lieutenant Marizex.  The two were approaching from the opposite direction, having just completed yet another reconnaissance stroll around deck five—or at least the parts of it that weren’t controlled by the Ii’zyyr’aa—and given the frown etched into their faces, Christopher assumed the news was not good.

“We were able to retrieve the alien killed during the fight,” said Tompkins as he fell into step alongside Christopher.  They walked a few meters in silence and then turned left at the corridor’s very next junction.

And Christopher immediately stopped dead in his tracks.  The colossal insectoid carcass was sprawled out in the middle of the corridor, seeping thick green blood that trailed all the way back into enemy-controlled territory.  One of its wings were clipped and its carapace was heavily dented in places…  “Why didn’t you beam it to sickbay?”

“Transporters can’t lock on,” explained Marizex.

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “So you dragged her across half the deck?”

“Heh…” Tompkins nodded his head.  “I realize it’s probably not the most respectful way to haul a body, but… given the circumstances, it was our only option.”

Considering how the Velora treated their dead prisoners, Christopher’s more logical side indicated that Tompkins’ treatment of the alien was perfectly acceptable—but having spent the past four years with Erin Keller, the compassion beating in Christopher’s heart deemed his mind’s analysis invalid.  “Get an anti-grav unit,” he said.  “This alien might be a stranger; she might even be our enemy—but she died serving her people and, enemy or not, she has earned my respect.”

Both Tompkins and Marizex stood silent for a long moment, simply gazing at the grotesque alien insectoid.  While Tompkins maintained a neutral façade, there was obviously a bit of disgust upon Marizex’s face.  He frowned, and immediately scurried off in search of an anti-grav unit.

Once Marizex was out of earshot, Christopher’s gaze shifted to the gangly body on the floor.  “Sometimes it’s easy to forget that every sentient being is a person, Lucas.  I mean, look at her… six legs.  Wings.  Antennas.  It’s hard to sympathize with something so utterly alien.  In fact, we instinctively vilify them because they are so different.”  His voice dropped a few notches.  “And between you and me, I’m not too fond of any species that has eliminated the need for males…  But they’re still people, and we have to treat them accordingly.”

Tompkins pulled in a deep lungful of air.  There were words lingering on the tip of his tongue, but when his mouth parted to utter them, the engineer quickly discovered that he was rendered speechless.

Christopher grinned.  “You’re a good engineer, Lucas,” he calmly stated, “but if you want to be a good first officer, you’ve got a lot to learn…”

It took a moment, but that particular sentiment seemed to shock Tompkins out of his silence.  “Are you a telepath now, too?  I wasn’t going to mention that until after we took care of the Velora.”

Though it sometimes felt like he had some sort of sixth sense, to the best of his knowledge, Christopher was no telepath, nor was any of his kind.  “There are only five hundred people on this ship, Lucas.  Rumors travel like wildfire.  I probably knew you wanted to be first officer even before you did.”

Given the surprised look upon his face, this was obviously news to the engineer.  But then again, Christopher tended not to pay much attention to the rumors, either.  It was Erin Keller’s affinity for gossip that kept him in the loop—and that was one advantage that Tompkins simply did not have.

“So what do you think?”

Up until that very moment, Christopher had not given much thought to Harrison’s replacement—primarily because he didn’t really want to.  But since Tompkins was apparently forcing the issue, there was no better time to consider his options.  And really, those options were few.

Christopher’s only other choice for the position was Erin Keller.  And while she was certainly qualified for the position, she could never have it.  Such a delicate situation would provide a serious conflict of interests…  Thus, Tompkins was the only logical choice.

“I think that… it will definitely be interesting,” Christopher conceded after a few additional moments.  “For both of us…”

Tompkins grinned—and at just that moment, Marizex reappeared with the anti-grav unit.  The trio carefully hefted the alien insectoid onto the floating platform and delivered it to sickbay.

“You wished to see me, Commander?”

Megan Reinbold glanced up from the operations station, watching intently as Matthew Harrison approached.  “I did,” she confirmed, quickly pulling up the sensor data she discovered not more than an hour ago.

As her deft fingers flew over the controls, Harrison assumed a position at her side.  He was content to simply watch her for a few moments, but as the seconds ticked away, the silence began to gnaw at the both of them.  In the past, Harrison had been content to let the silence simmer, but since the two of them would soon be working side-by-side almost every day, he no could no longer afford to stay mute.

But what could he possibly say?

A commentary on her skill would be trite.  Reinbold was not an ensign; she didn’t need constant reassurances to let her know she was performing her duties well.  But Harrison knew not what else he might say.

So the silence remained until finally, Reinbold completed her work.  A fair amount of data quickly flitted across the operations console; Harrison recognized it as tricorder data.  “Lieutenant Bator’s?” he surmised.

“Yes,” said Reinbold.  “Since he was in fairly close proximity to the aliens for almost a minute, his tricorder was bound to pick up something interesting.  I was hoping for something pertaining to the Ii’zyyr’aa’s physiology, but… I might have come up with something even better.”

“Oh?”  Harrison arched a curious eyebrow.  He could already see some of the tantalizing data on the screen, but he allowed Reinbold to continue with her explanation.  “Proceed.”

She cleared several blocks of text from the screen, and subsequently replaced it with a schematic of deck five.  A single blue dot bleeped constantly in the middle of enemy-controlled territory.  “It’s very faint,” said Reinbold, “but that is clearly a Bolian life sign.”

“Bolian?”  Harrison’s interest was definitely piqued.  Lieutenant Drayge was the only Bolian on the ship, and he vanished along with Commander Keller during the attack.  “I was under the impression that he was abducted…  After all, the aliens beamed him away before my very eyes.”

“That may be so,” said Reinbold, alluding to the schematic, “but they didn’t beam him far…”

“Are there any other humanoids in the vicinity?”

“Two,” said Reinbold with a nod.

Harrison watched as two addition dots began to blink very near Drayge’s position.  He hoped that those dots represented some of the Starlight’s other missing crew—but since there were four others missing, that still left two people unaccounted for.  “Can you identify them?”

A thick yellow bar raced across the screen as Reinbold ran a few quick scans of the vicinity—but the search came up fruitless.  “They are humanoids,” she repeated.  “But they’re not human.  Or Trill.  Or any other know species, for that matter…”

Pulling his eyes from the data, Harrison glanced up to see the confusion brewing upon Reinbold’s farce.  It was a look, Harrison knew, that was on his face as well.  “So the Ii’zyyr’aa have beamed aliens aboard our ship…” He shook his head in a vain attempt to make sense of the matter.  “Why?”

“Unknown,” said Reinbold.  “But the life signs are very weak.  If we don’t act soon, all three of them will be dead…”

Unfortunately, most of decks five and six were under the aliens’ control—and as Bator’s security teams indicated, penetrating their defense perimeter was nearly impossible.  “I assume we cannot beam them out?”

“Too much interference,” Reinbold confirmed.  “We could try to overwhelm the aliens with brute force.  Bator only had five or six people with him at a time… if we went down there with say… fifty people, the aliens wouldn’t know what to do.”

The thought had already crossed Harrison’s mind—but since the aliens had already proven themselves virtually indestructible, he was doubtful that such a plan could succeed without the Starlight taking heavy casualties.  Still, that didn’t mean the prisoners were totally inaccessible.  “There are other ways on to deck five,” Harrison cryptically commented.

In retrospect, Justin Reinbold was beginning to wish he hadn’t so adamantly proclaimed the Starlight as his home.  While he did enjoy living aboard the starship, his recent string of bad luck was beginning to take its toll.  A few weeks ago, he had been stranded on Corneria when the Starlight was caught up in some sort of spatial anomaly and now he was a prisoner aboard a ship run by oversized beetles.  Suffice it to say, a quiet life on some peaceful world (like Risa) was definitely starting to look appealing.

“I could just buy a Horga’hn, put it on permanent display, and live out the rest of my days a happy man,” said Justin as he picked at a fleck of dirt stuck to the bottom of his shoe.

Across the room, Erin Keller giggled faintly.  “What is it with guys?  Don’t you ever have something other than sex on your minds?”

“Food.”  It was the first thing that came to mind, but admittedly, that wasn’t something Justin tended to really think about.  He just ate whenever he was hungry—no thought required.  “I think about video games a lot.”

Erin shook her head in disbelief.  “It is sometimes hard to believe we evolved on the same planet.”

 “We didn’t,” said Justin, shaking his head.  “I’m part Bajoran.”

That wasn’t something Justin really shared with other people; it really wasn’t that important to begin with, but… it also tended to remind him of his father—and that was definitely something he’d rather forget.  Still, whenever he mentioned his Bajoran heritage, curious eyes were bound to search for clues—and Erin was no different. 

Her pale brown eyes immediately placed Justin’s nose under a bit of scrutiny, looking for even the slightest indication of the Bajorans’ telltale ridges.  But like everyone else, she would be disappointed.  “It must be a recessive gene,” she mused after a short moment.  “…Probably inherited from somebody in your father’s lineage.”

“My great-grandma,” Justin confirmed.  “But I try not to think about my father’s lineage; it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”  For his part, Justin was content to leave the conversation at that—in fact, it was already more than he had anticipated sharing—but Erin seemed determined to gather some more information.

Her lips parted, undoubtedly to inquire further about dear old Dad… but before she could utter a single word, Erin was cut off by the gentle hum of the transporter beam.

In the far corner of the room, near the food slot, two pillars of greenish light deposited a pair of humanoid bodies—Jayla and Kendall.  Their uniforms were torn in places, and Jayla had a nasty bruise on her forehead… but otherwise, the two looked like they were in relatively good shape.

“What happened?” asked Erin as she scrambled to her feet.  She hastily rushed across the holding cell to greet her friends.  “Did they do anything to you?”

Jayla shook her weary head.  “I don’t remember…  I know they were asking some questions.  They performed a few routine medical exams… But really, everything is a blur.”

Given the morbid look upon his face, it was quite obvious that Kendall’s memory wasn’t so disjointed.  He looked like hell—his skin was ghostly white, his greasy hair was a mess, and the splotches on the front of his uniform were probably the result of more vomiting.  Staring into the abyss, he took a few tentative steps backward, then fell into the corner…

Erin was immediately at his side.  “What happened?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. 

Kendall said nothing.  He didn’t even seem to notice her presence.  He just sat, peering into some netherworld deep inside his mind—and not once did he blink…

Erin looked to Jayla for some sort of explanation, but the Trill only shook her head.  She had no idea what happened to herself, let alone Kendall…  But whatever those aliens did, it must have been very disturbing—and it sent a chill down Justin’s spine.

Now he was starting to get a little nervous.  “We need to get the hell out of here…”

“Agreed,” said Jayla—and despite her weariness, she began to wander about the holding cell, searching for anything that might be helpful in an escape plan.  She came to a halt near the metal grating on the floor in the center of the room.  After a moment’s inspection, Jayla started to say something about the pulsating biomass underneath, but Justin didn’t hear a word of it.

A tingling sensation washed over his body…  Glittering green light danced before his eyes… and a few seconds later, Justin Reinbold found himself strapped to a very cold, very hard metallic table, sprawled out as if he was about to be crucified.  He struggled with the restraints, hoping he might be able to somehow free himself, but the second his arm started to move, the restraints tightened.  

“Cupcakes green by the target!”  The strident, organic voice echoed in Justin’s mind.  With was beautiful and strident and threatening all at the same time.  And Justin wanted it gone.  He tried to push the intruder from his thoughts, tried to focus on anything else—but to no avail.

Suddenly, a massive insectoid alien appeared overhead.  A second alien appeared just moments later, her vertically cleft mouth twitching as she uttered some incomprehensible words to her companion—and then, without any preamble, the first alien jammed some sort of scanner into Justin’s abdomen.

At first, the scanner was just poking his flesh—a completely external evaluation—but when the second alien uttered another set of commands, the first alien forced the scanner through Justin’s flesh.

He screamed.  Agonizing waves of pain surged through his body.  The scanner probed around… PAIN!

PAIN!!!!

Fingernails dug into flesh.  Teeth cracked…  Darkness crept into vision…
Chapter Nine

The senior staff—what was left of it—sat congregated at the table in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  Had this been a normal day, pleasant chatter would have filled the air—but today was obviously anything but normal.  As Alan Christopher seated himself at the head of the table, the room was silent.

“I just received a communiqué from Captain Hajime on the Adelphi,” said Christopher as he sat.  His voice was weary—and with good reason…  “There has been a skirmish with the Elorg in Sector 17559.  Reports are still coming in, but it would seem the attack was repelled.”

And the news immediately had the negative effect that Christopher had anticipated: the meeting’s tone went a few more notches down into the pessimistic abyss… and the Captain couldn’t see it improving anytime in the near future.

Harrison was first to break the silence.  “It feels like the noose is tightening,” he somberly noted.  “The Federation could soon be facing war on two fronts—and considering the voracity of our nemeses, it is unlikely we can fend both of them off for very long…”

The Federation had been dealing with both the Elorg and the Velora for several years—and while it was certainly possible to fend off one of the two empires, engaging both of them at the same time would undoubtedly be the Federation’s undoing.  There were simply not enough ships or resources available to sustain such a massive campaign.  

“Which means we need to stop the Velora before they can push deeper into Federation space,” said Christopher a moment later.  “At the moment, there is no evidence suggesting they plan on invading other star systems near Lylat VII, but it’s probably safe to assume that they’ll get around to it eventually.”

“Unfortunately,” Tompkins interjected, “it’ll take a good twelve years to get to the Lylat System without a warp core.  I doubt the Velora will wait that long to make their next move.”

“The Adelphi will be here in twenty-two hours,” Harrison reminded.  “They can tow us to the Lylat System if necessary.”

“And that just might be necessary,” said Christopher.  “The Elorg attack has diverted most of our reinforcements to Sector 17559.  If we want to bring about an end to this situation, it is quite literally up to us.”

Hartman, seated at the far end of the table, was already shaking her head.  “I know how eager you are to save the universe and everything, but I just finished my autopsy on the alien cadaver recovered from deck five—we’ve got bigger problems right here on the ship…”

All eyes were suddenly on the Doctor.

Hartman considered the data for just a moment, glancing at her padd until she was satisfied she could deliver a coherent report.  When she finally did speak, the words were both concise and troubling: “The aliens are beginning to spawn.”

While Christopher hadn’t seen so much as a shred of the information on Hartman’s padd, he somehow knew she was going to say that.  “How many… bundles of joy are we looking at?”

Hartman shrugged.  “We don’t know how many of the aliens are aboard the ship, nor do we know how many of them decided to proliferate.   And, since we still don’t know why the aliens boarded the ship, I can’t even begin to estimate how many additional troops they might need.”

“If they plan to take over the ship,” said Tompkins, “they’ll need a hell of a lot of troops—and if they manage to get those troops, we’re in deep shit.”

“We can always use the environmental controls to contain them,” suggested Megan Reinbold.  “If we seal off decks five and six with forcefields, we can flood both decks with acidichloride gas or something equally toxic.”

“That would take care of them,” said Hartman, nodding her head agreeably.

“But we still have people on deck five,” reminded Harrison.  “If we unleash the gas now, it Lieutenant Drayge and whomever else is down there shall perish.”

While the idea was sound, it was also completely unacceptable.  Christopher wasn’t about to sacrifice Neelar’s life, especially when he could still be saved.  “We’ll use the gas as a last resort,” he said.  “I want another option.”

And Harrison was ready.  He immediately abandoned his seat and approached the nearby viewscreen.  After a moment, a computer-generated schematic of the Starlight appeared on the screen; Harrison alluded to the bright blue dot blinking on the hull.  “Lieutenant Drayge is located here,” he stated. 

Christopher recognized the location.  It was a corridor very near some of the junior officers’ quarters—and while the Ii’zyyr’aa had made it virtually impossible to access that corridor from inside the ship, Christopher was very quick to catch Harrison’s drift.  “There’s what… ten meters between the outer hull and that corridor?”

“Even less,” said Harrison, a faint smile curving his lips upward.  “It would not take much to stroll across the saucer and slice into the hull.  We could have Lieutenant Drayge and the others rescued within the hour…”

So true.  It wouldn’t solve every last problem facing the ship, but it would solve the more immediate ones.  They could rescue Neelar and get a good look behind enemy lines.  Christopher liked the plan already.  “I’ll lead the away team.”

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “With all due respect, Captain… This is a dangerous mission.”

“I know,” Christopher crisply replied.  “And that’s why I’m going.  You humans are too frail.  The Ii’zyyr’aa creamed every single security squad Bator took to deck five.  They even creamed Bator, who is much sturdier than your average human.  Obviously, we need some muscle behind this mission.”

Hartman scoffed.  “So why are you leading the away team, Alan?”

He shot the Doctor an icy glare.  “I’m stronger than I look,” he sarcastically replied—and as far as Christopher was concerned, that was the end of the discussion.  His decision was made.  “Lucas, I want you to join me.  Put together an away team, and meet me on deck four in half an hour…”

Kendall Johnson hadn’t moved so much as muscle since his return from the alien torture chamber.  He just sat on the cold deck, face buried in his knees.  He didn’t want to think about the horrors he had seen.  He didn’t want to deal with the emotions running through his body.  He didn’t want anything, except to leave.

Because he was scared.

There were five hundred people on the Starlight.  So many choices, so many targets… but the aliens chose him.

Kendall Johnson.

Kendall Johnson, the weak.

Kendall Johnson, the coward.

Kendall Johnson, the failure.

The past couple of years, he had allowed himself to believe that he was moving past those dark beginnings.  Something in the back of his mind insisted that his life was not wasted—but here was, cowering in some alien holding cell while his friends worked diligently to ensure his freedom.

“We have got to get the hell out of here,” Justin Reinbold insisted once the aliens returned him and Erin Keller to the cell.  “I don’t care what it takes, I’m through putting up with this bull shit!”

“It’s almost entirely an organic vessel,” said Jayla Trinn.  “We can undoubtedly harm it…  I don’t know what that might get us—killed, maybe—but hurting it is a viable option.”

Erin Keller nodded her agreement.  She didn’t usually jump at the notion of inflicting pain, but… she probably had endured just as much as anyone else in the alien torture chambers.  And she had had enough.  “Unfortunately, we’re in one of the ship’s few inorganic rooms.  There’s not much we can do from here…”

Trinn pointed to the grated floor in the center of the room.  “I don’t know what that is down there, but it looks sensitive.  If we could shove something through the grating—something sharp—it just might grab the aliens’ attention.”

Keller’s ethereal brown eyes immediately scouted the room for anything that might be used as a weapon—but aside from the four metallic walls and the aforementioned necessities, there was nothing in the room.

“The Captain says you have an evil glare, Erin.”  Justin began to pace.  “Why don’t you glare into the grating?”

Keller paused.  “He told you that?”

Justin nodded.  “On Corneria IV.”

Her eyes narrowed to mock-angry slits.  “He’s dead meat…” she mused.

Kendall suddenly winced.  For some reason, the very mention of Alan Christopher seemed strike terror into his beating heart.  After all, Christopher was the reason for much of Kendall’s gloom.  Had he not come aboard the Starlight four years ago, Kendall knew it was very likely things would have been different—and perhaps better.   Erin would have fallen in love with him instead of Christopher.  The two of them could have fallen in love.  

They could have married.

They could have had children of their own…

But no.  None of that was going to happen.  Christopher and Keller were in love, and there was nothing Kendall could do to change that…

Or was there?

An idea suddenly sparked in Kendall’s mind—the proverbial light bulb flashing overhead.

Back on the Starlight, he had access one of the most advanced temporal facilities in the Federation.  For many months, Kendall and his team had been working on developing advanced temporal shielding and other highly experimental technologies.  Thus far, their work had proven fruitless, but that was only because Kendall didn’t exactly have the motivation to continue…

Why bother to travel through time?  He had asked himself the same question again and again.  For all intents and purposes, there was no practical reason to do so; temporal technology wasn’t exactly something that one could use in everyday life.  But suddenly, Kendall had a reason…

He could develop the technology and then use it to better his own life.  He could eliminate Alan Christopher, or at the very least, make certain the Captain wasn’t posted to the Starlight.  Then Kendall would be free to pursue Erin—he would have a second chance at life, only this time, he wouldn’t squander it.  He would prosper.

Suddenly feeling energized, Kendall bolted to his feet.  “I have an idea,” he said, his voice filled with confidence that he had never before heard.

Erin immediately glanced up from her conversation with Jayla and Justin, an ethereal smile crossing her angelic face.  “Oh really?”

Kendall nodded.  Despite the fact he spent the vast majority of his time staring into his knees, he had been observant enough to notice the lone conduit snaking its way across the ceiling.  It was a thin metallic pipe, no more than an inch around—and it was barely noticeable.  Kendall quickly wandered over to the waste extraction facility and pointed toward the ceiling.  “There.”

Erin’s eyes darted upward.  At first, she didn’t see the conduit, but after a few additional moments, her eyes fell upon their salvation.  “How do we get it down?”

Unfortunately, Kendall hadn’t given too much thought to that.  After all, he had spent the past few days sulking, not plotting their escape.  “I… I suppose you or Jayla could try to climb onto my shoulders…  One of you could yank it from the ceiling.”

In her mind, Erin quickly did the math.  “I don’t know if I’ll be able to reach, even if I am on your shoulders…  The ceiling is a good five meters overhead, little buddy.”

That was a good point—but before Kendall could even begin to fabricate some sort of secondary plan, Justin Reinbold ran across the room and hopped onto the clunky waste extractor.

“I can reach it,” he proclaimed, already sizing up his pending leap of faith.  His bright blue eyes flitted between the seat and the ceiling, his hand tentatively aligned with the conduit…  Kendall was certain the boy would fail, but… Justin was young and athletic.  Maybe he could make the jump?

They were about to find out.

Justin was in position, but before he jumped, his eyes locked with Erin’s.  “Be ready to catch me—just in case I come up short!”

She nodded, and took a step closer.  “Sure thing!”

And an instant later, Justin leapt from the seat, his muscular legs propelling him into the air—but not high enough.  His fingers grazed the ceiling, but that was all—he missed the conduit by a wide margin and came tumbling into Erin’s arms a scant moment later.

She giggled as she helped Justin regain his balance.  “If only you were a few centimeters taller.”

He sighed, clearly disappointed by his performance.  “We can wait a few more months,” he grumbled, “or I can try again right now.”

“We don’t have a few months,” said Jayla.

“So I’m trying again.”  Justin hastily freed himself from Erin’s gentle grasp, and climbed back into position.

The alert klaxon forced Prime Minister Vallis out of bed; it did not, however, force him from his slumber.  Ever since the incident on Azel IV, he had not been able to get a proper sleep—and now that the invasion of the Lylat System was in full swing, Vallis noticed that even his stray thoughts lingered upon the dead.  Soon, he knew, he would have even more to think about.

Vallis hastily dressed.  Once, he was proud to adorn the simple black tunic provided by his government, but now, it was more of an unpleasant reminder of the Aggregate’s harsh procedures—hardly an honor.  So it was with a heavy heart that Vallis slipped into uniform.

Five minutes later, the Prime Minister stepped onto the bridge.  A haunting purple aura hung in the air, and the alert klaxon still sounded, a shrill tone that spoke volumes of the coming danger.  Vallis hastily assumed a position at Sor Dalem’s side.  “Report,” he demanded.

“We are approaching the Phendrana Drifts,” said Ansor Tanar, his fingers gracefully dancing over the helm controls.

“There are twenty-two vessels in the nebula,” Dalem quietly added, as if trying to keep the information from spreading.  “They have detected us, and are moving into attack formations.”

A few days ago, the Ii’zyyr’aa had been valued allies of the Velora Aggregate.  In a few minutes, they would be on the path to extinction, forever doomed to the tetralithium mines on some barren rock—but Vallis tried not to dwell upon that fate.  Instead, he focused on the end result: the Velora’s continued existence.

Not wanting to test Sor Dalem’s patience, Vallis made his decisions quickly.  “Bring the tactical array online—prepare for battle.”

Obviously pleased with this course of action, Dalem nodded her acknowledgement and began barking orders across the bridge.  On the viewscreen, nearly two dozen of the manta-like starships hung on the fringes of the massive blue nebula, many of them preparing to strike.

“How long until we are in weapons’ range?” asked Dalem as she took her seat.

Tanar glanced at the sensors.  “Ten minutes…”

Lucas Tompkins wasn’t exactly sure what to think.  The Captain had been quite adamant about leading the away team because he feared humans were to frail for the job.  But then, ten seconds later, he invited Tompkins join the away team…   Now, Tompkins definitely liked to consider himself muscular, but… if the Ii’zyyr’aa could take down Bator with ease, they wouldn’t have any trouble with him.

Thus, it was with a small amount of apprehension that Tompkins suited up in his environmental suit.  He didn’t want to say anything to the Captain; he liked Christopher after all, and he was reasonably certain the feeling was mutual—otherwise, someone else would have been given Harrison’s position.  Maybe Christopher had a whole lot of faith in Tompkins’ abilities, both as a fighter and engineer?

Even if only the latter were true, Tompkins still felt safe.  His chosen away team included an Andorian and two Vulcans.  None of them were security officers, but all of them came from species known for their strength.  That, combined with some badass type-three heavy phaser rifles, helped to calm Tompkins’ nerves…

Nearby, Christopher pulled a bulky white helmet over his head and snapped it into place.  “Ready?” he asked.

Once his helmet was in place, Tompkins nodded and said, “Ready.”  He reached for the simple control pad on his left forearm and magnetized his boots.  With an electric zip, they clung to the deck, ensuring Tompkins wouldn’t float away while on the hull.

Phaser in hand, Christopher slowly led the way to the airlock, his heavy boots clanking all the way.  Tapping at the control pad near the exit, it took the Captain only a moment to release the seal.  The hatch slowly receded into the wall, and the forcefield zapped away in a spark of blue light, revealing the void of space…

“Damn it!”  Justin angrily clenched his fists as he soared beneath the lonely conduit for the fourth time.  He had come close—very close—to ripping the stupid conduit from the ceiling, but unfortunately, very close just wasn’t good enough.  Unless he could somehow grab hold of the thing and yank it down, they were stuck.

Erin had suggested she try to reach the conduit, but after Jayla’s failed attempt, Justin was confident that he was their only hope—and he wasn’t about to give up because he was too short.  He was either going to will himself to grow a few more centimeters, or he would personally tear through the room until he reached that damn conduit—because he was done being a prisoner.

He spent a few seconds catching his breath at Erin’s side before bounding back onto the toilet seat (that’s essentially what it was, after all).  He could see the conduit; he could practically reach the conduit… but for some reason, Justin’s fingers absolutely refused to wrap around the conduit.  Oh, there was more than enough room for his fingers—they just wouldn’t move fast enough to grab on.

“I don’t care if I have to do this fifty more times,” he grumbled.  “We’re getting out of here.”

Justin carefully crept forward, making certain he was in just the right position to strike.  He sized up his target, made a few mock-jumps in preparation, and then… fell straight the floor.

The deck rattled violently beneath his body, the lights flickered overhead and the organic ship was screaming in pain.

“We’re under attack,” said Jayla a moment later.

Justin immediately perked up.  “The Starlight?”  

The Trill shrugged.  “I don’t know—but anything’s possible.”

Of course… Justin nearly kicked himself for asking such a stupid question.  Without sensors, there was no way to find out what was going on—and since he highly doubted the beetle-men would provide status reports, Justin was forced to speculate.  “They would have beamed us out by now,” he said as the deck rumbled yet again.

“They could be having trouble locking onto us,” Erin reminded.  “Or this room could be shielded.  There are dozens of possibilities—but…”

She vanished in a swirl of pink light.

Kendall followed a moment later.

Those weren’t Federation transporters—and as he watched Jayla dematerialize before his very eyes, it didn’t take long for Justin to realize they were Velora transporter beams.  And two seconds later, the shimmering pink haze spirited him away, as well.

Chapter Ten

When she opened her eyes, Erin Keller immediately recognized her surroundings—and even though it was pitch black, she instinctively knew she had been here before.  The stench of death that lingered in the air was unmistakable...

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

“What about your men?” she asked the Velora officer at her side.

The guard grunted.  “They are only Lycorians.”

Erin’s jaw dropped.  “Excuse me?”

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

ZAP!

ZAP!

Z-Z-ZAP!!

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

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

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

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

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

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

ZAP!

Z-Z-ZAP!
  “We’re on the Velora flagship,” she whispered.  A nauseated pit was already forming in her stomach, and as she felt around on the ground, Erin could tell that she was not alone with her friends.  A thick layer of viscous grime covered the floor; faint and somber voices echoed in the dark abyss…  Another species was on the brink of extinction.

The last time Erin was here, she had failed.  She failed the Brenarians.  She failed Brian.  And perhaps most unsettling, she failed herself by betraying her every last principal to settle the bloodlust instilled by those failures…

Not again.

Three years had passed since that terrible day.  Three wonderful, terrible years.  And while Erin’s bloodlust was indeed lifted, the embers of that hatred still seethed in her heart—and she would have her retribution.  Only this time, it would be on her terms.  She owed that to herself, and to those she failed on that dark day, three years ago…

• • •

Alan Christopher crept along the Starlight’s hull, and with each step came a bit of uneasiness.  In the void of space, he couldn’t hear his boots clinging to the hull—and while every last indicator insisted that his boots were fully functional, the inability to hear that proof kept him ill at ease.  A distraction was necessary.

And while Christopher had something along the lines of a witty joke in mind, Tompkins beat him to the punch—only the engineer’s sentiment wasn’t exactly sidesplitting.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Captain… why am I out here?  Back on the ship, you made it quite clear that you needed some muscle behind this mission.  Sure, I’m strong but, hell—I’m not Hercules!”

Christopher chuckled faintly into the com.  He though Tompkins had looked a little uneasy back on the ship, but at the time, he just assumed it was because of the mission.  He hadn’t exactly considered the alternatives—though he did have his reasons for bringing the engineer along.  “First and foremost,” he said, “I wanted an engineer along with me—and you’re the best one on the ship, Lucas.  And since Neelar’s life is at stake, he deserved nothing less…”

“But?”

“But…” Christopher trotted along for a little bit.  He had been keeping his eyes along the hull, but as they approached a window, he couldn’t help but notice a hideous blue and purple tapestry draped over the sofa on the inside.  It looked curiously like the one Erin had bought on Earth last year—the one Christopher insisted she burn due to its repugnant nature…  And though he couldn’t see anyone inside those quarters, he definitely took note of the location—and then got back to business.

“The last time I trained a first officer, Lucas, I found myself thrust from command amidst one of the few mutinies in Starfleet history.  Commander Leah Mendoza—oh, how I’d like to have a few words with her today…

“But the fact of the matter is, back on the Discovery, I made mistakes.  Mendoza and I were never on the same page; in fact, I’d say we weren’t even in the same book.   She didn’t understand my thought-process; she didn’t understand me—and vice-versa.

“When we finally came upon the delicate situation with the rift in the Alteran Expanse, we locked horns.  We disagreed about everything, and in the end, because I was new, Mendoza was able to turn most of the crew against me.  So Rachael and I hopped into the Dark Star to enjoy our lives together as fugitives.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t want that to happen again.”

The tale was probably a little more than Tompkins had been anticipating—but it was the truth, and if they were going to be working together every day, there could be no dark secrets between them.

“It won’t happen,” said Tompkins as he trudged along the hull.  “You and I—we’re already on the same page.  We’re out here to set an example for the rest of the crew—if you’re going to get in the mud with the Velora, you can’t be afraid to get dirty.”

Christopher grinned, pleased to see that he and Tompkins were indeed on the same page.  He couldn’t have said it better himself…

Though he had yet to glance at his tricorder—it was still attached to his belt—Christopher was so very familiar with his ship that he instinctively knew they were coming upon Neelar’s position.  Just a few more meters remained.

Tompkins was also aware of their location.  He was already tinkering with his phaser rifle, making absolutely certain that it was in working order; he checked the sight and the power cells a few times.  He double-checked the phaser setting (heavy stun) one last time—and then gave the entire weapon a good inspection.

Christopher decided he would do the same.  He didn’t like to use deadly force, but considering what the aliens had already done to Bator, force was undoubtedly a necessity.  So he hefted his phaser and prepared for the siege…

Flanked by hundreds of tiny raiders, the bulk of the Ii’zyyr’aa fleet stormed through the nebula’s hazy blue perimeter—and they were greeted with phaser blasts.  Looming just outside the nebula, the massive Velora flagship fired dozens of ragged pink beams into the fray.  The smaller Ii’zyyr’aa ships were immediately vaporized; the larger manta-like vessels suffered a far worse fate—portions of the ship were shoved out of the space-time continuum, only to return moments later mangled beyond repair.  After only a few such blasts, the large warships began to crumble amidst massive green explosions…

And as she watched two of the larger vessels explode, Sor Dalem had to admit: the battle was going well.  The Velora were clearly winning, despite the fact the Ii’zyyr’aa had nearly twice the number of warships anticipated.  Obviously, the insectoid aliens were completely unprepared for the battle; much as the Velora had taught them, the Ii’zyyr’aa were slowly building their forces in preparation for a much larger attack.  The aliens would have descended upon Velor Prime with thousands of their little ships, all of them poised to destroy…

But not anymore…  The Prime Minister would be pleased—and as he strode onto the bridge from his nearby anteroom, Dalem prepared her report.

“Where are the prisoners?” asked Vallis as he approached.

Prisoners?  It took Dalem a moment to realize the Prime Minister spoke of the Starfleet officers retrieved from one of the now-defunct alien ships.  She dismissed the question with a flick of her wrist.  “I had them transferred to the Mirab’tenar Internment Facility,” she calmly stated.  “They will be exterminated the next time we run the baryon sweep.”

“Exterminated?”  Vallis’ eyes widened, and his nostrils flared with anger.  “That is not an acceptable course of action!”

But it was Dalem’s opinion.  “The Federation has shown the Velora little sympathy over the years,” she reminded.  “Besides, they were consorting with the enemy.  Those prisoners deserve nothing less than a quick death.”

Having read Ambassador Kaid’s report on the Federation, Dalem didn’t trust the humans to work in the tetralithium refineries.  They were too resourceful—in fact, they would likely try to escape (and in the process, inspire the other prisoners to do so).  Dalem would rather see them eliminated, just to make certain that calm prevailed over chaos.

But Vallis was tempting fate.  “I want them released!” he loudly insisted, his words audible even over the blaring alert klaxons.

The very notion made Dalem’s blood boil.  “Why?” she demanded.  “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t have them eliminated right now?”

Vallis had no answer.

A moment passed, then another.

Still nothing.

Dalem’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “I’m waiting.”

Vallis sighed.  “You will release the prisoners because I said so…  I am the Prime Minister—you must do as I say!”

Having spent her entire adult life with the military, Dalem knew that Vallis’ reason was certainly a valid one.  But every grain in her body told her otherwise—and she shook her head.  “No…  I can’t do that, Prime Minister.”

The vein in his forehead began to throb.  His jaw clenched and his pale gray skin flushed pink with anger.  “Then I will do it myself!”  And on that terse note, the Prime Minister turned on his heel and marched into the turbolift.

Once the doors slid shut behind Vallis, Dalem wandered over to the helm.  “Tanar,” she whispered, “activate the baryon sweep in the Mirab’tenar Internment Facility.”

At first, Tanar began the activation sequence without hesitation—but when a wing of Ii’zyyr’aa vessels began to assault the Drinar, doubt began to creep into his work.  “Sor Dalem, I should remind you that the baryon sweep will put an extreme drain on our energy reserves…”

The deck rattled, as if to strengthen Tanar’s case, and a conduit burst just overhead, spewing sparks and debris into the air.

But Dalem shook her head.  “Do it anyway.  The Prime Minister has gone mad,” she simply stated.  When Vallis instructed her to consult with Ambassador Corrin about the Lylat invasion, Dalem knew that something was amiss.  At first, she allowed Vallis’ weak excuses to belay her suspicions… He was tired… Corrin was better versed in the situation… the moons were not properly aligned…  But now that Vallis was clearly sympathizing with the humans, it was obvious he had lost his way…

In the blink of an eye, intense light washed away the darkness that had just seconds earlier consumed the internment facility.  Erin Keller instinctively shut her eyes to block out the blazingly light… and the morose scene that it illuminated.

Dead, decomposing bodies were everywhere—thousands of them, piled into mountains of rotted flesh that stretched from one side of the massive room to the other… from the floor to the ceiling… young and old, man and woman alike.

Manky little Lycorians were pouring over the rotted remains.  The spotted aliens worked like maggots, stripping the bodies of teeth, hair, clothes—anything that might be of use or value later on.  Some of them ravaged the females; others just stood in small groups, comparing their finds like children bickering over trading cards…

Erin gulped.

She could feel her stomach churning, and as the pungent, acrid scent of death wafted into her nostrils, she knew she would soon throw up—but before she had a chance to heave, a wall of glittering blue light suddenly flitted to life nearby.

Jayla Trinn recognized it immediately.  “That’s a baryon induction field,” she said—though it was obvious she had yet to connect all the dots.

“They’re going to exterminate everything in this room,” said Keller, her voice barely a whisper.  She was now breathing through her mouth to avoid inhaling the acrid air—but it did little to help.  So potent was the stench, she could feel it burning in the back of her throat…

Her eyes watered, and her stomach—it twisted and churned until finally, finally it could take no more.  Thick, chunky vomit scaled her burning esophagus, blowing through her lips, seeping through her nostrils, and plopping onto the ground—which was covered with blood, feces, and other bodily fluids…

The baryon field began to move.

Keller glanced up to see it was slowly approaching—but given the number of dead bodies between her friends and the field, it would take a long while to reach them…

Kendall and Jayla were both suddenly catatonic, transfixed by the glittering wall of light that would be their undoing.  Justin had passed out long ago, leaving Erin alone to deal with this…

And deal she would.

The doors on the far side of the room suddenly parted, and a single Velora stepped inside.  He wasn’t a guard, nor was he dressed in an environmental suit to protect himself from the genetic impurities floating in the air.  As far as Erin could tell, he was just another Velora—but she wanted to speak with him nonetheless.

Unfortunately, when she tried to stand, Erin duly noted that her legs were like rubber.  They wobbled almost at random and hastily returned her to the deck—but she made enough noise in her fall to get the man’s attention.  He quickly rushed to her side.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Erin shook her head.  “No!  No, I’m not okay!”

The man didn’t have to ask why.  Nor did he have time to.  He quickly helped Erin to her feet, and forcefully ushered her toward the exit.  “We must hurry,” he calmly stated.  “Get into the corridor.  I will get your companions.”

This was not at all what Erin had expected.  But she wasn’t about to argue with the man.  Using the wall for support, she slowly made her way toward the exit…

In the distance, she could hear the baryon sweep doing its work…

ZAP!!

ZAP!  ZAP!!

Chapter Eleven

“Commander…”

Matthew Harrison hadn’t been expecting any trouble.  In fact, the sensors seemed to indicate all was well, both inside and outside of the ship.  The away team was nearly upon its destination; Lieutenant Drayge and his mysterious companions would soon be rescued…  On the surface, everything appeared to be calm—but given the concern ringing in Lieutenant Marizex’s voice, Harrison was willing to bet that something was amiss.

He crept to the edge of the command chair and peered back at the tactical station.  “Yes?  What is it, Lieutenant?”

“We’re in trouble…” Marizex’s deft fingers danced over the controls in some frantic attempt to keep up with the data flitting across the screen.  “I’m reading… a large swarm of Ii’zyyr’aa raiders on long-range sensors.”

Harrison immediately tensed.  He didn’t know how many vessels constituted a ‘large swarm,’ but given everything he knew about the species, the number could be unfathomably large.  “How many vessels?”

Marizex shook his head.  “Too many to count…”

“I’m detecting at least 10,000 vessels,” Megan Reinbold quickly added.  “But there are undoubtedly more than that.”

Normally, Harrison would have given the order to retreat the very second he learned such a massive fleet.  If push came to shave, the odds were definitely stacked against the Starlight.  But, without a warp core, the ship wasn’t going anywhere fast—and while the approaching armada was ten thousand ships strong, they were all of them smaller than a shuttlecraft.  Retreat might have been an appealing option, but it wasn’t absolutely necessary.

“Are they headed this way?” asked Harrison, watching intently as the dark swarm of little ships spread across the viewscreen.

“No,” said Reinbold, as she studied the data.  The moments passed, and soon, confusion began to creep into her face.  “In fact, they seem to be giving us a fairly wide berth…”

Harrison furrowed his brow.  “Why is that?’

She shook her head.  “Unknown.  It’s possible they don’t consider us a threat—but… we were certainly a threat to them earlier.  We haven’t done much to alleviate that threat, so technically, we are just as threatening as we were when they last attacked us.”

“But we have taken on an unknown number of their people,” Marizex reminded.  “Maybe they think that their forces can sufficiently neutralize any threat posed by the Starlight?”

The Ii’zyyr’aa might have been a mysterious species, but they were certainly not stupid.  Harrison very much doubted they would take such a lax position.  “They are obviously trying to do something on deck five,” he stated.  “Something very important…”

“Doctor Hartman said they were spawning,” said Reinbold.  “They could be using the Starlight as a breeding ground.”

That was a more logical postulation—one that Harrison had no trouble accepting.  After all, it made perfect sense.  The Ii’zyyr’aa could breed their young and keep them out of harm’s way while the rest of the fleet… did something.  “Where is that fleet headed?”

“Toward the edge of the nebula.”  Reinbold was hastily working to get a better idea of why the Ii’zyyr’aa were headed there, but given the poor sensor resolution inside of the nebula, it was doubtful she would make much progress.  “It looks like there is a battle of some sort going on near the perimeter…”

So the Ii’zyyr’aa were at war.  It made sense; Azel IV was some sort of staging ground.  Perhaps they were preparing to fight this unseen nemesis at the nebula’s edge?  For the moment, Harrison could only speculate—but he would get his answers soon enough.

The window was larger than Christopher had anticipated—but then again, he was used to seeing these windows from the inside of the ship, where his sense of scale was far more in tune with the environment.  On the outside of the massive ship, everything seemed larger than life, the windows included.  And while his sense of scale was slightly confused, Christopher’s compass wasn’t.  “This is it…”

He peered past his reflection in the window to see a fairly Spartan room below.  The furniture was standard Starfleet issue: a gray sofa, matching chairs, a table near the replicator.  There were no obvious personal effects, or any indication that the room was occupied.  These were most likely unoccupied guest quarters—a relief, because Christopher had not been looking forward to blowing a hole into someone’s living room.  He turned to Tompkins for an analysis.

He was already tinkering with his phaser.  “A sustained burst of level sixteen energy will do the trick.”

Christopher adjusted his phaser accordingly.  It probably wasn’t necessary since Tompkins seemed to indicate he could make the incision by himself—but it wasn’t every day that Christopher got to fire a phaser set to maximum, and his inner child practically demanded he not waste this opportunity.  He turned to Tompkins.  “Ready?”

The engineer nodded.  “Ready.”

Together, the pair took aim upon the window and opened fire.  It took only a moment for the phaser beams to work their magic; a fissure slowly began to open and the air hastily stormed out of the room.   No more than five seconds later, the gap had expanded to more than a meter in diameter—and since he wasn’t eager to really damage the ship, Christopher decided the hole was large enough.  He ceased fire.

The hull was still smoldering.  Under normal conditions, it would have continued to smolder for quite some time—but since they were presently standing outside, the heat was quick to escape into the abyss.  By the time Christopher reattached the phaser to his belt, he was confident that the hull had cooled sufficiently.  He started to creep inside…

• • •

Now that fresh, clean air was flowing through her lungs, Erin Keller was feeling a bit better.  The stench of both vomit and death still lingered about her, but it was a far cry from the overwhelming entity that loomed in the internment facility.

Jayla and Kendall were still unconscious.  Justin had returned to his senses not long after being dragged from the internment facility.  He was clearly upset by the experience—he had yet to utter a single word since opening his eyes—but he courageously forged ahead, helping Erin carry Kendall through the corridors.  Jayla was resting comfortably in their Velora savior’s arms.

“There is a medical facility up ahead,” he said as he lumbered along.  “I can provide you with clean clothes and food, should you so desire.”

Erin nodded her thanks.  She wasn’t exactly hungry—in fact, her weary stomach probably wouldn’t be able to handle food for a few days—but a clean pair of clothes was certainly in order.  Anything to get away from the burning stench…

She glanced over to Justin.  “How are you doing?”

“Fine.”  It was more of a conditioned response than an actual answer; Justin’s iron will probably kept him from admitting to it, but Erin could detect the fear in his voice.  He wasn’t entirely sure if they would endure the coming hours.

Erin could sympathize.  Though their situation seemed to be improving, she still had some lingering doubts about the very near future.  She figured if they lasted the next hour, she could talk her way back to the Starlight.  The Velora were reasonable people, after all.

A moment later, the Velora man strode into an enormous medical facility.  It was a circular room.  Biobeds—many of them occupied—ringed the perimeter.  A semi-circular apse in the back of the room served as a surgical bay, and the myriad consoles in the center of the room seemed to house large quantities of medical supplies.

As she followed their Velora savior into the room, two nurses immediately greeted Keller.  Both of them had pale violet skin, mottled in places with splotches of green.  They quickly took Kendall under their care, and ushered him off to one of the unoccupied biobeds.

“See that these people get proper treatment,” said the man as he handed Jayla Trinn over to a third nurse.

The nurse readily nodded her acknowledgement.  “Yes, sir!  Right away!”

The Velora man watched as the third nurse scurried away with Jayla in tow—and once he was satisfied with her treatment, he turned his blazing green eyes upon Justin.  “Our sensors indicate you are not entirely human.  As such, you may be infected with the blight; our staff can treat you here.”

Justin didn’t immediately respond.  In fact, he seemed completely frozen in place, with no idea how to respond to the Velora’s suggestion.  It was not until Erin nudged him forward did he even breathe.

“It’s okay,” said Erin softly.  It was an assumption on her behalf—but she couldn’t afford to show any weakness.  The Velora had to see her strength and courage—and so did Justin—because those two items were the key to success…

“One of the Ii’zyyr’aa ships is breaking formation,” said Marizex, just as Harrison was starting to think they would survive the coming hours without so much as a single glitch.  “They’re headed this way at high warp—they’ll be here in less than a minute.”

Harrison clenched his jaw.  “Weapons?”

Marizex shook his head.  “Offline.”

The aliens might have been coming for more prisoners—or to deposit additional reinforcements aboard the Starlight.  Either way, Harrison knew it would not bode well for his flawless operation.  “Raise shields.”

Marizex immediately complied with the order, but he knew better than most that shields were virtually useless inside of nebulas.  Protection from the Ii’zyyr’aa would be minimal, at best—but it was better than nothing.  And once the shields were up, Harrison tapped his communicator to deliver the news to Christopher.

Ten seconds later, the Captain’s jaw was clenched in frustration.  He peered through the broken window, just in time to see the lone Ii’zyyr’aa vessel streak out of warp.  While the larger vessels were reminiscent of mantas, Christopher had to admit, the smaller vessels were a lot less majestic—they looked more like grubs.  And this was clearly an agitated grub.

The little ship circled the Starlight a few times, and while it never opened fire, its twitching dorsal section certainly looked threatening.  The little ship frantically circled the Starlight a few more times before finally deciding to ram the starboard warp nacelle.  A cloud of vibrant blue warp plasma immediately spewed into space, and the Ii’zyyr’aa ship quickly followed it…

Curious, Christopher turned to Tompkins for his analysis.  “Has it gone mad?”

The engineer looked up from his tricorder in amazement.  “No,” he said.  “I think it’s just… excited.”

Christopher furrowed his brow.  “About what?”

Tompkins only grinned.

The deck rumbled as Erin Keller followed her Velora savior through the Drinar’s opulent corridors.  They were clearly under attack, and given the almost constant bombardment, Keller suspected it was a fairly substantial battle.  “What’s going on?” she inquired, hoping she wasn’t out of line.

The Velora shook his head.  “An internal conflict,” he simply replied.  “One of our allies suffered heavy casualties when the storm passed though the Azel Cluster.”

“The Ii’zyyr’aa?”

The Velora nodded.  “Indeed.”  He stumbled forward a few steps as the ship took a particularly violent blow.  Even Keller was thrown about—though she managed to maintain her balance.  It took the Velora only a moment to regain his footing.  “What were you doing aboard their vessel?”

“We were abducted,” Keller explained.  She had been wandering around with this Velora for about ten minutes.  After taking Kendall and the others to a medical facility, the man apparently felt the need to take a long, long walk.  “The aliens were performing all sorts of medical exams on us…”

“Most Ii’zyyr’aa females cannot breed sexually,” explained the Velora.  “Many of them have been searching for ways to change that; studying lesser species was undoubtedly a part of that effort.”

Keller wasn’t exactly fond of being deemed a ‘lesser species,’ but for the time being, she would have to live with it.  She had a feeling that complaining would only earn her a spot in one of the internment facilities—and it was unlikely she would be able to accomplish anything from there.   Keller knew that she just had to remain calm and focused; she suspected her Velora companion was a man of some stature (given his reception in the medical bay)—and if she could get through to him…

Exciting as it was on the Starlight’s hull, Christopher was more than a little relieved to be back on the interior of the ship.  The danger hadn’t lessened in the slightest—in fact, with an unknown number of Ii’zyyr’aa lurking in the nearby shadows, it was probably more dangerous now…  But for some reason, Christopher just didn’t feel as vulnerable.  Of course, his mind was still slightly numbed by Tompkins’ little theory.

“The Ii’zyyr’aa use their males as ships?”

“Yeah,” said Tompkins, reaffirming the sentiment for about the tenth time.  Before stepping inside the ship, the engineer postulated the manic little ship outside had broken away from the fleet to complete one single task; it wasn’t interested in a fight or an invasion… It just wanted to mate.

“They don’t even look like the same species,” said Christopher, slowly making his way toward the doors.  “And I don’t even want to think about the… mechanics of… it all…”

“Heh…” Tompkins shrugged.  “It’s just a theory,” he reminded.

And while Christopher would have liked to theorize a bit more, he knew there were more pressing matters at hand.  Thus, he forced all of his hypothetical thoughts into some remote corner of his mind, and focused solely upon the task at hand.  “Ready phasers…”

The door was less than a meter away, though still in his bulky environmental suit, Christopher approached at a snail’s pace.  When he finally reached the exit a scant moment later, it felt like an eternity had passed.  Thus, he wasted little time with theatrics.  He slapped the keypad beside the door and hefted his phaser.

The doors parted with hiss—gradually unveiling a long, dark corridor.  In his mind’s eye, Christopher could barely detect wisps of movement—shadows dancing in the dark.  It looked like an Ii’zyyr’aa loomed five, perhaps six meters up ahead, perhaps readying itself for an ambush…

It wouldn’t get the chance.

Feeling a bit crafty, Christopher quickly activated the beacon on his helmet and watched as the bright, narrow beam sliced into the night.  It flooded the corridor with light and flushed out… little more than a long corridor.  There was nary an Ii’zyyr’aa in sight.

But something skittered across the floor.

Christopher’s head snapped to the left—nothing—then to the right—still nothing.  Not even Neelar and his mysterious companions.  For all intents and purposes, Christopher simply stood in a dark corridor; nothing was wrong.  But his every last instinct screamed thoughts to the contrary, insisting that something lurked nearby.  “Where are they?” 

Tompkins pulled out his tricorder, and it almost immediately began to bleep.  “I’m still reading three life signs,” he gleaned from the readout.  “Very nearby.”

Christopher surveyed his surroundings a second time, just in case he missed something during his initial scan of the area—but much as his eyes had previously indicated, the three corridors were all devoid of life.  “Something is wrong…”

Then, something suddenly skittered across the deck.  It was dead ahead, there was no doubt about it—but by the time Christopher came about to face the danger, it was gone…  He hefted his phaser.

“We’re within two meters of the life signs,” gleaned Tompkins from his tricorder.  This time, there was some obvious skepticism in his voice.

Christopher was about to express his concern over the tricorder’s functionality, but the words died in his throat.  Something suddenly pelted him on the shoulder.  For a fleeting moment, he thought he might be under attack—but the notion was preposterous.  There was nothing in front of him, and the only the away team to his back—and that immediately prompted Christopher to glance upward…

And sure enough, three bodies were strapped to the ceiling, all of them wrapped in some sort of glittering white chrysalis. 

Another drip of liquid streaked from the ceiling, this time hitting the deck with a faint PING!

Christopher took a few steps backward to avoid contact with any more of the drips; he didn’t know if they were toxic, and quite frankly, he didn’t want to find out—but much to his surprise, he didn’t bump into anyone…  And with good reason—when he turned around, there was nobody there…

PING!

More skittering up ahead.  This time it sounded like two or three aliens scurrying across the deck—followed closely by an ominous slithering noise.  There were a few strident calls into the night and then it all stopped.

His hands wrapped around the phaser with a death grip, Christopher forged ahead as quickly as his bulky environmental suit would allow—but he got no further than five or six steps before stopping dead in his tracks.

Disarm yourself.

The voice came out of nowhere.  It was both strident and ethereal at the same time—and considering he had no idea where the rest of the away team had gone, Christopher wasn’t about to argue.  He carefully raised his phaser for everyone to see (assuming there was someone watching), and then dropped it.  The phaser clattered wildly as it struck the floor.

Good.
Christopher crept a few centimeters closer to the faint slithering up ahead.  “Who… what are you?”

I am.
That didn’t exactly constitute an answer, but it certainly left Christopher with the distinct impression that he shouldn’t pursue that particular line of questioning.  “What do you want?”

Something glinted in the light up ahead.  Something big.

Retribution.

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “If we somehow managed to offend you, please let us discuss—”

There will be no discussion.  Your kind has been intrusive, but… you do not understand.
And that much was certain.  Christopher didn’t have the slightest idea what was going on—or why the aliens were offended.  It might have been the skirmish in the Azel Cluster—or something else entirely.  “Perhaps you could… enlighten me?”

No.

Christopher sighed.  This wasn’t going to be easy.  “We know your people were amassing forces in the Azel Cluster—and that many of your ships were destroyed when the neutronic wave front passed.  We know that you’re working in collusion with the Velora and—”

NO!
And suddenly, at the end of the corridor, the alien appeared.  She was not totally unlike her sisters—numerous antennas sprouted from her head, mandibles grew around her vertically cleft mouth, and her beady compound eyes seemed to drill a hole right into Christopher’s skull.  But she was big.  MUCH bigger than the other Ii’zyyr’aa—so big, in fact, that her entire body filled the corridor.  She was the queen…

Chapter Twelve

“My name is Erin Keller.”

The sentiment caught Vallis off guard.  He had expected a lot of things from his prisoner, but a name had not been one of them.  Thus, it took him a moment to think of an appropriate response.  “I am Vallis,” he stammered a moment later.  “And once again, I apologize for… your unfortunate arrival.”

Keller flashed a seemingly pleasant smile.  “I’ve been here before,” she calmly stated.  “Quite frankly, an apology can never atone for the atrocities that take place aboard this ship… but I suppose it is a start.”

Vallis winced.  In the back of his mind, he had some recollection of an Erin Keller.  She had been one of Ambassador Kaid’s guests nearly three years ago, back when the Federation was close to making an alliance with the Aggregate.  The alliance, of course, met its end when Keller and her companion learned of the internment facilities.

“Those atrocities… they are a necessary evil,” said Vallis softly.  “I try to put them out of my mind whenever possible.  In fact, a part of me longs for the blissful days of my youth, when I was free of such burdensome thoughts.”

The deck rumbled a bit.  Apparently Sor Dalem had yet to take care of the Ii’zyyr’aa, a fact that had not gone unnoticed by Keller.  “Why are the Ii’zyyr’aa so mad at you?”

Vallis immediately raised a dismissive hand.  “It is an internal matter,” he stated—and as far as he was concerned the matter was closed.

But Keller wasn’t about to give up.  “We know that thousands of Ii’zyyr’aa ships were destroyed when the wave front passed through the Azel Cluster.  Didn’t you warn them about the danger?”

The matter was closed.  It was not the Aggregate’s policy to discuss such matters with outsiders.  Vallis continued his stroll; at first, he hadn’t known where he would ultimately go—he simply wanted to apologize for the Ii’zyyr’aa—but Keller was starting to push the wrong buttons…

She followed Vallis like a shadow.  “Did you warn them, Vallis?”

Definitely pushing the wrong buttons.  Vallis quickly decided that she would be returned to the medical bay and sedated with her comrades until they could be returned to their ship.

“You didn’t warn them, did you?  You just let thousands of innocent Ii’zyyr’aa die!  No wonder they are so very angry with you!”

Vallis adamantly shook his head to refute the claim.  “Initially, the front wasn’t that powerful; it didn’t appear to pose much of a threat.  We had no reason to evacuate the Ii’zyyr’aa.”

“Their lives weren’t reason enough?”

“That wasn’t an issue,” insisted Vallis—though he didn’t know why he was attempting to justify his actions for a human.  “They weren’t in any danger.”

“What about Lylat VII?” demanded Keller as she stepped directly in front of Vallis to block his way.  “Even as we speak, innocent people are dying!”

He shoved his way past her.  He didn’t want to answer her question.  He didn’t even want to think about her question.  “I will arrange to have you returned to your vessel as soon as possible…” And he forged ahead.

• • •

The Ii’zyyr’aa queen crept forward.  Christopher suspected her size kept her from moving any faster—and if things went badly, that would definitely give him a slight edge.  He could escape without much trouble.  But Christopher wasn’t quite ready to run—nor was he ready to flood the corridors with acidichloride gas.  He was going to give diplomacy one last chance.

“I don’t want to harm you,” he calmly stated.  “We can end this peacefully.  You just have to be willing to talk…”

The queen didn’t seem to be listening.  She slithered ahead, virtually oblivious to Christopher’s call for peace.  It was time to try the wild card.

“We know that you are attempting to mate.  Your male friend is running circles around the ship.  We have done nothing—”

That is not an Ii’zyyr’aa male.  It is merely a transport.  The males are inside.
“Of course,” said Christopher.  Tompkins had only been partially correct… but it was good enough to get the conversation moving.  “I will grant your males access to the Starlight—but only if you agree to leave when you have finished.  The Velora have invaded one of our nearby star systems, and I intend to—”

The Lylat System.

“Yes,” said Christopher, though he made no effort to elaborate.  First, he suspected the Queen already knew what was going on.  Second… she never let him finish a sentence anyway.

You are nemeses of the Velora?
And so came the pivotal moment.  Christopher knew that his answer would seal his fate—and the fate of the entire ship.  If he answered correctly, the Queen would probably agree to leave the ship—unfortunately, if he made the wrong answer, Christopher suspected the Starlight would soon be destroyed.  To his apparent consternation, there was no obvious answer… There was only the truth—and Christopher hoped that it would set him free.

“Yes,” he said.  “We are enemies.”

A wild cacophony of sensor alerts suddenly chimed throughout the bridge.  Harrison immediately bolted out of his seat for an explanation, but when his eyes reached the viewscreen, all his questions were answered.  The fleet of ten thousand Ii’zyyr’aa ships was coming about—and all of them were now headed directly for the Starlight.  And Harrison’s heart skipped a beat.  “Red alert!”

The lights immediately dimmed, and a pale red aura flooded the bridge.  The alert klaxon sounded just as the first of the tiny vessels started to drop out of warp.

“Their tactical systems are active,” cried Marizex.

Preparing himself for the worst, Harrison immediately grabbed the arms of the command chair.  “Ready all weapons!  Fire on my mark!”

“Aye, sir!  Weapons standing by!”

Dozens of the tiny Ii’zyyr’aa ships swarmed around the viewscreen; a few of them had opened fire, but none of the errant blasts managed to strike the ship.  Harrison wouldn’t give them the chance.  “Lieutenant,” he called—but before he could give Marizex the order to fire, Reinbold interrupted with an announcement of her own.

“Commander,” she frantically called as the swarm on the viewscreen began to thicken, “we have more intruders on deck five!”

“Drat!”  Harrison clenched his fists.  He didn’t want to release the acidichloride gas while the Captain was still down there, but the way things were going, he had little choice.  He would wait only a few more minutes before giving the order.  “Get security down to deck five—make absolutely certain the aliens are contained.”

And then the ship began to rumble.  As the aliens were still getting their acts together, it wasn’t a full-fledged assault—but it would be soon.

“Shields are down to twelve percent,” said Marizex.  

Another blast.

“Eight…”

And then another.

“Shields have failed!”

They certainly lasted longer than Harrison had anticipated—and now that they were gone, inaction was no longer an option Harrison could afford.  Though the Ii’zyyr’aa ships were weak, then thousand of them were bound to do some damage…

At least, that’s what Harrison would have expected.  The Starlight hadn’t taken a single hit since the shields went offline—and now that his attention returned to the viewscreen, the suspicion was confirmed.  The Ii’zyyr’aa had ceased firing.  Harrison furrowed his brow, and immediately turned to Reinbold for an explanation.

Her deft fingers were already dancing over the operations console.  “About thirty ships have locked onto the hull with tractor beams,” she stated.  “They’re preparing to go to warp!”

Harrison’s curious gaze shifted from Reinbold to Ensign Stone at the helm.  “Destination?”

“Heading 0-7-6 mark 5,” he gleaned from the sensors.  “The Lylat System…”

With the Starlight in tow, all ten thousand of the little Ii’zyyr’aa raiders plowed through the Phendrana Drifts’ murky blue haze and streaked into warp.  It took them only a few moments of travel to reach the nebula’s edge—where their larger brethren were engaged in mortal combat with the Velora.  The manta-like vessels shot a few more phaser beams at the Drinar before ultimately breaking off their attack.  They quickly fell into formation alongside the other ships, and together, they headed for Lylat VII.

Sor Dalem had had enough of Prime Minister Vallis—and with the Ii’zyyr’aa threat temporarily waning, there was no better time to deal with him.  At last report, he had been in the medical bay with the prisoners, but when she strode inside, Dalem quickly realized that she had come too late.  Vallis was nowhere to be seen—and more distressing, only three of the prisoners were accounted for.

Dalem immediately approached one of the nurses.  “Where is the Prime Minister?”

The nurse shook her head.  “I don’t know.  He left with one of his guests about twenty minutes ago.”

Guests?  Dalem would have to rectify that error.  “They are not guests,” she clarified, motioning toward the pathetic trio.  “They are prisoners.  Have them immediately transferred to the Fil’sihar Internment Facility for extermination.”

“Of course, Sor Dalem!”  And on that note, the nurse turned on her heel to perform her solemn duty.

For her part, Dalem retreated into the corridor.  Internal sensors had been damaged during the Ii’zyyr’aa attack, but if she knew Vallis, he hadn’t gone far.  It was only a matter of time before she stumbled upon the Prime Minister…

Lucas Tompkins didn’t know what hit him—but given the dull ache throbbing in his head, he was fairly certain that something hit him.

He found himself propped up against the wall in some nondescript corridor on deck five.  He was still wearing his environmental suit, and as he looked around, so were his companions—the two Vulcans and the Andorian.  Tompkins really wished that he knew their names… but they were neither senior officers nor engineers, so he hadn’t really socialized with them.  That probably wouldn’t change in the very near future, but since he would soon be first officer, he decided that he should at least learn their names.  But unfortunately, the “muscle” behind the Captain’s away team was still unconscious.

The irony brought a faint smile to Tompkins’ face, but he didn’t dwell upon it.  He still had a mission to accomplish—and now that the Captain was apparently missing, he also had a search-and-rescue operation on his hands.

He tapped at the tiny computer interface on his left arm and tried to contact the bridge—now would be a good time for some reinforcements—but much to Tompkins’ chagrin, nothing happened.  The aliens were still making things difficult.

So he slowly climbed to his feet to have a look around.  Tompkins knew that he couldn’t accomplish much of anything if he didn’t know where he was.  Thankfully, deck five had plenty of landmarks, and it took only a moment for Tompkins to spot transporter room three.  It wasn’t too terribly far from his last known (and conscious) position, but it did beg the question: how did he traverse that distance.

The Ii’zyyr’aa were the obvious choice; after all, they seemed rather fond of taking prisoners.  But as far as Tompkins could tell, he was not being guarded, nor was he being hung from the ceiling.  Had the aliens simply wanted him out of the way?  He shrugged off the question, grabbed his phaser rifle (which was, amazingly, still accounted for), and started the hunt.

When he started walking, the first thing Tompkins noticed was the motion.  As an engineer, he was practically one with the ship—and even without accessing the computer, he could tell they were at warp.  Without a warp core, no less.

He grunted.  “Seems like I took one hell of a nap…”

• • •

Despite what that Sor Dalem woman had ordered, Justin Reinbold was not going back to one of those internment facilities.  In fact, he wasn’t even going to consider himself a prisoner any more.  He was through with all of it.  He was going to escape, even if he had to tear through fifty decks of metal to do so.

The nurses had already prepared Kendall and Jayla for transport.  They were both conscious now, but still groggy in the aftermath of their respective slumbers.  Neither one of them knew what was really going on, and since the nurse had indicated she was moving them into nicer quarters, they weren’t going to find out.  Thus, it only took Justin a few seconds to realize everything was up to him.

The nurse was already approaching.  “How are you feeling?” She had pale green skin, mottled with brownish spots—and she certainly seemed nice enough.

“I’m fine,” said Justin.

“Good.”  The nurse provided a wide smile.  “We’re just going to move you into some nicer quarters.  We just recently concluded a battle, and Sor Dalem wants us to prepare for the casualties.”

“Sure,” said Justin, playing along like a good little prisoner.  He hopped off the biobed and casually strolled over to Jayla.  The Trill smiled thinly, but (much as expected) gave no indication she knew what was happening.

The nurse wandered around the lab for a few moments, gathering some tools from the workstations in the middle of the room.  She hastily jammed them into her pockets and then ushered the group toward the doors.  “Let’s go!” she happily called, leading the way to the exit.

Jayla and Kendall went without hesitation.  Justin lingered for only a moment, but not wanting to draw any attention to himself, he quickly made an effort to catch up—and once he was in the corridor with the others, his nerves began to fray.  There was an armed guard following a few meters behind them.  Justin didn’t know what to do—he didn’t know what he could do…  But whatever it was, he was going to have to do it.

Soon.

He glanced back at the guard.  He was a big man, with a big gun.  With help from Kendall and Jayla, Justin was confident they could take the guard down—but then the nurse would escape.  Now, Justin knew that he could take out the nurse without any help—but unfortunately, if he did that, the guard would probably respond with deadly force.

He turned to Kendall.

Nothing.

The nurse was approaching a turbolift—or what Justin assumed was a turbolift.  Once they were inside, he knew it would be impossible to act; not enough room.  So he had to do something now.  But what?

He glanced back at the guard again—and this time, they locked gazes.  Justin’s heart suddenly began to thunder, and he immediately turned away…

The guard chuckled.

The turbolift drew nearer.

And Justin mustered his every last ounce of strength.  Clenching his fists, he abruptly turned on his heel and, running ahead at full speed, plowed into the guard’s chest.  In a split second, both of them crashed into the deck.  The guard was certainly surprised, and Justin used this to his advantage.  Calling upon all his rage and fury, he jammed his clenched fists into the Velora’s skull.

The guard fought back.  With a single motion, he wrapped his bulky arm around Justin’s muscular body and threw the boy aside.  Justin skittered across the deck, the carpeting burning his hands and knees, and every other body part that hit the floor—but he ignored the pain.

He scrambled back to his feet and, while the guard was readying his disruptor, attacked again.  This time the guard was ready, and held his ground—but Justin wasn’t trying to topple the guard.  In what was probably his stupidest moment, he wrapped his hands around the massive disruptor and yanked it from the guard’s hand.

Surprised that the tactic was successful, it took a moment for Justin to realize that he suddenly had the upper hand.  So he pointed the weapon at the charging guard—and fired!

A streak of watery pink light surged through he air, striking the guard square in the chest.  He expelled an ear-piercing shriek as his body smeared out of the space-time continuum… and then collapsed, dead before he hit the deck.

Stone dead…

Dead…

The weapon suddenly tumbled out of Justin’s hands.  His beating heart thundered in his head—and his jaw nearly hit the deck.  The guard was dead.  

Justin could only stare at the motionless body.  He couldn’t even blink…  Because the guard was dead, and Justin Reinbold killed him…

He suddenly noticed another body on the deck, a few meters away from the fallen guard.  It was the nurse, also dead…  Kendall and Jayla were rapidly approaching.  Words fell from their panicked mouths, but… Justin couldn’t hear any of them.  So he just walked away…

Jayla, clearly coming back to her senses, grabbed the guard’s disruptor from the deck.  She uttered a few more words to Justin—none of them audible—but it was obvious that she was in charge now, and hopefully, she would lead them to freedom.

Chapter Thirteen

“For the last time, we are not discussing the Lylat System,” said Vallis as he stormed through the corridors.  What once had been a leisurely pace was now a frantic stroll.  Erin was slowly chipping away at his defenses and soon—very soon—he would crack.

“And why not?” demanded Keller.  She would not relent.  Not with so many innocent lives hanging in the balance.  “What did those people do to earn such a gruesome fate?”

“I don’t know,” said Vallis, his patience running thin.  “And I don’t want to know.  Those are not memories I wish to have lingering in the back of my mind…”

The universe was indeed a curious place.  For the past several days, Erin had been struggling to remember what the Velora had taken away from her three years ago—and all the while, Vallis was desperately trying to forget those same dark deeds.

“Memories are funny things, aren’t they?”  Erin chuckled at the incredible irony of their situation.  “Given time, even your most cherished memories can be forgotten—lost to the ages like a dream deferred.  But there are some things you can never forget.  Genocide is one of them…”

Suddenly, Vallis’ haste seemed to fade.  His pace slowed considerably, until ultimately, he came to a dead stop just outside a pair of large doors.  When he finally glanced up at Keller, he seemed to be a man resigned to his fate.  “I know,” he softly admitted.  “I had little desire to become Prime Minister; I had been marginally aware of our internment facilities for decades, but like most Velora, I simply chose to ignore the possibility of their existence.  But then they promoted me—again and again—until I finally found myself leading the Aggregate.  I could no longer pretend the facilities didn’t exist… But I tried—did I ever try…

“We are not barbarians, Erin Keller.  We do not exterminate these people without cause, nor do we take those actions lightly.  But if we do not eliminate the threats to our genetic purity, a simple virus could slip into the general population.  The Velora would be extinct in just a few months.  You see, we have no choice in the matter…”

He could rationalize the genocides all he wanted, but in Keller’s opinion, Vallis could never justify them.  “Have you ever considered altering your genetic structure?  Making modifications to prevent such impurities?

“We are always in the process,” said Vallis.  “But you must understand, it is a long and difficult procedure—and we can’t immediately implement any changes to the Velora genome.  It would take generations for any of the alterations to take effect.”

Keller shook her head—Vallis simply did not get it.  He apparently abhorred the very notion of genocide, but he was more than willing to let it happen as long as he didn’t have to know about it.  “Everybody thinks of changing humanity,” she mused, “and nobody thinks of changing himself.”

Vallis arched a curious brow.  “What?”

“You are thinking on an impossibly large scale,” said Keller softly.  “You can’t solve your problems by changing the people around you—even if your genetic alterations are successful, your people will still turn to the internment facilities.  History has shown that some dark habits are quite hard to break—and if the leader of the Velora Aggregate can’t break that habit, why should anyone else?”

Vallis shook his head.  “I… I don’t know.”

“Exactly,” said Keller.  “You have to be willing to change.  You have to set an example for your people.  So instead of running away from your memories, you should embrace them—and use them to your advantage!

“I’m not saying that it will be easy, but if you don’t do this, the internment facilities will never shut down.  And you never know, somewhere down the line, the Velora might encounter a species that doesn’t want to be exterminated…  And they’ll fight back…”

Gone was the veil of confusion that had surrounded Vallis earlier…  It was hard to tell, but it looked like he was starting to warm to Keller’s ideas. 

• • •

The Adelphi had been set to rendezvous with the Starlight in the Phendrana Drifts in less than five hours.  Harrison had been looking forward to the meeting—but now that the Ii’zyyr’aa had taken it upon themselves to provide locomotion for the Starlight, the rendezvous with the Adelphi was no longer set in stone.  Thus, Harrison took it upon himself to contact Captain Hajime—for this was definitely a situation that required explanation.

It had taken a good five minutes for Harrison to recount everything that had happened.  He had to speculate in places, since communication with Captain Christopher was not possible—but it was obvious he had made some sort of contact with the aliens.

Once Hajime finally was updated, the Captain shook his head in apparent disbelief.  “That is quite a tale, Commander!  Life on the Adelphi is never that exciting.”

Sitting at the desk in Christopher’s ready room, Harrison chuckled faintly.  “I am beginning to wish life aboard the Starlight was a bit more mundane,” he stated.  “It would certainly make my job easier…”

Hajime grinned, but with so much other business at hand, he did not pursue the conversation.  “Assuming the Ii’zyyr’aa stop in the Lylat System, we will meet you there.  We’ll be in orbit of the eighth planet in twenty minutes, and will hold position there until you arrive.”

“Very well,” said Harrison, nodding his agreement.  “If the Ii’zyyr’aa maintain their current speed, we should arrive in about forty minutes.”

“See you then.  Hajime out.”

Ten male Ii’zyyr’aa beamed aboard the Starlight.  It was a rough estimate, for Christopher wasn’t daring enough to sneak into the Queen’s makeshift lair to get the exact number, but precision wasn’t much of a requirement.  The Ii’zyyr’aa were apparently happy with the arrangement, and if the Queen kept her word, she and her sisters would leave once the copulation (and subsequent meal) reached its conclusion.

But before the Queen and her entourage departed, Christopher wanted to complete his mission.  After all, he had come to rescue Neelar, not negotiate with the Ii’zyyr’aa—and now that the Queen was otherwise engaged, Christopher knew it was time to act.

He waited until he was reasonably certain the Queen was busy.  She tended to take a short break after devouring her partner, and Christopher suspected if he chose one of the lulls to make his move, the Queen just might decide to devour him.  So when it sounded like she had resumed her mating ritual, Christopher slinked back down the corridor.

It took only a few seconds to reach Neelar and his companions; that was the easy part.  Christopher was more concerned about getting the threesome down…

“A phaser should set them free,” said Tompkins.  He spoke as if he had been standing there the entire time, but Christopher had checked his tricorder a good fifty times—the engineer had indeed vanished.

“Where did you go?” asked Christopher

Tompkins shrugged.  “Just down the corridor,” he said.  “I guess the Ii’zyyr’aa took me away.  The others are still down there—all unconscious.  Guess they weren’t as muscular as you had anticipated.”

Christopher pulled in a lungful of stale, recycled air.  “I didn’t anticipate a lot of things,” he admitted, motioning back toward the end of the corridor.  “The Ii’zyyr’aa Queen is mating just beyond those walls.”

There was a shriek, and the distinct sound of mandibles ripping through flesh.  “That’s probably one of her boyfriends getting devoured,” Christopher quietly postulated.  “Let’s be thankful that we’re not Ii’zyyr’aa.”

Tompkins readily nodded his agreement.  From his vantage point, he could see little more than shadows dancing wildly on the walls—and quite frankly, that was more than enough.  He motioned toward the wispy white pods on the ceiling.  “I’ll cut, you catch.”

Christopher had anticipated a more delicate operation, but since the Queen seemed to be going through her mates rather quickly, a speedy operation was definitely preferable.  Christopher carefully positioned himself beneath the first of the three pods and extended his arms, ready to catch whatever fell from up above.

It took Tompkins a moment to adjust his phaser—it was no longer necessary to vaporize anything—but once he was situated, it took only a second to slice through the Ii’zyyr’aa’s webbing.

The pod ripped, and a blue hand immediately poked through the opening.  Tompkins fired another quick burst to loosen the web, and moments later, Neelar Drayge fell right into Christopher’s arms.  The young Bolian was unconscious and a little pale, but otherwise looked okay—but lacking a breathable atmosphere, his condition was guaranteed to worsen.

But Christopher was ready.  He quickly pulled a personal transporter pin from his pocket and stuck it to the Bolian’s uniform.  With a few quick modifications, he programmed a destination into the little transporter—sickbay—and then sent Drayge on his merry way…  As the Bolian shimmered away amidst swirls of azure light, Christopher repositioned himself below the second web.

Tompkins summarily fired upon the cocoon, but as his phaser beam sliced into the silky white pod, it quickly became obvious that there was nothing inside.

Christopher arched a curious brow.  “There were three of them, right?”

Tompkins nodded.  “Should have been…”

Christopher glanced upward.  There was only one cocoon left—and unless they were dwarves, there was no way two people could fit inside.  Thus, the missing alien had likely been removed some time ago—and in the insect world, that could only mean one of two things: the alien inside completed its metamorphosis, or it had been eaten.

Since Neelar showed no signs of transformation, Christopher was forced to accept the latter of the two possibilities.  Not only did the Ii’zyyr’aa eat their males, they also ate their prisoners.  “Whatever happened to having a nice sandwich for lunch?”

“…and steak for dinner,” added Tompkins, almost as an afterthought.  He took a few steps closer to the one remaining pod and opened fire.  His phaser beam quickly sliced through the web, and sure enough, the half-eaten remains of… something fell to the deck.

“That’s not steak,” said Christopher.  He had earlier told Doctor Hartman to expect three new patients.  Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen now; he wasn’t about to beam a half-eaten body into sickbay without warning.  So he withdrew his tricorder, took a few scans, and then began his retreat.  “Let’s go get the others.  I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to get back to the bridge…”

Jayla Trinn was surprised by the lack of resistance.  When Justin took out that guard, she was absolutely certain that they were in for trouble—but as they wandered the Velora flagship’s myriad corridors, there was nary a guard in sight.

“Dalem did say there had been a battle,” Justin quietly reminded.  “They must be busy somewhere else.”

That might have been the case, but Jayla knew it wouldn’t last.  “When we don’t show up in the internment facility, you can bet we’ll be encountering more than a couple of guards…”

“That… that means we need to get out of here soon,” said Kendall.

Jayla nodded her agreement.  “The sooner the better—but first, we need to find Erin.”

Kendall suddenly paused.  He quickly turned on his heel and retreated a few meters in the opposite direction.  When he stopped, he was standing before a fairly large display panel on the wall.  There was a schematic of the Drinar prominently displayed on the screen, along with dozens of other controls that Jayla couldn’t read—but Kendall seemed to know what he was doing.  He carefully keyed a few commands into the alien interface, and then waited for the results to flit across the screen.

“I didn’t know you could read Velora text…”

Kendall shrugged.  “I can’t,” he admitted.  “But I became somewhat familiar with the controls the last time we were here…” He watched as the schematic of the Drinar began to pivot on its axis.  “I… I think I might be able to locate Erin.”

But before Kendall could make his attempt, Justin slowly slinked into the conversation.  “Guard,” he nervously whispered, pointing down the corridor.

Jayla immediately hefted her stolen weapon.  She pushed her way past Kendall and Justin and marched right into the line of fire.  The moment she saw the Velora guard creeping around the corner, she pulled the trigger.  A stream of ragged pink energy shoved the guard’s head out of the space-time continuum, effectively killing him.  His body normalized seconds later, and fell upon the deck with a thud.  Jayla immediately turned her gaze upon Justin.  “Grab his weapon.”

Justin nodded, and quickly scurried over to the body.  Once he was out of earshot, Jayla leaned in closer to Kendall.  “We need to hurry.”

“I’m working as fast as I can,” said Kendall, and he wasn’t kidding.  His hands were racing over the controls, but much to his consternation, his actions were not doing much of anything.  He managed to make the Drinar rotate a few more times, but after a moment, even that progress was reversed.  “This isn’t easy.”

Jayla clenched her jaw.  “I thought you were supposed to be a computer expert?”

He shook his head.  “I wouldn’t go so far as to say expert…”

That was hardly encouraging—but since Kendall was presently their only way to find Erin, Jayla had to live with it.  She crept away from Kendall, giving him some room to work, and assumed a defensive position a couple of meters away.  Justin joined seconds later, carrying with him a very large weapon.  It was a good meter long, and looked like it had enough power to tear through ten decks…  And somehow, Jayla knew they would need that kind of firepower.  “You didn’t happen to see another one of those, did you?”

Justin shook his head.

“That’s too bad.”  Jayla pulled in a lungful of nervous air just moments before distant voices could be heard echoing in the corridor.  “Kendall…”

He shook his head.  “I’ve got access to the sensors,” he said, his voice a triumphant whisper.  There were flashing yellow dots all over the Drinar.  Jayla hoped that one of them represented Erin Keller…

Suddenly, a beam of pink light soared past Jayla’s shoulder.  It struck the wall and smeared most of the bulkhead away before the hazy pink aura dissipated.  The wall returned to normal moments later, but Trinn couldn’t help but wonder how much being struck by one of those would hurt…

Another blast, this time striking the wall right beside Kendall.  He immediately dropped to the deck and scurried into the relative safety behind Jayla and Justin.  “I have what we need,” he said.  “She’s in some guest quarters on the deck below us.”

“Good!” Jayla hastily replied.  She crouched down and pointed her weapon at the oncoming Velora, taking a few quick shots before they came into sight.

Justin likewise pressed himself flat against the wall and readied his own massive weapon, waiting for the Velora to appear.

Their pinkish energy blasts were growing more numerous with each passing moment—striking the floor, the ceiling, the walls…  The lights flickered and the gentle whine of power failures filled the air just as Jayla heard their heavy footfalls clanking on the deck.

She very quickly decided the darkness would be her friend.  Slowly, Jayla crouched down and squinted into the abyss.  At first, she saw nothing, but after a moment, the faintest outline of a humanoid figure appeared to be moving amidst the darkness.  Slowly, Jayla took aim upon the shadowy movements and fired.

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

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

From his position, Justin finally managed to get off a few shots—and great pulses of scraggly pink light summarily stormed through the corridor.  A few of the Velora yelped as they were struck by the blasts, but it was the tiny explosion that caught Jayla’s attention.

She immediately glanced up to see fire billowing from the wall.  Justin must have hit some sort of EPS conduit.  If the fire went unchecked, that was definitely bad news—but for the time being, the fire had managed to sufficiently distract the Velora guard.  Jayla scrambled to her feet and darted in the opposite direction.  “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

Chapter Fourteen

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76150.3:  With help from the Ii’zyyr’aa, the Starlight has arrived in the Lylat System.  Our initial scans of the vicinity showed little in the way of Velora activity, but unfortunately those scans were dead wrong…
A large Isara-class heavy destroyer loomed on the Starlight’s viewscreen.  Normally, Alan Christopher would have approached the vessel with a fair amount of caution—but not today.  Today he had at his side the Intrepid-class Adelphi and more than ten thousand Ii’zyyr’aa starships.  The Velora didn’t stand a chance.

“Hail them.”

Lieutenant Marizex immediately complied with the order, but his action was greeted with the faint bleep that Christopher immediately recognized as the intergalactic busy signal.  Marizex tried again, but to no avail.  “They aren’t responding.”

“Then open a channel.”  If they weren’t going to talk, they were at least going to listen—and if they weren’t interested in listening, then they would suffer the consequences.

“Channel open.”

Christopher promptly abandoned his command chair.  “This is Captain Alan Christopher of the Federation Starship Starlight.”  He began to pace.  “You are in violation of Federation territory.  By order of the United Federation of Planets, you are to immediately withdraw from the Lylat System, and retreat the non-aligned space.  You have one hour to comply…”

There was still no response from the Velora.  They either didn’t hear the warning, or they didn’t hear it as a threat.  But it certainly was intended to be just that.  One way or another, the Velora would soon be leaving the Lylat System.

Christopher wandered around the helm for a few additional moments, hoping that the Velora would come to their senses.  They had to know that they were horribly outnumbered, and even if they did somehow manage to summon reinforcements, they couldn’t get reach the Lylat System in time.  He sighed.  “This doesn’t have to end in bloodshed.  If you surrender now, we will permit you to return to Velora space unharmed…”

Still nothing.

Christopher clenched his fists.  Why wouldn’t they respond?  “If you are in desperate need of the tetralithium, the Federation is a flexible organization.  In exchange for certain concessions, I’m certain something could be arranged.”

Finally, Christopher noticed some movement on the viewscreen.  For a split second, he thought the warship might have been coming about, retreating—but when dozens of tiny fighters began streaking from the shuttlebays, Christopher knew that retreat was the last thing the Velora intended.  They were going to hold the Lylat System until the bitter end…

Not exactly the conclusion Christopher had been hoping for, but the Velora could not be allowed to maintain their foothold inside Federation space.  He subsequently motioned for Marizex to cut the transmission; he would try again in an hour, but somehow, Christopher knew his efforts would prove futile.  The Velora were simply not interested in a peaceful conclusion.

In sickbay, Sarah Hartman was inspecting the tricorder data provided by Captain Christopher.  It wasn’t anything extraordinary—just some hapless alien that had the misfortune of being devoured by the Ii’zyyr’aa.

“The species is indeterminate,” she said to Neelar Drayge, who sat quietly on a nearby biobed.  “But it’s obvious the alien was eaten.”

The very notion sent a shudder down Drayge’s spine.  “I would have been next,” he realized.

Hartman cringed.  “What a way to go.”

Drayge had occasionally stopped to consider how he might eventually die, and he had always been fairly certain that it would be of natural causes.  Never in his wildest dreams did he think he would be rolled into a cocoon and eaten.  “Had the Captain not come when he did… I probably would have been on the Ii’zyyr’aa’s dinner plate right now.”

“You’re lucky,” Hartman candidly replied.  She cleared the tricorder readings from the screen and returned her attention to Drayge, just to reaffirm her sentiment—because the Bolian was very lucky to be alive.  The Ii’zyyr’aa had injected him with some sort of toxin—one very similar to the one used on Bator.  And while Hartman had managed to cure Drayge with relative ease, a cure for the Bator remained elusive.

“The Bolian immune system is an impressive one,” said Hartman, glancing at some files from the xenobiology database.  “Your ability to combat potent toxins is particularly impressive…”

“Is that why I came through this ordeal in such good shape?” asked Drayge.

“Yeah,” Hartman replied.  “And your body has started creating antibodies to fend off any additional contact with the Ii’zyyr’aa toxin.”  Her gaze summarily shifted from Drayge to Bator, who was still unconscious a few biobeds over.  “Mister Bator doesn’t have those antibodies.”

Drayge’s pale blue eyes immediately fell upon the ailing Bator.  “If I can somehow help him, Doctor, I will do what I can.”

Hartman flashed a faint smile.  “I just need another blood sample,” she said, already preparing a hypospray to perform the deed.  “Once I’ve got it, you can return to duty—though I would recommend a few days off once the Velora situation is resolved.”

Drayge smiled.  “You will find no argument here, Doctor.”  After the past few days, everyone was going to need a few days off.  

Erin Keller was pleased with the progress she had been making.  Though her time spent with Vallis had been reasonably short, she felt that she had made quite an impression on the man.  When they met again later on, she knew she had a fairly good chance of resolving the conflict with the Velora peacefully.  There would be no better gift to her fallen brother…

In the interim, Erin made use of the quarters provided to her by Vallis.  She took a quick shower to wash away the stench of death, and though she was still not very hungry, she forced herself to eat a little something—some sort of bland soup that she found in the Velora database. 

She was just finishing her meal when someone started pounding on the door.

For a moment, Erin thought about ignoring it.  After all, humans were not very popular amongst the Velora, and there was a chance that some angry officer was coming to speak his mind.  Still, there was just enough desperation in the ceaseless pounding to get Erin from her seat.

She quickly pushed her bowl of soup aside and wandered over to the large, almost Gothic doors.  With a few quick keystrokes, she unlocked the doors and watched as they parted—much to her surprise, Jayla and the others stood at the threshold.

“We have to go,” said the Trill almost immediately.  There was a definite sense of urgency about her, something that didn’t often find its way into Jayla’s voice.

Erin frowned.  “Why?”

Jayla grabbed Erin’s arm and pulled her into the corridor.  “The Velora are coming for us,” she quietly stated.  “We escaped from the medical bay when Justin learned they still intended to exterminate us—we’ve killed about ten guards since then, so… you know… we have to go!  NOW!”

This didn’t bode well for the peace plan—but Erin was confident that she could still make some sort of arrangements.  “I think I’ve been able to get through to one of them.  His name is Vallis—he’s the Velora Prime Minister.” 

“Vallis… he’s the one that saved us from the internment facility,” said Justin.  “The ship’s Captain claims that he’s gone mad.  She’s hunting him down right now.”

Another blow to the peace plan.  Erin cringed.  “We have to get to him,” she said.  “He’s our only chance of getting out of here alive.  Even if he has gone mad, I think he’s starting to trust me.  I might be able to get a shuttle from him, or something.”

Jayla nodded her agreement and then pulled Erin all the way into the corridor.  The doors subsequently slid shut with a hiss, and the group hastily stormed through the dimly lit corridors.

The Lylat System was like a time bomb.  One-by-one, the minutes ticked away and soon, the entire system would explode into a giant theater of war.  It was not a fate Alan Christopher was fond of… and as he sat counting the minutes, the beginnings of an idea were beginning to form in his mind.  He turned to Harrison.  “I was thinking, Matthew…  what if the Velora didn’t have a valid reason to be in the Lylat System?”

The Commander frowned.  “They don’t have a valid reason,” he calmly reminded.

“From our perspective, that’s true—but as far as the Velora are concerned, the tetralithium on Lylat VII gives them the right to be here.”  He paused for a purely dramatic moment, thus allowing for a faint smile to curve his lips upward.  “What if there wasn’t any tetralithium?”

Harrison considered the theory for only a moment.  “Their claim would no longer be valid,” he quickly surmised.  “They might even be more willing to leave…”

Christopher’s smile turned devious.  “Exactly.”

Massive ships like the Drinar were excellent when it came to warfare.  It was like an impregnable fortress on the battlefield, virtually impossible to destroy.  Unfortunately, massive warships like the Drinar made it very difficult to locate something or someone that didn’t want to be found—and as she stormed through the Drinar’s myriad corridors, Sor Dalem was left with the distinct impression that Prime Minister Vallis did not wish to be located.

She knew not how long she had been searching, but it had been a few hours at least.  The Ii’zyyr’aa had transported hundreds of troops aboard Drinar during the battle, so the vast majority of the security squads were busy dealing with that threat.  Dalem had to deal with Vallis all by herself.  

She had come close to finding the Prime Minister on a few occasions.  Twice, sensors indicated he was in the general vicinity—within twenty meters—but by the time Dalem reached is alleged position, Vallis had already moved on.

But this time she would not fail.  She had tracked Vallis to a dead end—and unless he jumped out an airlock, there was little he could do to escape her wrath. Driven by the memory of her previous failures, Dalem practically sprinted toward this dark, gloomy corridor near the internment facilities—and sure enough, when she reached the corridor in question, Prime Minister Vallis stood at the very end, peering out the long portal.

She assumed a pleasant façade.  “Prime Minister!”

“Yes?”  He didn’t even look away from the portal.  Something outside the ship seemed to have his complete attention—thus, Dalem felt bold enough to draw her weapon.

“I just wanted to speak with you,” she calmly stated.  “You have been under a lot of stress recently, and what happened earlier… it was undoubtedly a simple error in judgment.”

But Vallis shook his head.  “No,” he stated.  “No, it was not an error.”

Much as Dalem had anticipated—but of course, it wasn’t her place to make such accusations; she could only theorize.  But by admitting to his actions, Vallis suddenly made Dalem’s job a lot easier.  “Perhaps you should take a vacation, Prime Minister?  Once the Drinar is underway, we can arrange to have you transported to your private manor in the Brenidar System.”

“That sounds wonderful,” said Vallis, his voice barely a whisper.  “And while I’m toiling away in my garden, you will be free to exterminate as many worlds as you choose.  A pleasant arrangement—for you.”

The harsh words suddenly brought Dalem to a halt.  “We take no pleasure in exterminating those populations,” she insisted.  And it was the truth.  If the Velora had a more stable genetic structure, they wouldn’t have to exterminate those populations.

Vallis cleared his throat.  “Did you ever think about… simply avoiding those populations?  Space is big, Dalem.  Very big.  The Velora Aggregate could exist without contacting those offensive species.”

Technically, the Aggregate could exist.  That was certain.  But it wouldn’t be the glorious empire that it was now.  “You know as well as I, Vallis, our search for tetralithium requires us to contact those undesirables.  We have no choice.”

“We could develop new engines,” said Vallis.  “Or we could negotiate from afar.  The Lycorians are good for something other than executing civilians, are they not?”

“Yes, Prime Minister—but that is not the way things are done, and you know it…” 

“Then perhaps it is time to change that.”  Vallis finally turned away from the portal.  He immediately saw the weapon in Dalem’s hand, but he neither flinched nor tried to disarm her.  He just stood.  “Without the internment facilities, you would be without a job, Dalem.  Yes, there are other posts within the military, but none are as illustrious as this one.  It is both a burden and an honor to serve here, aboard the Drinar, is it not?  We save ourselves while we murder trillions of others…”

Dalem did not like where this conversation was going.  “Prime Minister,” she said, now adding a bit of force to her voice, “you should rest…”

He shook his head.  “Rest will do me no good now…”

Dalem frowned.  “What do you mean?”

Vallis started to respond, but before a single word fell from his lips, Dalem could hear footsteps approaching.  She turned on her heel to see the human prisoners—now heavily fortified with Velora armaments—rapidly approaching.  “What are you doing here?  You should have been exterminated an hour ago!”

“We’ve come for Prime Minister Vallis,” said the human female.  “Let him go.  Now.”

The Trill suddenly stepped forward, her weapon pointed directly at Dalem’s chest.  “Do as she says!”

Dalem didn’t want to comply, but with so many phasers—all of them set to maximum—pointed at her skull, she certainly felt obligated to follow the order.  She stepped aside.  “The moment you leave this corridor, I will have guards sent out to kill the lot of you…”

The Trill shook her head.  “No.  You won’t…”

“What?”  Dalem arched a curious brow.  “Are you going to kill me?”

“Yes.”  And unfortunately for Dalem, the Trill was dead serious…  She slowly raised her weapon and prepared to fire…

But before the Trill could open fire, Dalem came about and shot Vallis in the chest.  As velvety purple blood spattered the deck, Dalem heard the Trill open fire.  Moments later, waves of agonizing pain ripped through her body.  Everything in sight turned into a pink blur.  The Trill loomed overhead.  The female human rushed to Vallis’ side…

And then everything went dark.

“You should go,” said Vallis as rivulets of violet blood dripped from his nose.  “There is a shuttle waiting nearby…  Just follow the corridor.”

Kneeling at the Prime Minister’s side, Erin shook her head.  “We’re not leaving without you.  You are the only hope we have to resolve the situation in the Lylat System peacefully!”

But Vallis shook his head.  “I am dying,” he stated, sounding much calmer than Erin would have had their positions been reversed.  “Even if I went with you, I would not survive the journey.”

“That’s not true,” said Erin.  The hole in Vallis’ chest was indeed a nasty one, but certainly the Velora doctors could repair it.  “We can take you to the medical bay.”

Erin started to reach for Vallis, but he immediately shoved her aside.  “You must go!” he loudly insisted, drawing upon whatever strength he had left.  “This ship is the heart of the Velora Aggregate.  We may occasionally build internment facilities on other worlds, but this is the only ship that has the capability…  Beyond these bulkheads, there are few Velora who know of the atrocities committed here.”

Instinctively, Erin began to back away.  She could read between the lines; she understood what he was hinting at.  “You intend to destroy the Drinar?”

He nodded.  “I have set the auto-destruct,” he said, just moments before hacking up a thick globule of blood.  “In a few minutes, the Drinar will be no more…  Our atrocities will be no more…” He chuckled faintly.  “I have changed myself, Erin Keller… and by doing so, I believe I have changed my people.  Without this ship, they will have to adapt…” He coughed again.  “They will have to adapt to a new way of life—one without the internment facilities…”

He continued to mumble something, but it was obvious that Vallis was quickly fading away.  Though she had only known him a few hours, Erin still wished she could stay with him in his final moments—but if she did that, they would be her final moments as well.  

The ship started to rumble.  In the distance, Erin could already hear the bulkheads tearing apart.  Her mission wasn’t exactly accomplished, but she had no choice but to leave…

A few minutes later, a single shuttle streaked away from the Velora flagship.  Once the tiny craft jumped to warp, the Drinar burst into flames.  Great plumes of fire mushroomed from the warp core, giant bulkheads broke away from the smoldering hull, and then, in the blink of an eye, the entire vessel exploded.  A massive shockwave ripped through the cosmos, heralding the end of the Velora Aggregate’s darkest chapter…

Chapter Fifteen

Five…

The Velora worked quickly.

It had been only a few days since the Velora invaded the Lylat System, and already they had managed to completely strip Kippo Village of its splendor and beauty.  What had once been a thriving little community was now little more than a dreary, muddy prison.  The air was thick, humid, and scented with death.  Dark acrid clouds poured from the refinery in the center of town, blotting out the sun and slowly killing just about every living thing in the vicinity.  The trees were already looking sickly, and there were no birds in sight.

Megan Reinbold cringed.  She was tempted to cover her nose or hold her breath—anything to shield herself from the horrible smells that seemed to be inundating her from every direction—but she didn’t want to blow her cover.  She had clandestinely beamed down with Tompkins and Drayge not more than five minutes ago.

They were all of them dressed in grungy civilian clothing and appropriately muddied.  Having just spent some time as an Ii’zyyr’aa prisoner, Drayge was also somewhat emaciated, allowing him to perfectly blend in with the village residents.  Christopher had insisted Drayge stay aboard the Starlight, but the Bolian desperately wanted to help out.

Their mission was a simple one—to inform the villagers of Captain Christopher’s plan.  He intended to destroy the giant refinery in the center of town.  Once it was gone, every last vein of tetralithium would also be destroyed.  With their claim to the system decimated, in theory, the Velora would have no choice but to retreat.

“We should split up,” suggested Reinbold as she wandered through the muddy street.  “The faster we alert the villagers, the faster we can get out of here.”

“Agreed,” said Tompkins.  

It took only a moment to decide who would do what.  Tompkins would head north, Drayge would head south, and Reinbold would stay near the refinery, warning away any approaching villagers.

At first, there didn’t appear to be very many people nearby—and Reinbold didn’t exactly blame them.  Not only was the refinery expelling tons of acrid black smoke into the air, the metal monstrosity also made a fair amount of noise.  For such an advanced people, Reinbold would have expected the Velora to come up with a more efficient way to refine tetralithium.

She started to wander.  Since there were likely Velora guards nearby, Reinbold knew that she had to at least look like she was doing something productive.  So she very slowly walked toward the refinery, all the while looking for someone to speak with—and about halfway there, she came upon a tall, green-skinned Orion.

“Excuse me,” said Reinbold, politely tapping the Orion on the shoulder.

He ignored her.

So she tried again.  “Excuse me!”

“What?”  he bellowed—and when he came about, the source of his anger was apparent: half of his face was burned beyond recognition.  It was just a bubbly, reddish entity that in no way looked like an Orion.  “If I am not back in the refinery soon, the Lycorian will strip away the other half of my face.”

Reinbold thought about slinking away, allowing the man to get back to his work, but she couldn’t, because she knew he would probably be pleased to hear of his pending liberation.  “I’m from the USS Starlight,” she whispered.  “In about ten minutes, our Captain is going to destroy that refinery.  Do what you can to get your comrades away from it—go down by the river, or something.  We’ll start beaming you aboard our ship in a few minutes.”

The Orion frowned.  “Why not beam us aboard now?”

“The refinery generates a fair amount of radiation,” said Reinbold.  “We’re having trouble locking on with our transporters.  Our best shot is the river…”

The Orion man was clearly skeptical—but there was just enough hope in Reinbold’s sentiment to inspire him into action.  “The refinery will be cleared in five minutes.”  And he went on his way.

Reinbold went looking for her next target.

Four…

There were times when Alan Christopher needed to pause—to clear his mind and just get away from everything.  Sometimes he would journey forth into the holodeck on some grandiose adventure; other times he would just sit down and go to sleep.  But when neither one of those were viable options, Christopher plopped down in front of a window and just stared into the glittering cosmos.  He allowed his mind to wander the stars, go wherever his dreams desired.

And on this day, on the eve of a terrible battle, Christopher found his mind wandering all the way to Velor Prime…

He had never seen the Velora homeworld, nor did he ever expect to see it—at least not with his own eyes.  But in his imaginings, it was a greenish, earthy world.  It meandered around a pale blue sun, occasionally crossing paths with small comets or asteroids.  The planet’s denizens were peaceful; they were scholars and scientists, all of them highly interested in exploration.

To an extent, those imaginings were fact.  The Velora were, for the most part, peaceful.  But they were fiercely protective, and that—that is what drove them to genocide.

Once long ago, Christopher hated the Velora for those dark deeds; a part of him still did, for it was never possibly to truly condone those actions, even if only a small segment of the population knew that it was happening.  But now that the years had glazed over those memories, wisdom had formed.  Christopher now understood why the Velora committed such atrocities.  He still couldn’t condone the actions—but at the very least, he understood them.

Now he would have to commit an atrocity of his own.  Hopefully, one day in the future, the Velora would be able to understand why Christopher took those hostile actions.  He expected they would—after all, he was acting upon the very same logic the Velora used to justify the genocide: he needed to protect his people, at any cost.

There were seven hundred people aboard the Velora ship, and unless they retreated, they were all of them going to die—because the Velora simply could not be allowed to exterminate Federation citizens inside Federation space.  If he did not draw the line here, in the Lylat System, it would be a prelude to invasion.

Christopher had taken lives before—but he had never participated in a massacre.  Up until now, Christopher had almost always been on a balance, fair battlefield—and on the rare occasion when he found himself with a considerable advantage, Christopher was almost always able to convince the opposing side to back down.

But not this time. 

The Velora were going to fight to the bitter end, and they were going to lose—horribly—just because they were so very devoted to protecting the Aggregate.

History would probably declare the battle as an overwhelming victory for the Federation.  Since the Velora were the aggressors, Christopher had every right to attack—and in the long run he would undoubtedly fall into agreement with those historians.  But for the moment, he was not thinking about history.  He was thinking about the 700 utterly doomed people on that ship.

Three…

In just a few short minutes the clock would strike zero.

Matthew Harrison stood on the Starlight’s bridge, simply waiting for that to happen.  And he was nervous.  It mattered not how many times he went into battle, Harrison could always feel his stomach twisting and churning into nervous knots.  There was always a possibility that he could get killed.  Or someone close to him could get killed.  There was always a chance that the ship would be destroyed.  There was always a chance…

In just a few short minutes, red alert would be called.  Alarms would blare.  Lights would flash.  Weapons would fire.

In just a few short minutes, the heavens would explode.  Ships would burst apart.  Fires would rage.  Lives would end.

In just a few short minutes, the Velora would lose their foothold in the Federation.

In just a few short minutes…

Two…

Sarah Hartman strode out of her office under the pretext of checking Lieutenant Bator’s condition.  Unfortunately, she had done just that five minutes ago.  Since introducing the Bolian antibodies into Bator’s system, the Phobian had shown marked improvement; in a few short hours, he would likely regain consciousness.  For the time being, there was nothing she could do—and that was what bothered her.

The waiting…

It mattered not if the Starlight was locked in mortal combat with the Velora, or fighting some sort of Yridian space barge, people were going to get hurt—maybe even killed.  That was the gruesome reality of battle, and Hartman was ready to face it.

After briefly checking Bator’s condition, she wandered over to the island workstation in the center of the room.  The hyposprays were loaded with painkillers; dermal regenerators were fully charged; cortical stimulators were standing by…  She quickly pulled the medical tricorder from her pocket, just to make absolutely certain that it was working at peak efficiency.

And then Hartman sighed.

She snapped shut the tricorder, came about to face her empty sickbay, and then she waited.  Soon, the casualties would start coming in…  

One…

“Report.”  Christopher reflectively strode onto the bridge, bringing with him all the confidence and determination necessary to win the coming battle.  He assumed a position just behind the helm, and turned his resolute gaze upon his executive officer.

“We are beaming up the last of the colonists right now,” said Harrison, making absolutely certain his voice maintained a crisp, professional tone.  “The away team is already back aboard the ship—they should be returning to the bridge shortly.”

“And the Velora?”

Harrison shook his head.  “They are holding position.”

Much as Christopher had anticipated.  He was going to give diplomacy one last try, just in case the Velora had a last-minute change of heart, but admittedly the odds were not good.  He turned to face the viewscreen.  “Open a channel.”

Marizex instantly complied.  “Channel open.”

“This is Captain Christopher,” he said, forgoing all the formalities.  The Velora undoubtedly knew he was from the Federation.  “Your hour is nearly up.  We are giving you one last chance to retreat.  If you do not lower your shields within the next sixty seconds, we will fire upon your vessel.”

Nothing.

But Christopher understood their silence.  They were not going to retreat until they were completely out of options.  And he was about to eliminate every single option the Velora had.  “Status of the colonists?”

Marizex checked his console.  “The last group just beamed aboard the Adelphi.”

The evacuation was officially over.  The Velora’s grace period had expired.  The hammer was about to come down.  “Lock torpedoes on the refinery in the center of town.”

“Target locked.”

Christopher nodded his acknowledgement.  “Fire.”

And moments later, the viewscreen was aglow in golden light.  An entire volley of transphasic torpedoes hurtled away from the Starlight, rapidly descending into the planet’s atmosphere.  Soon, they vanished beneath a deck of gray clouds, but in his mind’s eye, Christopher could still see the terror raining down from the sky—and just as he imagined the Velora refinery bursting into flames, an explosion lit up the planet’s surface…

“Direct hit,” Marizex reported a moment later.  “The refinery was destroyed, along with most of the nearby tetralithium…”

The Velora had to have known this.  Their sensors couldn’t have missed an explosion that large—but still, they made no attempt to retreat.  Instead, the lead ship started to come about, weapons blazing.

In tandem with Harrison, Christopher quickly retreated to his command chair…

Zero…

Chapter Sixteen

“Shields up!” called Harrison.  “Red alert!”

Christopher grabbed hold of his seat as the pale red aura flooded the bridge.  “All hands to battlestations!” he shouted over the sonorous alert klaxon—and as if by some incredible act of divine intervention, the turbolift doors parted to admit Tompkins, Reinbold, and Drayge into the fray.  The trio quickly relieved their subordinates, and the battle began…

“Mister Marizex, lock phasers and torpedoes.”  Christopher wanted the battle to be a swift one—there was no use dragging it out for hours.  “Neelar, attack pattern delta!”

Apparently, the young Bolian had been anticipating the order even before he slipped into his familiar position—the ship came about at almost the exact moment Christopher gave the order.  The stars on the viewscreen quickly veered to port—then to starboard as a surge of deadly pink energy charged across the viewscreen.

But moments later, the Starlight fell into position, ready to deal out some damage of its own—the Velora warship loomed dead ahead.  “Fire!”  Christopher slowly expelled the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding—and then steeled himself for the Velora’s response.

And it came sooner than Christopher expected.  Even before the transphasic torpedoes smashed into the Velora’s hull, they were firing back—not only did they manage to destroy a few of the oncoming torpedoes, their pink beams of death managed to blow a considerable hole into the Starlight’s shields.

The ship rumbled and the lights suddenly dimmed a bit further.

“Shields are down to eighty-four percent!” reported Marizex.  “Minimal damage to the Velora ship!”

Flanked by its numerous raiders, the Velora fired again, this time rattling more than the deck plates.  Christopher was jostled around quite a bit in the chaos that followed, but the death grip he had on his chair kept him from rolling to the ground.  “Maintain course,” he called out, his voice exuding a calm, collected cool that was certainly nothing more than a façade.  “And fire at will!”

Both Drayge and Marizex immediately complied, and within moments, countless transphasic torpedoes hurtled across the viewscreen.  In the distance, the swarm of Ii’zyyr’aa ships began to approach—already a flurry of blazing green energy beams were assaulting the raiders.  Explosions lit up the background like fireworks.

But the Velora, desperate to stand their ground, were fighting hard.  Even as the Adelphi smashed one of their warp nacelles with a massive phaser blast, the warship forged ahead, spewing dozens of torpedoes and phaser beams into the battle.  Christopher knew not how much energy those people had devoted to weapons—but they were certainly giving it their all, and directing almost all of it at the Starlight.

The entire ship suddenly jolted with a force Christopher had never before experienced in his entire life.  Everything became a blur as he was whipped around, and despite the death grip, Christopher was practically ejected from his seat and thrown to the floor amidst the chaos.  

His jaw was the first thing to hit the hard deck plating, followed closely by the palms of his hands and the rest of his body.  His hands burned as they dragged across the carpet, bringing him to a painful halt just behind Neelar Drayge at the helm.

“Shields down to seventy-seven percent!” said Marizex as he picked himself up from the floor.

“Transphasic torpedoes!” barked Christopher from the floor.  He had been concerned about the fight being a massacre earlier, but clearly, the Velora had more tricks up their sleeves than he anticipated; at this point, he just wanted to show some teeth.  “Target their weapons!”

A huge string of torpedoes summarily streaked across the viewscreen.  The Velora again tried to deflect the torpedoes before they struck, but with so many little Ii’zyyr’aa ships dancing in the fray, the swarm easily deflected the attacks.  The Ii’zyyr’aa were consequently destroyed by the dozen—but when those glowing torpedoes crashed into the warship’s hull, it called forth an explosion that made certain those Ii’zyyr’aa didn’t die in vain.

As he started back for his chair, Christopher suddenly felt a trickle running down his throat.  Instinctively, his hand reached for it, revealing blood when he pulled it away; his jaw had apparently sprung a leak when it crashed into the deck.  But there was little time to grumble over the incident.  

“Direct hit!” said Marizex as the last of the torpedoes smashed into the Velora warship.

“They have sustained heavy damage to their tactical array,” added Reinbold, “but there’s no indication they are retreating!”

“Of course not…” Christopher wiped the blood from his battle wounds, and wearily returned to his chair, contemplating their next course of action—but he didn’t have to think for very long, because the Velora started to charge…

“They’ve set a collision course!” shouted Drayge.

Harrison clutched his chair.  “Evasive maneuvers!”

Christopher likewise prepared himself for some sort of impact, just in case Neelar failed in his duties—but with so many Ii’zyyr’aa ships swarming the Velora craft, it was obvious it would never reach the Starlight.  The mantas had finally joined the battle, and as their thick beams of green light carved into the warship’s hull, it was obvious to Christopher that the battle was nearly over.

The Starlight took a dramatic nosedive as the smoldering Velora craft made its desperate kamikaze run.  Flames spewed from its blackened hull, and as the Ii’zyyr’aa mantas chipped away at the Velora’s remaining defenses, entire chunks of the hull began to break away.  Once the Starlight was effectively out of harm’s way, it gracefully came up alongside the Adelphi and opened fire. 

Phasers and torpedoes streaked through the cosmos, crashing into the dying Velora vessel.  Flames mushroomed from the pocked and fractured hull, bubbling pink plasma streaked from the smoldering warp nacelles—and then the entire ship exploded in a sea of crimson flame.

As the glittering debris spread across the viewscreen, Christopher wiped the sweat beading upon his brow.  “Stand down from red alert,” he called—and subsequently noted that the very thought of speaking sent pain jolting through his jaw.  That was quite a fall…

Standard illumination subsequently returned, revealing the damage caused to the bridge.  There were a few EPS conduits dangling from the ceiling, some debris on the floor—nothing too major.

“Damage report!” Harrison obviously wanted a full report, because looks were often deceiving.

“Shields are down to fifty-eight percent,” said Marizex almost immediately.  “The hull breach on deck five widened a bit, and our torpedo supply is nearly exhausted.”

“More than 900 Ii’zyyr’aa ships were also destroyed,” said Reinbold.  Even though the Ii’zyyr’aa were devoted fighters, their ships just weren’t built for such brutal combat.

“Any casualties?” Harrison inquired.

Reinbold glanced at her console.  “Sickbay reports thirteen injuries so far—none of them too serious.”

Christopher let out a sigh of relief.  Even though he would account for a fourteenth injury, he was just as relieved as anyone else that the battle for the Lylat System had a fairly small price tag.

He was equally glad that the battle was over.

And the Lylat System was free.

Chapter Seventeen

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76161.4: With help from the Adelphi, the Starlight is en route to Starbase 83 to have a new warp core installed.  I don’t expect this to delay our mission to Talon IV by too much, but given all the recent events, a delay might be in order…

Upon completing her mating ritual, the Ii’zyyr’aa Queen made a hasty exit.  She departed aboard one of her manta ships along with the rest of the Ii’zyyr’aa fleet, into unexplored territory.  Whether we encounter the insectoid aliens again is completely uncertain, but hopefully—hopefully we’ll have an ally in them if we do meet again.

Since the battle in the Lylat System, there has been no sign of Velora activity.  While the attack resulted in the destruction of Kippo Village, one of the larger establishments on Lylat VII, many of the smaller communities are still intact.  The surviving colonists have already started to repair their damaged world.  As for the Starlight, aside from our warp core, repairs to the ship are already complete.

The crewmembers abducted by the Ii’zyyr’aa have also been returned.  We found them in good health more than two days ago, adrift aboard a small Velora shuttle.  With their return, they brought with them tales of change from within the Velora Aggregate… And perhaps a welcome sense of normalcy.  For the time being, the Starlight’s family is whole.  

In retrospect, that log entry probably should have fallen under the supplemental category.  It rambled.  It had plenty of stupid digressions.  But Alan Christopher didn’t exactly care.  The past week had been one of the most chaotic weeks in a long time, and as he collapsed onto the sofa in his quarters, he was ready for a nap.

He wasn’t going to get one.

The moment Christopher’s weary body hit the soft cushions, he felt a pillow WHOMP him on the head.  At first, he ignored the brutal assault, but when a second pillow struck his chest, he knew that someone had just declared war:  “Angela…”

It was just a wild guess, but when he heard muted little giggles near the other end of the couch, it was obvious that his guess was absolutely wrong.

“Erin?”

“Guilty as charged!” she chirped—but then a third pillow suddenly struck Alan’s stomach, and he immediately knew that he had been double-teamed.

“No fair!” he cried, playfully throwing the soft, purple pillows across the room.  “I can’t fight off both of you at once!  You’re too powerful!”

Angela giggled—and then quickly expelled a girlish little war cry.  Mustering all her strength, she leapt onto the couch and playfully pounced upon Alan’s chest.  “Roar!!!!”

“Oh no!” cried Alan in mock-terror.  He tried to shove his attacker away, but Angela wouldn’t relent.  The little girl gleefully seated herself upon Alan’s chest, and then proceeded to growl at him.

“I’m a dinosaur!” she happily exclaimed.  She roared again, and then crept closer to Alan’s face.  “Can you guess what one?”

Alan was vaguely aware of Earth’s prehistory—he was even familiar with some of the better-known dinosaurs.  Since Angela was still in preschool, he decided he had a fairly good shot at guessing which prehistoric beast had suddenly possessed his daughter.  “Are you an Apatosaurus?”

She paused.  “No!”

“Allosaurus?”

She shook her head.

“Tyrannosaurus?”

Angela giggled.  “Nope!”

Now Alan was stumped.  His first two guesses had been throwaways, but he seriously thought that Tyrannosaurus was valid—and since he wasn’t about to scroll through the entire dinosaur library, he shook his head and said, “I give up!”

A victorious look glinted in the little girl’s bright blue eyes.  “I’m a Velociraptor,” she said.  “Roar!”

Admittedly, that was not one of Alan’s first choices.  Or second choices, for that matter.  But now that Angela’s true identity had been revealed, he quaked with appropriate terror.  “You’re not going to… eat me, are you?”

But possessed by her prehistoric alter ego, Angela couldn’t be bothered to answer.  She expelled another ear-piercing shriek, bolted from the couch and started racing around the room.

Alan smiled as the little girl started to stalk some unseen prey.  “I wish I had half as much energy as she does…”

“So do I,” Erin quietly mused.  She carefully shoved Alan’s feet out of the way and then seated herself at the far end of the couch.  “So do I…”

As he sat up to make more room for her, Alan suddenly noticed the small black box Erin held in her hands.  “What’s that?”

“Something good,” she cryptically replied.  And it must have been, for a warm, angelic smile crossed Erin’s face as she removed the snug black lid from the box.  Alan couldn’t immediately see what was on the inside, but he was certainly curious—so he quickly planted himself next to Erin, and peered into the little box.

Inside, he saw glimpses of the past.  Dozens of old photographs sat in the box.  A young Erin Keller gleefully posed for the camera in a few of the shots; there were an assortment of landscapes and starfields, oceans and mountains.  Alan even recognized a really old picture of Ka’Tula Prime—with Erin and another man happily walking along Jenova Beach.  He immediately pulled it from the box.  “When were you there without me?”

Erin giggled as she plucked the picture from Alan’s hand.  “That’s Corey Mattias,” she wistfully recalled.  “I dated him for about a year… about fifteen years ago.  He was really cute.  If I had known I’d be eventually get stuck with you, I probably would have married him.”

“You still can,” Alan playfully replied.  “There are plenty of women on this ship begging to be with me.”

“Right.”  And for some reason, there wasn’t the slightest bit of sarcasm in Erin’s voice.  She shoved dearest Corey’s picture back into the pile—but then paused when another man appeared from the bottom of the stack.  Alan immediately recognized him.

“Brian…”

Erin carefully pulled the sacred picture from the box, and then just stared at her fallen brother.  Tears of joy welled in her pale brown eyes—it was almost as if some sort of great weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  And in a sense, that was true.  The burden of her forgotten memories was finally gone…

So she clutched the photo close to her chest and reveled in the past.

Justin Reinbold was finally home… and after the past few days, there was no doubt about it.  The Starlight was his home—not the Columbia, not Earth, not some starbase in the middle of nowhere.  The Starlight was his home, and it was where he wanted to stay.

But much to his chagrin, when the doors slid apart, Justin immediately saw his mom standing near doors.  She was still cleaning up the mess he made while she was back on Earth, and was undoubtedly ready to dole out yet another long, boring lecture on the subject of cleanliness.

At first, Justin tried to avoid her.  He didn’t want to hear about the pizza stains on the floor, or the mountains of clothes in his bedroom.  He just wanted to go and sleep in his own bed for a long, long time…

But Mom blocked his path.

Justin tried to shove her aside, but he simply didn’t have the strength to do so—and instead of fighting a war of words, he simply resigned to his fate.  His eyes immediately glazed over in preparation for the coming speech… but when no words were uttered, he paused.

Mom still stood there, but she was absolutely silent, and perhaps more distressing, she was smiling.  Justin could only wonder what she wanted, so he started to creep away from her—but her hand immediately fell upon his muscular shoulder.

“Come here,” she said, drawing him closer.

He sighed.  Now that she had lured him in, the conversation was definitely coming.  “What is it?”

But there were still no words.  She didn’t need the words, however, because her actions spoke volumes.  For the first time in a very, very long time, Justin and Megan embraced.  It wasn’t forced or awkward.  In fact, it felt perfectly natural, and for a fleeting moment, made Justin realize that perhaps there was still something beating inside his chest—because a part of him definitely died aboard the Velora ship… but now… now things didn’t seem so bad.

And he smiled.

Bator’s eyes suddenly flitted open.

The last thing he remembered was fighting the Ii’zyyr’aa in the corridors of deck five—but apparently something happened, because Bator was definitely not in the corridor.  His mind was still in a bit of a haze, but he recognized enough of his surroundings to realize that he was in sickbay—and that Doctor Hartman was looming overhead.

He frowned.  “What happened?”

Hartman only smiled—and Bator immediately suspected that he missed more than a few hours.  In fact, given the curious look upon Hartman’s face, he was in for a long story…

And down in the temporal science lab, Kendall Johnson began to tinker with the myriad computer terminals.  Over the course of the past few days, he helped Erin Keller and the others save the Velora from themselves.  It was no simple task, and one he was proud to be a part of…  But now, Kendall knew, it was time to save himself.
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