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Prologue

As I opened my weary eyes to the sight before me, the thick, corrosive air immediately forced them shut.  The burning sensation was almost unbearable; tears welled up and seeped through my closed eyelids, streaming down my cheeks like tiny waterfalls.  Quickly, so not to look silly, I brushed them away and forced myself to look somewhat composed.

But I could not.

I was trapped in a sea of dead bodies.  Most were naked; all were in some state of gruesome decay.  Patches of skin had blackened and crumpled away.  Bones protruded through the skin, leaking blood and other bodily fluids onto the filthy brown floor.  The bodies were carelessly thrown into massive piles, most of which were two or three times taller than me.  The looks frozen onto their faces—or what was left of their faces—ranged from pure, utter terror, to relief, to some strange medium in between, and as I walked amidst the mountains of dead, some part of me, deep down inside, would have gladly welcomed death to escape the horrific scene.

The mounds of dead bodies had already weakened me.  The sight of dead children, who were clearly violated and killed in the most gruesome means imaginable, was never a pleasant one; I recoiled at the very thought.  But the closer I came to the bodies, the more reality started to strike.  With each subsequent step, my nostrils were attacked with the nauseating, putrid stench of death.  My stomach twisted and turned; I could feel the vomit climbing my esophagus into the back of my throat.  I tried to force it down, and succeeded—to an extent, but the pungent stench of decay was so powerful that it seemed to be suffocating me with its brutally potent breath.

My throat and nostrils burned, and my eyes watered yet again.  I could feel a thick layer of grime covering my body like a blanket, smothering me in its vile, insipid grasps.  I very much wanted to escape, but amidst the mountains of bodies, I didn’t know where to go.  The dead were everywhere.

My boots sloshed through the reddish-brown muck on the floor, collecting the stench and bringing it with me.  Now, there would be no escape from it.  I stopped, feeling my stomach beginning to rebel once more.  Slowly, I lowered my head, closed my eyes and cupped my mouth, hoping I could keep down whatever digestive juices were fighting to come up.

I sighed, and slowly opened my eyes to the shallow pool of dirt and blood below me, and almost started to move on—when suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a small, blood-covered hand coil up into a fist.

Quickly, my eyes followed the little hand to a little arm and a little body.  It was broken, blood-covered, and naked, aside from a few well-placed loincloths.  He was severely beaten, ailing from jaundice, and violently trembling.  Almost dead—but not quite.

I wanted to help him so very much, but as I frisked the front of my uniform, I discovered I had nothing to offer him in the way of help, not even a phaser to put him out of his misery.  So I decided the least I could do was comfort him in his final moments.

Slowly, I reached out for the boy’s small, bony shoulder and turned him to face me.  His head effortlessly rolled over to my direction, popping his toothless mouth open—toothless no doubt, because the Lycorians had extracted his teeth for reprocessing.  I shuddered at the very thought, and reached to close the child’s mouth, when his eyes darted open.

I had been expecting a pair of bloodshot, yellow eyes.  Instead, two vibrant green spheres greeted me, glowing satanically in the poor lighting of the internment facility.  Acting on pure instinct, I jumped back—but not soon enough.  The boy’s arm was extended, and reaching for my shoulder.

He reached out for me with a stern force I had not expected, firmly planting his cold, clammy hand on my left shoulder and squeezing.  I could feel his fingernails digging into my back, deeper and deeper until yelped out in pain.  Quickly, I tried to dislodge his hand, but as I did so, I noticed that I was no longer dealing with the boy.

“You.  Killed.  Me.”

It was a Velora guard, and I recognized him well—his pale green skin, his demonic green eyes, the tiny bumps running along the side of his head… the malevolent smirk on his face…  Yes I knew him.  And he spoke the truth—I had thrown him into a baryon induction field without an ounce of hesitation.

The guard’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “Murderer!” he rasped with a conviction in his voice that sent a chill down my spine.  “Murderer!” he repeated, allowing his accusation to hang in the air for several moments as his malevolent smirk took hold of his face.

Within a few seconds, I could hear a haunting chorus in the background, chanting the guard’s accusation over and over again.

“Murderer!”

“Murderer!”

“Murderer!”

And then, one-by-one, the dead bodies came to their feet, continuing their satanic chant.  The majority of them were naked, beaten and missing limbs, yet they somehow managed to walk, taking a step toward me with each subsequent repetition of their chorus.  I was surrounded, and at the center of my troubles, the guard with his hand firmly entrenched on my shoulder—and he was grinning.  “Murderer,” he whispered under his breath.  

The chorus drew closer.  I could begin to pick out faces I recognized—they were all Velora; they were all dead; and they were all killed by me.

I blinked, and the guard was suddenly standing erect at my side.  He flashed me a curious smile, and then stepped behind me, whispering, “Your turn…”

The chorus was suddenly armed, and taking aim on me…

“Fire!” called out the guard.

And I bolted up in my bed.
Chapter One

The night had been a very restful one.  So restful, in fact, that I could have easily extended it by several hours without so much as a care in the world.  Unfortunately, though the powers of a starship Captain are vast and wondrous, they do not include the ability to warp time—trust me, I tried.  It just doesn’t work.

And so, with that in mind, I was less than thrilled to hear Mary’s voice that morning (Mary is the computer.  Don’t ask.  That’s a whole other story).  I phlegmatically forced myself out of bed, eased on over to waste extraction, did what had to be done, and then selected a uniform from my dresser.  Since they all looked the same, I suppose my choice didn’t matter, but I spent a few moments looking them over nonetheless.

Within a few moments, I found myself wandering into the mess hall to meet my beloved Erin for breakfast.  It was a sort of morning tradition she had started several years ago—the crew would get together informally before the daily briefing and talk about whatever was on their mind.  The conversations varied greatly, ranging from tactical analyses, to the evolution of the fork (which was a truly fascinating discussion, I might add).

After standing in line at the replicator for a few moments, my turn finally arrived.  I stepped up to the alcove and ordered a mug of hot chocolate—a habit I picked up after hanging around Erin too much.  I stood and watched my breakfast fade into existence amidst a series of magical blue swirls.  Then, with my mug in hand, I headed for the table in the center of the mess hall.

Seated at the table, as usual, were Neelar, Bator and Rachael… But as I approached, I readily noted that something was wrong. “Where is Erin?” I asked, pulling up a chair between Neelar and the vacant seat where Erin should have been.

The others looked at each other rather blankly for several moments before Bator turned to me and said, “Not here.”

I produced a quaint smile.  “Obviously…”

“She hasn’t shown up yet,” added Rachael a moment later.  “She’s probably just running behind; you know how women are.”

Rachael’s statement was true enough, and had it been any other time of day, I would have gladly attributed Erin’s absence to that—but this was breakfast.  “Erin never misses the most important meal of the day,” I grumbled. 

I sat for several moments and brooded over my mug of hot chocolate—but my mind kept going back to Erin.  So I attempted to prevent my mind from wandering by starting a conversation.  “Anyone do anything interesting last night?”

All three of them shrugged, and when they started going into some sort of deep thought, I had little choice but to roll my eyes.  “I guess not,” I quipped.  “Well, then…”

The silence returned; seeing that the conversation was going nowhere, I pulled in a lungful of air and pushed myself away from the table.  “I’m going to go check on Erin.”

Leaving my mug behind on the table, I made my way through the doors and into the corridor, where I proceeded to make a quick dash for the turbolift.  “Deck four,” I proclaimed once inside.

Within ten seconds, I stood at the threshold of deck four; as the doors parted, I stepped through and proceeded to Erin’s quarters at a fairly good pace.  But to my chagrin, when I arrived a few moments later, there was no response to my repeated chimes of her doorbell.

She wasn’t in her quarters.  She wasn’t in the mess hall.  Perhaps she was in the conference lounge already.  Or not.  There were twenty-one decks on the Starlight.  I could search for her all day and never find her—so I touched my communicator.  “Computer,” I said softly, “locate Erin Keller.”

Mary bleeped pleasantly, and then provided me with the data I required, “Erin Keller is in the Astrometrics Lab.”

I sighed, and turned on my heel, heading back to the turbolift.  Astrometrics was my fourth guess…

After my dream last night, I couldn’t get back to sleep.  Every time I closed my eyes, I could see the Velora.  Even then, standing in the relative comforts of the Astrometrics Lab, I could hear them whispering to me…

“Murderer!  Murderer!”

Even so, I forced the thoughts to the back of my mind.  Work seemed to help me do just that, so I figured I’d get a jump-start on the day’s workload.  Of course, the morning of July 8, 2396 did not provide much in the way of work for me in the Astrometrics Lab—but it would be enough to last until the staff meeting at 0700.

I started off simple enough, adding some new data about the trinary star system in the Gaeus Sector to our database, then moved on to look at Kendall’s analysis of the Dridaran Pulsar in Sector 47988—but I got no further than the first few sentences before the doors to the lab hissed open.

Slowly, I turned to see Alan walking in, smiling faintly at me.  “What are you doing here?” he asked, folding his arms on his chest.

I turned back to the Dridaran Pulsar.  “Work,” I told him, sounding a little more blunt than I had intended.

Of course, my answer was hardly enough to turn Alan away.  Within a few moments, he was hovering behind me, peering over my shoulder at Kendall’s report.  “It’s 0642,” he told me softly.  “Your shift doesn’t start for another eighteen minutes.”

“I know.”

“So what’s wrong?”

I shrugged.  “Um, nothing,” I lied.  Something was very wrong—I just couldn’t bring myself to talk about it.  But since I knew that my little white lie wouldn’t be enough to satisfy Alan, I decided to humor him.  “I just had a bad dream last night, that’s all.”

He brought himself to my eye-level.  “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I assured him.  “It’s nothing to worry about.”

“Are you sure?”

My jaw dropped slightly.  “Alan, what did I just tell you?”

He smiled.  “I guess so,” he said before rising to his feet.  But before he turned away, he pointed to Kendall’s report on the computer screen.  “You should tell him about that nasty comma splice.”

I rolled my eyes.  “Alan…”

“Sorry.  See you in seventeen minutes.”
Seventeen minutes later, I strolled into the conference lounge on deck one, expecting to see Erin’s smiling face there to greet me.  It was not—and neither was the rest of her body.  From the moment Erin told me that there was nothing to worry about, something inside of me clicked—I knew there was something to worry about.  But what was it?

I knew not.

In the past, Erin had always been very open about her problems.  In fact, when we were stranded on the Velora flagship, she was more open with her problems than I cared to know—which meant that whatever was bothering her was something of extreme consequence.  But now was not the time to dwell on it—my duty shift had started, and the lives of the many suddenly took precedence over the life of my beloved.  The staff meeting had to go on, with or without Erin Keller.

I sighed, and took my seat at the head of the table.  On the steely gray padd before me was a communiqué from Admiral Alexis O’Connor.  I had looked over it several times—and I was about to drop a bombshell.  Slowly, I surveyed my crew to see if they were ready; when I was satisfied that they were, I clutched the padd in my hand and waved it about in the air for several moments.  “Starfleet Command has recalled us to the Kilka Sector,” I said softly.

The words hit the senior staff like a brick wall.  The Kilka Sector was the most hotly debated region of space in the Federation: the place where the Elorg Bloc had been gathering its forces for nearly two years.  And now, it seemed that the situation was coming to a head.

I set the pad down on the table and steepled my fingers under my chin.  “On Stardate 73498.2, Starfleet Intelligence intercepted a series of communiqués between Xi'Yor’s flagship and a vessel in subspace.  The transmissions seemed to indicate a large number of Elorg vessels were approaching the subspatial flexure, and would arrive within the next few weeks.  We’re going to ease on back to the Kilka Sector, just in case those reports are true.”

Commander Harrison cleared his throat, and turned to me.  “What is the status of our fleet in the Osian Cluster?” he inquired.

The Commander spoke of a massive fleet—nearly 700 vessels—that was under construction in the aforementioned Osian Cluster.  The good Admiral did not care to enlighten us as to its status in her message, but I had my own speculations.  “I would assume that it is not ready,” I said bluntly.  “We could have a minor problem on our hands if that fleet isn’t ready soon.”

Minor, of course, was an understatement.  Everyone in the room knew that without those reinforcements, a massive Elorg fleet would easily decimate the Federation forces in the Kilka Sector.

The meeting went on a bit longer, but with our orders so explicitly grim, nobody was in a particularly chatty mood, so the meeting was dismissed a few minutes later—dismissed for almost everyone.  “Rachael,” I called out just as the others were rising from their seats.

She remained seated.  “Yes, Alan?”

I stood patiently at the head of the table and waited for Lucas and Bator to pass through the doors to the bridge so that I could be alone with the counselor.  And once the doors hissed shut, I immediately folded my arms and sighed.  “Rachael, I have a tremendously exciting little task for you to do…”

The counselor and I had been good friends for many years now—even so, I rarely called upon her skills for my personal use.  Consequently, when such an occasion cropped up, Rachael always took them very seriously.  This time was no different.

“It’s about Erin,” I started, just to test the waters.

She nodded.  “What is it?”

I hesitated for a moment, for I what I was about to say would undoubtedly have some sort of repercussions.  But I shrugged the feeling off, and pressed on, knowing that the situation at hand needed to be solved.  “I want you to talk to Erin,” I told her.  “She insists that nothing is wrong, but I don’t think she’s being entirely truthful.  Something is bothering her.  It would mean a lot to me if you could find out what.”

Rachael flashed me a smile and nodded her head.  “I’ll see what I can do.  What do you know so far?”

I shrugged.  “Very little,” I groaned before relaying my short list of concerns: “She was late for breakfast…started her duty shift early…skipped this meeting…and denied that anything was wrong.”

Rachael nodded.  “That’s not like Erin.”

I nodded.  “That’s why I want you to check it out.  Let me know how it goes.”

Slowly, Rachael rose from her seat, mirroring my nodding motion.  “I’ll let you know the minute I have something,” she said.  “See you in a bit.”

Satisfied that my investigation into Erin’s strange behavior was about to make some progress, I turned on my heel and made my way to the bridge.  And no sooner than I sat down in the command chair, I heard a sensor alert coming from the tactical station; I rose to my feet and turned to Bator.  “What is it?” I asked him.

The Phobian glanced down at the readings.  When he came back, I knew that it wasn’t a problem of epic proportions, as the look on his face was still relatively neutral.  But something was up.  Bator cleared his throat and summarily reported, “I’m picking up a distress call from an unidentified alien craft.”

I sighed.  “Distance?”

“About 3.6 light-years,” said Neelar Drayge at the helm.  “Aside from a Rutanian freighter, we’re the only ship in range.”

Producing an enigmatic smile, I returned to my seat to contemplate our course of action.  “Knowing the Rutanians, it will take them 3.6 years to get there.”

The Rutanians were a technologically able species; some of their vessels were extremely powerful.  Unfortunately, their military wasn’t the most organized, and as a result, the Rutanians were more of a joke when it came to the scheme of galactic events.  Consequently, I didn’t even factor them into my considerations.  “Set a course for the vessel, Neelar—transwarp speed.”

The Bolian tapped away at the helm controls, and a few moments later turned to me.  “Course set,” he said.

I nodded.  “Engage.”

With a hefty disruptor in my grasps, I stormed through the corridors of the Velora flagship.  My finger hovered over the trigger and waited for one of the bastards to get in my way.  In fact, I couldn’t wait for one of them to tempt fate.  I wanted to see dead Velora on the deck; any species that could commit genocide and smile while doing it did not deserve to live.  And I was going to make sure that they paid for their actions—I would make them pay…dearly.

Suddenly, I caught one of them out of the corner of my eye.  Upon seeing me, the guard quickly came about with his own weapon trained on me—but he didn’t fire.

His fault.

I pulled the trigger on my weapon without so much as a drop of hesitation.  Within seconds, a beam of pink energy soared out of my weapon and crashed into the guard’s chest—and a few seconds after that, burst through the back of his chest amidst an explosion of velvety purple blood.

“Murderer!!” he screamed with his dying breaths.

When I finally released the trigger, the guard still stood.  There was a gaping hole in his chest, dripping with copious amounts of his thick purple blood.  After a moment, a few of his internal organs began to seep down into the hole.  Some still wiggled with life; others simply shot out a stream of blood like an out-of-control hose.  Finally, as the mass of internal organs slid out of the guard’s chest and dribbled down the front of his body, the guard fell to the floor.

I shot him again.

And again, watching intently as his blood shoot out of his body like a tiny geyser.

“Erin…”

In an instant, I snapped out of my nightmare and put a pleasant smile upon my face as I heard Rachael Meyer’s voice approaching from behind.  My pulse was still pounding, and my mouth was about as dry as a desert, and as I turned to face Rachael, the look on her face was of concern more than anything else.  Maybe she could sense my distress; I very much wanted her to, that way she could help me.

But I also hoped that she was just here for a social visit, because I certainly did not want to talk about my problem.  I just wanted to bury those thoughts somewhere deep in the back of my mind and forget about them.  So my smile persisted.

“Hey, Rachael,” I said, trying to sound like my usual cheerful self.  I wasn’t convinced, and since Rachael was a counselor, I found it highly unlikely that she was convinced of my good mood.

Still, she forced a smile to her face.  “Erin,” she said cordially.  “How are you feeling?”

With that simple question, I already knew that Rachael had an inkling as to my problem.  My pulse quickened again.  I didn’t want her to find out; I didn’t want my problem out in the open.

 “I’m okay, I guess.”

The moment the words feel from my mouth, somewhere deep inside my body, I could feel a piece of myself dying.  I was turning my back on my own morals and ethics.  I had crossed the line; I was lying.

Rachael nodded gently.  “That’s good,” she said softly.  “Where were you this morning?  Alan missed you.”

I smiled, and this time, it was somewhat genuine.  “I missed him, too.  I was just getting some work done.  There was quite a bit of stuff for me to do this morning.”

Rachael’s eyes slowly glanced over the computer screen behind me.  It clearly indicated I had been doing a lot of nothing for the past hour or so.  But the counselor didn’t say a word.  Instead, she produced a faint smile and nodded understandingly.

I did the same; only there were words on the tip of my tongue—words that had the potential to lift the burden of hatred from my shoulders.   But that hatred had taken root inside of my body, and didn’t want to let go.  A part of me still smiled every time I killed a Velora, and that part of me kept my mouth sealed shut.

Apparently, Rachael could sense my torment.  Her smile slowly faded away, and she closed the already small gap between us.  When she spoke, her words were blunt and to the point, “Erin, is there something bothering you?”

I forced myself to chuckle.  “No, of course not!” I lied.  “I didn’t sleep very well last night, that’s all.  Nothing to worry about.”

She closed her eyes and sighed.  “Fair enough.  But if you ever need to talk…you know where to find me.”

With that, Rachael turned on her heel and left me alone with my tormented soul. 

And I shot him again…

And again…

And I smiled…

Chapter Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73519.6: The Starlight has arrived at the source of the distress signal, and is moving to investigate the situation further.

As we approached the alien craft, it quickly became evident that it was in bad shape.  Sensors indicated only one life sign on the vessel, and it was fluctuating rapidly.  Unfortunately, we couldn’t get a transporter lock due the interference generated by the ship’s damaged systems.  An away team would have to go over, inspect the damage, and find our lone survivor.

Slowly, I turned to Commander Harrison and started to relay my orders to him—but I stopped just shy of the few words.  Instead, I decided that I would personally lead this away mission.  I had been awhile since I had seen some action, and quite frankly, I just needed to get off the ship for a while.

And so, after a brief debate with my executive officer, I collected Lucas Tompkins, Bator, and Sarah Hartman, and made my way to the transporter room.

As the hazy blue confines of the transporter beam released me, the darkened bridge of the alien vessel came to life before me.  It was a compact facility.  In front of the Captain’s chair were two compact workstations.  Behind it, the door, and on either side were a series of supplemental stations—and that was about it.  There were a few nooks and crannies that were still engulfed in darkness, and until the lights were restored, they would likely stay that way.

With Bator keeping guard, I approached what I believed to be the helm; Lucas followed close behind.  He pulled out his tricorder and scanned the workstation before tapping a few controls on its dark surface.  Within seconds, the station came to life—and my eyes widened with fear as I recognized the interface.

“This is a Velora ship,” I proclaimed.

Lucas immediately traded his tricorder for his phaser.  I didn’t blame him, not after our last encounter with the malevolent species.  Even so, the chief engineer continued to inspect the workstation he had activated, drawing up a few menus and investigating them until he had some answers for me.  “It looks like the ship was caught in some sort of an ion storm.”

I nodded, somewhat relieved.  At least it wasn’t an attack—that would have guaranteed a response from the Velora Aggregate, and most likely, another encounter with Ambassador Kaid.  But since it was not, and we seemed to be dealing with a non-military ship, it seemed that we were out of the woods for the time being.  “What about our survivor?” I inquired to Hartman.

The Doctor, with her tricorder in hand, motioned toward one of the aforementioned nooks engulfed in darkness.  “It’s a Velora female, severely injured.”

I turned to Bator.  “Go back to the ship.  We don’t want to contaminate her.”

Though the risk of Bator actually compromising the Velora’s genetic purity was low, I did not want to take any chances.  The Phobian nodded agreeably, and touched his communicator.  “Bator to Starlight.  One to beam up.”

 As a pillar of hazy blue light surrounded the Phobian, I turned to Sarah, who in turn turned her attention to the dark corner where the injured Velora was situated.  She briefly turned to me; I nodded for her to approach the corner, and within a few moments, we were on our way.

“Stay back!” called the Velora, the fear in her voice apparent.  “Don’t come any closer!”

I stopped, and extended my arm to prevent Sarah from going any further.  “Don’t worry,” I assured the Velora.  “We’re not going to hurt you.  We are immune to your blight; we pose no threat.”

“How can I believe you?” came the voice from the darkness.  “This could be a trick!”

I sighed, unsure as to how I could gain her trust, for there was no way to actually prove we were immune to the blight without being subjected to it, and I, for one, certainly was not in the mood for that.  So I decided to work the diplomatic channels.  “My name is Alan Christopher.  I met with your Ambassador Kaid aboard the Drinar several weeks ago.”

Silence.

Perhaps she did not hear me.  Perhaps she did not want to hear me.  Either way, I wasn’t sure.  The thing I was sure of was that I didn’t want to sound annoying by blabbering on for eons, but I had to get some sort of a response out of her, so I decided to try again—but I didn’t have a chance.

“You command the Starlight, do you not?”

A wave of relief suddenly washed over my body.  “Yes, I do,” I said, producing a warm smile.  “And we need to get you back to the Starlight to treat your injuries.”

Her comeback was a quick and decisive “No!”

Suddenly, I felt Sarah brushing up against my arm.  She was trying to move closer, but I grabbed her sleeve and held her back.  The Doctor heaved a long sigh, and relented a moment later.  “You’re severely injured,” she said tersely.  “If we don’t treat you soon, you’re going to die.”

“Then you will treat me here, on my vessel,” said the Velora flatly.  “I give you my permission.”

“If we do that,” interjected Lucas, “we’re all going to die.”

I frowned, and quickly turned to face my chief engineer.  “Why is that?”

He lifted his tricorder to my face and allowed me to see the data for myself.  “Carbon tetroxide levels in the ship’s atmosphere are almost at dangerous levels.  We need to leave,” he explained.

I gleaned just that from the tricorder before my face, and quickly turned back to the Velora, this time going so far as to enter her darkened corner and present myself at her side.  “Look…” And then I paused, realizing that I did not know her name.  I said as much, and then asked if she would be kind enough to share it with me.

There was a moment of hesitation before the Velora cleared her throat and unenthusiastically provided her name, “Taya.”

“Taya,” I repeated.  “Nice name.”

“You should thank my parents.  They gave it to me,” she replied.

“Maybe later.  Right now, we need to get back to the Starlight.”  I paused for a moment, then added, “If that’s okay with you…”

Taya considered the prospect for a moment before turning to me.  “You have my permission to take me to your ship.  Now I suggest we go there before we are asphyxiated.”

I couldn’t have said it better myself.  So I remained silent as I came back to my feet.  “Christopher to Starlight,” I said, tapping my communicator, “four to beam up.”

Upon our return to the ship, the away team went immediately to sickbay, where we received a series of inoculations to counteract our exposure to the carbon tetroxide gas.  Doctor Hartman healed the majority of Taya’s wounds, and less than an hour later, was assembled with the rest of the senior staff in the conference lounge on deck one.

There was much to discuss, and not wanting to waste any of our precious time, I decided it would be best to put any discursive banter aside, and delve right into business.  Consequently, I immediately turned my attention to Bator.

“What is our status?” I asked the Phobian.

He pulled in a lungful of air and subsequently expelled it into the air.  “Long-range sensors show no Velora activity,” he said matter-of-factly, “but given the duration for which the distress call was activated, it is possible that the signal reached another Velora vessel.”

“I suggest we maintain yellow alert,” added Harrison a moment later.

“Agreed,” I said, nodding accordingly.  Even so, I was skeptical of the possibility that the Velora would arrive at our position anytime soon; the bulk of their fleet was massed some 35 thousand light-years away—this left one other question.

I turned to Taya.  “What were you doing so far from Velora space?  I was under the impression that the Aggregate was firmly established only in the Alpha Quadrant.  In case you didn’t know, you are several hundred light-years into the Beta Quadrant.”

Taya produced an enigmatic smile.  “I am well aware of my current location, Captain Christopher, thank you.  Apparently, you are not so well informed as to the extent of the Velora Aggregate.  Our territory is vast…”

“How vast?” I interjected.

“I was en route to one of our remote colonies in the Galtonia System,” she continued as if I had said nothing at all.  “I assure you, I was not here to interact with you or your people.  In fact, as you’ll notice, I was going out of my way to avoid contact.”

She spoke the truth.  We found her traveling through unaligned space, and according to her ship’s logs, she had been doing so for the extent of her journey.  I nodded.  “That’s good to know,” I said.  “Likewise, we’re not going to interfere with your…agenda.  We’ll simply help you repair your ship, and then send you on your merry way.  Easy as that.”

Taya raised an eyebrow.  “You’re too kind.”

I grinned.  “Tell me about it.”

The notion of capturing Taya’s ship had crossed my mind on more than one occasion, and had she been inside Federation space, I certainly would have given that course of action a considerable amount of thought.  But she was in unaligned space, and I had given her my word that we would not interfere.  I, too, meant every word of it.

“Lucas, Kendall, Erin,” I called out, “I want you three to lead the repair teams.  Do what needs to be done, use as many people as you…”

My hands were dripping with a thick coating of velvety purple blood.  Beneath them, the ravaged body of a Velora.  I smiled, and kicked the body with my boot, watching the lifeless corpse roll over onto its side.  As it did so, the head jerked back—and so did I, for I recognized the face attached to the head…

It was Taya.  She was dead.  I killed her.

I could already envision us, alone in a corridor on her ship.  The Velora had been talking mindlessly for what seemed like hours about the greatness of her beloved Aggregate, speaking of the atrocities they committed very much in the same way two people would discuss the weather.

I was sickened by it.

Finally, Taya turned her back to me to investigate a conduit.  The moment she did so, I grabbed a hyperspanner from our toolkit and jammed it in her back.  She screamed, and started groaning like some sort of a whore as her velvety purple blood squirted out of her back and onto my hands, slowly trickling down my arms.

I smiled, shoved the corpse up against the wall, and watched as her lifeless body crumpled to the floor…

“…and if everything goes to plan, we can be on our way in less than two days,” Alan concluded.  He looked around the conference table for a few moments, searching for questions.  Upon seeing there were none, he rose from his seat.  “Dismissed.”

While everyone around me made a quick run for the exit, I remained seated.  It was nothing unusual; Alan and I were close, and I often stayed behind to talk with him, and aside from a curious glance from Rachael, my actions drew almost no attention from the others.  

Not until the doors finally slid shut, leaving me alone with Alan, did I rise to my feet. Not wanting my latest vision to come true, I decided it would be best to be blunt with him.  So I approached him with a stern look upon my face.  “Alan,” I said evenly.

He nodded.  “Erin…”

I took in a deep breath.  “I want to be assigned to a different task,” I told him, and immediately, the look on his face went from mildly pleasant, to mildly confused.

“Why?” he demanded.

“I just do,” I snapped.

He sighed.  “That’s hardly a reason for me to reassign you,” he said.  “If you give me one, I’ll consider it.”

I should have known my task would have been difficult.  I tried to think up an excuse—anything to keep me away from Taya, but the stress of the situation kept me from thinking anything of a constructive nature.  I stammered a few unintelligent words, sounding a lot like Kendall, before I just shook my head and decided to shut up.

I immediately found Alan’s hands on my shoulders.  “What’s bothering you?” he asked softly.  “I know you.  I know you well, Erin Marie Keller.  You might be able to fool the others, but you’re not fooling me.  Now… what is it?”

I remained silent.

Alan reaffirmed his grip on my shoulders, gently shaking me.  “Look,” he said, drilling into my eyes with his gentle gaze, “if you can’t talk to me about your problems, then who can you talk to?  Let’s forget about rank and position for a minute.  I’ll be Alan.  You’ll be Erin.  Now what’s wrong?”

I closed my eyes, and instantly, visions of death and destruction filled my mind.  The cries of pain… the stench of death… the bloodlust that ran through my veins…  It all flooded my mind, and in that instant, I knew that I had to act.  And Alan was right—he was my best friend in the entire universe; I knew I could share my feelings with him… So I did.

“I killed thirteen people,” I suddenly blurted out.  “Thirteen of her people!”  Her, of course, being Taya.

Alan’s eyes widened.  “Is that what this is about?”

I nodded.  “Silly, isn’t it?”

He shook his head.  “No, it’s not silly.  You did what had to be done; you’re still a good person.”

I had to disagree.  “Tell me, Alan, does a good person kill thirteen people?”

“Erin, there is nothing wrong with having a conscience.  It’s a defining quality of humanity,” said Alan softly.

“Then where was my conscience when I blew a hole in the chests of these people?  Where was my conscience when I smiled as they crashed to the ground screaming in pain?  I didn’t just kill those thirteen people, Alan.  I murdered them in cold blood.”

“They would have done the same,” he shot back.

“No,” I said.  “They wouldn’t have.”

“Why not?” he asked.  He face was starting to turn a shade of pasty white.  Clearly, Alan was uncomfortable talking about this.  So was I, but I had to do it.

“They wouldn’t have killed me, because I went out of my way to find and kill them.  Alan, I didn’t take a direct route when I was coming to rescue you from your internment facility.  I had just watched those people obliterate an entire empire, and I wanted retribution.  I wanted to see dead Velora on the deck, and I made sure that I did…because I hated every last one of them!”

Alan blinked, and took several steps away from me.  His mouth was open, and attempting to form words, but clearly, he had nothing to say.  He simply stared at me, totally astonished.

“Now…is that a good enough reason to request a different assignment?”

I watched as Alan folded his arms.  He pulled in a deep, deep lungful of air, and with the most sincerity I had ever seen him muster, opened his mouth and told me, “No, Erin, it’s not.”

Chapter Three

Following our heated conversation in the conference lounge, Alan convinced me to go to sickbay and talk to Taya, telling me that it would do me well to see the face of evil for myself, up-close and personal.  At first, I was reluctant, and suggested it would be better if we then I realized that it would never pass if I didn’t do anything about it.

A few minutes later, I found myself walking into sickbay beside Alan, ready to confront my greatest nemesis—that was, until I saw her.  I had seen her before, in the conference lounge earlier, but I tried my hardest not to look at her.  But now, there was little else to look at…

 She was very tall, and extremely well built—and much like myself, didn’t have any reservations about showing off either one of those qualities.  She wore a skin-tight black cat suit made out of some sort of leathery material that glistened under the harsh lights of the sickbay.

Unlike other Velora that I had seen, Taya’s skin was a deep, earthy green color, and as she turned to face me, her wide green eyes exuded a sense of genuine serenity that was only amplified by her warm smile.

I stopped dead in my tracks and turned to Alan.  “I’m not so sure this was a good idea,” I whispered.  I could feel the hatred flowing through my veins, manifesting its evil presence inside of my darkening heart.

Alan placed a hand on my shoulder.  “It was my idea, was it not?  Consequently, it has to be a good one.  I’ve never steered you wrong before, have I?”

Reluctantly, I had to agree.  Off the top of my head, I couldn’t think of any such occasions.  But I still wasn’t sure that this particular idea was a good one.  “Alan, my feelings against Taya and her people are so strong… I just don’t want to do anything stupid.”

He turned to me.  “Like what?”

“Like kill her,” I whispered faintly. 

But not faintly enough.

From her position on the biobed halfway across sickbay, Taya managed to catch my gaze.  Her smile slowly dissolved as she asked, “And why do you wish to bring such harm to me?”

My sentiments about the Velora had dug me a fairly deep hole, and it was my opinion that jumping in that hole might be a better fate than to face my greatest nemesis.  Of course, I knew that wouldn’t solve anything—my hatred would still burn inside of me.  The only way to extinguish that flame was to confront Taya.

So I did.

“Are you familiar with the Brenarian Empire?” I asked, slowly approaching Taya’s biobed.

The Velora slowly ran her fingers over the tiny ridge of bumps running along the side of her head, and nodded.  “They were confined on the Drinar for genetic impurities and required to refine tetralithium until they were purged.”

I didn’t know Taya’s profession, nor did I really care—but she certainly made a good diplomat.  The way she explained forced labor and genocide almost made it sound like the Velora were doing the Brenarians a favor.  I couldn’t help but produce a faint smile at her quick wit, but it quickly faded.  “I was there, in the Mirab’tenar Internment Facility, when your people purged the entire civilization of their genetic impurities.  Your guard stood by and did nothing as a baryon sweep erased hundreds of men, women, and children from the face of the universe.”

Taya shrugged.  “He was following orders.”

“Who the hell would follow an order like that?”  I demanded.  “The guard looked like he was enjoying it!”

“So you killed him?” Taya concluded.

I could only nod my head to confirm her speculations; I felt so terrible for what I had done, yet somehow managed to suspend my moral beliefs to justify my actions.  How could something so wrong feel so right?  I knew not.

I now stood less than a meter from Taya.  If the Velora feared for her life, she didn’t show it—but those hellacious embers in the bottom of my heart told me that Taya had a lot to fear—that was, until she spoke.

“Tell me something,” she started, her soft words barely reaching my ears.  “What have I done to earn your hatred?  Certainly you cannot blame me, a simple mercenary, for the actions of the military.  So…what have I done?”

“Um… Nothing,” I mumbled.  “I guess I…um…but…”

Taya’s eyes narrowed.  “Do you think us monsters?”

Not wanting to offend Taya, I shook my head indifferently.  Even so, the true answer to that question couldn’t have been more clear in my mind: the Velora were pure evil…in essence, I did indeed think of them as monsters, Taya included.

Though she didn’t say as much, it was clear to me that Taya saw through my indolent nod to my true colors beneath the skin.  Still, she remained as calm as ever.   “Do you know why I was going to Galtonia?” she asked.

“No,” I replied, wondering where the conversation was going.  The Galtonia System didn’t seem to have much relevance that I could see.  Perhaps it was a top-secret munitions base, or the location of another extermination facility.  Perhaps Taya, the simple mercenary, was on her way to exterminate another species…

The Velora smiled nostalgically, sparking a twinkle in her eyes.  “I was going to see my daughter,” she said ruefully.  “Her name is Ketria.  She’s six years old and wants to be a princess when she grows up.”

A princess.  When I was younger, I had always wanted to be a princess; even now, the sentiment still made me smile.  And now, half a galaxy away, another little girl has the same aspirations—only she was a child of evil.  Then again, how many evil princesses are there in the universe?

“Galtonia is a peaceful farming colony,” continued Taya.  “We know nothing of warfare, and most people there know next to nothing about the atrocities committed on the Drinar.  Believe it or not, the Velora have the same hopes and dreams that you do, Erin Keller.

“We don’t wish for death and destruction; when I wake up, each morning I pray to the gods for peaceful days, friendly neighbors, and a loving family,” said Taya with a warm smile upon her face.  “Family is the most important thing, you know.”

The very sentiment drove a chill down my spine—not because the thought made me recoil with disgust.  It was quite the opposite, in fact, for I agreed completely.  Family always came first, no matter what, for the bond of blood was stronger than any other union in the known universe…

* * *

“I’m confused.”

Those were the first words out of my mouth as I stepped into Rachael Meyer’s counseling office, and to my relief, my good friend was alone in her workplace, willing to hear out my problem.  And if anything, confusion had become my greatest problem now.

As Rachael beckoned me to sit on the sofa, I started to relate to her my encounter with Taya in sickbay.  “I barge in there filled with feelings of hatred and malevolence toward Taya,” I said, “and she turns around and presents herself and her people as a decent culture… One that I might even respect and admire.

“My emotions are tearing me apart.  Those embers of hatred are still in my heart… I can feel them.  But at the same time, I have a new respect for Taya.  How can I both hate and respect somebody all at once?”

The look Rachael sent me was not very comforting.  It was a smile, but hardly reassuring.  “Emotions are one of the most complex things known to humanity,” she said softly.  “You can’t expect to understand them all of the time—but you should definitely listen to them.”

I rubbed my eyes.  “But my emotions are telling me conflicting stories!  I can’t listen to them both at once!”

Now Rachael’s smile grew into something that exuded more confidence.  “You should listen to your emotions, but follow your heart.  It knows what’s right, even if you do not.”

I couldn’t argue with Rachael.  For my entire life, I had allowed my heart to guide me, and not once did I question it—until now.  Then again, I knew what was right and what was wrong, that much had never changed.  What I needed to do was simply reaffirm my beliefs, and have some faith in myself to do the right thing…

As I entered main engineering, my eyes immediately fell upon Kendall and Lucas at the island workstation in the center of the room. Both men were hunched over the station tapping away at the controls, already hard at work making preparations to repair Taya’s ship.  As I approached, I felt that I, too, was ready.

“Hey Lucas…Kendall…” I said, coming to a halt at the foot of the workstation. 

Tompkins quickly turned his attention away from his work and turned to me.  “Erin,” he said firmly with a pleasant nod.

Kendall, on the other hand, looked up at me and produced an uncertain smile.  Kendall Johnson was one of the sweetest guys I had ever met, and I knew that he had a terrible crush on me, and had for several years.  It must have been difficult for him to see me around Alan so much.  Even so, he was still nervous around me, but I admired his courage for trying his best.  “Hey Erin,” he said softly.

I flashed them both a warm smile, and quickly got down to business.  “What have I missed?” 

Lucas looked back at his controls and tapped a few keys.  Moments later, an image of Taya’s ship popped onto the screen before him; its strange contours made the vessel look vaguely like a purple fish.  The simulation eventually started to pivot around a fixed red dot near the center of the ship, to which Lucas eventually pointed.

“The ship suffered a coolant leak after the ion storm,” he explained.  “It looks like the leak stabilized, but the damage needs to be repaired—that’s our top priority.”

Kendall nodded his agreement, but—from his console—adjusted the view of the ship to foreword section, where a series of wide scale hull breeches were evident.  “The structural integrity field generators also failed,” he explained.  “They need to be replaced.”

It was most definitely going to be a lot of work, and given the tight quarters on Taya’s ship, taking all of the necessary personnel would be silly.  Jamming everyone into a small access tunnel wouldn’t do anything except flush out the people who forgot to put on their antiperspirant.  “I’m guessing if we work in pairs of two, it’ll take about two days to make the necessary repairs…”

Both Kendall and Lucas looked over their data and readily came back with agreement.  With those details settled, and a plan of attack virtually in place, Lucas cleared the computer screen of the data and turned to me once more.  “We’ll get started in two hours,” he said.  “Transporter room two.”

With two hours of free time ahead of me, I decided that I had the golden opportunity to retreat to the cozy confines of my quarters to clear my mind of my troubles.  Then I would be ready to face anything that I might encounter on Taya’s ship, including the Velora herself.  My feelings for her were still wrapped in a sea of confusion, but after conversing with Rachael, my moral compass was at least back in its place.

The only thing that stood between myself and clarity was a short little ride in the turbolift, a task that I often found to be most enjoyable.  But as the doors slid open, I quickly discovered that this time, that would not prove true.  As the doors slid apart, I immediately saw Matthew Harrison standing alone in the middle of the lift, and as I stepped inside, my other archenemy did not move so much as an inch.

“Deck four,” I said softly once the doors hissed shut behind me.

The enmity between the two of us had existed for several years, starting with the death of my parents during Harrison’s Phoenix Project, and continuing to the present, when he was chosen over me to be the Starlight’s first officer.  Of course, like all things, time had been healing the wounds between us; I no longer despised Matthew Harrison, but I certainly did not like him.

Hence, I found myself very surprised when Matthew started a conversation.  He cleared his throat very quietly, and then spoke: “I understand what you are going through.”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “You really think so?”

He nodded.  “I am aware of your feelings toward our Velora guest; the extent of those feelings remains unbeknownst to me, but I am aware.  And I know it is possible to heal such wounds.”

Now he had my attention.  “How?” I demanded.

“Someone once told me that hatred could be seen as a good book: once one begins to read it, he simply cannot put it down until the last page has been turned.  Then of course…”

“You want more,” I finished, catching into Harrison’s thinking.  “That analogy of yours is pretty nifty, there Matthew.”

A faint grin slowly formed across his face.  “I suspected you would enjoy it,” he said slowly.  “After all, the sentiment was your brother’s.”

I should have known Brian would come up with something thoughtful like that.  He was always thinking in abstract terms like that, and I was not surprised that he decided to share that particular analogy with Matthew, for the wound between us had been exposed far too long.  “So how did the analogy end?”

The turbolift came to a stop.  Harrison looked to the doors to see if I would bolt to get away from him, but I remained still, my eyes locked with his.  “Well?”

Matthew smiled.  “Naturally, no matter how good the book, it must eventually return to the shelf.”

I nodded my agreement.  “So a new book can be started,” I continued, inspired by the sentiment.  “I will do just that!”

But before I could move a single nanometer, Harrison’s hand was on my shoulder, keeping me in place.  “That won’t be necessary,” he told me.  “Your brother has already written the first chapter of that new book.  You would honor him well to finish.”

And then I did something that I never thought I would do.  I started to leave, but something came over me that prevented such an action.  It was a strange feeling, that compelled me to stay behind for just one more moment, during which, I turned to Matthew and for the first time in my life, stared directly into his deep brown eyes and said, “Thank you, Matthew.”

Chapter Four

Two hours later, I materialized in the bowels of the decrepit Velora ship with Taya, Lucas, and Kendall.  We were in a long, narrow corridor.  It was dark and littered with dirt and debris from the countless explosions that had rocked it in the aftermath of the ion storm.

I quickly reached for my wrist light and activated it so not to make a fool of myself by tripping over a piece of fallen conduit, or something.  Meanwhile, Lucas and Kendall had their tricorders out, and were readily waving them about in the air.

“Damn,” muttered Lucas.  “Looks bad.”

I smiled.  “No shit, Sherlock!  I didn’t need a tricorder to tell me that!”

“Heh...” Lucas turned to me with an exasperated look on his face.  “Your eyes don’t convey the extent of the damage.  The warp core is in pretty bad shape.  Kendall and I should get to work on it right away.”

That wasn’t exactly what I had hoped to hear.  Not that I cared where I worked, rather, it was who I worked with.  I would have been quite happy working with Kendall.  But now it seemed quite likely that I would be working with Taya on the structural integrity field generators.

Slowly, I turned on my heel to face my new partner, trying to muster up some enthusiasm.  I think I managed to pull off a faint smile, but nothing more, as I could feel whatever progress I had made in the past few hours beginning to melt away.  The embers of hate were beginning to rekindle themselves.  “Think good thoughts,” I whispered to myself as Kendall and Lucas made their way toward the warp core.

Taya and I stood in dead silence for a few moments once they were gone.  I tried to think of a way to start a conversation, but my mind was slowly merging into a one-tracked beast, driven by fear and hatred.  Taya was a Velora…  I couldn’t forget.

Finally, Taya turned her back to me.  “The access tunnels we need to enter are this way,” she said firmly, beginning to walk.

“Very well, then,” I said, following close behind.  “Let’s go.”

We meandered through a few dark, unimpressive corridors before entering a section of the ship that had not been so badly damaged.  The lights were still active, and there was very little debris on the floor.  Eventually, Taya came to a stop in front of a set of arched doors—pale violet on one side, a steely metallic gray on the other; I was very much reminded of Ambassador Kaid’s ship.

My companion touched the small control mechanism beside the door, and within moments, the doors slid apart, and a new path was before us—a cramped, narrow access hatch.  Taya slowly stepped inside and got down on her hands and knees to begin the journey.  Once she was on her way, I did the same…and for some strange reason, once I was inside, I heard another set of hands and knees hit the ground behind me!
Immediately, I paused, and looked back to see another Velora guard.  I was about to tell Taya, but I suddenly recognized the guard’s face… It was the very face that had been plaguing me in my dreams for weeks.  It was him…

“Why don’t you kill her?” asked the guard.

He had to be a figment of my imagination, because he was quite dead when I threw him into the baryon field; in fact, he was vaporized.  So I ignored him, and continued forward with Taya.

But he was still following me.  I could hear his hands and knees hitting the metal deck beneath us, his labored breathing emanated through the air…  I tried my hardest to suppress any memory of him, but no… He spoke again.

“The same blood runs through our veins…  The same thoughts and ideas cross our minds…  We are both Velora.  Does she not deserve a violent, brutal death?”

A chill ran down my spine, but I said nothing, and continued forward.  I tried to distract myself by focusing on the task at hand.  We were going to repair the structural integrity field generators.  I was relatively familiar with those systems on the Starlight, and I couldn’t see why the Velora counterpart would be any different.  Sure, there would be a few minor differences, but as a whole, I envisioned it to be a fairly simple task…

“We are drawing near an airlock,” said the guard a moment later.  “You could erect a forcefield now and then jettison her into the vacuum of space.  That would be a horrible death to say the least…  We could sit and watch the excruciating pain she endures as her ear drums explode, as her eyes pop out of her head and get desecrated… Her body…exposed to that vacuum of space… And the suffocation… Oh, it would be a worthy death…”

At that very moment, I noticed I was beside the control panel.  The airlock was just up ahead.  With the touch of a few buttons… 

“So,” Taya interjected, “tell me about yourself, Erin.”

I snapped out of my trance and continued on my way.  “Um…what do you want to know?”

“Where were you born?”

I smiled, recalling my old stomping grounds.  “Maryland.  It’s a small little place on Earth.  Kind of pretty, I guess.”

“She is distracted!” called out the guard from behind.  “Grab a hyperspanner from your kit and jam it into her back!  She won’t even know what hit her!”

I kept going.

“I noted you are quite close with Captain Christopher,” Taya continued.  “Do you have any children?”

“Not yet,” I said.  “We’re not quite that close.”

My answer prompted Taya to stop, and turn back to face me.  “Certainly, you want children!”

There was no hesitation in my response.  “Of course I do!  Now is just not the time!”

To that, Taya smiled.  “Good.  Childbirth is more admirable than conquest, more amazing than self-defense, and as courageous as either one.  You will find that children make every day one worth living, and that it is possible to be afraid, upset, proud, and filled with joy…all at once.”

Up until that very moment, I had never given children very much thought.  I knew that I wanted to have children one day, but I never gave it any more consideration than that—there would always be another day.  But my biological clock was ticking.  I wasn’t going to be a young, delicate flower forever…  Perhaps, I decided, it was time I give the prospect some additional thought.

“Imagine the incredible opportunity before you,” Taya continued.  “I suggest you take it.”

I gulped.  “But what about my career?  I didn’t join Starfleet to become Commander Keller…  If I play my cards right, I could become a Captain very soon…”

Taya started moving forward again.  “I am a molecular biologist.  In any given year, I will travel to fifty alien worlds,” she said matter-of-factly.  “Yet I still found time to raise a family.  There is not an infinite amount of time in this universe, but certainly, we have been given enough of it to accomplish all of our goals…as long as it is not squandered by inaction.  A person of all words, and no action, is like a garden full of weeds.  You simply must prioritize those goals…decide which is most important…which is the least important…  ”

Finally, Taya came to a stop in front of a large access hatch.  She carefully placed her hands on the grips, and yanked it from the wall, revealing a vast array of EPS conduits, computer terminals, and other technologies that I did not recognize.  “This is it,” she said.

“I see…”

“Do you think you can repair it?”

“I recognize some of these parts, but the others…ugh… But I’m a fairly handy little lady.  I can do it.”

“Excellent.”

I immediately went to work, a task that put all of my knowledge to the test.  Much as I suspected, Velora technology differed from Federation technology in numerous ways, the most noticeable being its lack of a friendly user interface.  For the short time I would be dealing with it, I could handle it, but if I ever had to live on a Velora ship, a new interface would be the first thing I developed.

Still, I found my task to be one of relative ease.  After about an hour, I had repaired most of the superficial damage, and was ready to integrate the new components into the ship’s systems, but first, we had to make a few minor tweaks to our current progress.

I turned to Taya.  “We’re going to have to re-polarize the generators, and then interface with your main computer to bring the new stuff into your system.”

She nodded accordingly.  “While you polarize everything, I’ll go down to deck four and setup the interface protocols.  It will not take long.”

“Very well, then,” I chirped as Taya made her way deeper into the maze of access tunnels.

I happily worked on my task for several minutes; everything was going quite well, until I was nearly done.  The ship rumbled slightly.

And then again.

And again.

I frowned, and touched my communicator.  “Keller to Tompkins.”

“We’ve got trouble!” Lucas shouted back moments later.  “One of the damn coolant tanks exploded!  We’re going to have to evacuate engineering!”
“Can you seal the leak?”

“We’re working on that!”

I gulped.  His tone wasn’t very convincing to me.  “Keep me posted,” I said softly.  “Keller out.”

I tapped my communicator to close the comm link and returned to my work…or tried to, at least.  My mind kept wandering away, thinking that something was definitely not right.  I had faith in Kendall and Lucas to do their jobs, but still… 

And suddenly, the pieces fell into place.

Practically ripping it from my belt, I whipped out my tricorder and started scanning the deck below; sure enough, the coolant leak was flooding the entire deck with poisonous gas and radiation… Taya was in grave danger.

I dropped the tricorder.

As it clinked on the deck below, I suddenly realized a shadow looming over me from behind.  I didn’t need to look back to know who it was.

“Let her die!” said the guard evenly.  “She is a Velora!  She does not deserve life, does she?  She could be lying to you for all you know… She’s going to exterminate an entire population, not visit her daughter!  Why…she probably doesn’t even have a daughter…”

I stopped to consider the guard’s points for a few moments, and when all was said and done…I didn’t move…

Chapter Five

I paused, and looked my nemesis squarely in the eye.  The fire that burned within those green orbs was nothing but pure evil…

A chill went down my spine—not because of the hatred and malevolence I gleaned from his eyes, but because I could see a reflection of myself glistening in there, as well… It was the essence of all my anger, the source of my dark heart, and like all demons, I had to vanquish it.

Slowly, I backed away from the guard, his eyes closely following my every movement.  I could feel the enmity that was burning in my very being, the enmity that was driving me to hate.  It was all boiling over…

But I remained calm, and locked my gaze upon the guard.  He tried to say something, but I didn’t give him the chance.  Mustering all the courage I could find, I squared my shoulders and said, “Go to hell!”

And then, without so much as another word, I quickly came about on my hands and knees and raced through the narrow access hatch in search of Taya in the deck below—but it was not a very easy task.  The air grew thick and corrosive with each meter of ground I covered, and my hands and knees started to grow numb as they endured on the hard metallic floor.  I would stop every five or six meters and try to shake some life back into them, but after hours of crawling around, my limbs felt pretty much dead.

Still, I pressed on through the roiling plumes of noxious white fog before me, searching for that magical clue that would lead me to Taya…but all I could hear was the constant hissing of the gas around me.

Suddenly, a massive explosion rocked the ship.  I was thrown from my hands and knees into the hard, metallic walls of the access tunnel, an even that knocked the wind out of my lungs.  Propped up against the wall, and out of breath, I had little choice but to pull in a deep lungful of the noxious fumes.  Immediately, I could feel my throat and lungs burning, and my eyes welled up with tears.  It seemed as if every drop of energy inside of me vanished.  No matter how much I willed it, I simply could not move on…

Until I heard a noise up ahead…  At first—amidst the constant rushing of the gas—the noise sounded like a clicking noise, echoing throughout the tunnel.  But as I focused my mind, I slowly realized that it was not clicking, but coughing, that I was hearing—and since Taya was the only other person around, I knew it had to be her.

Slowly, I forced myself back to my hands and knees.  They wobbled like legs of a newborn colt—rubbery and weak.  I quickly found that in my compromised state, I wasn’t going to get very far…so I had to compromise.

“Taya!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.  “Taya!  Can you hear me?!”

Amidst the constant rushing of the gas, I could not discern any response, not even in the way of a weak cough.  Immediately, my heart began to sink, but I wasn’t about to give up.  I forced my legs to shove me forward a bit, and tried again.

“Taya!”

Still nothing…

My pulse quickened; adrenaline began to course through my body, roaring through my veins like water through a hose.  Driven by the will to find Taya, and more so, the will to live, I forced my hands and knees to move me forward yet again.

But I wound up going backwards instead.  The ship jolted once more—and the explosion sent me sliding in the wrong direction.  And it couldn’t have come at a worse time…

“Erin!”  Taya’s desperate voice suddenly penetrated the thick fog before me.

Without even thinking, I scrambled back to my hands and knees and forged ahead, unconcerned about the fog, and now fires erupting all around me.  I had to get to Taya…

“Are you okay?” I asked as I treaded through the narrow, smoky tunnel before me.

Taya hacked for a moment—a deep, sonorous event that seemed to echo throughout the tunnels.  “I’ll…survive!” she moaned, hacking through each word.  “Just get me…out of…here!”

“I’m coming!” I assured her…

“Hurry!  Don’t…know…how much longer…I can last!”

The will to live was something extremely important.  I knew Taya had it, but it can waver, especially in the face of death.  I wouldn’t let that happen.  “Think about your daughter!” I told her.  “Think about how much she needs you, and don’t let go of that!”

Instead of responding, Taya coughed; I could hear liquids plopping on the deck a few moments later…and a few moments after that, I could hear Taya’s body crumpling to the deck right along with it…and as the twinkling blue light of the transporter started to dance across my field of vision, it seemed that I had failed…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 73521.7: After our failed attempt to repair Taya’s damaged ship, the Starlight is moving to intercept a Velora destroyer that, according to Taya’s logs, is heading for the Galtonia System.  Our mission is simple: return Taya to her people.

Staring down at Erin Keller’s sleeping face was always a pleasure.  The serenity and calm she possessed in that state of mind was so soothing that I could easily stare at her all day and all night without so much as a complaint.  Naturally, Erin had other ideas.

Within a few minutes, her eyes slowly blinked open.  I positioned my head so that my own charming face would be the very first thing she saw, and as her deep brown eyes focused on my face, I flashed her a quick smile, and then pulled away.

“Welcome back,” I said softly.  “Did you have fun?”

She immediately rolled her eyes.  “Not really, Alan,” she said evenly.  “But I think…I solved my problem.”

Though Taya’s ship was a total loss, I was relieved to know that, at the very least, the mission was not.  “I am certainly glad to hear it,” I told her.  “And I’m certain Taya wouldn’t mind hearing it, either.”

Erin’s eyes immediately widened.  “She’s not dead?”

I was about to reply—my mouth was open, the words were on my tongue, my voice was even starting to sound off…but Sarah Hartman beat me to it.

“No, she’s not dead,” said the Doctor bluntly, pulling out her medical tricorder and running it in front of Erin.  “And neither are you,” she said as the device happily bleeped.

Erin smiled.  “Hey, that’s good to know.”  Slowly, she sat up and placed her hand upon my shoulder.  “Alan, if you don’t mind… I’d like to talk to Taya for a minute.”

I nodded.  “Sure thing…”

As I watched Alan ease off and strike up a conversation with Sarah, I slowly came about on my biobed and hopped off, making the short journey from my bed, to hers, right next door.  “How are you doing?” I asked softly.

Taya produced a faint smile. Her skin was lacking some of the verdant hues that it had earlier, and she was still bruised up in places—but as a whole she looked well.  Eventually, she nodded and confirmed my hunch.  “I’m extremely grateful for what you did,” she added a moment later.  “I know how you felt about me… and your actions were…selfless, to say the least.”

“I just did what I thought was right,” I told her.  Right and wrong was something that had been clearly defined by my parents all those years ago.  And they had taught me well… I would do what was right, no matter the cost.  “And besides,” I added, “you turned out to be a pretty nifty person, after all.”

Taya nodded agreeably.  “One cannot judge an entire species by one small encounter.  The Velora do not want war, but we are certainly willing to take such actions in order to ensure that our vision of what is right is preserved.”

I definitely disagreed with what the Velora perceived to be right.  But I couldn’t argue about it.  It was their way of life, and I had little choice but to respect that.  “Our two peoples are vastly different.  We may never see eye to eye in a political sense… We may never respect each other’s ways… But I certainly respect you, Taya.”

“Likewise.  My thoughts will be with you once I return to Galtonia.  And who knows…perhaps we will meet again someday.”

I very much wished that.  But it seemed unlikely.  “Galtonia is very far away,” I reminded.  “It would take the Starlight years to get there.”

“True enough,” she agreed.  “Perhaps I will visit you, then.  Or at the very least, send you a communiqué every once and awhile.”

“I would like that,” I said with a warm smile.   “I would like that very much…”

And as the last embers of hate in my heart extinguished themselves, I suddenly realized that I was indeed a good person on the inside; the cold-blooded killer that had emerged from the darkness on the Velora flagship was nothing more than a shadow.  It would still follow me around wherever I went; no matter what I did, it would still be there.  But like all shadows, it was not in control of its actions—its master was, a fact I had not realized until the shadows stole the light.    But the spirit of the night was vanquished, and I had lived to tell about it… 
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