“Ring of Fire, part II”

Chris Adamek


 - 2 3 9 7 -

Episode 061

STAR TREK

The Final Frontier
__________STARRING__________

Captain Alan Christopher

Lieutenant Bator

Lieutenant Neelar Drayge 

Commander Matthew Harrison

Doctor Sarah Hartman
Kendall Johnson

Commander Erin Keller

Talyere Rosat

Commander Lucas Tompkins

“Ring of Fire, part II”

Stardate 74463.8; June 18, 2397

Episode 61

Written by Chris Adamek

Additional Characters

Commander Aelont

Ambassador Kaid

Lieutenant Steven Marizex

Admiral Alexis O’Connor

Captain Pentara

Lieutenant Commander Megan Reinbold

Ensign Flora Sanders

Sor Tovar

Lieutenant Jayla Trinn

Vakal

Chapter Six

As he descended into the cool, clammy turbolift shaft, Alan Christopher could still feel the Starlight trembling.  For a brief moment, he feared the Garidians or the Velora had opened fire, but the thought quickly fizzled.  The Garidians had already boarded the ship; if they were to attack now, they risked slaughtering all of their people—and Christopher had a distinct feeling that the Garidians were not stupid.

With an attack presently out of the question, Christopher was left with few other causes for the mysterious trembling—none of them good.  The most obvious was the hull breach on decks one, two, and three.  If it was about to expand, the ship would definitely be shaking—and given the current dearth in power, there were no containment fields to stop the breach from growing.  Christopher just hoped it waited until he vacated the shaft before expanding, for he had little desire to plummet to a painful death at the bottom.

He briefly glanced downward to see how much further he needed to descend before coming upon the horizontal junction with deck two.  Though it couldn’t have been much more than two meters below, Christopher cringed at the sight. Each and every time he moved his left hand, his swollen wrist seemed to scream with pain—and considering the ship could toss him to his death at any moment, Christopher didn’t dare scale that ladder with just one hand.

Moving steadily—but slowly—Christopher continued his descent, making certain his grip on the rungs was tight.  He could already hear Jayla Trinn and Flora Sanders conferring in the horizontal tube.  They spoke of Neelar Drayge’s condition—which was undoubtedly worsening with each passing moment.  When he helped the others get Neelar to safety, Christopher had briefly gleaned the wound on the young Bolian’s back, and it looked nasty.  Obviously, they needed to get to sickbay—and as Christopher moved his left arm, he soon realized the sooner they got there, the better.

After struggling with the ladder for a few additional moments, Christopher finally reached the horizontal junction.  He quickly grabbed Jayla Trinn’s extended hand, pulled himself inside, and expelled a considerable sigh of relief.  “You know, I could have been an archaeologist.”

Trinn flashed him a faint smile.  A few years ago, there had been some… unpleasantness between the two of them, but as Jayla removed the sleek black tricorder from her belt, Christopher was glad to see that time really did heal all wounds.  “The bridge is a complete vacuum,” she determined after a moment of study.  “And your arm is…”

“Thoroughly broken,” Christopher confirmed.  Over the course of his career, he had crashed into the floor dozens of times without incident.  But this time was different.  “It appears to be a compound fracture; both the ulna and radius are snapped.”

Jayla cringed.  “Ouch.”

Given the concerned look upon her face, Jayla was about to suggest they do something, but Christopher dismissed the notion before she had a chance to say anything.  “I’ll be okay,” he assured her.  “How are Drayge and Marizex?”

“Steven should be okay,” said Flora Sanders as she studied her tricorder readings of Marizex.  “He has a few broken ribs and a cracked humorous, but nothing serious.”

“I don’t know what is wrong with Drayge,” Trinn said a moment later.  “His problems are beyond my tricorder’s ability to diagnose.  That probably means that whatever is wrong is pretty bad.”

Christopher shook his head.  No good Garidians…  “We need to get to sickbay,” he said, reaffirming his earlier sentiment—only now it was a bit more urgent.  

An instant later, he was on his feet heading into the bowels of the ship, followed closely by the injured Steven Marizex.  Trinn and Sanders gently scooped Neelar Drayge from the deck, and joined the rest of the group a few moments later.  

…And just as they vacated their position, a slimy twig-like tendril began to creep across the deck…

Chapter Seven

Cleo was missing.

Amidst the chaos of the past couple of days, Erin Keller’s beloved cat somehow managed to escape.  Given the Starlight’s rather decrepit state, Erin knew that her services would be put to better use if she went to the bridge or in engineering; in fact Starfleet protocol required her to do so in such a crisis.  Even so, she would not even consider leaving deck seven until Cleo was found.  

Erin knew that the cat was probably the most expendable being on the ship.  But like it or not, Cleo was a part of her family—and Erin could not turn her back on family, no matter how inconsequential that individual’s role.  To her chagrin, the cat was nowhere to be found, and her tricorder was giving little in the way of assistance.

The attack had managed to rupture countless EPS conduits throughout deck seven, and though they had long ago run out of energy, they nevertheless managed to leave a thick, haunting fog in their wake, illuminated solely by the crimson alert lights.  As she walked through the murky haze, Erin’s tricorder had trouble registering anything more than a few meters away, making for a long, arduous search.

On more than one occasion, the tricorder registered a distant blip—but in the time it took Erin to climb over the fallen bulkheads and other debris in her way, the blip had moved on.  Since it seemed to appear at random, Erin knew it was probably a sensor ghost—but until she knew for certain, she could not discount the possibility of it being Cleo, or another member of the crew.

For the time being, however, nobody was in apparent distress, and Erin felt she was due for a break—or a nap… It was the middle of the night, after all.

Slowly, she seated herself on the edge of a fallen bulkhead and closed her eyes.  It was a comforting action, and had the air not been tinged with smoke, Erin probably would have fallen asleep right then and there—but the slumber would have been a short one.  In the distance, Erin suddenly heard footsteps crunching debris.

She quickly dropped her useless tricorder on the floor in favor of holding her phaser.  She increased its setting to a moderate stun, and then crouched down behind the fallen bulkhead, ready to defend herself should the need arise.  Moments later, a shadowy figure loomed at a junction up ahead; Erin couldn’t make out anything more than that, but she was fairly certain that she presently had every advantage over the shadow.  She was armed, and ready to fight, whereas the shadow appeared relatively clueless as to her existence… Then again, the shadow probably wasn’t looking for her…

It lingered in the junction a moment longer, and then came about, slowly approaching Erin’s position.  She crouched down a little lower, hoping to avoid detection, but as she did so, she accidentally kicked a piece of debris with her foot.  It loudly clanked up against the bulkhead, immediately alerting the shadow as to Erin’s position.  Without a moment’s hesitation, Erin sprung to her feet and trained her phaser on the wraith.  “Who are you?”

The wraith casually came about, both hands raised.  “Heh… paranoid, Erin?”

  It was Lucas.  Erin immediately expelled a sigh of relief, and returned her weapon to its holster.  “Not paranoid,” she said.  “Cautious.  What the hell are you doing here, anyway?”

He shrugged.  “I was trying to get to engineering, but the turbolift failed.  It dropped me off on deck five.  I’ve been crawling through Jefferies Tubes ever since.”

“What brought you out into the open?”

“Needed to stretch my legs.”

Seeing this as a perfect opportunity to recruit some help, Erin playfully grabbed Lucas by the hand and dragged him over to her bulkhead.  “While you’re stretching your legs, maybe you can give me a hand,” she said.

“Yeah?” asked Lucas, semi-interested.  “What do you need me to do?”

“Cleo somehow managed to escape from my quarters,” Erin explained.  “I’m quite certain that he’s around here somewhere, but I have yet to find the little shit.”

When Lucas didn’t immediately respond, Erin feared that he would not help—but then he chuckled, and began to kick around some debris.  “When I was a kid, we had this dog—a golden retriever named Bud—and the damn thing would run away just about every other week.  My sister and I would always go and look for him but you know something?”

“What?” asked Erin, grinning.

“He always turned up on his own.  We’d come back home, and Bud would be sitting there in the yard as if he’d been there all day.”

“Are you saying that Cleo will come home by himself?” asked Erin.  Quite frankly, she didn’t think the cat would do such a thing, but Lucas was apparently convinced.

“Hey, if he doesn’t, the ship only has twenty-one decks.  He can’t get too far away.”  Lucas paused for a moment, staring intently at the floor.  “But I think we’re on the right track…”

“Why?”

He pointed at the floor with his index finger.  “Because I doubt you coughed up that bad boy.”

Though Erin couldn’t see it from her vantage point, she could only assume he was pointing at a hairball.  “At least he didn’t do it on the bed this time.”  Suddenly invigorated by this new flash of hope, Erin resumed her search for Cleo. Little did she know, she was being watched…

The battle for the bioship had gone well.  Kaid could not say that he was entirely pleased with the results—his ship did sustain some additional damage thanks to the Starlight, but it wasn’t nearly as severe as the damage sustained in the asteroid field a few days ago.  Furthermore, since the bioship was secured, the damage sustained was worth it.  Now all Kaid had to do was ensure the vessel was transported back to Velora space for his people to study.  Perhaps with the entire vessel at their disposal, they could create something more useful than a biogenic weapon…  Kaid, however, did not set his hopes too high.

He was about to retreat to his chambers for a meal, when the strident hum of a transporter beam filled the air behind him.  Kaid quickly came about to see Captain Pentara’s body shimmering in the verdant light.  He took a few steps back, waited for her to finish materializing, and then waited for the fireworks to begin.

Pentara’s mood was unreadable at first, but the moment a glittering pink forcefield snapped in place around her trim body, her stoic façade crumbled.  “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded as Sor Tovar approached her, scanner in hand.

“We do not want our genetic purity to be compromised,” Tovar said flatly as he waved the scanner over Pentara’s immobilized body.

And Kaid was glad that she was immobile. He suspected Pentara would not have submitted to the examination willingly, a fact that was demonstrated by the growing look of angst upon the Garidian’s face.  But the examination was a necessary evil. All of the Garidians had all been exposed to the blight a few weeks ago during a minor skirmish near the Federation border. If any sign of the disease showed up in Pentara’s body, she would pose a grave threat to the Velora, and would have to be exterminated along with the rest of her crew.  If the blight remained dormant, she was safe—and as Tovar came to Kaid with the results, it would appear the Garidians would escape extinction today.  “Lower the forcefield,” Kaid whispered after glancing at the data.

Tovar retreated to the triangular station behind Kaid’s chair and tapped a few commands into the computer.  A moment later, the forcefield around Pentara vanished.  An icy gaze immediately fell upon the Garidian’s face as she approached Kaid.  “Tell me, Ambassador, do you treat all your guests so well?”

Kaid shook his head.  “No,” he said cryptically, but did not extrapolate.  Pentara did not need to know about the Velora’s internment facilities just yet.

The Garidian seemed intrigued by Kaid’s blunt response, but she did not pursue the topic.  Instead, she turned her icy gaze upon the viewscreen.  “The Starlight has been disabled,” she said.  “My troops have boarded the vessel, and are seeking the information we need.  I have also ordered them to seek hostages. In the event the data is encrypted, we can use them as leverage.”

Though he did not say it aloud, Kaid had to admit that Pentara was a far more able tactician than he had imagined.  He would keep that in mind, and make it a point not to underestimate her in the future.  “The bioship has been damaged,” he reported a moment later.  “However, it should repair itself.”

Pentara nodded quaintly.  “Good,” she said.  “We can begin to study it immediately.  I will order ten—”

“Not so fast,” Kaid interjected.  “We need to extract some genetic material from the vessel.  Once that is completed, then you can study it.”

“Ambassador,” said Pentara smoothly, “I believe the Garidians control the Starlight and its denizens.  Until that changes, we do things my way.”

Kaid frowned.  Not only was Pentara a capable tactician, she was also an assertive one.  “It will take time for you to retrieve the data from the Starlight,” he said evenly. “If you access the bioship’s computer beforehand, the vessel could attack and destroy us all.”

Pentara was not impressed.  She shrugged off Kaid’s logic as fluff, and proceeded to examine the opulent gray command chair a few meters away.  “I have the situation under control,” she assured Kaid.

He was not so sure.  “I should remind you that your vessel is heavily damaged.  Mine is not.”

It was a two-pronged threat, and to her credit, Pentara picked up on both meanings—the obvious threat from the bioship, and the not so obvious threat from the Velora.  “You would fire upon my ship?” she hissed.

The Garidians were apparently an honorable species.  When they made alliances, they tended to honor them as long as it was to their benefit.  This venture with the Velora was no different.  But while the Garidians may have been honorable, the Velora did not consider that one of their many virtues.  “I would watch my back if I were you,” warned Kaid.

Kendall Johnson had had been looking forward to a good night’s rest.  He wanted to start the new day fresh, without any of yesterday’s degrading threads plaguing his conscience.  The universe, of course, had other ideas.  Johnson had only been in bed for a few minutes when the ship started to shake, and in his haste to get to his post, he only put on half his uniform.  It felt odd running around without his jacket—but he supposed it was better than running around without any clothing at all.  Besides, Kendall always thought he looked good in his blue undershirt. 

If he did, Commander Reinbold didn’t seem to notice.  Of course, they had more important things to worry about, and for all Kendall knew, Reinbold was secretly checking him out when he wasn’t looking.  Nevertheless, it was in everyone’s best interests to focus on survival, something Reinbold did quite well.

After the initial attack, the two of them stumbled into each other by happenstance, and when the magnitude of the situation became apparent, they decided to stay together.  As the two of them traversed deck four, they encountered several other crewmembers.  Reinbold swiftly instructed them to survey the ship for damage, and repair whatever they could.  This went on for some time before Reinbold stopped before a Jefferies Tube hatch that would lead them to deck three—though she never said as much, Kendall assumed she was heading for the bridge—but apparently, she wasn’t tuned into the subtle noises the ship made.

“As far as I can tell,” said Johnson, “there’s a hull breach on deck three.  I don’t think it would be a good idea to go there…”

Reinbold nodded knowledgably, but there was a hint of confusion upon her face.  “How do you know?”

“I’ve served on this ship for four years,” softly replied.  And though it almost pained him to acknowledge it, he thoughtfully added, “I know it better than anything—or anyone—else in the galaxy.”

Kendall had mentioned that to only a few other people, and they immediately laughed upon hearing it.  But Reinbold only provided him with a warm smile.  “Impressive,” she said.  “How can you tell?”

She was impressed.  But Kendall knew that this was about the time for him to say something incoherent, and before long, she would think as low of him as anyone else on the ship.  But Kendall wasn’t entirely certain that would happen this time—to his surprise his thoughts, though a but fuzzy, were coherent.  “It’s just a skill I’ve managed to pick up over the years.  I have an ear for that sort of thing, I guess.  Besides, when the ship shakes that bad, something is usually very wrong.”

Reinbold shrugged.  “I’ve never been on a ship during an attack like this,” she admitted.  “I was on Earth during most of the Elorg War.  I think I saw three, maybe four battles.”

“Consider yourself lucky.”  Memories of the deeds committed during those dark days started to mingle in Kendall’s thoughts, and he immediately turned sullen.  He had slept away more than a few problems during the war.

Reinbold gazed at Kendall for a long moment as she attempted to fathom the horrors of war.  But she would never truly know war until experiencing it herself.  Kendall hoped that she wouldn’t have to.  They lingered in the corridor for a dreadfully long moment before Reinbold turned her back to the Jefferies Tube.  “We’ll work under the assumption that everything above deck three is useless,” she finally said.  “That means we’re going to have to establish a new command center in main engineering—assuming we can get there.”  And without any further discussion, they were on the move.

Throughout his childhood, Alan Christopher could recall Andrew Hartman constantly preaching the virtues of archaeology.  “Alan,” he would say, “archaeology is where the real adventure is.”  But did Alan listen?  No… he just had to join Starfleet because he wanted to make a difference.  But now Andrew was out exploring the ancient Chodak ruins on Horst III, while Alan was somewhere between decks three and four—dirty, sweaty, and nursing a terribly painful broken arm.  “I really should have listened to Uncle Andrew,” he grumbled to nobody in particular.  Grumbling, of course, failed to curry much in the way of sympathy, so Alan decided it would be best to simply forge ahead in silence.

With Steven Marizex following close behind, he slowly walked up to the next junction in the turbolift shaft.  It was a considerable crossroads; at this particular junction, the turbolift could have ventured left, right, straight ahead, or down—to deck five—and since deck five was their ultimate destination, Christopher decided that would be a most excellent way to go.  He carefully peered down into the shaft.  It appeared to go straight down for a good seven or eight decks; resting at the bottom was one of the lifts.  It was badly damaged, and still spewed smoke from within.  Christopher sincerely hoped that nobody was inside.

Slowly, Christopher began to lower himself onto the ladder, making certain his damaged arm stayed out of harm’s way—but he got no further than a few centimeters before hearing a faint rustling noise—barely a whisper—in the shaft to his left.  He looked up to Marizex for confirmation, but the Lieutenant had a blank look upon his face.  “Did you hear that?” asked Christopher.

Marizex shrugged.  “No,” he admitted.

Humans, of course, were not known for excellent hearing, and Christopher decided that the noise was simply beyond Marizex’s ability to hear.  Thus, he turned his gaze upon Jayla Trinn a few meters away.  “I didn’t hear anything, either,” she said abruptly.  “But I’ll go check it out.”

The Trill quickly drew her phaser and made her way to the junction.  Christopher produced a quaint smiled.  “I’ll go with you,” he said, drawing his own weapon.

Making certain he did not to trip and fall into the vertical turbolift shaft, Christopher kept himself extremely close to the wall as he leapt to the adjacent horizontal shaft.  Trinn joined him a few moments later, and together, the duo made their way toward the mysterious sound.

“It was probably just that debris settling,” Trinn surmised, pointing to pile of conduits and other junk that had fallen from the ceiling a few meters up ahead.

Christopher wasn’t so certain.  The noise had been more of a rustling nose than anything else—and as Trinn poked at the debris with her finger, she elicited a series of hollow-sounding clanks.  Ready to dismiss the debris as a possible culprit, Christopher started to forge ahead—but Trinn’s bone-chilling shriek of terror stopped him dead in his tracks.

His heart pounding, Christopher quickly came about, his eyes immediately falling upon the Trill’s ashen face.  “What is it?” he asked.

She haphazardly discarded a few pieces of black conduit to uncover a long, slimy tendril growing in the damaged part of the wall.  “Take a look for yourself.”  She attempted to sound nonchalant, but the fear in Jayla’s voice was obvious.

Christopher set his phaser on the deck, and slowly pulled the tricorder from his belt.  He quickly flipped it open and waved the scanner in front of the tendril, but to his chagrin, the tricorder didn’t register anything but the wall.  “It must be Species 8472…” he decided a moment later.

“Where did it come from?” Trinn inquired.

“I have no idea,” Christopher admitted.  There was only one way to find out; slowly, he extended his good arm and ripped a piece of the slimy brown tendril from the wall.  “We’ll have Sarah analyze it when we get to sickbay.

Jayla started to say something, but a sudden clambering in the shaft up ahead promptly interrupted her words.  They both came about in unison to see some debris falling from the vertical shaft several meters up ahead.  In light of the discovering the tendrils on the wall, Christopher couldn’t help but assume the worst.  But as a humanoid figure dropped to the deck, a feeling of relief came over him—but Christopher didn’t let his guard down just yet.  Garidians were humanoid, too.

As the intruder got his bearings, Christopher pressed himself flat against the wall, ready to take action at a moment’s notice.  But after a moment, Christopher realized the intruder wore a Starfleet uniform… and that it was hardly an intruder at all.  “Matthew!” he called, lowering his weapon.

Harrison immediately looked up, and nodded politely at Christopher.  “Captain!” he greeted.  “Fancy meeting you here…”

“We thought you were a Garidian,” Trinn interjected before Christopher had a chance to say anything.

He cast the Trill a stern gaze, and then turned back to Harrison.  The Commander folded his arms and smiled.  “Perish the thought,” he said.  “What has transpired?”

“We were attacked,” said Trinn, again cutting off the Captain.

Again, he glared, and added, “By the Garidians and the Velora.  There’s a hull breach on decks one, two, and three—and when we evacuated the bridge, there were Garidians crawling all over the ship.”

Given the look on Harrison’s face, this was news to him.  “I have not encountered a single Garidian,” he admitted.

“Well, they’re here,” said Trinn.

“Everywhere, to be exact,” Christopher added.  “Though we haven’t seen any, either…”  He paused, for a brief moment, then asked, “What happened to you, anyway?”

Harrison didn’t immediately respond.  In fact, he spent several seconds considering his words, an unusual gesture for the normally verbose first officer.  “I was with Admiral O’Connor when we were attacked,” he said carefully.  “We immediately started for the bridge, but the turbolift failed, and quite rudely deposited us on deck seven.

“When I stated it was necessary to climb to the bridge, the Admiral decided it was necessary for her to survey the damage on deck seven.  I suppose she is still there.  I, on the other hand, have been making my way to the bridge.  However, since it is no longer habitable, I suppose I shall need to find myself another activity.”

Christopher blinked.  Though he had heard most of what Harrison said, his brain was still having trouble processing the very first sentence.  “What the heck were you doing with O’Connor this late at night?”  The very thought made him cringe.

Harrison forced a smile to his face.  “We must discuss that, actually,” he whispered.

Christopher’s cringe grew.  He didn’t want to think about it, let alone discuss it.  No matter what was going on, if it had anything to do with Alexis O’Connor, Christopher did not care to hear about it.  “When we get to sickbay,” he promptly said, hoping to delay the inevitable conversation as long as possible.

Chapter Eight

“Tell me something, Ambassador… how long does it take to harness a little biomatter?”

It took a lot for Ambassador Kaid to get upset, but Captain Pentara’s constant droning was beginning to push him to the edge.  From the moment she beamed aboard, she had provided countless smug remarks on a variety of subjects—from the performance of Kaid’s crew, to the ship’s décor—and while none of it was extremely interesting to begin with, now it was simply becoming a nuisance.  Forgoing any sort of formality, Kaid simply turned to Pentara and said, “It takes the exact amount of time required to perform the necessary procedures.  No more.  No less.  The last time we attempted the procedure, the vessel attacked, and killed six of my men.  So you see, Captain, we must take every precaution.”

Pentara immediately dismissed Kaid’s words with an indolent shrug.  “Your losses are none of my concern, Ambassador.  Though I am reminded of an old saying we have on Garid…”

“And what might that be?” asked Kaid.

“Never send a plebeian to do the job of a patrician,” she succinctly quoted, giving Kaid an icy glare the entire time she spoke.

Kaid was only vaguely familiar with Garidian society, but he knew enough to catch the drift of Pentara’s words.  “Are you suggesting I send a Garidian to retrieve the biomatter?”

“A Garidian would have the job done by now.  In fact, we would be halfway back to Garid—and might have even had a chance to stop off on—”

“I see your point,” Kaid interrupted, raising a dismissive hand to silence Pentara.  “You seem eager to get this bioship.  What exactly do you plan to do with it?”

Pentara mulled over the question for a long moment, giving Kaid reason to suspect the Garidians had more planned for the bioship than simple research.  “We have been told that these bioships have the capability to destroy entire worlds,” she said casually.  “The Garidians are interested in acquiring that technology.”

Kaid nearly choked on his saliva.  Though the Velora’s countless acts of genocide were gruesome, they were done for a very specific reason—and it was not something they took lightly.  In fact, great pains were taken to ensure the dark deeds were kept quiet.  But the way Captain Pentara spoke, it was almost as if the Garidians intended to use the bioship’s vast power like a toy.

In many ways, the analogy fit.  The Garidians were a child race.  Like all children, they wanted two things: lots of toys and lots of attention—and now that the Romulans were gone, there was nothing to stop the Garidians from seeking their wants.  That spelled one thing in Kaid’s mind: danger.

“I was unaware the bioship had such capabilites,” said Tovar suddenly.  “It is very impressive.”

“It is,” Pentara agreed.

“And it is none of our concern,” Kaid said sternly to Tovar.  “What we are planning to do with the bioship is bad enough.”

Tovar nodded.  “Of course,” he said—though Kaid was not convinced of his officer’s sincerity.  In fact, the Ambassador was quite certain something was amiss on the Adaris…

“…and there’s a large hull breach on the upper decks.  Since the bridge is probably a vacuum, we’re attempting to set up a new command post on deck sixteen.”

Lucas Tompkins nodded knowledgeably as he listened to Megan Reinbold’s situation report—and after spending the better part of an hour searching for Erin’s cat, the situation report was music to his ears.  In fact, Kendall and Megan arrived just in the nick of time, because—quite frankly, Lucas was getting tired for looking for the damn cat.  In fact, heading down to deck sixteen was starting to sound like a good idea.

“Have either of you seen the Captain or Commander Harrison?” he asked a moment later.

Kendall immediately shook his head, and Megan mimicked the action a moment later.  “And since the comm is out, we haven’t been able to contact them, either.  I know it’s grim, but in all likelihood, they were on the upper decks; we should consider the possibility that they’re dead.”

The sentiment obviously did not agree with Erin.  Her face immediately turned pale as a ghost—but she still managed to keep her objectivity.  “Megan is right, of course,” she said softly.  “And until we’re certain, Lucas is in command.”

The thought had not occurred to him, but now that Erin brought it up, Lucas suddenly realized that it was indeed true.  He was in command.  “Cool,” he quipped before getting down to business.  “The first thing we need to do is get the comm back online, that way we can send a distress call to the Klingons.  Erin and I—”

A ragged beam of green light suddenly streaked past Lucas’s shoulder and crashed into the wall behind him.  He immediately grabbed his phaser and pressed himself flat against the wall in anticipation of another attack—and he was not disappointed.  Moments later, several additional phaser beams sliced through the murky air, sparking wildly as they hit the wall.

 “Where they hell did that come from?” Keller shouted to Tompkins as she ducked for cover from the continued assault.

Lucas shrugged.  “I’ll be damned if I know!” he replied, blindly firing back into the murky gaze.  He wasn’t sure if he hit anything, but considering the lull in the action, Tompkins couldn’t rule out the possibility.

Of course, two seconds later, several more green beams of light surged through the darkened corridor.  Tompkins was able to glimpse what appeared to be a figure lurking in the haze up ahead, and made haste to fire upon the target.  Moments later, a beam of vivid orange light surged from his phaser—and crashed into the wall.  “Damn!”

“Lucas!” Kendall was pointing with his phaser at another shadowy target—one much closer than Lucas would have thought to consider, but as he saw the shadowy wraith move amidst the fog, he did not hesitate to fire.

And sure enough, his phaser beam connected with a Garidian guard square in the chest.  He gasped, and promptly fell to the floor—but Lucas did not have time to celebrate his victory, for the reprieve from battle was short.

Moments later, three more Garidians appeared, wildly firing their phasers—and one of them came very close to striking Kendall.  Johnson, however, didn’t seem to realize how close he was to death, and continued to fire his weapon alongside Megan as if nothing had happened.  Even so, it was obvious they were outgunned—and since the poor visibility meant Lucas couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn, he subsequently dropped his phaser on the floor and lunged at the nearest Garidian.

The alien immediately crashed into the wall, and then stumbled to the floor, kicking all the way.  Lucas was took a few blows to his shins, but it was nothing compared to the serious whooping the Garidian was taking.  With all his might, Lucas continually pounded his fists into the bastard’s face—and when he was finally through with the first one, Erin kindly struck down a second Garidian, who subsequently found himself under siege.  The second guard—stunned by Erin’s phaser blast—lasted only a few moments, and when Lucas dropped his unconscious body to the floor, the engineer soon realized his fists were covered in a light orange liquid.

Confused, Lucas glanced back down at the Garidian to see his face covered in the same velvety liquid.  It must have been blood—and as another Garidian approached, Lucas was about to shed a little more.  A few phaser beams—both orange and green—streaked by, and then Lucas plowed his fist into the nearest Garidian.  To his surprise, this Garidian punched back.  Lucas ducked, and came back with a swift left hook into the Garidian’s jaw.  Bones immediately cracked, and as he pulled his fist away, Lucas knew those bones were not his. 

Still, the Garidian seemed unfazed.  He threw a few punches at Lucas and then shoved him to the ground.  Lucas tripped over one of the other fallen Garidians and landed in front of Erin’s feet; he saw her quickly move to shoot the Garidian, but she wasn’t fast enough, and he knocked her phaser to the ground.

As Lucas scrambled to his feet, Erin gracefully evaded the Garidian’s attack, and then delivered a few well-timed punches to the alien’s face—but before she could throw her fourth punch, the Garidian grabbed her fist and threw her to the ground, just as several more Garidians came up behind him.

“Kendall, Megan!” shouted Lucas.  “Get down to engineering and contact the Klingons!  NOW!”

And then—before he could even move—everything went dark.

When Tompkins woke up, his head was pounding, and while everything was a bit of a blur, one thing was certain—he was now a prisoner of the Garidians.  He was bound with some sort of wire, gagged with something that tasted like sweaty socks, and sprawled out on the floor in the middle of the corridor with Erin and a few other crewmembers—including Admiral O’Connor.

Behind him, Lucas could hear someone’s boots falling on the deck.  They seemed to be approaching, and when they finally stopped, it was less than a few meters away.  “I am Commander Aelont,” said the owner of the boots.  “And you all have the pleasure of being my… honored guests…”

Sickbay wasn’t nearly as busy as Christopher had imagined it would be.  He had expected to see Doctor Hartman barking orders to her nurses amidst a sea of wounded patients—all packed in the medical facility like sardines.  But as the Captain and his small band of travelers entered sickbay, he was surprised to see that it was virtually empty.  In fact, only one biobed was occupied, and Doctor Hartman stood placidly at the workstation in the center of the lab.  For her, it was practically business as usual.

She studied her data for a few moments longer before clearing the interface and turning her gaze upon Christopher.  “Rough night with Commander Keller?” she asked, pulling a sleek obsidian tricorder from her coat pocket.

Christopher did not laugh.  “We were attacked by the Garidians, in case you were curious.” 

Hartman pulled a cylindrical sensor from the top of the tricorder and waved it over Christopher’s arm.  “I wasn’t curious, actually.”  She took a moment to examine the data, and then motioned toward the biobeds.  “Take a seat,” she said, and without any preamble, began to examine Neelar Drayge.  “His spleen has taken heavy damage,” she diagnosed.  “And moving him around didn’t help too much.  Why didn’t you just leave him where he fell?”

“Because there’s a giant hull breach on the bridge,” Trinn explained.  “He would have died.”

“Well since the damage is already done, take him to the surgical bay,” said Hartman.  She quickly came about and grabbed a passing nurse.  “Prep him for surgery, I’ll be there in a minute.”

The nurse nodded, and quickly ushered Trinn, Sanders, and Drayge into the surgical bay in the aft section of the room, leaving Hartman with Marizex and Harrison to tend to.  Harrison immediately assured the doctor he was fine, prompting her to scan Marizex for injuries.  “Take a seat next to the Captain,” she said, watching as a wealth of data flitted across her tricorder’s screen.  “Doctor Welles will be with you in a moment.”

As Marizex made his way to the appointed biobed, Hartman headed into the surgical bay.  She quickly glanced at some data pertaining to Drayge, exchanged a few words with her nurse, and then retreated to the workstation in the center of the room.  She pulled a few tools from one of the drawers, and then approached Christopher.

The Captain sat near the middle of the bed, his legs haphazardly dangling off the edge.  He stared at them for a moment after Hartman arrived, and then turned his gaze upon the Doctor.  Though she wasn’t looking back—she was organizing her tools—Christopher still thought now was as good a time as any to discuss the other matter on his mind.  “When we’re done here, I have another fun task for you to do,” said Christopher quietly.

“And what might that be?” asked Hartman, her voice devoid of any emotion.

Christopher quickly plucked the slimy brown tendril from his pocket, and presented it to the Doctor.  “We found this in the turbolift shaft on deck two,” he explained.  “Now, I know I’m hardly an engineer, but I’m downright certain our slimy little friend should not have been there.”

“I’d say that’s a pretty good guess,” Hartman concurred.  She plucked the tendril from Christopher’s hand and gave it a brief visual survey—and when that provided nothing of interest, she pulled out her tricorder.  Less than a second later, the scanner was practically swimming in results.  “The readings are consistent with Species 8472,” Hartman quickly determined.  “In fact, it’s almost an exact replica of the biomaterial we recovered from that crashed Velora ship a few weeks ago.”

Though he wasn’t about to hit the panic button, Christopher did not like what he was hearing.  Plenty of unpleasant situations raced through his mind, but until he had some more information, he did not want to jump to conclusions.  Remaining calm was essential.  “Has anyone had access to the biomatter?”

“No,” said Hartman bluntly.  She carefully set the tendril down, and exchanged it for an osteoregenerator.  She tinkered with its controls for a moment, and once satisfied with the settings, began to wave it over Christopher’s left arm.  “Hold still.  This shouldn’t take long.”

To Christopher’s relief, the doctor spoke the truth, and his arm began to feel better after only a few seconds of exposure.  “Are you sure you’re the only one to access the biomatter?”

Hartman immediately sighed.  “To the best of my knowledge, yes.  Now shut up, and sit still.”

Christopher was beginning to sense that he should shut up and sit still.  Had he not known Hartman for so many years, he might have taken offense to her harsh words—or even placed a dreaded reprimand on her record—but since this sort of harsh banter was the standard between the two of them, Christopher simply overlooked the blatant violation of protocol and followed Hartman’s instructions.

For a moment.

“I don’t see how the ‘shut up’ part pertains to my treatment,” he playfully inquired.  “Will talking somehow screw up your efforts?”

“Yes,” Hartman replied.  “It might cause my fist to spontaneously crash into your face.  You could become severely mutilated—then again, that would be a considerable improvement.”

Christopher grinned.  “Well, Quasimodo, I’d still be gorgeous when compared to you,” he retorted.

“Of course.”  Hartman waved the osteoregenerator over Christopher’s arm a few more times before pausing to examine her work.  “You look healed to me.  How does it feel?”

Christopher carefully drew his fingers into a fist, and though the action caused a little pain, it was hardly traumatic.  “It feels good,” he proclaimed.  “Excellent work, Doctor.  Your golden stars are in the mail.”

She rolled her eyes.  “I’ll add them to my collection.”

The Doctor swiftly grabbed the osteoregenerator and returned it to the workstation from whence it came.  “Doctor Welles,” she called, “Lieutenant Drayge should be ready for surgery any moment now.  “If I’m not done analyzing this tendril, cover for me.”

Welles was a recent addition to Hartman’s medical staff.  He was a competent young man; well-built, light brown hair, thin nose, strong English accent… And unlike Sarah Hartman, he had an excellent bedside manner.  Christopher liked him—and knew that Neelar would be in good hands no matter who treated him.  

Quickly, Christopher plucked the tendril from the end of the biobed and brought it to Hartman.  She promptly took it from his hand and marched into her office, not caring if Christopher followed or not.  Not wanting to get left behind, Christopher made haste to follow the Doctor—as did Commander Harrison.  They quickly strode into the office behind Hartman, just in time to see her slip into the aft compartment.

Again, Christopher and Harrison followed, and moments later, they found themselves standing in a dim, narrow room.  A series of obsidian pods no taller than the Captain lined the left wall; each pod had a small control pad and a golden Starfleet arrowhead on the front. Hartman walked past four or five of the pods before coming to a stop.  She tapped a short sequence on the keypad, and quickly stepped aside as the pod arced from the wall, forming something akin to a waist-high plank.

At the foot of the plank was another small keypad. Hartman stared at it for a long moment before trying to input her commands.  And the moment her finger hit the first button, Christopher knew something was wrong. There was no pleasant bleep accompanying the Doctor’s input, and no subsequent action on the computer’s behalf.  Literally, nothing happened.

“This isolation chamber has lost power,” she quickly realized.

“How long has the unit been without power?” asked Harrison.

Hartman glanced at the onboard chronometer.  “Three hours, thirty-six minutes—during the attack.  That’s more than enough time for the biomatter to infect the gel packs.”

Christopher clenched his fists.  “This is not good,” he muttered.  Acting on a very grim impulse, he turned on his heel and retreated to Doctor Hartman’s office.  If his memory recalled correctly, there were two gel packs situated behind the panel next to the workstation near her desk.  He quickly approached the panel and removed it with a swift yank. 

Under optimal conditions, bio-neural gel packs were turquoise in color.  The two attached to the wall before Christopher were pitch-black, infested with numerous branch-like tendrils, and radiating so much heat that the Captain nearly had to turn away.  “The entire ship could be infested,” he realized.  “And there’s nothing we can do about it…”

Chapter Nine

The attack had come without warning.  The first Garidian appeared by the warp core, and was easily neutralized; moments later, a second Garidian appeared near the doors, and then a third, very near the warp core.  Both newcomers were contained with ease, but before Talyere knew it, he found himself engaged in combat with no less than fifteen of the vile aliens, all driven by the same nefarious will to conquer.  And the Garidians would have conquered, had Talyere been fighting alongside anyone other than Lieutenant Bator.

He and Bator made a potent team, and Talyere was reminded of the ancient days, when Na’zar single-handedly defeated forty Iconian guards.  Before long, every last Garidian lay sprawled out on the deck.  Though none of them had died, they were all unconscious, and a few of them had injuries severe enough to make them wish death upon themselves.  They could wish all they wanted, but Talyere would make certain each and every one of them lived.

Using the emergency medical kit, Talyere treated every Garidian the best he could.  Of course, he was not well versed in emergency medical procedures or Garidian physiology, so their treatments were severely lacking—but for some reason, Talyere could not work up much in the way of sympathy.  They did attack without warning or provocation…

He was in the process of healing one of the Garidians’ broken limbs when the doors slid apart.  In an instant, Talyere dropped the osteoregenerator in his hand in favor of a phaser, and quickly came about to ward off any opposition that dared to enter main engineering.  But to his relief, no such action would be necessary, for the new arrivals were anything but Garidians.

Commander Reinbold and Lieutenant Johnson stood at the threshold, and though their phasers were drawn, neither one of them was prepared to fire.  Had Talyere been a Garidian, both of them would have been dead by now—they were lucky he was on their side.  

“What happened?” Reinbold asked Bator as she entered.

“We were ambushed by Garidians,” he said, putting away his phaser.

Reinbold nodded understandingly.  “The same thing happened to us on deck seven,” she said, “but we weren’t lucky enough to fend them off.”

“Erin and Lucas have been taken as prisoners,” Johnson somberly explained.  

Bator chuckled softly as he gazed at the row of shackled Garidians seated in the middle of the room.  “We have plenty of bargaining chips.”

“And a few new tricks up our sleeves,” Talyere added, holding up a small black control pad.  “I removed it from one of the Garidians.”

“What is it?” asked Johnson.

Talyere smiled deviously and then gave the gray button in the middle of the pad a swift tap.  Moments later, everything around Talyere began to shimmer and distort, almost as if he was underwater—but he wasn’t.  He was cloaked.  

Slowly, Talyere made his way across engineering, thoroughly enjoying the dumbfounded looks that adorned his spectators’ faces.  It was obvious they had no idea where he was at, since the three of them still had their sights fixed upon the Garidian he had been treating only moments ago—but they would know soon enough.  

Carefully, Talyere rounded the master control station in the center of engineering and came up behind Reinbold.  “Amazing, isn’t it?” he asked.

Caught off guard by Talyere’s disembodied voice, Reinbold promptly screamed, and came about to scold him—and though he stood less than a meter away, Talyere was nowhere to be found.  Reinbold shook her head and sighed.  “Very funny,” she said.  “At least now we know how the Garidians were able to ambush us.”

“Agreed,” said Talyere.  Having had enough fun for the time being, he again touched the gray button in the center of the pad, and waited for everything to return to normal.  Within a few moments, Talyere was again visible to everybody, and having finished his magical task, he bowed slightly to his audience.  “In my next amazing feat, I shall saw Lieutenant Johnson in half.”

Johnson did not laugh.  In fact, Talyere had not expected him to.  The statement was little more than a test of Johnson’s will.  On most days, such a statement would either fluster Johnson considerably, or embarrass him to tears—but today, he simply stood, and glared at Talyere with an ominous gaze.  Talyere gazed back—approvingly.

“I have erected a forcefield around the warp core,” said Bator after a few moments, “and did my best to lock the Garidians out of the main computer.  However, if we do not act quickly, they should be able to override my lockout.”

Reinbold nodded.  “How long do we have?”

“I do not know,” Bator admitted.  “It depends on the Garidians.  If they are stupid, we may have several hours.  Conversely, if they are smart… they could have uncovered the decryption sequence five minutes ago.”

“I see,” said Reinbold, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  “Before Kendall and I showed the Garidians some ass and elbows on deck seven, Commander Tompkins suggested we get the communication systems back online, that way we can contact the Klingons for help.  Unless anyone else has a better idea, I suggest that is what we do.”

For his part, Talyere could find no flaw with the proposal, and has he inspected the faces of Bator and Johnson, it was obvious neither one of them had anything to suggest.  Even so, Bator mulled over the possibilities a moment longer before nodding his head in agreement with Reinbold’s plan.  “Kendall and I will get started right away.”

“You have twenty minutes,” Reinbold added as the two of them started for the master control station.

Since there was little else he could do for the time being, Talyere decided to continue his efforts as physician to the Garidians.  It was tedious work, and not very fulfilling, but he did abhor listening to them complain about their injuries.  Partially healing them was the least he could do—literally.  But as he made his way back to the Garidians, Megan Reinbold’s voice stopped him dead in his tracks.

“Talyere,” she called.

He slowly came about to face Reinbold, curious as to the reason for the summons.  “Yes, Commander?”

She flashed him a faint smile, and hesitantly approached his position.  “I just wanted to apologize for the other day…”

Talyere immediately found himself confused.  As far as he could recall, Reinbold had no reason to be so apologetic in the first place.  This was, after all, their first conversation.  “You must be mistaken.  You have nothing to apologize for.”

She nodded, but did not recant her statement.  “Okay, I personally don’t have anything to apologize about, but… Admiral O’Connor did call you Xi'Yor at the reception the other day.”

“Ah… yes,” said Talyere, dreading the very mention of O’Connor.  “It is not your fault she is incompetent, Commander.  She has referred to me as Xi'Yor the better part of a year, and I suspect, will continue to do so as long as she exists…”

Reinbold started to explain he reason for the apology—something Talyere did not particularly care to hear; as far as he was concerned, the case was closed.  But the Commander insisted.  Thankfully, she was cut off by a sudden high-pitched squealing noise—created by the communications system.  “That was fast!” she exclaimed, turning her gaze upon Bator.

But as the Phobian stepped away from the workstation, Talyere could tell something was not right.  “It was fast,” he admitted.  “In fact, Lieutenant Johnson and I have not even started repairs.”

“Hell, the two of you are bona fide miracle workers,” Reinbold quipped—but her good mood summarily vanished when a stone-faced Garidian suddenly appeared on every monitor in engineering.

“I am Commander Aelont, and as you may or may not know, the Garidians are very much interested in acquiring the alien bioship you have procured.  Sadly, in our myriad attempts to capture it, we have been greeted with nothing more than failure.  You, on the other hand, seem to have captured the vessel with ease.  The Garidians want to know how you managed such a feat.

“You have one hour to transmit all data pertaining to Species 8472.  If you fail to comply with our demands within that hour, we shall simply execute one of the many prisoners we have acquired… starting with the fat one called O’Connor…”

And as quickly as he appeared, Commander Aelont vanished, leaving Alan Christopher with one distinctive thought: “This is not good.”

“That would appear to be the day’s running theme,” said Matthew Harrison evenly.  The Commander stood a meter or so behind the Captain with his arms folded upon his chest.  “So how many crises are we up to, now?”

“Too many.”  Christopher hadn’t been keeping a tally, and considering how rapidly things were going downhill, he was uncertain he could keep track.  Besides, any time he had to deal with multiple crises, it was always too many…  “Of course, if we were to stall for about an hour, the Garidians are apparently willing to take one of our… largest problems off our hands.  They probably have no idea how big of a favor they’d be doing us…”

Harrison’s jaw almost hit the floor.  “You cannot be serious!” he retorted.  “Allowing the Garidians to slay Admiral O’Connor is absolutely out of the question!”

“Of course it’s out of the question,” Christopher assured him.  “If we stood by and did nothing, I am certain we would look quite bad in Starfleet’s eyes.”

But despite the reassurances, Harrison did not look overly convinced. Christopher recalled the Commander’s mention of an encounter with the Admiral late at night, but in his haste to reach sickbay and eagerness to study the alien tendril, he had not bothered to inquire about the encounter.  Now he wished he had, because Christopher felt quite certain there was more going on with Harrison and O’Connor than he had assumed—and he had the distinct feeling that now was not a good time to discuss it… Not that he would have the chance.

His communicator suddenly chirped.  “Reinbold to Christopher.”

“Go ahead, Megan.”

“It’s good to hear your voice, sir.  We were actually beginning to think you were dead.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” said Christopher, cringing at Reinbold’s formality.  Being called sir made him feel old enough to be dead.  He would have to rectify the error later, though.  For the time being, business was his primary concern.  “What is your status?”

“We’ve set up a temporary command center in main engineering… but I don’t want to say much else in case Commander Aelont is listening.”

That was a valid point, one Christopher had not considered—and he could have kicked himself for not doing so—but thankfully, he already had a plan to redeem himself.  “Stand by, Megan,” he said, and then closed the channel.

He quickly seated himself at the workstation near Hartman’s desk, and began to tinker with the controls.  It was truly an ingenious solution, and Christopher would make certain that everyone knew of it.   After all, it was not often he was struck with such inspiration.

“What are you doing?” asked Harrison, watching intently as Christopher’s deft fingers danced over the controls.

“I am removing Spanish from the universal translator.  Since we’ve had only limited contact with the Garidians over the years, they’re not familiar with the language.  It will take time for their universal translators to adapt—and until that happens, we can say whatever we darn well please.”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “Excellent idea…but what if the Garidians simply procure one of our communicators?  Will it not translate Spanish with ease, even if it has been removed from the database?”

“You’re probably right,” Christopher realized.  His mind was racing with a way around the problem, and luckily, it didn’t take long for him to reach a viable solution.  “I’ll just tell the computer not to translate any new languages.”  He quickly entered the necessary modifications into the computer, and then tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Reinbold.”

“Reinbold here.”

Christopher sighed, and hoped his Spanish was as cracked up as he claimed it to be.  “Sabemos hablar libremente, mientras está en español. Mantiene justo todo escrito.”

“Muy bien,” replied Reinbold.

“What did you say?” asked Harrison.

Christopher muted the comm.  “I told her it’s safe to speak, as long as it’s in Spanish… And I’m about to tell her to flush out as many Garidians as possible… and that you and I are going to the bioship.” He took his finger off the mute button and continued, “Encuentre tanto Garidians como sea posible. Matthew y yo vamos a la bio nave.”

“What about the prisoners?” Reinbold abruptly asked, forgetting her Spanish.

Christopher overlooked the error—the most critical part of the conversation was already out of the way, and he decided that if Aelont did hear the rest of the conversation, it might just buy them a little time.  “Prepare to give Commander Aelont the data,” said Christopher softly.

“What?” exclaimed Reinbold.

Harrison’s face held about as much surprise as Reinbold’s voice.  They undoubtedly thought their Captain had lost his mind.  But he hadn’t.  “Just trust me on this,” he said evenly.

Standing quietly in a dimly lit corridor in the bowels of the Adaris, Sor Tovar had a plan.  The Ambassador had lost his mind.  While Kaid was still an honored and revered member of Velora society, it was becoming increasingly obvious to Tovar that the Ambassador was losing his way.

“The Ambassador is stuck in the past,” Tovar whispered to an attentive Captain Pentara, who stood with her arms folded just a scant meter away.  “He does not realize that for the Velora to continue to thrive, we must constantly broaden our empire.  If we are not moving forward, then we are standing still; we will be left behind as the other empires continue to thrive—and when they finally turn their sights upon the Velora, we shall fall.  And we shall fall quickly.  I cannot allow that to happen.”

Pentara’s eyes narrowed to silver slits.  “What are you getting at?”

Not wanting his words to leave the darkness of the corridor, Tovar closed the distance between himself and Pentara.  “The Velora are very much interested in acquiring the planet-destroying technology you mentioned on the bridge,” he whispered.

A faint smile cracked Pentara’s otherwise stoic face.  “I thought as much,” she said, not bothering to lower her voice.

Her loudness was of little consequence to Tovar.  So long as Ambassador Kaid did not know of this conversation, he did not care who knew about it.  All that mattered was the weapon.  “You should know, Captain, that the Velora are a very powerful species… And we are willing to do anything to acquire that technology.”

Depending on how one interpreted Tovar’s words, the sentiment could have been perceived as a threat, or a very tantalizing offer.  Tovar, however, made certain that his voice betrayed no emotion.  It could be a threat if it needed to be—but the door was wide open for negotiation. 

“The Garidians are also powerful people,” Pentara curtly reminded.  “But I am certain some sort of… exchange can be arranged…”

Chapter Ten

Commander Aelont had been looking forward to killing the prisoner called O’Connor.  Ever since his guards found her wandering about deck seven, the fat woman had been a considerable thorn in his side.  He was almost saddened to hear the Federation was going to cooperate.  

Almost.

Once the Garidians harnessed the incredible powers of the bioship, nothing could stop them.  They would subjugate the incompetent Romulans, and rise to power in a sea of flames.  Every last Klingon would be executed.  The Federation would capitulate and be forced into the dregs of the universe with the rest of the lowly plebeians.  And Aelont would smile, knowing that he was the one who helped bring about the Garidian revolution.  

Setting aside his aspirations for greatness for the time being, Aelont turned away from the communication station that heralded the news of the Federation’s cooperation, and instead focused his attention on his honored guests.  “I am pleased to report that I have spoken with one Commander Reinbold.  She has agreed to give us all the data regarding Species 8472 in exchange for your safe return.”  He turned his gaze upon O’Connor.  “Why they would want you back is unbeknownst to me, but I am not your ruler.  Yet.”

O’Connor shifted on the floor like a beached whale; she was attempting to sit up straight, but her large size prevented her from doing so.  She struggled for a moment longer before finally giving up.  “Commander Reinbold would never cooperate with you!” she said.  “This some sort of trick!”

Her strident voice made Aelont want to cover his ears—or have her gagged like the rest of the prisoners. And had the laughable stupidity of her antics not brought so much enlightenment to Aelont, he would have done so in a heartbeat.  If all humans were this way, presiding over the destruction of the Federation would be a simple task.  

“A trick, you say?”  Aelont grinned, slowly kneeling down beside O’Connor.  “Of course, you must realize that if this is a trick, you have just ruined whatever chance you had of getting out of here alive.  In essence, you have just signed your own death certificate—and trust me, Fat One, there is no one on this ship I would like to see dead more than you.”

O’Connor’s eyes went wide, and the fat on her face jiggled with fear.  “Really?” she asked, quivering.  “You realize that Command will not be happy about that…”

Aelont had never witnessed a more detestable sight in his entire life.  As the fat one continued to ramble about the possible ramifications of her death, Aelont could almost literally feel his mind going numb.  How someone with her intelligence achieved such a high position was unbeknownst to him, but Aelont was determined to show her that he was in charge—and did not care one way or another what happened to her.  Carefully, he drew his weapon, took aim, and fired.

A beam of ragged green light surged from Aelont’s disruptor—missing O’Connor by only a few millimeters.  She immediately closed her mouth and turned an icy gaze upon Aelont, which he promptly returned.  “I am an expert marksman, Fat One.  You had best hope your beloved Commander Reinbold is not deceiving me, otherwise, my next shot will not be so lenient.”

O’Connor huffed with anger.  “This had better be a trick, otherwise I’m putting five reprimands on her record!”

The moment Ambassador Kaid retreated to his private chambers for a brief meal, some sixth sense told him he had made a tactical error.  Leaving Sor Tovar and Captain Pentara on the bridge without his supervision would likely lead to no good—and with that in mind, Kaid quickly finished his meal and returned to the bridge.

They were both gone.

Kaid clenched his fists and cursed his stupidity.  “Vakal,” he called out bitterly, “where is Captain Pentara?”

Vakal quickly checked his sensors.  “Deck eight, section thirty-three.”

“And Sor Tovar?”

There was a brief pause, during which, a slightly concerned look fell upon Vakal’s face.  He and Tovar were friends, after all…  “Sor Tovar is on deck eight, section thirty-three.”

After all this time, Kaid thought he had known Tovar.  He thought he had been molding a protégé worthy of the Velora Aggregate—but now it was obvious that Tovar was little more than a bloodthirsty sham—just like the Garidians.  And it had to stop…  “Apparently, Sor Tovar is confused,” Kaid muttered.  “I believe I was quite clear when I said Garidian affairs are not our concern.”

“You were quite clear,” Vakal readily agreed.  Suddenly, his friendship with Tovar seemed a little less solid.   Kaid couldn’t imagine why…

“Seal off deck eight, section thirty-three,” Kaid swiftly ordered.

Vakal frowned at the order, but said nothing to oppose it.  “Section thirty-three is sealed.”

“Good,” said Kaid quietly.  “Flood the entire section with acidichloride gas… Our alliance with the Garidians is over.”

“The Velora ship is powering its weapons!”

Kendall Johnson’s sudden announcement immediately shattered the growing sense of calm that had been building in main engineering over the past few hours.  Simply knowing that Captain Christopher had some sort of plan to get them out of the current situation was reassuring to the crew.  They had a considerable amount of faith in their commanding officer—something Megan Reinbold had not seen much of while serving under Admiral O’Connor.

But for some reason, Reinbold did not think that the Velora’s actions were a part of the plan—and given the tremble Johnson’s voice, neither did he.  “Have they locked on?” Reinbold inquired a moment later.

Johnson shook his head.  “No.”

“But we are powering weapons, and have locked on,” Bator announced a moment later.  

Reinbold frowned, and began to voice her concerns, but Talyere beat her to it.  “I was under the impression that our weapons were all offline.”

The Phobian continued to stare at the data on the screen before him.  “As was I,” he admitted after a moment.  “

Maybe it was a part of the Captain’s plan after all.  Reinbold certainly couldn’t rule it out.  She hastily tapped her communicator.  “Reinbold to Christopher.”

“Si, señorita?”

“Do we still need to hablar en español?” asked Reinbold before continuing.

“Not unless you’re about to tell me something earth shattering.”

Considering the meager amount of firepower their newly activated weapons had, the news would hardly be earth shattering.  But it was news.  “Our weapons just came back online,” Reinbold replied.  “But we don’t know why.  The crew has been busy capturing Garidians and repairing the primary systems—we haven’t even touched weapons!”

There was a moment of silence, and then Christopher replied, “The biomatter we retrieved from the Velora a few weeks ago has somehow infested the ship’s neural gel packs.  Many of the Starlight’s systems are contaminated with 8472 biomatter, and are no longer under our control.”

“Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” Reinbold demanded.  Something like that should have been at the top of the Captain’s list of things to discuss.

“I have a lot on my mind, Commander.  Just sit tight—and get ready to transmit to Aelont.  Christopher out.”

Seated comfortably in his command chair, Ambassador Kaid knew the time had come to rectify some of the errors he had caused in allying himself with the Garidians.  At the time, an alliance had seemed like a good idea—then again, at the time, he had not known the extent of the treachery and evil that his actions would create.  Destroying planets and eradicating civilizations without a just cause would no longer be tolerated.  “Prepare to fire on my mark, Vakal.”

Vakal nodded, and began to carry out his orders—but before he could finish, the tactical station erupted in a strident cacophony of sensor alerts.  “Sir, the Starlight has locked weapons!  They are preparing to fire!”

The Starlight?  It had to be a joke.  They were in no position to fight—but suddenly, the image on the viewscreen shifted from the Garidian Warbird to the Starlight—and sure enough, it was ready to fire.  “We have no quarrel with them… but if they want a fight, we will give it to them.”

The Adaris gently rumbled as the Starlight fired a few laughable phaser blasts.  Had Kaid not known they were under attack, he would have attributed the rocking motion to a minor ion storm.  Slowly, he grabbed the arms of his chair and prepared for combat.  “Return fire!”

A surge of ragged pink light promptly streaked across the viewscreen; as it struck the Starlight, the hull began to ripple, as if a stone had been tossed into a placid lake.  The ship immediately fell into a haphazard spin, venting a cloud of blue plasma from its starboard nacelle; as far as Kaid was concerned, the battle was over—and much as he expected, the tactical station summarily bleeped.

“We are being hailed,” Vakal reported.

Kaid turned his eyes to the viewscreen and waited patiently to speak with Captain Christopher or one of his cronies—but the words died in Kaid’s throat…

“It is the Garidians,” continued Vakal.  “They are demanding we return Captain Pentara to them.”

Since she was dead, that would only serve to complicate matters.  “Tell the Garidians that Pentara is otherwise engaged at the moment—and that we will return her as soon as possible.”

Kaid stood by as Vakal transmitted the message.  He doubted the Garidians would fall for it, but the least he could do was try.  A moment later, Vakal announced the completion of his duties, and a moment after that, the Garidians responded—with weapons fire.

The Adaris rumbled beneath Kaid’s feet, and this time, there was a considerable amount of force to it—but Kaid did not even flinch.  He had faced far greater nemeses during the Kandari War; the Garidians were little more than a nuisance to Kaid—one small flame in the vast ring of fire he found himself embroiled in.  And in all likelihood, extinguishing this lone flame would be doing the galaxy a considerable favor.

“Fire at will…”

Alan Christopher did not like to keep his crew in the dark.  Things always seemed to go so much better when everyone had a clear idea as to what was supposed to happen on any given mission.  But this mission was different.  Forces beyond his control had caused nearly every facet of the mission to descend into chaos—there was no clear-cut course of action for them to take.  Christopher simply had to face one crisis at a time—and for the time being, the most pressing issue was the hostages.  He had a plan, of course—and if it went well, Christopher was hoping to kill two birds with one stone.

Returning to the bioship was not something Christopher had been looking forward to.  During his previous visit, he couldn’t help but feel he was trapped inside of a gigantic pumpkin—a feeling that was duplicated the moment he set foot inside the ship for the second time. 

It was dark and murky.  Christopher could feel his feet sinking into the squishy creep beneath him as he walked—and he could almost hear the haunting echoes of the bioship’s previous owner dancing in his head.  He swiftly turned to Commander Harrison.  “Let’s make this fast.  We need to get control of weapons.”

As far as Christopher could see, Harrison nodded agreeably inside his environmental suit, apparently unfazed by the haunting environment.  “Perhaps now would be an agreeable time to enlighten me to the details of your undoubtedly extravagant plan…”

Christopher wouldn’t go so far as to deem his plan extravagant.  In all reality, he didn’t even know if it would work.  But it would have to suffice at the very least.  “The Garidians are known to be an honorable people—and if Commander Aelont says he’ll release the prisoners when he has his data, chances are good that he will do just that.  And when he returns to his ship to celebrate his victory…”

Christopher hoped he would not have to explain himself any further.  He did not like to make war when both sides participated in the battle—but in this instance, it would hardly be considered a fight…  Thankfully, Harrison was quick to catch the gist of the plan.  “Once Aelont returns to his vessel, we shall destroy it,” he clarified.  “Excellent plan.  If it works…”

Chapter Eleven

“What if we replace the infected gel packs?”  

Talyere’s suggestion was a logical one.  The thought had crossed Lieutenant Bator’s mind on more than one occasion—and chances were good that it would be the course of action that would ultimately prove correct.  But there was one small problem.  “If I understand the situation correctly, Talyere, every last gel pack has been contaminated.  We would have to remove and then replace all of them—and to do that right now would be next to impossible.”

“What we really need is to get to a starbase,” Megan Reinbold said a moment later.  She stood beside Kendall Johnson opposite Bator and Talyere at the master control station.  The four of them had stood for quite some time, actually, and to everyone’s chagrin, no viable solution was forthcoming.  In their present condition, getting to a starbase was also out of the question.

“We have 485 new gel packs in storage,” Johnson said a moment later.  “That’s not nearly enough to replace the infected gel packs in the first place.  But, if we were to replace some of the infected ones, we could at least slow down the spread of the contamination.”

Much to Bator’s surprise, Talyere nodded agreeably to Johnson’s statement.  “We must do something,” said the Elorg.  “If the Starlight continues to behave like a bioship, we could effortlessly be terminated by one of our nemeses the next time it decides to initiate a fight.”

Talyere had a point.  They were nearly to the point of do or die, and since death was easily the most unappealing of all options, Bator decided they would at least have to try to stop the infection.  He quickly tapped at the controls before him and brought up an image of the Starlight.  “The infection started on deck five,” he said, pointing to the mid-section of the ship.  “Since we can’t easily get to deck five at the moment, I suggest we start here, on deck sixteen.”

“That will buy us a few hours, at least,” said Reinbold.  “It’s better than nothing.  We should begin with…”

Her voice trailed off as a series of perimeter alerts popped up on sensors.  Bator quickly muted the computer’s strident bleeps, and then examined the data for himself.  Sensor resolution was so terrible that he couldn’t make out what exactly was headed for them, but whatever it was, it was big.  “I’m reading multiple warp signatures.”

“Origin?” asked Reinbold, exchanging a curious gaze with the Phobian.

He shook his head.  “Unknown.  But judging from their vector, I would guess the Klingons have finally arrived.”

“And not a moment too soon,” said Johnson.  The relief in his voice was apparent—and Bator couldn’t blame him.  With the Klingons’ help, the tides of darkness would soon be washed out to sea…

Streaking out of warp in a majestic flash of white light, a fleet of Klingon vessels descended upon the Velora and the Garidians like vultures.  Streaks of verdant light soared through the void of space, crashing through the enemy defenses in a sea of flames.  The Garidians were quick to counter; their bulky Warbird immediately came about to face the Klingon line, its weapons firing the entire time.  Three Birds of Prey burst into flames at the hand of the Garidians, and moments later, two more fell to the Velora.  But their luck was about to dwindle.

Christopher wished he had paid a little more attention to Reinbold and Johnson during his first visit to the bioship.  While he had watched his officers tinker with the incredibly complex controls, he had not exactly studied their actions.  And now, he found himself wandering almost aimlessly through the numerous 8472 directories, very much hoping that he did not accidentally stumble upon the self-destruct mechanism.

“Why do you not call Commander Reinbold?” asked Harrison after several minutes of watching Christopher tinker.  “It is a certainty she could provide the needed assistance.”

“It is a certainty,” agreed Christopher, still tapping at the ugly brownish-orange controls.  “But if there’s too much comm traffic between us, someone is bound to figure out what is going on…”

Harrison pointed at a jagged brown symbol that Christopher recognized as the sensors.  When he touched it, the screen cleared and displayed a grid with several flashing blips imposed upon it.  “It looks like the Klingons have arrived,” said Harrison.

“But they’re concentrating their fire on the Velora,” Christopher grumbled.  He tapped a few keys at random, hoping that would inspire the computer to provide him with something of use—and to his surprise, it did.  One of the blips that had previously been green was now highlighted with a bright yellow.

“Might that be a target lock?” asked Harrison.

Christopher nodded.  “It just might,” he said, repeating his actions until the Garidian ship was targeted.  “Tell Megan to transmit the data to Aelont…  We’ve got some prisoners to free!”

Commander Aelont smiled as he watched his guards examine the data provided by Commander Reinbold.  Though they were checking it for authenticity, Aelont already knew that it was the real thing.  He had already glimpsed the data, and knew such intimate detail could not be forged.

Slowly, Aelont walked past the engineer and the operations officer and made his way to O’Connor.  “The data is real,” he said to her.  “This was no trick…”

O’Connor’s face crinkled with disgust.  “It has to be a trick!” she exclaimed.  “This is classified information!  I want that data double-checked!”

Obviously, O’Connor did not understand how hostage situations worked.  Either that, or she did not value her life—and if that were the case, Aelont would gladly end it for her.  But not just yet.  “The data is being examined even as we speak, Fat One.  However, I suspect my guards will tell me only that which I already know.   The data is real.”

“The Garidians are not leaving.”

“I see that,” said Christopher grimly.  “It would seem that Aelont is in no hurry to return to his ship.”

“Do you think he knows what we are planning?”

Christopher shrugged.  Honestly, he did not know.  “Perhaps the Garidians are fluent in Spanish after all…  Given our horrid luck on this mission, Aelont probably took a holiday in Spain before moving off to conquer the galaxy…”

“That would certainly prove most unfortunate,” Harrison mused.  “Whatever the case, we cannot risk attacking the Garidians until the prisoners are freed.”

Under optimal conditions, Christopher would have been content to wait—but these conditions were anything but optimal.  They didn’t have time to wait.  He touched the large pink button on the arm of his environmental suit.  “Christopher to Reinbold.”

“Go ahead, Captain.”

“Are the transporters still online?”

“Barely.  We only have enough power to beam you and the Commander back.”

“Wonderful,” said Christopher sarcastically.  “So I take it beaming Aelont and his cronies off deck seven is out of the question?”

“It wasn’t even in the question to begin with,” Reinbold grimaced.  “But I’ve got an idea…”

“Make it quick, Commander.  Christopher out.”

* * *

The moment Captain Christopher closed the communication channel, Megan Reinbold sprung into action.  “Talyere,” she called, “grab a few more of those personal cloaking devices from the Garidians!”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Talyere vacated his position at Bator’s side and made haste to approach the Garidians.  The majority of them were still unconscious, and the few that were not quickly decided it was in their best interest to cooperate.  Talyere quickly groped a few of the unconscious ones, and after a moment, returned to the master control station with three more cloaking units.  “What do you intend to do with them?” he inquired, carefully setting them down.

Megan immediately grabbed one of the sleek black devices.  “We’re going to deck seven,” she said, inspecting the unit.  “Now that Aelont has the data, he’s not expecting an assault. He thinks we’re just going to stand around and wait for him to release the prisoners.  But we don’t have that kind of time.”  And without another word, she affixed the unit to her belt, tapped the gray button in the center, and shimmered away.

Not feeling inclined to argue, the others quickly mimicked Reinbold’s actions, and moments later, the quartet was en route to deck seven…

As she stormed through the Starlight’s myriad corridors and Jefferies Tubes, Megan Reinbold duly noted that copious amounts of adrenaline in her blood stream made the tedious actions go by much faster than they normally would have.  She practically felt like a superhuman, undaunted by the incredible amount of energy it took to venture nine decks without the luxury of a turbolift—and the fact that she was invisible made it that much more surreal.  Before she knew it, she was opening the hatch to deck seven, and still ready for action.

“Everyone still with me?” she asked as she crawled out of the Jefferies Tube.

“We’re still here,” Bator called out from the back of the group.  

Megan nodded agreeably, readied her phaser, and made haste to negotiate the hazy, dim corridors of deck seven. It was, for the most part, a mess.  It was cold.  Ash and soot covered the deck, scorch marks marred the once pristine walls, and the air was tinged with smoke.  And while the others seemed distracted by the mess, Megan had little attachment to the Starlight, and charged through it all without giving any of it a second thought.

After a few moments, she came upon a few Garidians guards.  They stood patiently near Commanders Keller and Tompkins, making no moves to either free or kill their prisoners.  They just stood.

Their fault.  

Quickly, Megan drew her weapon, took aim upon the guards, and fired.  Both guards were on the laying unconscious on the floor before they knew what hit them.  “Kendall, remove the prisoners’ restraints.  Everyone else, with me.”

Megan darted through a short passageway before coming upon another group of prisoners.  Bator and Talyere quickly took out the guards, and they proceeded on their way to Aelont, who presided over Admiral O’Connor a short distance away.  

“…and Command is already on my tail about the tardiness of my report.  They won’t tolerate my capture for long.  In fact, I’m sure a fleet of starships is on their way to liberate me!  The entire Federation would go to waste without my guidance, you know!  Now, have you triple checked that data, yet?  Commander Reinbold is going to be severely reprimanded if it is real…”

It did not take long for Megan to realize that O’Connor was the reason for delaying Garidans’ timely departure—and for a very, very brief moment, she had her phaser pointed at the Admiral.  But better judgment soon kicked in, and moments later, Aelont fell to the floor, unconscious.

“I wasn’t done speaking to you!” O’Connor shouted to Aelont.  “I’m going to file a protest with the Garidian Embassy!”

Megan rolled her eyes.  “Reinbold to Christopher—go for it.”

“With pleasure,” said Christopher.  “Beam us up the second the Garidian ship is destroyed!”

As two Fek’lhr class Klingon cruisers swarmed the dying Velora ship, the massive Garidian Warbird slowly began to make a retreat from the battlefield—but before it had a chance to jump to warp, the bioship they had so desperately wanted to recover sprung into action, spewing an awesome charge of vivid orange energy into its hull.  Flames immediately burst from the hull, and moments later, the Avacar exploded into a massive ball of flame and debris…

The Adaris was a lost cause.  Shields were down.  Weapons were offline.  The hull was pocked with more hull breaches than Kaid could have possibly imagined.  Fires had broken out on every deck—including the bridge, and soon—very soon, Ambassador Kaid knew he would be dead.

It was, perhaps, a blessing in disguise.  He would not have to witness his people’s descent into savagery, after all.  His molecules—or whatever was left of his body after the Adaris was destroyed—would simply drift in space for all eternity, free of the burdens of the real world.

“The Klingons are demanding we leave their space,” Vakal promptly announced.  “We have all the data we need from the bioship!  If we surrender now—”

Kaid laughed.  Even now, staring death in the face, Vakal was just as obsessed as Tovar had been with the alien bioship.  If that data reached Velor Prime, the Aggregate would be doom.  As far as Kaid was concerned, no good could come from the bioship, no matter whose hands it was in.  “We will not surrender!” Kaid said sternly.

The ship jolted violently, and a torrent of simmering sparks rained down upon Kaid.  He could feel his blood trickling down his side of his face.  He could hear death calling him into its inviting domain—but Kaid refused to heed its tantalizing call; he had one last task to complete before leaving this world…

With all his might, Kaid rose to his feet and stumbled to the triangular station that had been Tovar’s. With the will of a thousand men, Kaid tapped furiously on the control panel, desperate to send the Adaris on one final mission.  But the panel suddenly exploded, and tendrils of vivid white energy hastily wrapped themselves around Kaid’s body, violently draining him of what little life he had left—and then he collapsed, dead before he hit the floor…

* * *

Venting flames and drive plasma, the smoldering hulk of the once majestic Adaris slowly drifted through the heavens, hotly pursued by its Klingon adversaries.  Their verdant torpedoes crashed into the ship’s hull calling forth monstrous plumes of fire—but they did nothing to stop the Adaris from reaching its final destination.

The unsuspecting bioship hung motionless in the fray—and by the time it realized it was in danger, it was already too late.  The smoldering Adaris careened into the bioship, tearing the squid-like vessel in half before finally bursting into flames.  And when the haunting orange cloud of fire dispersed, both ships were gone…

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 74463.8:  Following a considerable battle with the Velora, Garidians, and Klingons, the alien bioship was completely destroyed.  The Starlight also sustained heavy damage during the assault. The Klingons are currently towing us Starbase 116 for repairs.

After making his log entry and touring the damaged areas of the ship, Alan Christopher wandered to sickbay to check on Neelar Drayge.  He was pleased to see the young Bolian was so resilient, already asking to return to duty—but considering they did not have a need for a helmsman at the moment, Christopher abided by Doctor Hartman’s decision to keep Neelar in sickbay for at least another day of observation.  

Christopher stayed and chatted with Drayge for a bit before his body realized that it had not slept in two days—and with that in mind, Christopher decided he had best listen to his body.  He promptly vacated sickbay, and headed for the nearest turbolift—only to find Erin and Megan already inside, chatting pleasantly.  “I’m not disturbing anything, am I?”

“Oh no, of course not,” said Megan—grinning curiously.

Alan’s gaze shifted to Erin, and he duly noted that she wore a similar grin.  “You were only saying good things about me, right?”

Erin smiled, and grabbed his hand.  “Are you saying that you have some bad qualities for me to discuss?” she asked playfully.  “I was under the impression that you were perfect.”

“I am,” Christopher insisted as the doors slid shut behind him.  “Deck seven,” he said to the computer before returning to the conversation. “But you have been known to fabricate intricate stories about me that are simply not true.”

“I would never do that,” said Erin sheepishly.  “I only speak the truth!”

Alan rolled his eyes, and turned his attention to Megan.  “So, are you going to be leaving us when we get to the Starbase?”

She nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m sure there are other bioships out there—and it’s my job to find them.”

Alan nodded agreeably, and was about to wish her luck, when he was suddenly struck with an idea.  And he certainly hoped that—unlike every other idea he was struck with over the past few days—this one was flawless.  “How would you like to stay here?”

Megan’s eyes went wide with surprise.  “What?”

“I’m not kidding,” Alan assured her.  “Erin and I are hoping to adopt Angela at some point in the near future—and someone is going to have to watch the little one.”

“I’m not a babysitter,” Megan quickly said.

Christopher grinned.  “Actually, I was thinking we could use you at ops,” he clarified.  “But you would be more than welcome to baby-sit.”

“Well,” said Megan thoughtfully, “I like the idea of having a place to calm home.  But I would have to clear it with Admiral O’Connor first.  Thankfully I’m on her good list.  It shouldn’t be much of a problem.”

“Well then,” said Christopher, extending his hand, “welcome aboard, Commander.”

The turbolift slowed to a halt, and the doors promptly opened to the messy remains of deck seven.  Christopher looked upon the mess with a sullen heart—he never liked to see his him in shambles—but took some assurance in the fact that soon enough, everything would be repaired—infested gel packs and all.  Until then, he would just have to put up with the mess.  He promptly released Megan’s hand, and smiled.  “Have a good night.”

“You too,” she said, and then turned to Erin.  “You and I will have to get together sometime.”

Erin grinned.  “I would like that,” she chirped, slowly following Alan out of the turbolift.  “Farewell!”

As the doors hissed shut, Alan turned to his beloved and smiled.  “Had I known you were one of the hostages, I would have been very worried about you.  Aelont didn’t do anything to harm you, did he?”

Erin promptly shook her head.  “No.  I’m fine,” she assured him.  “The Garidians’ bark is definitely worse than their bite.  But I very much doubt we’ve seen the last of them.  And when they return… who knows what dirty little tricks they’ll have up their sleeves.”

“Well,” said Alan, “as long as we’re not hunting bioships, I suspect we’ll be ready for them.”  They negotiated a few short corridors before coming upon their quarters.  For his part, Alan was ready to barge right in and hit the sack—but Erin’s joyous shriek stopped him dead in his tracks.

“Cleo!”

Alan blinked, and looked down to see the little brown cat sitting at his patiently feet.  Cleo was quite dirty, but as Alan scooped the cat from the ground, he quickly determined that the littlest member of the Starlight’s family was still in good health; the news immediately brought a smile to Alan’s face.  “I kept telling her that you wouldn’t go far,” he said to the cat.

“Lucas kept telling me the same thing,” Erin said, gently stroking Cleo’s fuzzy head.  “I guess—in the end—things always turn out for the best.”

Alan nodded agreeably.  “So it would seem.”  He touched the keypad beside the doors to open them, and as they slid apart, he gestured for Erin to enter.  “Let’s go home…”
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