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Chapter 30

Wisps of ashen steam swirled above Erin Keller’s mug as she seated herself at the table in the center of the mess hall.  As the hot chocolate’s sultry aroma reached her nostrils, Erin couldn’t help but smile—even a week after her illustrious return from the Yelss ship.  “The Yelss might be a pretty advanced species,” she said to her companions, “but they make shitty hot chocolate.”

Bator snorted.  “Somehow, I am not surprised,” he said, indolently picking at his plate of Ktarian eggs.  “The Yelss don’t strike me as the galaxy’s culinary artists.”

Alan nodded agreeably as he downed the last few sips of his orange juice.  “Do they even eat?” he inquired a moment later.

Erin blew a breath of cool air upon her beverage, and then shook her head.  Despite her lengthy stay aboard the Yelss station, the amount of time she spent in the presence of the eerie quadrupeds was nominal, at best.  “Well, they don’t eat while on duty, at least…  I never actually saw one in the mess hall.”

“They must like to eat in private,” Neelar stated.  “Many species consider public eating to be distasteful.”

“And Bolians are not among them,” Alan swiftly interjected.  He picked up his spoon, and playfully pointed it at the Bolian.  “I remember this Bolian back at the Academy… I think his name was Gessal, or something…  Well, he and I were assigned to the same team during the remote wilderness training exercise—and I swear, the man had to eat every three hours!  We probably lost forty-five minutes waiting for him to eat…”

Erin abruptly rolled her eyes.  “Oh, how terrible,” she quipped.  “I see you still managed to pass the wilderness training course…”

Alan dug the spoon into his bowl.  “It was an epic struggle…”

“I think I had an uncle named Gessal,” Neelar mused to nobody in particular—and as a barrage of memories flooded the Bolian’s mind, he set down his fork to consider them.  “I think he might have been in Starfleet, too…”

“…But of course, I prevailed—which is truly an indication of my incredible stature,” Alan continued, completely oblivious to Neelar’s rambling.  “I mean, overcoming such odds—”

“You had wilderness training in the Canadian Rockies,” Erin gleefully interjected.  “That’s a walk in the park, little buddy!  Try spending four nights in the Amazon!”

“Or near the Congo,” Bator promptly added, shoveling a forkful of runny Ktarian eggs into his mouth.  “I believe there were mosquitoes larger than your cat in that jungle.”

Alan promptly raised a dismissive hand.  “You know, in general, it’s not a good idea to contradict your commanding officer.  If he says conditions in Canada were utterly brutal, then—lo and behold—conditions in Canada were brutal.”

“Alan,” said Erin softly, “I very much like Canada, and I’m quite certain that it can get a little rough—but between you and me, it is not brutal in the middle of May.”

It was often very difficult to get Alan to accept defeat.  One needed not only mounds of evidence to prove him wrong, but the iron will to cut through his ego and see the conversation to the end.  And as a mercurial frown fell upon Alan’s face, Erin could tell she had prevailed.

Or so she thought…

“I spent the night on Kemada IV once,” he said matter-of-factly.  “That was brutal…  I also spent several nights on Alarin III.  That was brutal…”

Knowing this discursive banter could go on all morning—or worse yet, all day—Erin very quickly decided to end the conversation once and for all.   She abruptly cast an icy glare upon Alan’s face and then playfully jabbed him in the shoulder.  “Be quiet!”

And the blabbering abruptly came to an end.  “Yes ma’am!”  Alan very promptly dug his spoon into his dish and brought a heaping spoonful of brightly colored cereal to his mouth—and then he froze.

For a moment, Erin suspected the dreadful conversation would continue—but as a glint of concern spread over Alan’s face, she knew that something else entirely was on his mind.  “What is it?”

At first, Alan provided her with little more than a shrug.  “It looked like an explosion,” he eventually said, nodding at the windows.

Curious, Erin promptly brought her attention to the windows at the front of the mess hall.  She quickly scanned the twinkling starfield and saw nothing out of the ordinary—but before she had a chance to voice her skepticism, a sudden burst of white light pulsed in the distant stars.  The phenomenon lasted only a few seconds, but as the light began to fade, the decking beneath Erin’s feet began to vibrate.

She suddenly noticed tiny ripples in her hot chocolate, and as the miniscule vibrations grew into outright trembles, Erin’s concerned gaze promptly flitted between her companions.  “I don’t know about you guys, but I have suddenly lost my appetite.”

“Me too,” said Alan, his voice now completely devoid of the humor it possessed only moments ago.  He placed a cautious hand on the edge of the table for support, and then hesitantly rose to his feet.  “Let’s get to the bridge.”

“What’s going on?” Captain Christopher strolled onto the bridge just as the shockwave began to subside, and given the tone of his voice, he was fully expecting some answers.

But as Matthew Harrison peered into the stars on the viewscreen, he knew the Captain would be disappointed with his report.  “Sensors have detected a massive surge in the subspace continuum,” he reported.

Christopher gently rested his hands on the edge mission operations console.  “Cause?”

“Unknown,” Harrison replied, gradually coming about to face his commanding officer.  “Sensors have not detected anything out of the ordinary.”

“Well,” said Christopher lightly, “I suspect something out of the ordinary has happened…”

“The shockwave was centered in a nondescript region of space 8.4 light years from our current position,” Neelar Drayge reported a moment later.  “If there was something there, it’s definitely gone now.”

Christopher nodded agreeably.  “It was probably gone 8.4 years ago,” he quipped. 

And Harrison had to concur.  Since no object can innately move faster than the speed of light, anything that transpired undoubtedly occurred long before the Starlight’s arrival.  “It may have been little more than a star going nova,” he suggested.  “The celestial objects here are very old, and our sensors are not yet fully operational…”

Christopher stared intently at the viewscreen.  He was almost inclined to agree with Harrison—but not quite.  Even though the sensors were not yet fully operational, they still worked—and there was little doubt in his mind that they could detect a star 8.4 light years away without much trouble.  “That may be the case,” he conceded, “but I’m not entirely convinced.”

“And with good reason,” Erin crisply interjected as she tapped a few commands into her console.  “I’m detecting a few chroniton particles in the explosion’s wake.  That could have been some sort of temporal incursion…”

Or worse, thought Harrison grimly.  With the Yelss constantly lurking nearby, one could never know what might happen next.  “I suggest we investigate further, simply to be on the safe side.”

And Christopher promptly nodded his agreement.  “Neelar,” he said, casually approaching the command chair, “set a course for the anomaly.  Warp eight.”

Harrison almost cringed at the command.  While they had managed to successfully test the Starlight and its newly acquired warp nacelle at speeds much greater than warp eight, never had the journey lasted more than a couple of minutes.  At warp eight, it would take the better part of two days to reach the anomaly—and using an ancient warp nacelle designed for a maximum speed of warp five, Harrison found such a journey to be risky.  Still, he said nothing, knowing that the Captain would drop out of warp at the first sign of trouble.

Lieutenant Drayge entered a few last commands into his console and then turned to the Captain.  “Course set,” he said.

Christopher quietly settled into his chair.  “Engage!”

Chapter 31

“Captain, I thought you had forgotten…”

Alan Christopher flashed Bruton a quaint smile as he seated himself behind the sleek obsidian desk in his ready room.  “I never forget,” he candidly told the Inguari.  “I just get busy.  And the last few weeks have qualified as insanely busy.”

Bruton briefly flashed his rotted teeth as he tried to make himself comfortable in his seat—but considering Bruton’s massive size, and the chair’s lack thereof, Christopher suspected the Commander would find no comfort here.  Even so, Bruton did little else to indicate his discomfort.  “Captain, I realize that we did not get off to the best of starts,” he said.  “When you serve with someone like General Kron for such a long time, you tend to get set in your ways…  Change does not come easily.”

“It never does,” said Christopher.  “Especially when those changes are radical ones.”

“And I have reviewed your database,” Bruton continued.  “From my point of view, the changes you propose are radical.  I have spent many years in the Zukara Segment, Captain and, aside from Kron, nobody had managed to unite the myriad vessels traveling through this region.”

Christopher wasn’t exactly certain that Kron’s little armada actually counted as an alliance—but for the sake of diplomacy, he decided to give Bruton the benefit of the doubt.  “Thus far, we have had only minimal success,” he stated.  “The alliance members are willing to follow the Starlight, but only to an extent.  They’re still accustomed to Kron’s rule.  You see, we have a few weak links in our chain… and instead of fixing those links, my beloved allies are content to simply remove them.”

Bruton nodded knowingly.  “That is what Kron would do,” he stated.  He paused for a brief moment, and then pulled himself closer to the desk.  “Kron has been in error for quite some time now,” he conspiratorially continued.

“I can imagine,” Christopher tartly replied.  Though Bruton had said some interesting things, Christopher was still not convinced of his sincerity.  “After all, Kron did leave you for dead in orbit of Navarre…”

But Bruton was quick to refute the accusations.  “I began to question some of the General’s actions long before the incident at Navarre.  I was simply not ready to move against him.”

Though there was some sincerity in Bruton’s voice, Christopher was not stupid—he could see the treachery lingering beneath surface.  “You did nothing because you didn’t want to risk your position.  As Kron’s second in command, your survival was essentially guaranteed.  But now that your ship is gone, so too are those guarantees…”

“True.”  Bruton shifted uncomfortably in his chair one last time before finally growing tired of the struggle to get comfortable.  He abruptly rose—and towered over the Captain’s desk.  “I did what I thought was necessary to survive.  Until you arrived, there was nobody willing to make a stand; they feared Kron would destroy them… or leave them to be plundered by the Mandroth.  And because of that, there were few options for me—other than to obey.

“But now the tides have turned Captain.  You have managed to assemble a reasonable alliance—and with my help, we can right the wrongs of General Kron once and for all!”

For the first time since the conversation started, Christopher felt inclined to seek Matthew Harrison’s opinion.  Going into the conversation, Christopher knew that he might not be entirely objective, so Harrison’s presence served to ensure a fair hearing of Bruton’s case.  

The Commander sat quietly on the sofa in the back of the ready room, his gaze intently focused on the streaks of pallid light soaring past the windows.  He appeared to be lost in deep thought, but Christopher knew better.

“Matthew,” he called.  “What do you think?”

An instant later, Harrison was on his feet.  “I believe there is enough truth in Bruton’s statements to warrant some sort of partnership,” he said.

In the back of his mind, behind all of the skepticism and things of the like, Christopher had been thinking the same thing—and he was relieved to know that at least a part of his mind was on the same wavelength as Harrison’s.  “Good,” he stated, allowing a faint smile to crack his stoic face as he turned back to Bruton.  “It looks like you have a new job, my friend.”

Bruton nodded cordially.  “I will do my best to ensure the alliance does not fail.”  He started to head for the exit, but stopped even before he managed to lift his foot.  “And until I have proven my myself to you, Captain, I believe it necessary that I report to you before taking any decisive action.”

“Agreed,” said Christopher.  The thought had crossed his mind, but he didn’t plan on bringing it up just yet.  The fact that Bruton did, suddenly cast the Inguari in a much more favorable light.  “Dismissed…”

Four days had passed since Megan Reinbold’s last encounter with Kendall Johnson.  Under normal circumstances, such an instance might not be unusual; the Starlight was a good-sized ship, and it was certainly possible to go a few days without bumping into somebody.  In fact, it happened all the time.  But these were not normal circumstances; Megan’s relationship with Kendall was a close one, and though she didn’t expect to see him every day, four days between visits seemed unusual…

Megan had sought to rectify the error earlier in the day.  After helping to repair the anodyne relays on deck eleven, she decided to stop by the science lab to pay Kendall a visit—but much to her chagrin, she was promptly informed by Lieutenant Ryoti that Kendall had left for lunch a little early.  By the time she reached the mess hall, Megan duly noted that her little break was nearing its end—not that it mattered, because Kendall was nowhere to be found.  And so, she returned to her duties with the intent of seeking out Kendall later in the evening.  Five hours later, she found herself doing just that.

As she approached Kendall’s quarters, Megan fully expected the doors to slide apart and admit her, much as they usually did—but as she strode toward the entrance, the doors did not budge.  Thankfully, Megan’s quick reflexes kept her from an embarrassing encounter with the doors, and she was quickly able to slap her hand on the door chime with just enough panache to make the entire incident look natural.  Still, as she waited for Kendall to authorize her entrance into his quarters, Megan took a few steps backward.

Much to her chagrin, the doors remained closed.  Maybe he’s in waste extraction, she mused.  But as the moments passed, the scenario became more and more unlikely, until finally Megan had little choice but to tap at the chime again.

And again, there was no response.

“Computer,” she said, growing frustrated with her inability to track Kendall down, “locate Kendall Johnson.”

The computer bleeped, and happily complied with Megan’s order.  “Kendall Johnson is in his quarters,” it stated a moment later.

Megan’s eyes wearily turned back to the closed doors.  “Really?”

Again, the computer bleeped.  “Affirmative.”

Though there were still a few reasonable explanations for Kendall’s failure to open the doors, Megan didn’t care to wait around and see if they were true.  “Computer,” she said, “unlock the door to Kendall Johnson’s quarters… authorization Reinbold-sigma-9-5-7.”

It took the computer only a moment to process the command, and the doors promptly slid open to reveal a room lit by starlight.  Megan immediately suspected that Kendall was asleep, but once her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she duly noted that his bed was unoccupied.  He was either in the holodeck or…

…The computer on Kendall’s desk suddenly bleeped, and Megan’s train of thought was completely sidetracked.  Though there wasn’t exactly a major power shortage aboard the ship, it was nevertheless customary to deactivate one’s computer terminal before leaving.  “He must have left in a hurry,” Megan mused as she approached the desk.

She swiftly reached over the desk and groped for the large rectangular button on the base of the unit, but before she could deactivate it, the computer bleeped again—and curiosity struck.  Suddenly eager to see why Kendall had to leave in such a hurry, Megan very carefully turned the computer around, half-expecting to see a string of temporal equations on the screen.

Instead, she found a simple message blinking against a black screen: It wasn’t meant to be…
A worried chill suddenly crawled down Megan’s spine, touching off each and every nerve in her system.  She wasn’t absolutely certain what the message meant, but knowing Kendall, it wasn’t good.  He tended to react poorly to stressful situations—and given the recent failure of the temporal probe, the attempt on his life, and the realization that he was a clone… stress was abound.

  “Computer,” she said softly, “lights.”

Within seconds, the darkness gave way to light.  Megan’s eyes very quickly scanned the vicinity for anything out of the ordinary—a phaser… a body… or something equally grim—and much to her relief, there was nothing to be found.  Kendall’s quarters were a picture of perfection.  Nothing was out of place… nothing was out of the ordinary…  and for a moment, Megan was content to believe that her friend had simply wandered down to the holodeck.

And then something creaked behind her…

The curious noise almost literally froze every muscle in Megan’s body.  It was almost as if her body was commanding her to stay put, to keep her eyes focused on the tranquility before her.  But in her mind, Megan knew what horrors lurked behind her—and she knew she had to see it for herself… 

Very slowly, she turned around.  Her stomach fluttered wildly with trepidation that plunged into her very soul.  Her beating heart thundered in her chest and pulsed in her racing mind, allowing her but one solemn emotion: sadness…

Kendall was dead.  His lifeless body dangled from a rope tied haphazardly around a beam in the ceiling, gently swaying back-and-forth…  

The end of one journey marks not the journey’s end, but the beginning of a new journey—and as Megan saw the faintest inklings of a smile frozen upon Kendall’s pallid face, she knew the torment within him was gone.  For him, the difficult journey was over; for her, it was just beginning—but in her heart, Megan knew that, some day, they would meet again.  “Journey well, my friend…”

And on that solemn note, she closed her eyes and wept…

* * *

Alan Christopher watched intently as Neelar Drayge tapped a few commands into the helm.  True, it wasn’t the most fascinating thing he had ever seen, but there were times when it took very little to hold Christopher’s attention.  But the moment Christopher began to slouch down into his command chair to get comfortable, Neelar made a few maneuvers that immediately piqued the Captain’s interest: he was preparing to change speed.

“We’re approaching the coordinates,” said Drayge a moment later.  

Harrison was immediately on his feet.  “Drop out of warp,” he ordered, slowly approaching the helm to oversee the execution of his command.

Christopher, for his part, was content to simply sit around for a while longer.  Thus far, there was nothing that actually required his attention—let alone Harrison’s… but Matthew was apparently not content to sit around and do nothing.

After a few seconds, the stars on the viewscreen streaked into a thousand points of shimmering light—and little else.  The epicenter of the odd explosions appeared to be a region of space completely devoid of interest.  There was no debris, no temporal anomaly, no ominous gateway… nothing more than a few stray dust motes.

“If there was something here,” Erin Keller crisply stated, “it was completely vaporized by that shockwave.”

That may have been the case, but Christopher still had a supposition of his own.  “We were 8.4 light years away from this blast,” he reminded.  “There’s still a chance that whatever happened… did so long before our illustrious arrival.”

Erin was quick to catch on to Christopher’s train of thought.  “So if the blast was related to some sort of interspatial phenomenon, it may very well have collapsed at some point in time over the past eight years.”

“Sensors did detect chroniton particles in the explosion’s wake,” said Bator.  “If a temporal anomaly collapsed at these coordinates, theoretically, it could expel quantities of chroniton particles.”

“But the particles faded very quickly,” Keller subsequently added.  “To me, that indicates they existed in a highly accelerated timeframe, which means…”

“…Which means, they could have accelerated the shockwave across 8.4 light years in no time flat,” Christopher promptly finished.  Though he could sort through a fair amount of temporal science, he was anything but a temporal physicist.  And though Erin would have been content to talk about temporal theories all day long, Christopher knew they needed to cut to the chase.  Unfortunately, by doing so, they were brought back to square one.

“Do sensors detect anything that may have been a temporal anomaly at one point in time?” Harrison inquired a moment later.

Keller promptly shook her head.  “No.  There’s no indication of any anomaly.  And if there was an anomaly, the shockwave swept away all evidence that it existed.”

“New theory,” said Christopher, since it was becoming quite obviously the anomaly theory wasn’t getting them anywhere.  “What if there was no anomaly?”

“A ship?” suggested Harrison.

“No,” said Keller almost immediately.  “I don’t know of any ship that can cause an explosion that big.  Even the Drusari don’t have anything like that…”

But the moment she spoke the words, Keller knew she was in error—and so did Christopher.  He swiftly bolted to his feet and turned his gaze upon her.  “They’ve got one extremely large space station,” he reminded.  “And that station has the ability to explore the edge of the universe.  Something like that definitely has the potential to create one incredibly massive shockwave…”

“I am doubtful the station simply exploded,” Harrison interjected.  “And we have yet to encounter any vessel with the firepower required to destroy it.”

“Maybe they had some sort of core overload,” suggested Drayge.

Keller giggled faintly.  “Or maybe the station has nothing at all to do with it,” she said.  “This entire conversation just keeps going in circles!  We have nothing but a lot of vague speculation to go on, and as far as the scientific method is concerned, that kind of speculation isn’t of much use.”

Christopher wearily steepled his fingers beneath his chin.  Though he hated to admit it, Erin was right.  This entire situation was an enigma wrapped inside of a mystery and sealed with a question mark.  “They say that people usually concentrate better after eating a healthy breakfast,” he mused.  “I’m starting to think we should go back to the mess hall and finish eating…”

Though there was scattered laughter throughout the bridge, it sounded somewhat muffled to Christopher.  At first he thought the Yelss might be contacting him telepathically, but once his skin started to tingle, he knew that was not the case.  Within a few seconds, a shimmering red light fell upon his body, and the Starlight’s bridge slowly began to fade away.

For a split second, Matthew Harrison simply stood watching the Captain ebb away in the crimson light.  Surprise, panic, and shock simultaneously struck his body, rendering him an indecisive mess for what seemed like an eternity.  Harrison desperately sifted through his racing mind for some sort of order to give—and quickly blurted out the first coherent thought he could muster: “Lieutenant Bator, block that transporter beam!”

But the sounds of discord already emanated from the tactical station.  Bator frantically pounded at his console, and the Captain’s static figure suddenly hung shimmering in a pillar of crimson light—but that was it…  “That is a Ghaib transporter signal,” he stated.  “Their transporter systems are vastly superior to our own, and a fair amount of the Captain’s pattern is already in their transporter buffer.  I have managed to isolate the remainder of his signal in our buffer… but there is no way we can rematerialize him.”

Harrison’s eyes flitted back to the Captain.  “It is akin to a tug-of-war,” he stated.

“And we have a decisive disadvantage,” Keller grimly added.  “The Ghaib can hold Alan in their pattern buffer a hell of a lot longer than we can hold him in ours.”

For a brief moment, Harrison considered contacting the Malyikotheres for help.  Their advanced transporter technology would likely be able to hold the Captain’s pattern indefinitely—but much to Harrison’s chagrin, his inspiration came too late to make any difference.  The transporter beam was already starting to flicker—and Captain Christopher’s pattern was undoubtedly suffering some form of degradation.  Unwilling to risk any serious damage to the Captain, Harrison quickly made some difficult decisions.  “Release the pattern from our buffer,” he ordered.

Bator swiftly complied—and moments later, Captain Christopher was gone.

After what was likely the most unpleasant transport experience in the known universe, Alan Christopher found himself more than a little disoriented—and as he opened his eyes, he found himself very aware of two things: he was in a room, and it was spinning.

And as the grayish room swirled around… and around… and around… and around… and around… breakfast immediately began to scale Christopher’s esophagus.  He shut his eyes and forced the burning surge of vomit back into his unsettled stomach—but the thick, putrid taste still lingered in the back of his throat.

“My apologies.”  The deep, sonorous voice echoed wildly in Christopher’s mind… a blur of fifty voices speaking at once—and seemed to come from everywhere.  “We experienced some… technical difficulties during the transport process.”

That was an understatement.  For the first time in his long history of transports, Christopher felt inclined to survey his body parts—just to make certain they were all present and accounted for.  “I feel like I’m going to die…”

“You are not,” the voice assured him.  “In fact, once you reorient yourself, I suspect you will feel relatively normal.”

Christopher’s knees suddenly buckled.  He tried to find his equilibrium, but as he did so, his eyes momentarily parted—revealing the still spinning room.  Moments later, he crashed to the cold, hard floor with a THUD!  And he was content to stay there…

“This is obviously not a good time to talk,” said the voice.  Though it was still a sonorous force, Christopher duly noted the speaker was only one individual—and a familiar one, at that.  “I will come back later…”

For a moment, Christopher struggled to continue the conversation.  He was eager to discover the reasons behind his sudden incarceration—but the moment he moved to lift himself from the floor, he fell flat on his face, and subsequently decided that later was probably a better time to talk.

And then everything went dark…

Chapter 32

FIRST OFFICER’S LOG, STARDATE 75161.2:  After a brief struggle on the bridge, the Ghaib have managed to abduct Captain Christopher.  Though the reasons behind the abduction remain a mystery, I suspect it may have something to do with the Drusari plot to channel energy from the galactic core.  We have yet to detect the Captain on long-range sensors, but it is entirely possible the Ghaib have simply occluded him from sensors.

Meanwhile, the mysterious explosion observed several hours ago has lured the Yelss back to the Starlight’s position.  Hopefully, they have brought some answers with them…

As he stepped onto the bridge, Matthew Harrison’s eyes were immediately drawn to the Yelss vessel hanging on the viewscreen.  Unlike the hellish dreadnaughts the Yelss employed in past encounters, this particular vessel was nearly ethereal in its design, right down to the pristine hull that shimmered in the pale starlight.  Of course, Harrison was not deceived by the vessel’s innocuous exterior.  He was well aware the behemoth could obliterate the Starlight at will, and approached the situation with fair amount of caution.

“They are hailing us,” Lieutenant Bator promptly reported from the tactical station.

Without removing his eyes from the viewscreen, Harrison nodded his acknowledgement and swiftly took his place behind Lieutenant Drayge’s chair.   “On screen,” he ordered, feeling confident he could deal with nearly every topic the Yelss might broach.

After a few seconds, the mighty Yelss vessel blinked away, replaced by Lucas Tompkins’ familiar face.  Beside him stood a tall, dark-skinned alien with hazy white eyes that seemed to peer straight into Harrison’s soul.  “I am Setzer Umari,” said the alien.  “I speak for the Yelss.”

Though the Starlight had previously encountered this Yelss vessel, contact with its crew had been limited to Commanders Keller and Tompkins.  This was the first time Harrison had seen an actual Yelss representative—an event that immediately struck him with a pang of concern.  “I am pleased to meet you,” said Harrison, making certain his voice did not waver.  “How may we be of assistance?”

“Our sensors have detected some anomalous readings approximately 2.2 light years from your current position,” said Umari matter-of-factly.  “According to our calculations, that is very near the position the Drusari station will need to be for them to channel energy from the galactic core.”

“Chances are good that it is the station,” Tompkins quickly added.  “I’m sending you guys all of the information the Yelss have on that bad boy.”

“And if these anomalous readings are caused by the station,” Umari continued, “then we must destroy the installation immediately.”

Though there was little doubt in Harrison’s mind regarding the fate of the Drusari station, there were still several obstacles preventing the station’s destruction.  “The Ghaib recently abducted our Captain,” Harrison stated.  “We have reason to believe he is being held aboard that station…”

Commander Tompkins was clearly unsettled by the revelation, but Setzer Umari promptly dismissed the entire sentiment with an indolent shrug.  “That is unfortunate,” he flatly replied.

 “It is,” Harrison agreed.  Though he found Setzer Umari’s lack of empathy distasteful, he nevertheless decided to overlook the incident for the time being.  “I should also like to point out that we presently lack the firepower required to destroy the Drusari installation.  Unless you intend to summon Yelss reinforcements, I am afraid there is little we can do…”

Unlike the plight of Captain Christopher, those stark words immediately piqued Setzer’s curiosity.  “In nine days, the Zukara Segment will fall into alignment with the gateways,” he stated.  “It is absolutely imperative that we take action before then…”

That was not the answer Harrison had anticipated—though it was perhaps more of an answer than Setzer had intended to give.  The Yelss clearly wanted to maintain the upper hand in any encounter, but in this instance, Harrison suspected the Yelss were painfully aware of their tactical disadvantage… and they knew not how to change the tides of fortune.

The realization brought a faint smile to Harrison’s face, for he was certain he could use it to his advantage—and keep the Starlight in command of any battle against the Drusari.  “Though the details are still open to debate, we have already begun formulating a plan to destroy the installation,” he calmly stated.  “Once we have a working concept, I shall contact you with the details…”

The look on Setzer’s face was not an encouraging one.  No doubt, he suspected Harrison’s ulterior motives, but the chance of victory against the Drusari kept him from voicing any concerns.  “Very well,” he stated, moments before cutting the transmission.

And as the Yelss vessel returned to the viewscreen, Harrison could suddenly feel the curious gazes drilling into the back of his skull.  “We have a plan?” asked Bator.

Harrison nodded, and turned to face his subordinates.  “We do,” he confidently replied.  “We must retrieve the Captain and destroy the Drusari installation before they are able to perform their dark deeds…”

Erin Keller promptly looked up from her station with a quizzical look upon her face.  “Well,” she said between giggles, “that really cleared things up.”

Harrison nodded, oblivious to his own joke.  Unlike Captain Christopher, he didn’t care to draw attention to his humorous remarks—which were rare to begin with.  “And once we have devised the exact details, the plan shall undoubtedly become crystal clear.”

The cheerful look upon Keller’s face slowly dissolved as she glanced back down at her workstation.  “Matthew,” she said, “I’ve been glancing at the data Lucas sent over…  and it looks like the gateways on the Drusari station are different from the ones in the Zhargosia Sector and near Earth.”

“How so?”

“These appear to be far more adaptable,” she replied.  “Once they channel the energy from the galactic core, they can probably be reconfigured to send starships to the edge of the universe.  I’m quite certain that we can use these gateways to get home.  Destroying the station might not be our best option…”

Harrison sighed wearily, and he could already feel a headache coming on.  In the blink of an eye, every facet of the coming battle had just become much more complicated…

As he opened his somnolent eyes, Alan Christopher was relieved to see the room had stopped spinning.  The edge of his vision was still slightly blurred, but Christopher suspected that had more to do with his grogginess than anything else.  He quickly blinked a few times, and his vision gradually improved with each successive wink.

As far as Christopher could tell, he hadn’t moved much at all since his little ride through the transporter.  Though he had been extremely disoriented when he materialized, Christopher managed to glimpse enough of his surroundings to get a general idea of his position in the room.  Now that he was wide awake, he surmised that he materialized in the middle of the room, stumbled a meter or so, and then collapsed.

The room itself was nothing extraordinary—though obviously Ghaib in design.  It was a circular in its design, with dark metallic walls accented by elaborate green trim.  There were rectangular windows along the back wall, though both of them offered little in the way of a view; Christopher saw only a few faint stars, shimmering wildly amidst some sort of failing cloaking device.  There was a desk in the corner, a few chairs and a sofa near the open doors—and Tracker Melas standing at their threshold.

 “I thought you were dead,” Christopher stated, unable to mask the surprise in his voice.

“You thought wrong.”  The doors hissed shut as Melas stepped into the room.  His booted feet clanked on the decking as he approached Christopher.  “Make no mistake, my vessel was destroyed.  But I was not killed in the explosion.”

Though many facets of the past few days were still a blur in his mind, Christopher readily recalled the destruction of Melas’ ship.  “We didn’t detect any escape pods in the debris,” he said.

Melas chuckled humorlessly as he paced around the room.  “You think in such three-dimensional terms,” he said scornfully.  “I would be more than happy to elaborate at a later date—I assure you, Captain, this will not be our last encounter—but time is of the essence.”

 “But you have time to abduct me?” Christopher skeptically inquired.

Tracker Melas’ pacing came to an abrupt stop less than a meter from Christopher’s position.  He diplomatically extended his clawed hand and indicated to Christopher that he should take it.  “We know you intend to attack this station,” he stated evenly.

Christopher stared at Melas’ extended hand for a moment longer.  Though he was fully capable of getting off the floor all on his own, Christopher decided that it would probably be in his best interest to take the alien’s hand.  He thusly wrapped his fingers around Melas’ hand and held on tight as the Ghaib gracefully pulled Christopher to his feet in one swift movement.  

“The Yelss are aware of this station’s location,” Melas placidly continued, “and your crew is very close to making the same discovery.  I simply thought we might attempt to resolve our differences before things turned badly.”

Christopher couldn’t believe his ears.  “You want to talk?” he exclaimed.  As far as he was concerned, there was only one way to resolve the situation: the Ghaib needed to make a complete and total withdrawal from the Zukara Segment.

Clearly, Melas had other ideas.  “We are not monsters,” he calmly stated.  “I very easily could have had your vessel destroyed when it approached the gateway in the Zhargosia Sector.  I could have opted for the violent solution.  But I didn’t…”

“And what about the Enterprise and the Khitomer… and all of the other starships that were obliterated when they approached the Zhargosia Sector?  Why were they not spared your violent wrath?”

Melas turned his attention to the shimmering starfield.  “Those vessels posed a far greater threat to the gateways,” he commented.

“And we didn’t?” asked Christopher.

“No.”  Melas shook his massive head.  “Not only were the said vessels more powerful than the Starlight, they also possessed the ability to detect the gateways on sensors.  Given enough time, I am certain your crew would have made the same determinations, but I saw little need for additional violence.”

Christopher rolled his eyes.  “Oh, how magnanimous of you,” he stated.

Melas ran a finger across his aquiline beak—and then swiftly pointed accusingly at Christopher.  “I was under the impression that your Federation was a peaceful organization, Captain.  I am giving peace a chance… it would be wise of you to reciprocate.”

Normally, that argument would have given Christopher a moment’s pause—but with the entire galaxy at stake, he knew that a peaceful resolution was not likely.  He promptly deflected Melas’ hand and said, “You don’t want peace… You don’t want to talk… You just want to delay!”

Taken aback by Christopher’s overtly aggressive opinions, Melas very quickly hardened his own stance.  “We have no reason to delay, Captain.  Our plans will be executed regardless of this conversation.  I was simply hoping to avoid any unnecessary bloodshed…”

“Unnecessary bloodshed…” The words rolled off Christopher’s tongue like poison.  It was not often that he lost his temper, but Christopher could feel his blood beginning to boil.  He clenched his fists and forcefully pounded them together.  “Twenty-one people died when the Drusari attacked the Starlight.  You killed three others to keep the Yelss from building their new vessel… You destroyed Navarre and El Toris II—”

“Captain Christopher!”  Melas’ powerfully terse voice boomed throughout the room—but Christopher ignored the interjection.

“—and you’ve destroyed countless other vessels over the course of the past several years!  Quite frankly, any chance for peace between our two peoples ended a long time ago…  There is only one outcome to this situation, Melas—and that outcome is your defeat!”

Melas’ beady eyes narrowed to angry slits.  “You are mistaken, Captain.”  He gracefully abandoned Christopher’s side, and approached the nearby windows.  “There are two outcomes to this situation.”

Melas stood silhouetted against the twinkling starfield, his arms extended in grandiose fashion.  “We will defeat you, Captain.”  The harsh words were concise and to the point, utterly devoid of the empathy Melas had tried to convey earlier in the conversation.  “We will channel all the energy from your pathetic galaxy and allow you to rot in darkness while we unlock the greatest mysteries known to this universe!”

He paused for an ominous moment, and then turned his unseen gaze upon Christopher.  “Or… you will defeat us.  Our station will be destroyed, our gateways dismantled… you will forever banish us from your useless galaxy—and you will proclaim victory.  But to the contrary, Captain Christopher, it will be your first step closer to a long defeat…

“We will return… a year… a decade… a century later.  We will bring new gateways… erect new space stations… The cycle will repeat over and over… and it will keep going until you have depleted your troops and resources, and any victory you achieve comes with a cost so high that it will feel like defeat.  You will lose the will to fight, and perhaps even live…

“And then,” Melas continued, stepping away from the shadows so that Christopher could see the malevolence burning in his dark eyes, “we will defeat you.”

And even before he had a chance to absorb the information Melas fed to him, Christopher felt a tingling wave of energy wash over his flesh.  A crimson light briefly obscured his vision, and when it faded, he stood on the Starlight’s bridge once more.

As he came to his senses, Christopher duly noted several phasers pointed at him; undoubtedly, the crew expected some sort of vile intruder to emerge from the transporter beam—but the phasers were sheathed the moment Christopher appeared, and an impromptu celebration began.  Given the knowledge swimming in his mind, Christopher, however, was in no mood to celebrate…

He grimly turned to Harrison and uttered three simple words:  “We’ve got trouble…”

Chapter 33

“Our goal is a simple one,” said Christopher as he addressed both his crew and the members of his ragtag alliance.  He stood at the head of a crowded table in the Starlight’s conference lounge, his gaze randomly flitting from one person to the next until finally settling on Setzer Umari’s ethereal—and approving—eyes.  “We must destroy the station…”

“Agreed.”  Setzer smiled candidly as his proposed course of action finally received some support.  “I have spoken with the Yelss, and they have agreed to summon several thousand vessels to support our cause.  They will arrive in seven days.”

“A week,” Matthew Harrison quickly realized.  “By the time they arrive, we will only have a few hours before the Drusari can begin tapping the core’s energy.  That does not give us much time to coordinate an attack.”

“No,” said Setzer.  “It does not.”

“If all else fails,” Tompkins added, “we can just wing it.  It would be a hell of a fight—and we’d probably take heavy losses—but the Drusari wouldn’t know what hit them.”

Though that was probably a terminally stupid idea, it was nonetheless an idea that Christopher himself had fielded.  An uncoordinated battle involving thousands of ships was bound to be nothing but trouble.  “I’ll keep that in mind—but we’ll only use it as a last resort.”

“Captain Christopher,” interjected Colonel Sreevan, “Ambassador Fali’im and I have been reviewing the data you provided—and that data seems to indicate the gateways attached to the Drusari station can be used to send us home…  Is this true?”

“We don’t know yet,” Erin Keller promptly replied.  “But it’s a good possibility.”

“Then why destroy the station?” asked Arch-Rashon Nachyl.  “If we can capture the station and then use its technology to send us home… I say that is our course of action!”

“Agreed,” said Sreevan loudly—and the fact that he actually agreed with the Garidian spoke volumes.  The alliance was definitely beginning to unite—but to Christopher’s chagrin, they were uniting against the Starlight.

“Taking the station from the Ghaib and the Drusari would be no easy feat,” Bruton interjected.  “We would have to board the station and secure all areas essential to the functionality of the gateways.  And it would probably be a one-way journey.  We might be better off destroying the station, and proceeding to Kron’s wormhole.  With the Drusari gone, only the Mandroth would stand in our way…”

Christopher cast Bruton an approving glance.  Whether or not the alliance members found the argument valid remained to be seen, but Christopher was nevertheless pleased with Bruton’s support.  But his pleasant gaze abruptly faded upon seeing Matthew Harrison’s face—for the Commander appeared far less supportive.

“A less aggressive approach might be advisable,” said softly Harrison.  “There are 105,000 people aboard the station.  If we destroy the station…”

Setzer Umari immediately raised a slender hand to dismiss the statement.  “Then they die,” he forcefully stated.  “It is of no consequence.”

Christopher could feel the tension growing in the pit of his stomach.  It seemed that each and every time he reached one decision regarding the station, the universe would conspire to make him rethink his decision.  And with the clock constantly marching toward chaos, Christopher knew he had best think quickly.  But somehow, quickly dismissing a few hundred thousand lives here and there didn’t sit too well with the Captain. “To the contrary,” he stated, “those are some extreme consequences.  We can’t just kill 105,000 people!”

Setzer’s ashen eyes narrowed as he pulled himself closer to the crowded table.  “Yet they can kill every living thing in this galaxy?”

“No,” Christopher forcefully replied.  “But if we destroy that station, we’ll be committing atrocities just as horrendous as the Drusari—and I am not willing to—”

Unwilling to hear out Christopher’s argument, Setzer slammed his hand on the table.  “This is war,” he interjected.  “Like it or not, Captain, people are going to die in the coming days—and ultimately, it comes down to one simple question: us or them?”

Christopher blinked, and the room around him seemed to drop away, leaving him alone to the chaotic thoughts flooding his mind.  He saw death and destruction on a grandiose scale as twilight fell upon the Milky Way….  Thousands of ancient gateways pulsed with blazing energy as they streamed energy to the Drusari station, where Tracker Melas quietly stood in observation of his plan in action—his beady obsidian eyes locked upon the destruction with a perverse, sickening pleasure—and in that instant, Christopher had his answer:  “Them…”

Setzer Umari smiled.  “I knew you would make the right decision.”

Christopher immediately shook his head to the contrary.  “We are going to attack and destroy the station,” he affirmed.  But before the others could voice their myriad opinions, Christopher quickly continued:  “But before we obliterate the station, we’ll gain control of it just long enough to send everyone home…  That will also give us a chance to accept the Ghaib’s surrender.  If they don’t accept our terms…”

The remainder of Christopher’s speech went unsaid, for everyone present knew the outcome if the Ghaib chose to ignore logic and reason…

It was late.  The last vestiges of activity had long ago abandoned the Starlight’s mess hall, leaving Talyere Rosat alone to his thoughts—and as he peered through the windows at the myriad vessels congregated alongside the Starlight, many thoughts crossed his wandering mind—most of them grim. 

Tonight was not the first night Talyere found himself wondering if he would live to see the coming days.  During his incarceration aboard the Inkhezi, such thoughts frequently passed through Talyere’s mind; Xi'Yor’s threat to kill him was clearly genuine, and had things not turned badly for the dreaded Overseer during the conquest of Gildebron III, Talyere knew that he would have been terminated.

But tonight was different.  Unlike the situation aboard the Inkhezi, Talyere had little control over his fate.  No amount of plotting could spare him the Drusari’s wrath.  In fact, Talyere found he could do nothing more than wait and see what fate had to offer.

Almost…

The mess hall doors slid apart with a faint whisper, staying open just long enough to admit a single person.  It was only a matter of seconds before Talyere could sense a presence standing just behind him—Alan Christopher.  To a distant observer, one might think Talyere telepathic, but the Elorg was anything but.  He simply knew his captain—and on that note, he smiled candidly, and proffered Christopher a chair.

“I have missed our conversations,” Talyere quietly stated as the Captain sat.  “The Overseer, though well-versed in many subjects, never cared to discuss the philosophical side of things.”

A faint grin fell upon Christopher’s face.  “He’s still in our brig.  Feel free to strike up a conversation with him at any time…”

Talyere promptly shook his head.  “I believe I will pass,” he stated.  He had spent more than enough time with Xi'Yor in recent months.  “In fact, I would almost certainly be unbothered if I never spoke with him again.”

 Christopher nodded agreeably, for he, too had spent more than enough time in the presence of Xi'Yor over the past few years.  “It’s funny,” he said a moment later.  “We finally manage to catch him… and now the fate of the entire galaxy is in doubt.  In the blink of an eye, we could all be forever erased from the universe.  It almost makes our dispute with Xi'Yor seem trivial…”

Talyere had to admit, recent events certainly helped to put things into perspective.  “We are each a thread in a vast intergalactic tapestry, Captain.  A million years from now, when our descendants look upon that tapestry, it is unlikely they will see the individual threads—but the completed tapestry.  Still, the individual threads, no matter their significance, will remain—for they are a part of the whole, and can be neither lost nor forgotten…”

Christopher smiled.  “For some reason, that is a comforting thought,” he mused.

“It is,” said Talyere with a nod.  “Being forgotten is a fate worse than death…”

“…Eclipsed by the hand of fate, forever banished to the realm of dreams deferred.”   Christopher’s smile turned solemn as he spoke.  “It doesn’t get any worse than that.  But with any luck, we won’t have to worry about being forgotten in the coming days...”

Talyere had given the dreaded ‘coming days’ a lot of thought… and consequently, the thought of those days had given Talyere many restless nights.  While he was certainly concerned about the outcome of the situation, it was the idea behind the situation that had captured Talyere’s mind.  “It is almost a shame that we will be unable to learn what mysteries lie at the very boundaries of existence.”

“We already know there’s nothing out in that region of space,” Christopher stated.  “But… what is beyond nothing?”

The thought boggled even Talyere’s mind.  “A parallel universe?  Or perhaps… another reality altogether?”

“Or nothing at all,” Christopher mused.  “But even that is hard to imagine.  I mean… if there’s nothing there… then how does one actually go there?”

“I know not,” said Talyere, shaking his head in confusion.  Though his ponderings had indeed been complex, they had been far more philosophical than scientific.  “Many cultures believe in the afterlife,” he recalled from his own wonderings.  “Perhaps all of our lost souls gather in some ethereal firmament that exists beyond the boundaries of this universe…”

And while the thought of the chi-goehs venturing to the afterlife seemed perfectly natural to Talyere, it hardly resonated with Captain Christopher, whose spiritual beliefs were somewhat lacking.  Still, at least he pretended to consider the idea before dismissing it with a joke.  “You’ve just finished living a nice, long life… and then you’ve got to trek all the way across the universe to get into the afterlife.  Then again, you’re already dead, so it’s not like you have anything better to do…”

Talyere, however, did not find the joke humorous.  If anything, it was offensive—but since so few Elorg believed in the legend of the chi-goehs to begin with, he was used to receiving the scorn of nonbelievers.  “It was little more than a theory,” he mused.  “Perhaps one day, we will know the truth… but until that days comes, I will hold firm to my own beliefs.”

Christopher smiled—but before any words could fall from his lips, the entire ship began to rumble.  The dim lights began to flicker, and a moment later, the red alert klaxons began to sound.  “It looks like our little chat is going to be cut short,” said the Captain, already rising from his chair.

Talyere nearly bid Christopher farewell—but the ship rumbled yet again, jostling the Elorg around in his seat and wiping his parting words from memory.  A fiery orange phaser beam suddenly cut across the shimmering stars, followed closely by two blossoms of golden light—the last of the Starlight’s transphasic torpedoes.  Conflict had besieged the ship once again…

Talyere hesitated for only a moment before deciding that this was one battle he would not sit out.  “I am coming with you,” he proclaimed, suddenly standing beside the Captain.

Christopher simply smiled—and on that note, they left for the bridge…

“Direct hit to deck nine, section five!”  Erin Keller reported, her normally placid voice raised considerably to be heard over the theater of war around her.  “Minimal damage!”

The stars on the viewscreen suddenly swerved, moments before a thick beam of ragged purple light eclipsed the glowing starfield.  Matthew Harrison’s nervous hands immediately fell upon the arms of the command chair, but not before the slice of violet death lanced the Starlight’s shields.  The ship rumbled as it skittered beneath the phaser beam, and then quickly broke away from the attacking Drusari cruiser…

…Only to face the second attacking behemoth—the Drusari Station.  It was a grotesque amalgamation of death and destruction—an immense trio of dark spires, ringed by a pair of massive gateways diffuse with crimson light and spewing hundreds—if not thousands—of bloody phaser beams into battle…  Harrison had to admit, things were suddenly looking grim.

“Our transphasic torpedo supply has been depleted,” Bator darkly added as a scarlet phaser beam grazed the shields.  “We still have more than a thousand quantum torpedoes, but their effectiveness will be nominal against the Drusari’s superior armor.”

Harrison nearly cursed, but caught himself before the utterance could leave his lips.  “It will have to suffice,” he muttered instead.

The turbolift doors suddenly parted.  Harrison afforded himself a brief glance away from the viewscreen—and to his relief, Captain Christopher stepped onto the bridge alongside Talyere.  “Report,” demanded the Captain as he approached his chair.

“The Drusari launched a preemptive attack,” Bator promptly stated.

“They undoubtedly hope to neutralize any threat before it becomes a major hazard to their plan,” Harrison added.  “And without the promised Yelss fleet—we pose very little danger.”

Captain Christopher’s face turned grim as he stared at the obsidian spires hanging on the viewscreen.  “I thought the station was 2.2 light years away…”

“As did I,” Harrison concurred.

“Apparently, the Ghaib have the ability to move it,” Keller stated.  “Though I can’t imagine how they moved it 2.2 light years without us knowing!”

Christopher shrugged indolently as a few more wayward phaser bursts skirted the Starlight’s shields.  “We may never know,” he said.  “And quite frankly, it doesn’t really matter.”

“Have we taken any losses thus far?” Talyere inquired.  He stood beside Commander Bruton at the mission operations console, clearly eager to assume his former post, but uncertain of Bruton’s position.

“No,” Keller replied, shaking her head accordingly  “The Drusari are apparently firing at random, just to keep us away.”

“And they’re doing a very good job,” Neelar Drayge added.

Christopher glanced at the station one last time before turning his back to the horrendous sight.  “We’re in no position to attack them, anyway.  But they’ve clearly accelerated their plans.  We’re going to have to attack them soon…”

Bator cleared his throat.  “You may recall our slight tactical disadvantage…”

Whether or not Christopher recalled the said disadvantage, Harrison certainly did… And he immediately turned a concerned gaze to his Captain.  “There is no way we can hope to penetrate their defenses…”

A wicked, vindictive gaze slowly crept across Christopher’s face as he looked upon the Drusari Station once more.  Harrison could not even begin to fathom the myriad thoughts crossing his Captain’s mind, but there was something reassuring about a man with a plan—and that, Harrison knew, Christopher was bound to have…

Chapter 34

The Starlight gracefully ducked and weaved around the continuous barrage of phaser fire streaking from the depths of the hellish Drusari Station, and though the Akira-class starship managed to strike the station with a few well-placed shots of its own, it’s goal was something far less obvious than the station’s demise.  In fact, as the Starlight stormed past the Drusari cruiser, its only intent was escape.  In the blink of an eye, its warp nacelles flashed a blazing blue, and the Starlight streaked into warp.

And Lucas Tompkins gulped nervously.  Though the Starlight wasn’t the most powerful ship on the battlefield, it could certainly hold its own.  And now that it was gone, Tompkins couldn’t help but feel a little more vulnerable.

As instructed, the engineer stood alongside Setzer Umari on the bridge of the Yelss battlecruiser.  It had been his intent to return to the Starlight for the final battle against the Drusari, but apparently that was not to be.  Christopher apparently thought it necessary to have a Federation presence aboard the Yelss ship—and given his experience with the Yelss, Tompkins was the obvious choice.  

Aside from the utterly sterile conditions, the bridge was nothing extraordinary.  And though it differed from Federation architecture, Tompkins nevertheless considered it standard in design.  As one might expect, the Captain’s seat was prominently featured upon an elevated platform in the center of the bridge.  The four primary workstations—operations, tactical, navigation, and engineering—formed a loose ring around the command seat, giving the bridge a closed, circular feeling.  Though it wasn’t exactly revolutionary, it nevertheless appealed to Tompkins.

He casually stepped upon the platform in the center of the bridge and ran his fingers across the back of the Captain’s chair.  “If we’re going to take this thing into battle, I’m going to need a crew,” he mused.  Until now, Tompkins had manned the vast majority of the controls himself, with Setzer, and the occasional Yelss, providing assistance when necessary—but in the heat of battle, two people simply would not cut it.

Setzer agreed.  “The Yelss will provide assistance when the time is necessary,” he calmly stated.

But Tompkins shook his head to the contrary.  He had been aboard the ship long enough to get a feel for the controls—and the computer—and had long ago accessed the ship’s extensive crew roster.  Tompkins knew exactly who he wanted working at his side, and the random whelps provided by the Yelss were not included.

He quickly reached back to the tactical station where Setzer sat, and tapped a few commands into the interface.  Within a few seconds, a short list of names flitted across the screen.  Setzer subsequently reviewed them, and then turned his pallid eyes to Tompkins.  “That can be arranged,” he said.

Surprised by Setzer’s lack of ringing opposition, Tompkins almost found himself at a loss for words.  The battles between the two of them had grown so commonplace that he instinctively prepared his arguments before any conversation began.  “When can they be here?”

“When do you want them?”

“As soon as possible.”

Setzer entered a few commands into the computer, and then gracefully ran his fingers over the vertical green bars on the interface.  Four pillars of sparkling green light suddenly filled the bridge—and when they faded, Tompkins had his crew: Kendall Johnson, Jayla Trinn, Megan Reinbold, and Daniel Berman.

“The Yelss will provide additional crew when necessary,” Setzer appended.  He tapped a few last commands into the tactical station, and then stepped aside, giving Lucas complete control over the situation.

Relieved to be in the presence of his friends, Tompkins couldn’t help but to smile.  He would have been content to simply sit around and talk with them about everything that has happened in recent weeks—but conflict was at hand, and idle chatter was something that would just have to wait…

Though their presence alone indicated they knew at least something about the conflict with the Drusari, Tompkins nevertheless took a moment to explain the entire situation to his friends—just in case they were unable to pry all the answers from Setzer Umari.  He spoke of the clones, the edge of the universe, and all the relevant events leading up to the pending battle with the Drusari—and while it was all very fascinating, it was obvious the cloning held the vast majority of the conversation…

But as the ship began to shudder, talk of clones and murder fell by the wayside—and the battle began.  Tompkins swiftly planted himself in the command chair, and while it looked unordinary, he had to admit, it was damn comfortable.  “We have got to get some of these bad boys back on the Starlight!” he mused.

 Jayla Trinn rolled her eyes at the sentiment.  “I’m sure something can be arranged,” she flatly replied, taking up her position at the engineering station.  “All systems are fully functional,” she reported.

“Same here,” Reinbold chimed in from tactical.  

“And here,” Johnson added, quickly muting the plethora of sensor alerts emanating from his station.  “The Drusari are launching fighters!”

Though he was only vaguely familiar with the Drusari ship’s schematics, Tompkins knew enough to realize Kendall’s announcement was bad news.  “How many?”

“I’m detecting 512 fighters from the ship,” Reinbold stated… but her voice trailed off as another flood of sensor alerts filled the air. “And we’ve got about 4,000 more coming from the station.”

“Navigational systems are ready to go,” Berman said as the sensor alerts died off.  “Though I’m not so sure about the navigator…”

Tompkins chuckled faintly.  “You’ll do fine,” he said as he settled himself into the command chair.  “Now let’s give ‘em hell!”

* * *

Storming out of the hellish innards of the Drusari station, thousands of tiny fighters swarmed upon the alliance fleet like a flock of angry birds.  Streaks of crimson light soared through the void of space, crashing into the alliance defense perimeter amidst a sea of flames.

Flanked by the two Corthyan starships, the Yelss battleship plowed into the angry swarm, belching dozens of verdant torpedoes into the fray.  The veritable string of death stormed through the theater of war with incredible fury, shredding every last fighter in its path.  As a crimson haze roiled in the raging battlefield, the remaining torpedoes plowed into the ominous black spires in the distance.  Flames burst through the craggy obsidian hull, spewing fire and debris into space—but the immense station endured, barely fazed by the assault.

In the distance, a hellish Drusari warship plowed through the rampant battlefield, oblivious to its smaller brethren; dozens of fighters burst into flames as they smashed into the warship’s hull—but the larger vessel was unharmed, and continued to trundle through the battlefield until finally reaching its edge.  The Drusari vessel lingered at the perimeter for only a moment before jumping to warp…

“Alan…”

Christopher had been pacing nervously behind Neelar Drayge’s chair for several minutes now, but the sound of Erin Keller’s concerned voice, combined with a plethora of new sensor alerts, stopped him dead in his tracks.  His concerned gaze very quickly fell upon Keller.  “What is it?”

“We have company,” she anxiously replied, making haste to mute the singing computer.  “The Drusari cruiser has broken away from the battle back at the station.”

“They are on a direct intercept course,” Bator promptly added—and though he tried to hide it, the trepidation in his voice was all too obvious.

Christopher knew the feeling, and suspected his own façade was anything but calm.  “How long until they intercept us?”

Neelar Drayge glanced at his console.  “At their present speed, they’ll overtake us in just under sixteen hours.”

Sixteen hours.  Christopher didn’t even bother to do the math, because he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that there was no way the Starlight could reach its destination in less than a day.  “It looks like our plan is in dire need of revisions…”

The plan was a long shot to begin with.  But with the Yelss reinforcements still a week away, and the Drusari attack imminent, Christopher knew that desperate times meant desperate measures.  The alliance needed some serious firepower, and to the best of Christopher’s knowledge, only General Kron and his armada could provide it.   But Kron’s armada was more than a day away at maximum warp…

“We should hail the General,” Harrison immediately suggested.  “Perhaps we can attempt to reason with him…”

Bruton immediately dismissed the notion.  “Though his ship is powerful, Kron will avoid battle at all cost.  His only concern is reaching the wormhole—and to do that, he needs his vessel intact.”

“Then it looks like we’re backing him into a corner,” said Christopher, “because this battle is not something he can easily avoid.  We’re headed straight for his little star cluster, and the Drusari are coming along for the ride.”

“Maybe we can get through to some of the other ships,” suggested Erin Keller.  “If we can offer them a safer way home, they might be inclined to follow us.”

Harrison shook his head.  “Unfortunately, a massive battle stands between them and that safer way home,” he stated.  “They likely stand a better chance if they remain with General Kron…”

“As it stands right now, that is probably true,” Bruton agreed.  “But if we can convince them that, with their assistance, the battle can be won, that may persuade them to join our cause.”

Ultimately, Christopher knew the decision was his—and his alone.  And if he could convince even a handful of Kron’s allies come about and battle the Drusari… then that is what he needed to do.  “Bator,” he called, “open a channel to Kron’s armada…”

“Channel open,” said the Phobian a moment later.

Christopher pulled in a nervous lungful of air, and then turned his attention to the starlit viewscreen—but to his chagrin, his mind was as empty as the space between the stars.  Though he desperately searched for something comprehensible to say, nothing came to mind—but apparently the simple act of hailing the fleet was enough to garner Kron’s attention, for the reptilian general’s scarred face flitted onto the viewscreen a scant moment later.

“I told you not to interfere!” he bellowed at Christopher, the harsh words echoing throughout the bridge.

And Christopher knew the hostility behind the voice was genuine—so much so, that he took a nervous step away from the viewscreen.  “We have found another way to get home,” Christopher explained, though the force in his voice was somewhat lacking.

Kron snorted.  “I already know the way,” he said, flashing his rotted teeth with anger.

Though a small part of him felt very inclined to back down, Christopher knew he could not.  He very quickly gathered all the rage he experienced during his conversations with Melas and Xi'Yor, and channeled that into his mind.  It certainly helped to bolster Christopher confidence—but only to an extent.  “Not only is my way quicker, with your help, it can also be safer.  Each and every one of us could be back home within a couple of days…”

Kron seemed to consider the proposition for a moment—but as the look on his face deteriorated into something just short of flat-out rage, Christopher knew the General was not fond of the idea.  “We can make it through the nebula just fine,” he seethed.

“I’ve seen the sensor data from that star cluster,” Christopher retorted.  “You’ll be lucky to make it through there with half of your armada intact!”

“Listen to him, Kron,” Bruton quickly added.  “He is not as weak as you would like to believe!”

The General’s beady eyes slowly gravitated toward Bruton.  “Obviously, he is far weaker than I thought…  You are a disgrace to the armada, Bruton… allowing your vessel to fall the way it did…”

“The Drusari are a formidable adversary,” Bruton replied.

Christopher smiled deviously.  “And you’ll be able to see that first hand in a couple of hours,” he said.  “There’s a Drusari warship trailing just behind the Starlight.  After they’re through obliterating us, there’s no doubt in my mind they’ll come after you.”

Kron’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “So be it…”

The channel promptly closed, and Christopher could subsequently feel the noose tightening.  Time was running out, and so, too, was their chance for survival—but before his suddenly case of pessimism could get too far out of control, Christopher suddenly heard a bleep at the tactical station.

“General Kron’s vessel is coming about,” said Bator a moment later.

Harrison immediately raised a quizzical eyebrow.  “I was under the impression the conversation did not go well,” he stated.

“It didn’t,” Bruton curtly replied.  “Kron isn’t coming to help us—he’s coming to destroy us…”

Chapter 35

A rain of golden disruptor bursts pelted the Starlight’s shields as General Kron’s hulking vessel swept onto the battlefield.  The Akira-class starship easily survived the assault, and very quickly came about in hot pursuit of Kron’s vessel.  A volley of azure torpedoes summarily streaked across the stars—and the battle began…

Alan Christopher’s heart thundered wildly in his head as he watched events unfold on the viewscreen.  Though the repairs to the port warp nacelle were certainly adequate, one fateful hit to the aft section of the Starlight would be certainly undo those repairs—and blow the improvised nacelle to pieces.  Thankfully, General Kron didn’t appear to be very good with his targeting sensors.  Of the numerous disruptor blasts aimed at the Starlight, only the first managed to graze the shields.

“Target Kron’s weapons array!” Christopher ordered as he watched the Inguari vessel dramatically waltz across the view screen.

“Target locked,” said Bator a scant moment later.

Eager to see this battle’s conclusion, Christopher swiftly gave the order to op fire—and second wave of quantum torpedoes promptly streaked across the viewscreen.  Two of them exploded right away, intercepted by Kron’s weapon fire; the remaining three torpedoes only managed to skirt Kron’s shields.  

Christopher bit his lip with frustration, and then watched as another downpour of golden disrupter blasts streaked from Kron’s vessel.  “Evasive maneuvers!”

The stars took a sudden nosedive as Drayge’s deft fingers literally pounded on the helm—but the Bolian’s efforts nevertheless proved futile.

The ship rocked violently as it absorbed the impact of Kron’s little gift.  Christopher clung onto his chair for dear life, but the energy generated by the blast was so great, he eventually lost his grip and went careening to the deck.  Within seconds, an odd black haze encroached upon his vision.

“Hull breech, deck nine, section eleven!” called out Keller from ops.  It was the same area that had been pounded during the previous attack… “Emergency forcefields are not in place!”

“Curses!” shouted Harrison.  “Get damage control down there with due haste!”

The ship rumbled again.  Christopher could tell it wasn’t Kron firing on them—the rumbling wasn’t violent enough.  Which meant it had to be deck nine decompressing, rampantly blowing its atmosphere into space.  Luckily, there wasn’t anything of consequence on deck nine—it had yet to recover from the last attack—but if Kron managed to get off another shot, their luck could change in an instant.

Quickly, Christopher pulled himself back into the command chair and hung onto the arms with a veritable death grip, so not to repeat his previous fall.  “Mr. Bator, target their— ”

Sparks rained down from the ceiling as the lights flickered on and off.  The ship jolted wildly under Christopher’s feet, but his grip on the chair kept him anchored, and firmly in place as Kron fired yet again.  Christopher abruptly craned his neck to Bator for a status report, but the thick haze of smoke that had filtered in the bridge left him with a poor view of the Phobian’s station.  “Report!” he demanded anyway.

“Heavy damage to deck six, section thirty!” he replied after a moment.  “Structural integrity is down to eighty-seven percent!  Phasers are off line!”

“This is not good!” Christopher grumbled—but before he could utter another word, yet another barrage of disrupter blasts stormed away from Kron’s ship.

A large, ominous explosion very quickly brought an end to Overseer Xi'Yor’s shallow, restless sleep.  His body jostled uncontrollably atop the poorly padded cot in his cell, and immediately, Xi'Yor knew the Starlight was under siege.  And he smiled, for there was nothing that would please him more than the destruction of his captors’ vessel.

The Starlight jolted again, and this time Xi'Yor was immediately expelled from the relative comfort of his cot.  His body hit the metallic deck with a thud, and rolled around in darkness for a short moment before the emergency lights flickered into existence.  Very slowly, Xi'Yor rose to his feet and approached the still humming forcefield at the edge of his cell.  “What is going on?” he demanded from the guard standing nearby.

“We are under attack,” the guard simply replied.

Xi'Yor rolled his eyes.  “Obviously,” he grumbled, once again unimpressed by the virtues of humanity.

He stood at the threshold of his poorly lit cell for a moment longer, and once it became obvious he would get no reply from his guard, Xi'Yor sighed, and returned to his cot—but the moment he sat, another violent blast struck the ship… but when the lights flickered away this time, they did not return.  Curious, Xi'Yor stood once more, and candidly approached the edge of his cell.  

Xi'Yor heard little more than the crackling of fire in the far corner of the brig.  The perpetual hum of his cell’s forcefield had obviously terminated—and Xi'Yor knew he was freed.  Not willing to waste a second of precious time, the Overseer very quickly vanished into the night…

…When the emergency backup lights retuned to the brig a scant moment later, the guard was dead, his weapon was missing, and the doors were wide open.  Overseer Xi'Yor was gone.

Alan Christopher watched nervously as a storm of golden energy bombarded the forward shields until they flickered out of existence.  The Starlight was utterly defenseless, and Kron’s angry vessel loomed just ahead on the viewscreen—but before Kron could move in for the kill… the bridge was alive with new sensor alerts.

“The Drusari vessel is dropping out of warp!” Keller shouted from ops. 

Almost immediately, the large scorpion-shaped vessel swooped across the view screen, violently attacking Kron’s ship with an impressive barrage of purple phaser fire.  The myriad blasts pounded into Kron’s shields with immense force, and the golden bubble around his ship sputtered for only a moment before collapsing altogether—but the Drusari assault was far from over, and subsequent blasts violently tore into the hull of Kron’s ship.  Massive plumes of fire and debris billowed into space, effectively ending Kron’s tyrannical reign…

But the Starlight was not alone on the battlefield.  Christopher knew that Kron never traveled lightly—the remainder of his fleet lingered very nearby…  and their sensors undoubtedly saw the same thing as the Starlight’s.  “It’s now or never,” Christopher whispered as the Drusari vessel began to come about.  But much as he expected, Kron’s armada did not sit by idly and watch.

As the myriad vessels of the armada charged out of warp and into the battlefield, their weapons immediately turned to the Drusari—and though they accrued very little damage individually, the hundreds of vessels left in the armada nevertheless had the capacity to deal some serious damage to the Drusari—and there was little doubt in Christopher’s mind that they would deal that damage all the way to the station…

 “Aft shields are down to eighty-five percent!” shouted Megan Reinbold over the rumbling deck.

Lucas Tompkins jammed his fists into the arms of his chair.  “Damn!” he exclaimed.  For some reason beyond his ability to comprehend, the shield grid was unstable to begin with—there was probably something wrong with one of the shield generators, but amidst the Drusari attack, there was no way to be certain… and of course, the continued assault was making things even worse.  “Divert all power to shields and weapons!”

Suddenly, the helm erupted with a plethora of sensor alerts.  “Commander,” shouted Berman, his fingers desperately working the controls, “we’ve got a dozen fighters closing on our aft starboard!  I can’t seem to shake them!”

Though a dozen hostile vessels of any kind inevitably meant bad news, Tompkins felt confident they could handle a few small fighters.  “Megan,” he confidently called, “load a few high-yield torpedoes into the aft launchers.”

“Torpedoes armed,” came Reinbold a scant moment later.

Tompkins readied himself for a potentially rough ride, turned his eyes to the viewscreen, and then uttered one simple order: “Fire!”

The swarm of Drusari raiders swiftly streaked into sight on the viewscreen, each of the dozen raiders rampantly firing upon their nemesis.  Countless beams of red and violet light lashed into the shield grid, jostling Tompkins about in his seat—but little more.  The shields flickered for only a moment, the lights dimmed—and then a huge volley of jade torpedoes stormed across the view screen with incredible fervor.

And then another.

And another, each volley exploding upon the little raiders until nothing but a gigantic cloud of swirling fire hung in the space they once occupied.  The ships had been thoroughly obliterated.

An excited smile slowly spread across Tompkins’ face.  A large part of him was ready to declare complete and total victory—but instinct told him that the battle was only just beginning.  “Report!” he demanded.

“All twelve vessels destroyed,” said Reinbold evenly.

“We’ve got another small group approaching,” Johnson quickly added, “but it looks like the Garidians and the Ka’ar have it under control.”

“Good,” Tompkins replied.  “Now that we’ve got a minute to breathe, we need to find a way to take out that station…”

Seated beside Megan Reinbold in the aft section of the command circle, Jayla Trinn quickly worked her station’s interface.  “This ship was specifically designed to do just that,” she grumbled, “but for the life of me, I can’t find anything powerful enough to disable the station.”

Tompkins frowned.  Either the Yelss had some sort of secret weapon, or they severely underestimated their enemy.  “Setzer,” he called.

The alien stood congregated with two of his Yelss superiors in the aft section of the bridge.  Upon hearing his name, Setzer Umari quickly excused himself from some telepathic discussion and approached the circle of power.  “What is it?”

“We need to disable the Drusari Station,” Tompkins curtly reminded.  “Are there any last-minute secrets you’d like to tell us about?  Because we sure as hell can’t figure out what to do next…”

“You must fight,” said Setzer without any preamble.  “The weapons aboard this vessel are chroniton based.  Even if you are unable to destroy the station, the accumulative power of the chroniton arsenal will eventually phase the station out of the space-time continuum.  As long as we can prevent the—”

One shrill sensor alert promptly silenced Umari, and his ashen gaze quickly fell upon Kendall Johnson for an explanation.

And Johnson looked utterly morbid.  His shaky hands hovered nervously over his console, as if he had never before operated a computer.  Very slowly, he licked his lips and turned back to his superiors.  “The… the station,” he frantically stammered.

“What is it?” demanded Tompkins.

“It’s realigning,” said Johnson, his face turning several shades whiter as he spoke.

On the viewscreen, wisps of crimson light already danced in the space between the station’s two gateways.  And if they didn’t act soon, Tompkins knew those simple wisps would explode into apocalyptic proportions.  “How far away are those Yelss reinforcements?” Tompkins somberly demanded.

Setzer Umari expelled a morbid sigh.  “Too far,” he announced.  “I must admit, this battle is not proceeding according to plan.”

“It looks like the Drusari have been folding the space around the battlefield,” Megan Reinbold gleaned from her sensor data.  “They’ve been pulling us closer and closer to the target destination the whole entire time we’ve been fighting them…”

“I didn’t know the Drusari had that technology,” Tompkins muttered.

A glint of anger flashed across Setzer Umari’s dark face.  “Neither did we…  And obviously, they used this conflict to keep us from finding out…”

The wisps of red light on the viewscreen slowly began to coalesce into a more coherent energy stream as the three dark spires they encompassed closed upon its destination.

Lucas Tompkins’ jaw dropped as he nervously plopped himself on the edge of his command chair.  For the first time in his life, he was overcome with feelings of complete and total doom.

“Twenty seconds,” Johnson nervously stammered.

Moments later, large sections of the station’s craggy obsidian hull began to recede, revealing a plethora of vast weaponry.  Hundreds of rose-stained torpedoes burst into space, thousands of phaser beams cut through the stars—and one-by-one, the alliance ships were destroyed…  the Qedavi… the Malyikotheres… the Ka’ar…  and many others, all dead in a sea of flame…

Fifteen.

Fourteen.

Thirteen.

Acting on little more than primal—and angry— instincts, Tompkins prepared himself for a fiery end.  “Berman,” he yelled as a massive wave of bloody torpedoes began to pummel the shields, “prepare for ramming speed!” 

Berman gulped—but he very quickly realized the gravity of the situation—and complied with the order.

Twelve.

Eleven.

Ten.

With a flash of verdant light, the shields finally gave in to the Drusari assault, and a volley of graviton torpedoes plowed into the mighty Yelss ship.  The deck jolted and deafening roar filled the smoky air.  Massive bulkheads clamored to the smoldering deck amidst a heavy rain of sparks and debris…

Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

Tompkins suddenly heard a faint scream in the fiery chaos behind him.  He swiftly abandoned his seat to see if he could help, but another shockwave threw him to the floor.  The ship took a steep nosedive, and he skittered across the sooty deck and into the back of Kendall’s station—joined moments later by Megan Reinbold’s scorched… and severed head.

Six.

Five.

Four.

His blood boiling with anger, Tompkins climbed back to his feet.  “Daniel!” he called desperate to see his plan executed—but Berman’s limp body was hunched over his workstation, either dead or unconscious.

“I’ve got some helm functions,” Kendall shouted over the exploding bridge.  His dirty fingers raced over the control interface—and the engines suddenly fired… 

…But not soon enough.

Three.

Two.

One hellish stream of crimson light crackled across the grainy viewscreen, furiously channeling unfathomable amounts of energy from the galactic core.

And as the smoldering Yelss vessel hurtled toward the station, a blur of azure light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen and exploded upon the station’s hull.  Suddenly, the deadly energy stream began to crackle and distort… and the space surrounding the Drusari began to flash with streaks of white light.  The Starlight was back.

And it had friends…

Hoards of alien vessels suddenly stormed into the failing battle, giving the Drusari more targets than they knew what to do with—but that surprising image suddenly flitted away, replaced by Alan Christopher’s concerned facade.  “Lucas,” he said evenly, “we’re getting you out of there.”  And as suddenly as he had appeared, Christopher disappeared… as did the bridge of the dying Yelss starship a scant moment later.

Flanked by dozens of bulky alien destroyers, the Starlight danced amidst the Drusari station’s three massive obsidian components.  Quantum torpedoes and dozens of phaser blasts ripped into the craggy hull, calling forth massive swirls of fire and light.

And as the remainder of Kron’s armada decimated the Drusari fighters, the once pristine Yelss vessel pinwheeled out of control through the void of space, now blackened and charred with deadly battle scars.  Spewing clouds of verdant plasma from its warp nacelles, the vessel gradually began to break apart as its grave drew nearer…

Then, moments later, the very foundations of the universe seemed to rattle as the Yelss vessel careened into the station’s hull.  An incredible ball of crimson fire mushroomed from the hellish depths of the Drusari Station, roiling ominously amongst the stars.  In its hazy wake, the explosion left a massive, gaping hole in side of the station… 

But that was just the beginning.  Vast tendrils of white light slowly began to wrap themselves around the three spires, growing more numerous with each second that passed…

“The destruction of the Yelss vessel has caused a three-thousand percent increase in chroniton particles,” Erin Keller gleaned from the ops console.  “The station is going to lose its anchor in time and vanish completely in less than two days!”

“Or less,” Bator interjected.  “The station suffered heavy damage during the attack.  It is likely the station will be destroyed before then.  The subsequent explosion would scattered debris throughout the space-time continuum.”

“If we wish to use the gateways to return to the Alpha Quadrant, we must act quickly,” Harrison added, though that much was obvious.

“What about the power supply?” asked Christopher.  He didn’t want to use the station’s technology to get home if it meant channeling more energy from the galactic core.

Much to his relief, Keller, and a very dirty Kendall Johnson, were quick to reach a satisfactory conclusion.  “The station’s internal power source should be sufficient to get us home,” she explained.  “We’re only transporting our starships a few thousand light years—not a few billion.”

“Unfortunately,” said Johnson, “someone is going to have to go over there and reactivate the gateways.”

It seemed easy enough.  “I’ll go,” said Christopher.

Keller shook her head.  “You might want to rethink that, Alan,” she grimly stated.

“Why?”

“It’s a one-way trip.”  She paused for a hesitant moment, clearly troubled by the situation.  “Whoever goes over there won’t be coming back.”

“Then I will go,” Talyere promptly interjected.  It was a very noble gesture—but one Christopher absolutely knew he could not condone.

Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to.

“No.”  Bruton’s forceful voice immediately silenced anybody else who might have been thinking about going.  “I will go.”

Christopher suddenly felt a lump in his throat.  Though he had only known Bruton as a friend for a few short weeks—and not even a close friend—he nevertheless was tempted to deny the request.  But somebody had to go…

Bruton smiled faintly, revealing his rotted brown teeth for perhaps the last time.  “Consider it my gift,” he said solemnly.  “You have treated me well in recent weeks.  I would like to return to favor.”

Though it was completely superficial, Christopher still managed to reciprocate the smile.  On the inside, he knew the galaxy was about to lose another noble son.  “Good luck…”

As the Starlight’s transporter beam released him from its prickly grasps, Bruton found himself standing in the middle of a vast, wondrous—and burning—science lab.  Massive computers covered every square millimeter of wall; some of them were advanced beyond Bruton’s ability to comprehend, featuring impressive three-dimensional neural interfaces; other workstations were so ancient that they still had knobs and buttons attached to them.  It was an amalgamation of centuries of hard work.  And as he approached one of the more modern-looking workstations, Bruton knew it was all about to come to a fiery end…

“Starlight to Bruton!” Captain Christopher’s face suddenly flitted to life on the myriad computer screens throughout the cavernous chamber.

Bruton carefully touched the blinking button on the surface of his chosen workstation, summarily activating his end of the channel.  “Captain…” he greeted.

“Bruton,” said Christopher evenly, “listen carefully:  All you need to do is activate the gateway—we’re transmitting instructions now.  Once you’re done, the fleet will stroll inside, and each vessel will exit at the gateway nearest their star system.  It’s that simple…”

Bruton glanced curiously at the myriad controls around him, and he very quickly suspected that it was a task far easier said than done—but as the decking beneath his feet began to rattle, Bruton knew that he had to take some quick and decisive action.  Kron’s armada was counting on him to get them home, and he wasn’t about to let them down.  “Understood.  Bruton out.”

And he went to work against a blazing, infernal clock.  All around him, bulkheads were beginning to crash into the deck.  Flames and tendrils of chroniton energy wrapped themselves around the computer stations, dimming some of the monitors—but destroying the vast majority of them.  Bruton uttered a vile curse as his own console blinked away—but, as if by divine intervention, it returned an instant later to accept additional input.

Moving as quickly as his thick fingers would allow, Bruton tapped at the failing computer terminal.  He knew exactly what he had to do—it was just a matter of placing the right commands into the computer while the computer still existed.  But he knew it was almost too late.  The station was already beginning to tear itself apart.  Deck by deck, bulkhead by bulkhead, the Drusari Station was dying.  And with each successive explosion, its destructive mission was coming to an end.

And so, too, was Bruton’s work.  He quickly slammed his hand onto the communications console.  “Bruton to Starlight!  The gateway is online!”

“And not a moment too soon,” Christopher promptly replied, his worried face prominently featured on the few remaining monitors scattered across the room.  “We’re on our way…”

The transmission promptly flitted away, replaced by an exterior view of the gateways—and Bruton suddenly felt the weight of the universe lift from his shoulders.  His burdens were gone, for the fleet was safe.  Led by the Starlight, the myriad members of the alliance gradually funneled into the ominous passageway—the first steps into their voyage home.

And as the Drusari station crumbled, Bruton knew that he was about to embark upon a voyage of his own…

* * *

“I spent the night on Kemada IV once,” said Alan Christopher matter-of-factly as he spooned at his breakfast in the Starlight’s mess hall.  “That was brutal…  I also spent several nights on Alarin III.  That was brutal…”

Knowing this discursive banter could go on all morning—or worse yet, all day—Erin very quickly decided to end the conversation once and for all.   She abruptly cast an icy glare upon Alan’s face and then playfully jabbed him in the shoulder.  “Be quiet!”

And the blabbering abruptly came to an end.  “Yes ma’am!”  Alan very promptly dug his spoon into his dish and brought a heaping spoonful of brightly colored cereal to his mouth—and then he froze.

For a moment, Erin suspected the dreadful conversation would continue—but as a glint of concern spread over Alan’s face, she knew that something else entirely was on his mind.  “What is it?”

At first, Alan provided her with little more than a shrug.  “It looked like an explosion,” he eventually said, nodding at the windows.

Curious, Erin promptly brought her attention to the windows at the front of the mess hall.  She quickly scanned the twinkling starfield and saw nothing out of the ordinary—but before she had a chance to voice her skepticism, a sudden burst of white light pulsed in the distant stars… 






66
65

