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Chapter Twelve

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75057.5:  Two weeks have passed since Erin Keller’s death.  Though there have been no further hostilities against the crew, everyone is on edge.  Life aboard the Starlight has gone from simply unpleasant to nearly unbearable—and with no apparent evidence left behind, the investigation into the attacks has gone virtually nowhere.

Meanwhile, after weeks of travel, the fleet is finally approaching the Navarre Cluster to restock dwindling food and energy reserves. Thankfully, the Starlight remains in reasonably good condition, and does not presently require much in the way of food or energy reserves.  Thus, I hope to spend most of our time on Navarre in search of additions to our fragile alliance.

* * *

“We are approaching Navarre.”

Upon hearing those crisp words fall from Neelar Drayge’s mouth, Alan Christopher vacated the warmth of his command chair and approached the Bolian at the helm.  “It’s about time,” he softly stated.  Two weeks at low warp was hardly Christopher’s idea of a good time—especially with so many unpleasant issues milling about the ship.  Plagued with hours of down time, Christopher quickly found those unpleasant issues lingering like unwanted guests.  “Drop out of warp.”

Drayge’s deft fingers immediately fell upon the helm controls, and moments later, the stars on the viewscreen gracefully streaked into tiny points of shimmering light.  After a few seconds, the earthy brown hues of the planet Navarre eclipsed the scintillating starfield.  It was hardly the most exotic planet Christopher had ever beheld—but he wasn’t the tour guide…

“Assume a standard orbit,” Harrison ordered a scant second later.  He, too, rose from his chair and slowly crept to Christopher’s side.  As they exchanged glances, Christopher detected a glint of concern in Matthew’s eye, but the thought was interrupted before he had a chance to vocalize his concerns.

“The strong get first dibs!”  General Kron’s voice suddenly thundered across the bridge, catching Christopher off guard.  His pulse quickened, and his head snapped back to the viewscreen just in time to see the slovenly General flash his rotted teeth.  “Once we are through collecting our resources, the rest of you may beam to the surface to take what is left.”  And just as quickly as he appeared, Kron signed off, his lumpy reptilian face promptly replaced by Navarre’s uninviting brown terrain.

“We have received a transmission from Commander Bruton’s ship,” Bator announced amidst a series of computer bleeps.  “We have been given clearance to join General Kron’s group on the surface.”

Harrison produced a faint smile.  “Is there anything down there worthy of our attention?” he inquired.  In tandem with Christopher, Harrison turned his attention to Kendall Johnson at ops.

“I… I can’t really tell,” Johnson replied, shaking his head indolently.  “There are vast pockets of condensed lazon beneath the surface.  It’s interfering with sensors.”

“Naturally,” sighed Christopher.  “Then I suppose there’s only one way to know for certain…”

Five minutes later, a gentle swirl of azure light deposited Alan Christopher and his away team on the surface.  From orbit, Christopher was could tell that Navarre was no paradise—but it was not until he stood upon the rugged terrain did he realize the span of the gloom…

Navarre was a dead world.  Brownish-black rock sprawled endlessly across the craggy terrain, unrelenting in its desolate scope.  If the resources Kron promised existed, Christopher could not fathom where they might be, for the planet Navarre appeared completely and utterly devoid of value…

Chapter Thirteen

The larger of two moons slowly crept above the dismal gray horizon, hanging ominously in the ashen sky.  Far beneath this bleak firmament, General Kron and Commander Bruton stood in silent observation of the blackened and charred remains of the planet Navarre.  It was an endless expanse of gloom, ceaselessly stretching from one horizon to the other.  The mountains were flat, the valleys were filled, and every last shred of life was purged from the once thriving world.  It did not take Kron long to realize that something was very wrong.

“Legends,” said Kron softly.  “For decades, we have heard rumors of a weapon capable of such destruction.  They were little more than myths… the legends of long-lost civilization.  But now we stand in the heart of darkness.  It is no legend.”  He paused for a dreadfully long moment as the weight of his words sunk in.  “The Drusari are no myth.”

Bruton folded his arms upon his massive chest.  “Then the ships we have seen… the stories we have been told—”

“They are all true,” Kron abruptly finished.

“Then we should no longer consider the Drusari an idle threat,” stated Bruton.  

“Agreed.”  Kron’s attention was briefly diverted to the gathering swirl of black dust on the horizon.  For a moment, the dark cloud appeared to be approaching, but the gentle breeze at his back told him otherwise.  “How are your supplies?  Do you think you could make it another three weeks?”

“Yes, of course,” said Bruton without much thought.  “What did you have in mind?”

“There is an expansive star cluster forty-two light years from Navarre.  Not only is it rich in resources, the stars within the cluster are generating so much radiation that we should be rendered invisible to sensors.  If the Drusari are in the vicinity, we will be safe.”

Bruton nearly scoffed.  “We cannot hide forever.”

“And we won’t,” Kron insisted.  He gestured grandly, and continued, “The cluster stretches almost four hundred light years.  If we are lucky, we can follow the cluster more than halfway to the wormhole without being detected.”

“Why didn’t you suggest this earlier?” 

“I considered it,” said Kron evenly.  “But long range sensors have always indicated heavy gravimetric shear within the cluster.  A direct hit from one of the distortions could be enough to destroy even my vessel.  But desperate times mean desperate measures, Bruton.”

He nodded accordingly.  “I will inform the fleet to—”

Kron raised a dismissive hand.  “Not yet,” he interjected.  Forty-light years was a substantial distance to travel, and the last thing Kron wanted was to run into some sort of ambush.  “Before we leave, I want to make absolutely certain that those responsible for this destruction”—he gestured to the horizon—“are gone.  Take a scout and search the perimeter of Navarre.  Make certain the Drusari aren’t lying in wait…”

Again, Bruton nodded.  “Yes, General.”  And on that note, he turned on his heel and departed, leaving Kron alone to his thoughts.

The humid air was thick with a putrid stench that Alan Christopher could not quite place.  Whatever it was, the Captain was glad that he had eaten only a light breakfast this morning, for anything more certainly would have been revisited by now.  The rocky black terrain crunched beneath Christopher’s boots, kicking up a wisp of sooty dust with each of his hesitant steps.  Indeed, for the first time in his life, Alan Christopher was inclined to believe in such things as heaven and hell—because he was almost certain he stood very near hell’s maw.  “All we need is Satan and we’ve got ourselves a party,” he darkly mused.  It seemed that most of his musings were dark as of late…

In fact, everything in Christopher’s mind was dark, and this hellish world was a perfect representation of his mood.  A world without Erin Keller was a world without light…

“There is no fire,” Harrison matter-of-factly stated.  “According to ancient lore, the underworld is a fiery lair that—”

“Thank you, Matthew,” Christopher interjected before the Commander could go off on too much of a tangent.  “Perhaps you could fill me in later.”

Harrison nodded.  “We shall visit the Crimson Gateway upon our next visit to the holodeck,” he replied.  “That should be explanation enough.  It is also a rather enthralling chapter of our epic quest.”

In the back of his mind, Christopher had some vague recollections of the Crimson Gateway.  “That’s the one with Gleeok the Necromancer’s bid for power in the Bridgelands, right?”

“Not quite,” said Harrison.  “But as you said, now is not the time for such things.”

Maybe it was the Forgotten Land of Brigador?  Christopher was now uncertain, but he had far more pressing matters to tend to.  Unfortunately, the mystery of the Crimson Gateway was going to plague him relentlessly for the rest of the day.  “Oh well…”  Slowly, Christopher pulled the tricorder from his belt and flipped it open to a wild array of sensor alerts.

“It’s the condensed lazon beneath the surface,” Kendall Johnson readily explained.  He promptly drew his own tricorder, and displayed similar results.  “That stuff wreaks havoc on our sensors.”

One-by-one, Christopher muted the strident tones emanating from his tricorder.  “It won’t harm our equipment, will it?”

Johnson shook his head.  “No… Not at all.  But it severely limits sensor range and… um, functionality.”

“Nevertheless,” Bator promptly announced, “I am detecting some sort of residual residue in the soil…”

In tandem with Johnson, Christopher aimed his tricorder toward the blackened ground.  With sensors now set to filter out the lazon, he detected… nothing.  “Are you sure?”

Bator nodded.  “Yes,” he stated, flashing his tricorder data in Christopher’s general direction.

The Captain quickly plucked the scanner from Bator’s hand for a closer examination—and indeed, the said sensor data was present.  “It looks like… nadion particles,” he gleaned from the display.

“That’s what I’ve got,” Johnson chimed in.

Christopher looked back at his tricorder’s blank sensor readout.  “Maybe mine’s broken.”  He waved it around for a few more uneventful seconds, and then gently beat the tricorder on his thigh.  It subsequently broke in half and clattered to the sooty ground.  “I told you so…”

“It may have been damaged during the Mandroth assault,” Harrison suggested—his voice so smooth that Christopher could not tell if the statement was sarcastic or not.

Whatever the case, the tricorder was a piece of garbage, and it was ironic that it’s broken remains would temporarily rot on Planet Hell.  Christopher haphazardly chucked the other half of the defunct scanner to the ground, and then turned his attention to Bator.  “Nadion particles…”

“Indeed,” Bator affirmed.  “And if you recall, there were unusually high concentrations of nadion particles near the Zhargosia Sector prior to our abduction.”

“You believe the two occurrences may be related?” asked Harrison.

“It is possible,” said Bator.  “Nadion particles are not a naturally occurring phenomenon, and relatively few species possess the technology necessary to generate nadions.”

“Are they difficult to generate?”

“Not really,” said Johnson.  “It all depends on the type of phaser equipped on the starship.  Even Federation phasers emit a very small number of nadion particles every time they’re fired.”

“But we’re not dealing with a very small number,” Christopher said.  “If I recall correctly, there were heavy concentrations of nadion particles back in the Anar’qand System.”

“Correct,” said Bator with a nod.  “We would have drained our phaser banks before generating that many particles.”

“Which means we are either dealing with a heck of a lot of ships, or a very powerful one.  Or… a heck of a lot of very powerful ships.”  Christopher almost chuckled at his sentiment—but his somber mood kept him from doing so.  “Lovely,” he muttered instead.

“We won’t know for certain if the two incidents are related until we perform a thorough analysis aboard the Starlight,” Johnson said.  “But if they are…”

“Then we are in a heap of trouble,” Christopher said.  “I just wish I knew why…  It’s like a puzzle with half the pieces missing.  And I hate puzzles…”

“If I have learned anything during my tenure in Starfleet,” said Harrison, “it is that the missing pieces almost always fall into place.  It is only a matter of time.”

For the most part, Christopher was inclined to agree with his executive officer’s analysis.  There was just one small problem:  “Time may not be on our side.  If you recall, right before our untimely departure from the Anar’qand System, the number of mysterious incidents had increased exponentially.  That leads me to believe our as-of-yet-unseen forces of evil are spreading quickly.”

Johnson swiftly snapped shut his tricorder.  “Then the sooner I begin my analysis, the better…”

* * *

Jayla Trinn’s head thundered as she entered sickbay.  Over the years, she had endured many unpleasant headaches, but this one easily took the cake.  Her temples throbbed, her eyes felt like they might pop out of her skull, and her thoughts were little more than incoherent drivel… Hell, even her hair seemed to hurt.

With Lucas Tompkins… gone, the vast majority of the engineering workload had fallen to the young Trill—and though her mind was more than capable of handling the extra work, Jayla’s body was simply not used to it.  And now it was in rebellion, striking her down with the most gruesome headache it could muster.

Sickbay was—thankfully—very quiet.  There were only three or four people wandering the medical facility, and Jayla was reasonably certain they were a part of the medical staff.  She started to flag one of them down, when Doctor Hartman swiftly emerged from her office.

“Lieutenant,” said the Doctor evenly.  “Something I can help you with?”

“My head,” said Jayla without hesitation.  “It feels like a torpedo detonated in there.”

Hartman swiftly drew a medical tricorder from her pocket.  She tapped a few commands into the interface and then waved a small cylindrical scanner over Jayla’s head.  “It’s nothing too serious,” Hartman promptly diagnosed.  Her eyes seemed to linger on the display for a curiously long moment, but she said nothing to justify the glance.  “You’re not going to die.”

But the prognosis was hardly reassuring.  “Well it feels like my head is going to implode,” Jayla replied.  “Is there something you can do for it?”

The Doctor arched a curious brow.  “No, there isn’t anything I can do,” she sarcastically lied.  “Looks like you’re going to have to suffer.”

Jayla frowned.  “Not funny.”

Hartman casually slipped her tricorder back into her pocket.  “Well, if you ask a stupid question, you’re bound to get a stupid answer.”

Jayla rubbed her weary temples.  “I thought there was no such thing as a stupid question?”

“You thought wrong.”  The Doctor quietly retreated to the workstation in the center of sickbay and rummaged through her equipment until coming upon a suitable hypospray.  She quickly loaded some medication and returned to Jayla’s side a moment later.  “Forty cc’s of hydrocortaline.”

Jayla felt a brief tingling sensation in her neck as the Doctor injected the medication into her system, but as the tingling faded, so too did the headache.  “Much better,” said Jayla.  “Thanks.”

Hartman nodded cordially.  “No problem.  Now try to take it easy for a while—that includes getting at least a few hours of sleep each night, and eating at regular intervals…”

“The warp engines aren’t going to repair themselves,” Jayla promptly replied.

Hartman nodded her head agreeably, but quickly countered, “And they won’t get repaired at all if the entire engineering dies of starvation or some other stress-related ailment.”

“Point taken,” Jayla said.  “No more triple shifts.”

“Good,” said Hartman gamely.  “Now get back to work!”

* * * 

As Jayla Trinn strolled out of sickbay, Sarah Hartman slowly removed the tricorder from her pocket.  Though she kept silent at the time, Hartman couldn’t help but notice some odd readings when she scanned the Starlight’s resident Trill.  None of them appeared to be life threatening—otherwise Hartman would have spoken up immediately.  These were simply… biological anomalies.  But they were anomalies nonetheless, and certainly warranted the Doctor’s attention.

Slowly, Hartman wandered to the workstation in the corner next to the doors, and uploaded the tricorder data into the main computer.  Within moments, Jayla Trinn’s bioscans flitted across the myriad computer screens on the workstation, aberrations and all.  At first glance, all of Trinn’s biosigns appeared to be within normal parameters—her blood pressure was a bit high, but otherwise, things looked okay.  But beneath the rosy exterior, things certainly got more interesting.

Hartman seated herself in front of the computer and promptly set out to expose the mysterious secrets within Jayla Trinn…

Chapter Fourteen

The asteroids never seemed to cease.  For the better part of the past eight hours, Commander Bruton found himself staring into the craggy depths of the Navarre Cluster’s most impressive feature: the asteroid belt.  It was perhaps the largest conglomeration of icy debris Bruton had ever witnessed, and it seemed to stretch endlessly in the vast outer portions of region.

There were asteroids of every shape and size, ranging from small hunks of rock no larger than a fist, to the hellishly massive abominations of rock and ice that constantly loomed ahead.  And for the time being, it was these massive asteroids that gave rise to the most concern, for nary a blip had surfaced on sensors for the duration of Bruton’s voyage—not that that was a bad thing.  The last thing Bruton wanted was a close encounter with this most lethal nemesis.

Then again, the silence was torture.  If the Drusari lived up to the ancient prophecies, this terror on Navarre was only the beginning of their destructive reign.  Bruton, of course, did not fear the wrath of these aliens; his vessel was sleek, agile, and extremely powerful—able to destroy even the most determined swarms of Mandroth Raiders with ease.  It was the waiting… The long and dreadful waiting…  In his heart, Bruton knew another attack was imminent, he simply did not know when.  That was the real killer.

Very slowly, Bruton curled his fingers into a fist and gently started to tap on the arm of his command chair.  The gentle thud quietly reverberated throughout the bridge, providing the first break from the silence in at least an hour.

Reena, the tactical officer, suddenly looked up from his workstation.  “This is ridiculous,” he stated.  Reena was a good officer, but an impatient one.

“We have our orders,” Bruton quietly reminded.  “We are to ensure the attackers have left.”

“It has been more than eight hours,” Reena wearily replied.  “Not even our longest ranged sensors have detected anything unusual.  The Drusari have retreated!  We should return to base and—”

“No,” said Bruton forcefully.  “The General wanted us to make absolutely certain the path before us is clear.  I have yet to be convinced of that.”

Reena clenched his jaw and huffed a long sigh.  “And what, exactly, will convince you of the Drusari’s absence?”

That was a good question—one that Bruton very much wished he had an answer for.  He sat silently for several moments, simply pondering the question, but the answer remained elusive.  “I don’t know,” he finally admitted.

Reena nodded.  “So we shall sit here indefinitely?”

“No, of course not,” Bruton snapped.  His tolerance of Reena was relatively low, especially at times like this. “We will sit here precisely as long as we are required.  No more, no less.”

“I see.”

Bruton rose from his chair and swiftly came about to face Reena, his eyes filled with malice.  “And if you have a problem with that, Lieutenant, I will gladly escort you to the nearest airlock.”

The threat was genuine, and Reena—along with the rest of the bridge crew—knew it.  Thus, it did not take him long to return to his duties.  With any luck, the threat would loom over Reena’s head for days to come, keeping his commentary confined to sensor analyses and things of the like.  If not, Bruton would not hesitate to carry out his threat; only the strong survive, and Reena was gradually becoming a weak link in the chain of command.

Suddenly, eight hours of quiet sensor readings came to an abrupt and decisive end.  Bruton quickly glanced at the viewscreen to check for some renegade asteroid in their path, but found none, thusly leading his eyes back to Reena for a status report.  “What is it?”

“There is a vessel of unknown origin entering sensor range,” said Reena, gracelessly swallowing his pride.  “They are approaching at high warp.”

 Bruton’s pulse quickened as he returned to his seat.  “Tactical alert,” he said, his voice brimming with confidence.  “All hands prepare for battle…”

The bridge was suddenly awash in crimson light, and the alert klaxons sounded amidst the myriad sensor alerts.  Bruton could almost feel the tension creeping into the air… For now, it began.

* * *

“Where is he?”

As Arch-Rashon Nachyl’s soft voice crept across the otherwise silent observation lounge, Matthew Harrison suddenly began to ask himself the very same question.  Captain Christopher was never one to be tardy—and in those rare instances when he was running behind, there was always a valid excuse.  But as he sat at his place near the head of the sleek obsidian table, Harrison could find no reason apparent for the Captain’s absence.  “I cannot say,” the Commander ultimately admitted.  “Though I am certain he shall arrive shortly.”

“Very well,” Nachyl slowly replied, making absolutely certain his exasperation did not go unnoticed. 

Harrison provided the Garidian with a quaint smile, and then made haste to form an opinion of the other present dignitaries—all two of them.  Nachyl’s aide, Reneshe Izan, was unreadable.  If Captain Christopher’s tardiness was an inconvenience to her, she did not express the nuisance at all.  She simply sat in her seat at Nachyl’s side, her face buried in the clunky padd she had brought from her ship.

Colonel Sreeven, however, was a different story.  The massive Corthyan shifted uncomfortably in his chair—which looked about three sizes too small—and drilled a stern gaze into Harrison’s skull. “You have had a considerable number of homicides aboard your vessel in recent weeks,” Sreevan finally said.  “Perhaps your Captain was killed?”

Harrison’s smile immediately dissolved, and his heart nearly skipped a beat.  The Colonel’s suggestion was unnerving to say the least, but now that it was out in the open, Harrison had to admit that the possibility existed.  “Perhaps we should check,” he suggested before anyone could jump to conclusions.   Quickly, he tapped his communicator and said, “Harrison to Christopher.” 

No response.

The Commander’s pulse quickened, and his stomach began to churn.  “Harrison to Christopher,” he repeated.

Still nothing.

His mind suddenly racing with dark thoughts, Harrison bolted from his chair and started for the doors.  “Computer,” he called, “locate Captain Christopher.”

“Captain Christopher is in his quarters,” the computer promptly replied.

Moments later, Matthew Harrison emerged on the bridge and without any preamble, marched to the tactical station and said, “Mr. Bator, prepare a security detail and have Doctor Hartman standing by…”

The Phobian’s eyes widened.  “What’s wrong?” he inquired as he input the necessary commands into the computer.

Harrison continued toward the turbolift.  “There may be a situation in the Captain’s quarters,” he said simply.

Bator immediately drew his phaser, and followed Harrison into the lift.  As the doors slid shut behind them, he quickly came about and said, “Deck seven.”

The turbolift immediately fell into its rhythmic chug—but in this instance, that rhythm was far too slow for Harrison’s liking.  In retrospect, they should have beamed directly to the Captain’s quarters… but it was too late now.  Still, Harrison realized he could use the downtime to brief Bator on the situation.  “The Captain failed to show up for a meeting with our… allies,” he quietly explained and—in his opinion—using the term ‘ally’ rather generously.  “When I attempted to contact him, there was no response.”

Bator huffed his concern.  “That is not like the Captain,” he admitted.

“No,” said Harrison, shaking his head.  “It is not.”

And then there was silence.

A vast multitude of words raced through Harrison’s mind, but the sheer disorganization of his thoughts kept every last one of them from being spoken.  Bator might have spoken some additional words; for a moment, Harrison thought he had heard something—but his mind was so thoroughly transfixed on the Captain’s fate that he could no longer will himself to listen.

Time seemed to have hit a brick wall.  The turbolift chugged and chugged and chugged, the gap between each successive chug apparently growing further and further apart.  Seconds turned to hours.  Hours turned to days.  Days turned to weeks and years and eons… until finally, an eternity passed between the dreadful chugs and the turbolift doors slid apart.

Bator and Harrison vacated the lift in tandem, quickly navigating the few short corridors between themselves and the Captain’s quarters.  They met up with security and Doctor Hartman’s medical team along the way, and together, they forged ahead until finally reaching their destination.

Without hesitation, Lieutenant Bator tapped a security override into the keypad alongside the door.  Moments later, the doors hissed open to an ominous dark…

Harrison quickly pulled the phaser from his belt, and stepped into the Captain’s quarters with Bator and the security team.  “Computer,” he quietly stated, “lights.”

And then he prepared himself for the worst.

But as the gentle illumination flooded Christopher’s quarters, Harrison saw no blood or body parts on the floor.  There was a brightly colored beanbag, a few dolls, and a rather disgruntled cat, but little else.  The cat—Cleo, if memory served—cast Harrison a rather evil gaze, but much to his relief, that was the only evil present.  They exchanged gazes a moment longer before Cleo suddenly blinked, raised his back paw to the air, and started cleaning himself.

Not inclined to watch the cat bathe his bottom, Harrison promptly turned his attention to Captain Christopher, who sat quietly in a nearby chair, his eyes transfixed on the vast, scintillating starfield out the window.  “Captain,” said Harrison quietly.

Christopher seemed oblivious at first, but after a moment, he slowly turned his attention to Harrison.  “Matthew,” he said faintly.  “Is there a problem?”

Harrison suddenly realized his phaser was still drawn, and unintentionally pointed at the Captain.  And then, of course, there was the security detail—also fully armed.  Given the circumstances, one could easily surmise there might have been some sort of problem.  Harrison expelled a long sigh of relief, and then sheathed his weapon.  “I don’t believe so,” he said.  “We simply thought you were dead…”

The Captain’s watery eyes suddenly widened.  “Ahh…  Not quite.”  He paused for a brief moment, and then jokingly added, “Sorry to disappoint you.”

Convinced that there was indeed no problem—at least a security problem—Harrison briefly turned to Bator.  “You are dismissed,” he whispered.  The Phobian promptly nodded his agreement, and then motioned for the others to retreat.  Moments later, they were gone, leaving Harrison alone with Captain Christopher.  And he suspected there was much to discuss.  “It’s Commander Keller, is it not?”

Christopher quickly brushed the tears from his eyes.  “Of course it is,” he admitted.  “I mean… of all the people on this stupid ship… why did they have to take her?”

Harrison slowly pressed his lips together, desperate to repress the images of her bloodied body strewn across the deck.  “I do not know,” he somberly stated.

“Erin was kindest, warmest person in the whole entire universe.  She was my universe,” Christopher slowly continued, as if Harrison had not even spoken.  “She was the beacon of light I looked to each and every morning; the light that guided my actions and warmed my soul.  She was my… delicate flower.  And now she’s forever wilted into the night.”  He clenched his fists and pounded them into his lap.  “I…  I don’t know what to do without her, Matthew.  I’m lost.”

 Harrison slowly seated himself in the chair across from Christopher.  He was at a complete and total loss of words, but somehow, Matthew highly doubted that such things mattered at the moment.  There was very little he could say to help the situation; he suspected the simple act of being there for the Captain… for Alan… was ultimately all that mattered.

But somehow, the words managed to come.  “Alan,” he said softly, “I do not believe I have told you this before, but I truly believe you to be my finest friend.  We have been through many hardships over the past several years.  We have celebrated many great victories, suffered unfathomable defeats… nearly destroyed the Aztec thanks to your ‘excellent’ piloting… but through it all, we have been together.”

Alan smiled through his tears.  “It was a computer glitch,” he insisted, referring to the unfortunate incident that nearly destroyed the Aztec. 

Matthew rolled his eyes.  “Yes, of course,” he stated.  To this day, he remained unconvinced that some computer error occurred.  “Whatever the case, we were together then, and we are together now…  And should you require anything—anything at all—please, do not hesitate to ask.”

The smile on Alan’s face grew.  “Thank you,” he said evenly.  “Your friendship means a lot to me, Matthew… and so does your support.”

“It is the least I can do.”

And for a long moment, the two of them simply sat, observing a golden silence.  Alan’s attention eventually turned back to the starfield; his sullen face gradually reverted to the oblivious expression it held when Matthew had first arrived—and for a moment, Matthew considered making a discreet departure.  But before he had a chance to decide, Alan’s lips parted, and the conversation continued.

“I see things out there,” he said, quietly gesturing to the stars.

Matthew’s eyes darted to the windows.  He scanned the expansive starfield a dozen times, but much to his chagrin, he saw nothing more than stars.  “I am afraid your Ka’Tulan vision is far superior to my own,” he admitted.  “I see nothing.”

Alan shook his head.  “Then you’re not looking close enough,” he said—and then he pointed to the window.  “Right there.  That cluster of five bluish stars…”

It took him a moment, but Harrison finally glimpsed the cluster in question.  Still, he saw nothing more than five bluish stars…

“The first one is called Astoria,” Christopher softly stated.  “It has six planets—the third one his inhabited.  It’s a quaint little world, filled with kind, peaceful people.  They’re harvesting rappa fruit in the Eastern Valley right now, and the last thing on their minds is evil…”

Matthew abruptly frowned.  “How do you know this?” he interrupted, perhaps sounding a bit more forceful than intended.  In all the sensor sweeps he had seen over the past few weeks, there was nothing that indicated such a world existed.

Alan provided a somber shrug.  “I don’t,” he admitted.  “But at times like this, I always like to gaze deep into the cosmos and lose myself in the intricacies of some alien world.  It might be imaginary, but it’s still kind of comforting to think that somewhere out in this violent universe exists a place where darkness has no name.”

“Well,” Matthew replied, gesturing with his arms in a grandiose fashion.  “Look no further…”

The clock was ticking.  In his mind, General Kron could hear every tick.  In his soul, he could feel every tock—and as the faint bleeps of a sensor alert pierced the silent air, he knew the clock had just struck chaos.

The General abruptly abandoned his opulent command chair and turned to face the officer at tactical.  “What is it?” he demanded.

“Bruton,” said the officer—an unimpressive little Inguari who looked far too dense to operate the console.  “The Commander’s vessel just dropped out of warp.”

“It’s about time.”  More than ready to proceed to the relative safety of the distant star cluster, Kron made haste to return to his command chair—but when Bruton’s battered vessel appeared on the viewscreen, Kron stopped dead in his tracks.

Crimson flames streaked out of the severely pocked hull, and both warp nacelles vented plumes of verdant drive plasma.  Bruton’s pride and joy—his vessel’s expansive tactical array—was decimated beyond recognition, and a large chunk of the starboard dorsal was simply missing.  As the port warp nacelle burst into ominous green flames, Bruton’s haggard face blinked onto the viewscreen.

The transmission was grainy and distorted, but much to Kron’s chagrin, Bruton’s message was crystal clear.  “Kron,” he rasped, “the Drusari…”

Kron hovered over his chair for a moment longer before the urge to sit dissolved completely.  “What about them?” he asked, uncertain if he wanted an answer.

Bruton’s ship rumbled, and a rain of fiery sparks fluttered from the ceiling of his bridge.  “They attacked us,” he warned.  “My scout was destroyed.  I barely made it back in one piece!”

It took a moment for the full extent of Bruton’s statement to register, and when it did, Kron’s nostrils immediately flared.  “Then the Drusari vessel was not destroyed?” he demanded, anger brimming in his voice.

“No,” said Bruton, his transmission beginning to fail.  “They were not destroyed!”

Kron clenched his fists, hoping the action would stem his anger, but it did little more than drive his claws deep into the palms of his hands.  “You idiot!” he bellowed.  “Then you have led them right to us!”

“General,” Bruton said, “they likely knew our—”

But Kron would hear none of it.  “Perhaps you can feed them with your vessel!”

And on that ominous note, Bruton’s end of the channel simply fell apart, effectively bringing the conversation to an end.

Kron furiously flicked the blood gathering in his palms and huffed as it spattered on the floor.  “Can you detect the Drusari?” he demanded, not particularly caring who responded.

“No” was the almost immediate response from the incompetent tactical officer.

Kron briefly looked back to his hands, just to make certain that his blood was not boiling.  It wasn’t… yet.  “Why not?”

“There appear to be an inordinate number of nadion particles spread throughout the system,” the officer explained.  “It’s apparently interfering with our sensors.  It might be possible to compensate for the interference, but it could take several hours to make the necessary adjustments.”

“Don’t bother,” said Kron dismissively.  “Just set a course for our haven and instruct the others to follow!”

“Yes, General!”

And in the blink of an eye, Bruton’s smoldering pile of metal smeared into a flash of white light as Kron’s ship jumped to warp—effectively leaving behind the all the troubles of Navarre.

Almost.

Chapter Fifteen

It took some doing, but after fifteen minutes of contemplative reflection, Alan Christopher felt well enough about his life to emerge from his quarters and resume his responsibilities.  Fifteen minutes, he suspected, would hardly be sufficient time to fully heal the wounds caused by Erin’s death—but it was a beginning.  And with the help of Matthew Harrison and the others, Christopher expected his battered soul would make a full recovery.

Thankfully, both Arch-Rashon Nachyl and Colonel Sreevan were sympathetic to Christopher’s cause, and said little in regards to his tardiness once they knew the reasons behind it.  It was, essentially, business as usual.

“I may have some good news regarding the Malyikotheres,” Nachyl said as they concluded a brief round of status reports.  “I was speaking with their Captain on Navarre, and he seemed to express a great deal of interest in our cause…”

Admittedly, Christopher knew little of the Malyikotheres.  In fact, even that was an understatement.  But the fact that they were interested in the alliance made Christopher eager to rectify that error.  “What do we know about these people?” he asked.

Colonel Sreevan immediately sighed, and pounded a hefty fist upon the table.  “They are not worth our time,” he boomed.  “The Malyikotheres are a conniving group of thieves.  They’re not interested in our alliance.  They are merely interested in our goods—once they have what they need, they will abandon our cause… or worse.”

Christopher blinked.  That was about the last thing he wanted to hear.  But he wasn’t about to give up that easily.  “Well, maybe they’ve had a change of heart,” he said.

“Doubtful,” said Sreevan.  He scratched his crest and then added, “It is rumored that the Malyikotheres are favored by General Kron…”

“Lovely,” muttered Christopher.

But Nachyl raised his hand to silence his companions.  “I still believe there is no harm in speaking with them,” he diplomatically stated.  “The Malyikothere vessel has advanced transporter technology, and is well-armed.  We could use the added firepower.”

A big red flag suddenly sprung into Christopher’s mind.  The Garidians were not a very trustworthy people to begin with; the Malyikotheres seemed even worse—and now Nachyl seemed somewhat eager to side with them.  Caution was certainly required when treading this terrain.  “I don’t see the harm in a pleasant chat,” Christopher said evenly.

Nachyl’s lips slowly curved upward—but the grin was so very neutral that Christopher could not determine the emotions behind the mask.  “I will have Reneshe Izan arrange for a meeting,” he said, his voice doing nothing to betray his neutrality.

Christopher nodded his agreement—and Colonel Sreevan scoffed in disgust.  “Captain,” he said, his voice far more threatening that the Garidian’s.  “You will come to regret this, I guarantee it!  The Malyikotheres cannot be trusted!”

A rather grim feeling slowly washed over Christopher.  It felt like the walls were closing in upon him, and there was no way out.  But thankfully, his communicator took that particular moment to chirp.

“Harrison to Christopher.”

Christopher tapped the sleek Starfleet insignia upon his chest.  “Yes, Matthew?”

“We are being hailed,” said the Commander.  “It is General Kron.”

And the walls continued to creep.  “I’m on my way.”

Quickly, Christopher shoved himself from the conference table and retreated to the bridge.  Both Nachyl and Sreevan followed in his footsteps, and moments later, the trio stood in silent observation of the reptilian General Kron—but much to their chagrin, the General was also silent.  In fact, his grainy image seemed to be frozen on the viewscreen.

“We appear to be experiencing technical difficulties,” Christopher mused as he approached his chair.

“Indeed,” Harrison agreed.  The Commander swiftly turned to Kendall Johnson for an explanation.

But Johnson didn’t immediately have one.  His pale green eyes flitted wildly before the operations console, his deft fingers working just as quickly—but much like Kron, his mouth was not moving.

“Kendall,” Christopher said, hoping it might speed things along.

Though it probably did not, Johnson did indeed look up from his console—and the look upon his face was far from encouraging.  “Captain,” he said wearily, “I’m detecting a… a considerable spike in nadion particles throughout the Navarre System.”

Christopher briefly glanced back at Kron.  His beady, crimson eyes burned with anger, and his nostrils flared at the end of his wide snout.  He was mad about something—but there was a distinct possibility that they never discovered the reason for his anger.  “This is just like the Zhargosia Sector,” he muttered.

“Not quite,” Johnson corrected.  “The nadion concentration is much… much higher here.”

Butterflies suddenly graced Christopher’s stomach.  “Yellow alert,” he ordered.

The ambient light suddenly went down a notch, and a golden aura spilled from the lighting grid.

“I should return to my ship,” Nachyl suddenly stated.

Christopher nodded his agreement.  “I’ll have Mr. Bator escort you to the transporter room.”

The Garidian raised a dismissive hand.  “I know the way,” he insisted.

Thankfully, another sensor alert kept Christopher from making some difficult decisions.  Now was certainly not a good time to jeopardize the alliance.

“There is a vessel on sensors,” Bator announced once the alert was quelled.  “It is of unknown origin.”

Christopher’s eyes darted to the viewscreen.  “Let’s see it,” he said.

General Kron’s face finally blinked away.  In its wake, a massive azure nebula mingled amongst the stars.  A rather expansive asteroid belt hung before the nebula—and hanging before the asteroids was the ship…  It was an incredibly massive monstrosity, shaped something like a giant, metallic scorpion—and it appeared just as lethal.

“Hail them,” said Christopher, though the words barely managed to squeak past the lump in his throat.

Bator complied, but immediately shook his head.  “No response.”

Slowly, Christopher turned to his allies for their opinions.  “Have you seen this ship before?”

Nachyl quickly shook his head.  “Never.”

“Nor have I,” said Sreevan.  “However, this vessel seems to fall firmly within the legend of the Drusari.  It could be them…” His voice quivered with fear as he made the realization.

“What is the vessel’s status?” inquired Harrison, seemingly oblivious to the possible Drusari connection.

“It is difficult to say,” Bator reported.  “They do not appear to be actively approaching us—but considering its size, they might not even know we are here.”

Christopher did not like the sound of that.  And unlike Commander Harrison, he was not about to dismiss the possibility of this being first contact with the Drusari.  “How big is that ship?” he asked.

Bator cleared his throat.  “The vessel is ten times larger than the Starlight.  It is armed with 256 subatomic particle beams, 512 auxiliary fighters, and appears to possess graviton torpedoes—armed with singularity warheads.”

And on that note, Christopher nearly soiled himself.  “I’m guessing these… singularity warheads are a slight step above transphasic torpedoes?”

“The technology has only recently been theorized by Federation scientists,” Kendall Johnson grimly stated.

“They are clearly not out for a pleasure cruise,” Harrison stated.

That much was obvious—and Christopher certainly did not want to be around to see these aliens reveal their true intents.  “Neelar,” he said softly, “get us the heck out of here, maximum warp.”

Neelar Drayge input the necessary commands into the computer with such haste, Christopher could barely keep up with his movements.  In the blink of an eye, the Bolian had completed his task, and the order to engage the warp engines was on Christopher’s tongue—but it got no further.

“There is one small problem,” Harrison interjected.  “Apparently, General Kron’s message was delivered to only a handful of the other starships.  We can assume he was giving orders to retreat, but not everyone received the message.”

Bator readily confirmed Harrison’s statement.  “There are still thirty-two starships still in orbit of Navarre; they show no signs of breaking orbit—and given the nadion particles, it is unlikely they can detect the alien vessel.  They are essentially blind to the danger.”

Christopher bit his lip.  “This is not good,” he muttered.  “Can we get a signal through to them?”

“It might be possible,” said Bator, “but we would have to amplify the frequency considerably in order to cut through the interference.”

“And the alien vessel would detect it almost immediately,” Harrison surmised.  “I suspect that would quickly change their passive stance.”

“We can’t be sure of that,” said Christopher.  “And besides, with a ship like that, I’d be willing to bet the aliens have already detected us.”

“They’re not attacking,” Sreevan continued, “because we do not pose a threat.  And unless we do something overtly aggressive, I don’t believe they will attack us at all.”

“We’re like flies on the wall,” Christopher mused.

“Imagine, just a few short weeks ago, we were the giants,” Harrison stated, recalling the Starlight’s encounter with the incredibly tiny species known as the Yintis.

Christopher arched his brow.  “The wheel turns, Commander.”  Unfortunately, it was turning the wrong way—and Christopher knew they needed to stop it before things turned unpleasant.  “What was General Kron’s last known position?”

“Near the edge of the Navarre Cluster,” Drayge gleaned from sensors.  “It looks like he was headed for a star cluster almost forty light years away.”

“That makes sense,” said Johnson quietly.  “The distortions within that cluster could hide Kron’s ship from even the most powerful sensors.”

“Unfortunately,” Bator continued, “very few of the remaining vessels are capable of making that journey in their present state.  And if we were to provide for all of them, we would be placing severe strain upon our own resources.”

“Then we need to find another safe haven,” Christopher stated.  “One that’s closer.”

Harrison gestured to the viewscreen.  “What about that nebula?  If we were to sneak past the alien… the Drusari cruiser, we could likely take refuge in the nebula until it leaves… or until we find a better place to hide.”

“Kron’s cluster is already out of the question,” said Neelar Drayge.  “We would probably be shredded to pieces if we came anywhere near it.”

Christopher rolled his eyes in disgust.  “There are thirty-two vessels here with us.  That means several hundred went with Kron… How many will be destroyed because of that man’s stupidity?”

“Too many,” said Sreevan, shaking his head.  “But this is our golden opportunity.  If we can save these thirty-two vessels, we could suddenly find our alliance a much healthier organization.”

Arch-Rashon Nachyl nodded his head.  “I couldn’t agree more.”

Captain Christopher was also inclined to agree with the Colonel.  But then again, saving those vessels wasn’t really an option; it was something that had to be done.  It was the solution to this little quagmire that had Christopher far more concerned.  Entering the nebula wasn’t exactly his favorite option—but sadly, it was the only one presented.

Behind them, there was nothing more than open space.  The Drusari could track them for many light years, and there was nothing that could be done to stop it.  But the nebula was hardly a perfect course of action.  “The Drusari are probably not stupid,” Christopher stated.  “Even if we do manage to sneak past them, they’re going to know we’re in the nebula.  And there’s one other thing that concerns me…

“Keeping my fly analogy alive… There are about fifty-bazillion flies on Ka’Tula Prime.  At a distance, they aren’t much of a nuisance.  In fact, one can generally ignore them without much of a problem.  However, if the flies come too near… BAM!  They’re dead!”

“Excellent analogy, Captain,” Harrison wryly responded.

“It was never my strong suit,” admitted Christopher.  “However, I do believe my point has been made.”

However, much to Christopher’s chagrin, Colonel Sreevan shook his head.  “What is a… ‘fly’?”

Christopher smiled, and shook his head.  Despite centuries of advancements, the Universal Translator was still a work in progress.  “A bug,” he explained.  “An annoying one.  And the last thing we need to do is annoy the Drusari.”

“Agreed,” said Sreevan, finally catching the drift of Christopher’s little tale.

“So what are we going to do?” asked Nachyl.

Christopher smiled darkly.  “We are going to sneak past the Drusari and into the nebula,” he said.  “But the Drusari will be in no position to stop us, even if they want to…”

* * *

“Captain…  I am pleased… very pleased, yes… that you could meet with me.”  The Malyikothere wasn’t the most pleasant-looking alien Alan Christopher had ever seen.  He was a scrawny little man with an insidiously strident voice that made Christopher want to cringe.  Worsening matters, he had a complexion that could only be described as “vomit-like,” with long strands of wiry hair popping out in odd places.  And perhaps most distressing, the man was not overly fond of clothing… save a few well-placed rags.  “I am Anid’akeirus… That’s what they call me… I represent the Malyikotheres.  We’re very interested in your alliance.  The Malyikotheres, that is.”

Christopher forced a diplomatic smile to his face, suddenly having second… and third… and fourth thoughts about his alleged plan.  “Arch-Rashon Nachyl spoke highly of you,” he stated, briefly peering through the conference lounge’s windows for a reprieve from Anid’akeirus’ face.

“The Malyikotheres are good friends… very good friends with him.  Nachyl, that is.  He has done much for us.  We have done much for him.  Nachyl, that is.”  Anid’akeirus happily nodded his head at the recollection—and one of his bloodshot eyeballs suddenly fell to the floor and rolled underneath the table.

Anid’akeirus swiftly bent over to retrieve his wayward eyeball—and as he groped for the missing organ, a series of slimy gray tentacles poked through his back and joined in the search.  Moments later, the Malyikothere plucked the eye from the floor and held it up for Christopher to see.  “You want?”

“No!” Christopher blurted, swiftly raising his hands in a defensive manner.  “It’s not customary for my people to… ah… borrow other people’s body parts.”

Anid’akeirus shrugged indolently, and then popped the eye into his mouth.  The tentacles on his back squirmed and flailed as he chewed, and then made a gradual retreat once the eye was swallowed.  “Tasty.”

Instead of dwelling upon the incident, Christopher quickly decided it would be best to simply get down to business.  “Nachyl has informed me that you have advanced transporter technology.”

“Hmm, transporters.”  Anid’akeirus raised a finger to his chin and began to pace as he contemplated the statement.  Given the utterly blank look upon his face, Christopher suspected had never before heard the word ‘transporter.’  But in the blink of an eye, he turned to the Captain and said,  “We have them.  Transporters, that is.  Very advanced.”

“Good,” said Christopher softly.  “And just how advanced would you say they are?”

“Very!” said Anid’akeirus, gesturing grandly.  “None can match.  No…  not even the Vreena on Foraelis Prime.  Ours are much better than theirs…  The Vreena, that is.  Or was it the Taskrit?  On Aleptideous II?  They have transporters too, you know.  The Taskrit, that is.  Very advanced…”

And if he knew who they were, Christopher would be more than willing to speak with the Taskrit.  Much to his chagrin, they did not seem to be anywhere nearby.  “You were briefed by my first officer when you came aboard, were you not?”

“I was,” said Anid’akeirus.  “Briefed, that is.”

“So you are aware of our current situation with the Drusari?”

“Yes.  I am.”  He paused for a moment, stuck a few fingers into his empty eye-socket, and slowly pulled a new eye into place.  “We must reach the nebula…”

For the first time, Christopher’s control over his facial muscles failed, and he cringed in disgust as the slimy new eye settled into place.  “Lovely,” he muttered. 

Anid’akeirus looked up.  “What?”

Christopher promptly shook his head.  “Nothing,” he hastily replied.  “But if you want to improve your chances of getting past the Drusari alive, it would be in your best interest to help us.”

The Malyikothere nodded agreeably and produced a series of strident clicks deep in the back of his throat.  “What is your plan?”

Slowly, Christopher seated himself in the chair at the end of the table and made himself comfortable.  He had a feeling that his plan might take some explaining…  “We have a device called a temporal probe,” he said.

Much to Christopher’s surprise, Anid’akeirus nodded agreeably.  “We are familiar with them.  Temporal probes, that is.”

“Good,” said Christopher, relieved that he could simply cut to the chase—but this also left the Captain with the firm belief that Anid’akeirus was far more intelligent than he appeared.  “What I want to do is attach one of your transporters to one of our temporal probes.  Then we can essentially beam the probe one hour into the future—and have it self-destruct aboard the Drusari ship.  Once they are crippled, we can stroll past them without being destroyed.”

Again, the look upon Anid’akeirus’ face was blank—but now Christopher suspected it was little more than a mask.  The little alien held his indolent gaze for only a moment longer—and then a toothy grin fell upon his face.  “Nachyl was right about you,” he said, pointing at Christopher.  “Good plan…  very good plan!”

“So you’ll help us?” Christopher asked.

Anid’akeirus’ smile quickly transformed into something much more sinister.  “It will be done,” he deviously rasped.

Chapter Sixteen

When she set out to investigate Jayla Trinn’s the anomalous bioscans, Sarah Hartman had not been expecting anything out of the ordinary.  It had been quite some time since Trinn’s last physical (much like commanding officers, engineers also tended to avoid physicals like the plague), and any number of minor medical problems could have popped up.   The young Trill’s dopamine levels were elevated and her blood pressure was elevated—but most distressing were her symbiotic enzymes, which were completely off kilter.  Had Jayla been a joined Trill, the symbiont would have long ago aborted the joining—effectively killing her.

Not willing to suddenly alarm Jayla with this knowledge, Doctor Hartman took her time to learn all she could about the condition.  But to her apparent consternation, data regarding Jayla’s condition was not forthcoming.  In fact, it was virtually nonexistent.  The medical database cited many occasions similar to Jayla’s—it was rather commonplace, in fact—but each and every one of those imbalances had some sort of obvious cause: phaser wounds, severe illness, pregnancy…  None of them simply happened.

Had the Starlight not been some ungodly number of light years from the Federation, Hartman’s next step would have been a quick call to the Trill Homeworld for some supplemental information on the imbalance.  But since that was definitely out of the question, Hartman quickly decided to do the next best thing: she summoned Jayla Trinn back to sickbay.

Naturally, it took Trinn five minutes to respond to Hartman’s calls, and another fifteen minutes for her to make her way to sickbay.  And now, a grand total of twenty minutes later, Jayla Trinn casually strolled through the doors.  “You called?” she asked Hartman as the doors slid shut behind her.

“Twenty minutes ago,” Hartman snapped.  She swiftly pulled a sleek obsidian tricorder from her pocket and approached the Trill.  “It’s a good thing it wasn’t an emergency, otherwise you probably would have died in the turbolift—then again, if you had taken the turbolift, you might have been here a little sooner.  What did you do, crawl here from engineering?”

Unimpressed by Hartman’s terse words, Trinn simply folded her arms.  “I didn’t come here for a lecture,” she said.  “And if you must know, Doctor, I was trying to get some sleep—just like you wanted me to.”

Though it pained her, Hartman was quick to swallow her pride.  “Sorry,” she bluntly said.  “You could have said something.”

Trinn shrugged off the apology.  “You could have done the same.  Your summons was hardly inspiring…”

Over the course of the past several years, Hartman had resolved—on numerous occasions—to improve upon her bedside manner.  The resolution never seemed to stick, but she always took comfort in the sentiment—knowing that her intent to change did indeed exist.  But now, Hartman finally realized that she wasn’t about to turn soft.  “I’m a doctor, not an inspirational speaker,” she stated.  “I’ll treat any injury you might have to the best of my ability—hell, I might even try to comfort your nerves on occasion.  But I’m not about to inspire you to visit me.  Basically, you come or I make you come.  If you want bedside manner, there’s always the EMH.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Trinn replied, taking a few steps closer to the doctor.  “Is there anything else?”

Hartman nodded, and motioned for Jayla to seat herself on one of the nearby biobeds.  “I noticed something a little out of the ordinary while you were here earlier.”

Jayla nodded as she hopped onto the biobed.  “Like what?”

“Quite a few things, actually.”  Hartman glanced at the list of abnormalities on her tricorder, and quickly picked out the most serious ones.  “Your symbiotic enzymes are way off.  I don’t want to alarm you, but if you were a joined Trill, you’d be stone dead right now.”

And though alarm was certainly not the intent, Jayla immediately turned several shades whiter—because she had been very, very close to becoming a joined Trill a few years ago.  “Can you do something about it?” she immediately inquired.  “I mean, it’s not life-threatening, is it?”

“You don’t appear to be in any imminent danger,” Hartman quickly replied, “but in the long run, this might have some consequences.”

“Like what?”

Hartman shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I’ve gone through the medical database hundreds of times, and there isn’t a single case similar to your own.  But I suspect the vast majority of the consequences would have something to do with your ability to host a symbiont.”

Very slowly, Jayla pulled in a lungful of nervous air.  “That doesn’t sound too bad,” she stated, though her voice lacked any confidence.

“As of right now, that’s the worst case scenario,” Hartman continued.  “With a little work, I just might be able to correct this imbalance.”

Jayla promptly expelled the air from her lungs and produced a faint smile.  “Good.”

“I’ll just need to take a few more scans, and maybe a few tissue samples for analysis,” Hartman explained as she raised her tricorder to perform the task.  “It shouldn’t take too long.  Then you can get back to your nap.”

“Then by all means,” said Trinn, “proceed.”

“You may have been right about the Garidians,” Alan Christopher conspiratorially whispered as he strolled through the Starlight’s myriad corridors alongside Matthew Harrison.

Naturally, Harrison had suspected some sort of subterfuge from the very beginning of their relationship with Arch-Rashon Nachyl, but in the name of civility, he kept his opinions to himself—and gave the Garidians the benefit of the doubt.  Nevertheless, the Commander was not surprised to hear the words fall from his Captain’s mouth.  “Oh really?”

Christopher nodded curtly as they turned left into a new corridor.  “These Malyikotheres we’re getting ourselves involved with…  I don’t know if I like them.  They don’t seem very trustworthy.   And then, of course, the Garidians seem to like them a bit too much.”

“And Colonel Sreevan swears that they are nothing but trouble,” Harrison continued.  He had spoken with the Corthyan several times since Christopher announced his plan to disable the Drusari vessel—and the feedback from Sreevan was nothing more than dismal.  “If we continue our association with the Malyikotheres, Sreevan has threatened to cede from the alliance.”

“I’ve heard,” Christopher said, shaking his head.  “That’s the last thing we need,” he grumbled.  “But Sreevan may be right.  Anid’akeirus mentioned there was quite a bit of cooperation between his people and the Garidians—we just need to find out what these guys have been up to.”

Harrison expelled a weary sigh.  “It feels like we’re navigating a minefield,” he mused.  “One false move, and everything will explode in our face.”

Christopher readily nodded his agreement.  “That’s why I want you to be a bit more… charming the next time you meet with Reneshe Izan.”

It took a moment for Harrison’s mind to register the Captain’s words—and once it did, he was uncertain if he had heard them properly.  “Charming?”

“Yes,” said Christopher evenly—though Harrison couldn’t help but note the odd grin upon his face.  “The two of you are scheduled to meet next week to discuss the status of our supplies and all that boring stuff that Nachyl, Sreevan, and I can’t be bothered with.  Amidst your boring chatter, it would be nice if you could find out a thing or two about the Malyikotheres…”

A wave of emotion suddenly passed through Harrison’s body—and it certainly was not a wave of enthusiasm.  It was more like… dread.  “That is not exactly my forte,” he whispered in protest.  “And what if the Corthyans decide to send a delegate?”

“I would be very surprised,” Christopher stated.  “They seem to be a rather xenophobic race.  Just send your status report to Sreevan after the meeting—as usual—and that will be the end of it.”

If the fate of the alliance did not hang in the balance, Harrison would have been tempted to argue a bit further.  Unlike the Captain, whose personally oozed charm, Harrison considered himself far more reserved (and much less charming even when he wasn’t feeling reserved).  But since the inner-workings of the Garidian-Malyikothere association were of some importance, Harrison had little choice but to comply.  “As you wish,” he quietly muttered as they approached a turbolift.

The doors quietly hissed apart to reveal Kendall Johnson.  He stood in the center of the lift, apparently observing the carpeting.

“It needs to be vacuumed, doesn’t it?” asked Christopher as he stepped inside.  It was perhaps the first playful comment he had uttered in weeks—and it was good to hear.  “I’ll see if Neelar is doing anything this evening…”

Johnson shook his head as Harrison stepped into the lift.  “I was just going over the calculations for the temporal probe one last time,” he said quietly, dismissing Christopher’s joke without so much as a chuckle.

“And?” asked Harrison as the doors slid shut behind him.  “Bridge.”

Johnson’s eyes darted back to the floor for a moment of last-minute contemplation.  “And…  And I guess everything is okay,” he stammered.  “It might even work.  It should work.”

“That would be a definite plus,” Christopher mused once the lift set into motion.  “When can we launch?”

Johnson’s nervous gaze flitted between Harrison and Christopher.  “As soon as we get to the… uh… bridge,” he said.

As Johnson’s gaze returned to Harrison, the Commander duly noted that the Lieutenant grew more nervous with each passing second.  It was certainly understandable given the circumstances—one miscalculation on his behalf would likely mean certain death for thousands of people.  “Perhaps you should take a moment to calm your nerves before we reach the bridge,” Harrison suggested.  “We are counting on you, Lieutenant.”

“That’s why I’m nervous,” Johnson quickly stated, looking even more pallid now that he realized how much weighed upon his shoulders.  Harrison suddenly realized that he might have been better off remaining silent…

But Christopher was quick to intervene, giving the nervous Johnson a reassuring pat on the shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Kendall,” he said.  “You’ll do fine.”

Johnson shook his head indolently.  “I… I just wish Erin were here.  I’ve never operated the probe without her help.  In the past… if something went wrong, I could always count on her…  But…”

Christopher’s grasp upon Johnson’s shoulder suddenly tightened.  “Erin is here,” he said evenly.  “A part of her will always be here with us.  Never forget that.”

And on that note, the turbolift slowed to a halt, and the doors opened to reveal the Starlight’s vast and wondrous bridge.  As he stepped into the command center, Harrison spent a long, precious moment to simply observe the Starlight at work.  And he smiled at the sight.  “Status,” he demanded, turning to the tactical station for Lieutenant Bator’s report. 

“The remainder of the fleet has responded to our hails,” he gleaned from his workstation.  “They have fallen into formation behind us, and are ready to move at our command.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  He quickly rounded the metallic rail behind the command chairs and approached Neelar Drayge at the helm.  “You command the fleet, my friend,” he said to the Bolian.  “We need to be strolling past the Drusari at just the right moment—if we move too soon, they’ll attack us and we’ll be obliterated.  If we move too late, there’s a chance the Drusari will recover from the blast and… well, obliterate us.”

Drayge nervously cleared his throat.  “Unfortunately, we don’t know what it will take to provoke the Drusari into attacking,” he said.  “As a last resort, we can always jump to warp—but with so many stray asteroids around here…”

“A big one could obliterate us just as easily as the Drusari,” Christopher quickly realized.  “The deflector dish can only deflect so much.”

“So we must perform flawlessly,” Harrison crisply added, for he had confidence they could do just as he said.

The computer chirped a few times over at operations, but Kendall Johnson was quick the mute the noise.  “The Malyikotheres’ transporter has been successfully installed on the probe,” he reported a moment later.  “And I’ve finished setting the chronometric beacon… We are ready to launch…”

Though the science driving this plan was rather difficult for Harrison to comprehend, as he understood it, the plan was a simple one.  The chronometric beacon was essentially the probe’s anchor in time—and much like a boat without an anchor would drift across the open sea, a temporal probe without a chronometric beacon tended to drift through time.  Thus, the plan was to make the probe drift one hour into the future.  In theory, once the probe reached its destination, the Malyikothere transporters would beam it through the Drusari shields to meet its fiery end.  It was an imaginative plan, to say the least.  Harrison just hoped that it worked.

“We’re about to make history,” said Captain Christopher as he approached the command chair.  “As far as I know, this little maneuver has never been tried before.  We’ll be featured in history textbooks across the galaxy, have our statues erected on forty-seven different alien worlds, and… we’ll even have a soup named in our honor!  It will be the dawn of a n—”

“Captain,” Harrison politely interjected.  “Perhaps you can plan for your honorary soup after history has been made.”

A candid smile suddenly fell upon Christopher’s face.  “Yes, of course.”  And on that note, the Starlight’s seemingly carefree environment evaporated.

Harrison quickly negotiated the space between the tactical station and his seat.  It was an effortless maneuver, and within moments, he stood alongside Christopher, ready for action.  “Red alert!”

“Shields to maximum!”  Christopher promptly seated himself, and turned his full attention to the viewscreen.  “Kendall,” he said, “launch the probe.”

After a moment of relative silence, the operations station erupted into a harmonious symphony of sensor bleeps, indicating all was well and ready to go.  Moments later, a steely gray probe flashed across the viewscreen—but it’s journey through the cosmos was brief.  After only a few seconds in space, the entire probe shimmered away amidst an ashen light.  And the clock was suddenly ticking…

“Now what?” asked Harrison as he journeyed to his chair.

Christopher slowly turned to the Commander once he sat.  “Now we wait…”

Chapter Seventeen

“You called?”

As Alan Christopher strolled into sickbay, Sarah Hartman quickly looked up from her work.  Not only had she summoned the Captain, she had done so only a few minutes earlier.  Sarah had been expecting an hour or ten to elapse before he actually made his grandiose appearance in her sickbay.  He must have been nearby to begin with—or was just really bored.  Whatever the case, he was present, and Sarah was glad.  “Yes,” she said evenly.  “I called.  It’s about Lieutenant Trinn.”

Christopher took a few steps further into the facility, and the doors hissed shut behind him.  “What about her?” he cautiously asked, his curiosity obviously piqued. 

A lock of hair suddenly fell out of place as Hartman glanced at Jayla’s bioscans.  The Doctor allowed the stray lock to dangle for only a moment before it’s presence started to annoy her; she promptly tucked it behind her ear, gathered the remainder of her thoughts, and then turned the face Christopher.  “Under normal circumstances, doctor/patient confidentially would prevent me from speaking to you about this,” Hartman slowly stated, “but in this situation, I believe that the Starlight’s safety supercedes that confidentiality.”

Any hint of humor suddenly vanished from Christopher’s face.  As he rested the palms of his hands on the edge of Hartman’s workstation, the man was in a dead serious mood.  “What is it, Sarah?”

Without any preamble, Hartman tapped two buttons on her console, and then turned to the screen behind her, where two seemingly identical strands of DNA twirled about.  “This is Jayla Trinn’s,” said Hartman, pointing to the first one.  Then she motioned to the second spinning helix.  “This is also Jayla Trinn’s.”

Christopher nodded.  “I’m with you so far.”

“On the surface, they look very similar.  In fact, they’re so similar that your average bioscan can’t tell the difference between the two of them.”

“But there is a difference?” Christopher inquired, not quite certain where the conversation was headed.

“Yes,” Hartman readily confirmed.  “There are a few differences—though they are minute.”  She promptly zoomed in on a small section near the top of the second helix.  “These three cytosine nucleotides are genetic aberrations that have apparently developed since Lieutenant Trinn’s physical on stardate 74408.”

“And this is bad?”

“Quite,” said Hartman.  “Especially since Trill DNA does not contain cytosine.  But it gets worse—these cytosine nucleotides are paired with some odd compound that I cannot identify.  It’s like her DNA is mutating…”

Christopher’s eyes abruptly widened.  “Into what?” he asked.  There were additional words on the tip of his tongue, but Hartman quickly raised a dismissive hand before Christopher’s rambling could get out of control.

“That’s where things get interesting,” she said.  “As far as I can tell, Jayla is mutating into a Trill.”

“Which is odd, considering that she was a Trill to begin with,” Christopher continued.

“Jayla was a Trill to begin with,” Hartman promptly interjected.  “But I don’t think the person down in engineering is Jayla Trinn.”

It took a long moment for the full magnitude of Hartman’s statement to sink in.  But once he finally put the pieces together, Christopher hit the nail right on the head: “We have an intruder…”

The bridge was silent.

Under normal circumstances, this would not have been a problem.  Kendall Johnson had long ago realized that he was far more productive when there were no ambient noises to distract him.  Curiosity was very much a part of Johnson, and whenever something of even moderate interest arose, his curiosity was immediately piqued.  This usually meant some sort of gossip; Johnson rarely involved himself in the actual conversation, but like a shadow, he was always there.  But there was no gossip today.

In the Captain’s absence, Commander Harrison sat perched on the edge of the command chair.  He didn’t look particularly nervous, but now and then a glint of concern would manifest itself in the Commander’s demeanor.  The moment quickly passed, but it was somewhat unnerving to know that even Harrison was on edge.

Neelar Drayge worked diligently at his workstation near the front of the bridge.  The Bolian had gone over his calculations probably a hundred times—but unlike Johnson, Drayge seemed to be confident his computations would not fail.  Over the past several minutes, Johnson duly noted the frequency in which Drayge checked the computer had dwindled, and now it seemed he only checked the chronometer.

Hunched over the tactical station, Lieutenant Bator was far less at ease with his situation.  The description of the Drusari vessel was certainly an imposing one, and the threat of a confrontation was high, even if the Captain’s plan was executed with perfection.  Johnson highly doubted that they could defeat the Drusari in battle, but Bator’s will to prove him wrong was somewhat reassuring.

Junior officers manned the remainder of the bridge’s myriad workstations.  Johnson was familiar with most of them, particularly Lieutenant Marizex and Ensign Aki, but he rarely spoke them.  And this was certainly no time to start fraternizing, for they were only minutes away from the probe’s detonation…

Johnson glanced down at the chronometer.  Five minutes, twenty-eight seconds.  He gulped, and started to have some second thoughts about a few of his calculations—but before his panic could grow into some sort of action, Johnson suddenly noticed a blip on sensors.  “Commander,” he said, his voice sounding ominously strained.  “I’m still detecting a vessel in orbit of Navarre.”

Harrison bolted from his seat.  “I thought all of the vessels had fallen into formation behind us?”

“As did I,” said Bator, examining the data for himself.  “But there is indeed one vessel remaining.”

“It looks like they were orbiting the planet near the south magnetic pole,” Johnson quickly gleaned from the sensors.  Normally, that wouldn’t have had much of an effect on sensors, but given the vessel’s heavily damaged state, it simply slipped by unnoticed.  Johnson took a moment to explain and then put the vessel on the viewscreen for a closer look.

“That is Commander Bruton’s ship,” Bator promptly stated.  He tapped a few commands into the control interface, and the view of Bruton’s ship was suddenly magnified considerably.

“Why isn’t he with General Kron?” Drayge inquired as the derelict vessel crept across the screen.

A wry grin fell upon Harrison’s face.  “Because only the strong survive,” he stated.  “Commander Bruton has apparently fallen out of that category.”

The turbolift doors suddenly parted with a hiss, and Captain Christopher promptly set foot onto the bridge.  He’s bright turquoise eyes were immediately drawn to the sight on the viewscreen.  “Bruton?” he inquired.

“Indeed,” said Harrison softly.  “Apparently the good general has left behind his second-in-command…”

Christopher approached the mission ops console.  “Have you hailed him?”

“No,” said Harrison.  “Not yet.  We only discovered his vessel a few moments ago.”

“Well then,” said Christopher, “let’s hear what he has to say, Mr. Bator.”

The Phobian’s deft fingers flew across the tactical station, but the effort ultimately proved fruitless.  “No response,” Bator announced a scant moment later.

Johnson quickly glanced back down at his chronometer; four minutes, thirty-eight seconds remained until the probe detonated.  If they were going to slip past the Drusari, they were going to need to move soon.  And much to Johnson’s relief, Neelar Drayge was thinking the same thing.

“Captain,” said Drayge, “we’re going to need to get moving in about forty seconds—eighty at the most… After that, there’s no guarantee we can sneak past the Drusari without consequences…”

Christopher pulled in a lungful of nervous air and briefly glanced back at Bruton’s vessel.  The once pristine hull was riddled with hull breaches, many of them of a considerable, perhaps even catastrophic size.  And as Christopher peered into those hull breaches, his mind raced with possibilities—but knowing time was of the essence, the Captain was quick to make his decision.  “Hail Colonel Sreevan; tell him to take command of the fleet.  We’re going after Bruton.”

As the crew carried out their orders, Harrison slowly turned to face Christopher.  “What about the Drusari?” he inquired.

Christopher abruptly dismissed the question with an indolent shrug.  “We’ll jump to warp if we need to,” he said.  “Neelar is a good pilot; I’m sure he can dodge a few asteroids.”

Though he did not doubt Lieutenant Drayge’s abilities for a moment—the Captain’s assessment was quite accurate—Harrison nevertheless found himself uncomfortable with the very notion of flying into the asteroid belt at warp.  The safest exit was behind the Drusari; the asteroid density was lowest in that region, and the nebula was only a few light years beyond Navarre.  Any other method of departure was unnecessarily dangerous.  “I suggest we make that a last resort,” Harrison stated.

And much to the Commander’s relief, Christopher provided an agreeable nod.  “We’ll only go to warp if it’s absolutely necessary,” he said.  “Besides, with any luck, the Drusari will still be crippled when the time comes for us to pass.”

Harrison sighed uneasily.  “Then let us hope that lady luck is on our side…”

Though his years were not overly advanced, Colonel Sreevan considered himself a well-traveled individual. Over the course of some twenty-years, he had been witness to more wonders of the universe than the average Corthyan could hope to see in ten life times.  But never before had he seen something as wondrous—and evil—as dreadfully ominous vessel on the viewscreen before him.

The entire forward section was devoted to weaponry; phaser banks and torpedo launchers plastered the stark obsidian hull.  The hull gradually tapered back to a tail, which then curved back over the forward tactical array.  At the tip of this tail sat yet another torpedo launcher—though this one seemed to burn an eternal black flame.  The sight left Sreevan with the distinct feeling that few who encountered the Drusari in battle lived to tell about it.  He just hoped that he would not be one of them.

“How much longer?” he demanded as the vessel loomed closer.

The operations officer quickly conferred with her console.  “Three minutes, eight seconds,” she said.  “Though at our present speed, we should be within their weapons range in less than two…”

Sreevan was very tempted to activate his tactical array.  With such obvious danger looming so very near, keeping weapons offline almost seemed foolish—but the last thing Sreevan wanted to do was provoke the Drusari into an attack.  Instead, he uneasily leaned back in his command chair and waited…

And waited.

…And waited…

“There is still no response from Bruton’s ship,” Bator crisply reported as the Starlight drew nearer to the decrepit vessel’s position.

Alan Christopher briefly glanced at the viewscreen.  Bruton’s ship had begun to hemorrhage fire in numerous places, and a small explosion suddenly blew apart the starboard warp nacelle.  “Are there any life signs?” he grimly inquired.

“Only four,” said Kendall Johnson.  “They’re all on the bridge.”

“Everyone else must have perished or fled with General Kron,” Harrison quickly surmised.

Johnson shrugged.  “Well… whatever the case, these four aren’t going to last much longer.  The ship is… well, it’s falling apart.”

Obviously, Christopher mused to himself.  “How much longer do they have?”

“No more than ten minutes,” Johnson reported.

“Probably less,” Bator promptly added.

“And we can’t beam them aboard,” Johnson continued as he pecked away at the controls.  “There’s too much interference.  The transporter can’t get a lock.”

Another explosion blew apart most of the aft section of Bruton’s ship.  The void of space quickly muted the whirl of flames, but a cloud of debris still lingered.  Christopher knew they would have to act fast.  “Can you beam into one of the lower decks?” he asked.

“The interference is negligible on the second and third decks,” Bator stated—though the prospect of an away mission suddenly drained his voice of any enthusiasm.  “It will be possible to beam in, collect the survivors, and beam out from either of those locations.”

Very slowly, Christopher turned his eyes upon Matthew Harrison—but given the look upon his face, Matthew already knew his orders.  Christopher smiled warmly, and placed a firm hand upon Harrison’s shoulder.  “You know what you need to do,” he whispered.

And waited…

…And waited…

……And waited… Until finally, Sreevan heard a sensor alert emanate from the operations console.  In that instant, he knew that time was up.

Very quickly, Colonel Sreevan bolted from his chair and turned to his officer at ops.  “Report!” he demanded.

The officer frantically tapped at the controls.  “We are getting no data from the temporal probe,” she nervously stated.  She tapped a few additional commands into the interface, and then shook her head.  “Nothing.”

Sreevan’s head quickly snapped about to face the viewscreen and confirm the sensor data—and sure enough, the Drusari cruiser remained, ominous as ever.  Sreevan’s mouth very quickly went dry, and a knot formed in the pit of his stomach.  Something was not right.  “Are you certain the chronometer was—”

“Yes,” interjected the operations officer.  “Our chronometer was synchronized with the Starlight’s.  There must have been something wrong with the probe.”

Sreevan clenched his fists.  Though he had no proof, deep down he knew the true reason for this malfunction was not the temporal probe; it was the Malyikotheres.  “Those damn Malyikotheres,” he muttered under his breath.  “I knew they could not be trusted!”  Instinct told Sreevan to attack immediately; in fact, the order to do so was on the tip of his tongue—but in that instant, the Drusari cruiser suddenly came to life…

A beam of ragged violet light suddenly streaked across the viewscreen.  Someone behind Sreevan quickly adjusted the angle, and the Drusari cruiser promptly flitted away—just in time to see some hapless little abomination of a vessel blown to smithereens.

The battle had begun…

Matthew Harrison immediately drew his tricorder as the gentle azure wisps of the transporter beam faded away.  At a glance, he found himself in the company of Doctor Hartman, Lieutenants Bator and Marizex, and a very dense fog.  So dense was this mist, that Harrison could not even begin to guess where the nearest wall might be—and so he proceeded with extreme caution as he stepped into the shroud.

“There should be an access hatch around here somewhere,” Bator gleaned from his tricorder, the myriad lights glowed eerily in the endless haze.

Deciding it would be easier to simply rely upon Bator’s analyses, Harrison traded his tricorder for a beacon.  He quickly activated the light, and a beam of illumination sliced through the void.  It revealed a ship severely in need of repairs.  The tiny section of illuminated wall was blackened and charred, and as Harrison guided the beam of light through the fog, he found much of the same.  Broken EPS conduits hung from the ceiling, many of them still belching clouds of harmless coolant.  Massive bulkheads lay shattered on the sooty floor, one of which was still engulfed in flame.

Just beyond the burning bulkhead, however, was a large round hatch.  It was twice the size of an equivalent hatch on the Starlight, but given the Inguari’s size, that was to be expected.  Harrison carefully traversed the soiled corridor, giving the burning bulkhead a wide berth.  “Is this the hatch?”

“It is,” Bator promptly confirmed.  He swiftly drew his phaser and blasted the locking mechanism in the center of the hatch.  A shower of fiery sparks flew from the lock, and seconds later, the entire hatch crashed to the floor with a grandiose clamor.  “We may proceed.”

Harrison regarded the hatch for a moment, and then hopped into the access tunnel before him.  Once more, the Inguari’s size proved to be an advantage to the away team, for the tunnel was both wide and tall enough for Harrison to walk through with relative ease.

“The bridge is about thirty meters ahead,” Bator stated as he fell into step behind the commander.

“And we had better clear that thirty meters quickly,” Doctor Hartman chimed in.  “Two of those life signs are beginning to fluctuate.”

A belch of pungent coolant suddenly rushed in from the grated ceiling, spraying Harrison in the face.  He cringed as the aroma wafted into his nose, but the stench was only the least of his concerns.  In the distance, the ship was beginning to groan insidiously…

“The bulkheads are beginning to come apart,” said Marizex.  “We haven’t got much time.”

“Then let us make haste,” said Harrison.  He immediately started into the haze, focusing his mind upon his footfalls echoing in the cavernous tunnel.  With any luck, keeping his mind occupied with that would allow him to forget the putrid stench of the coolant leaks.  But as the ship continued to tremor, concentration was more of a luxury than a diversion.

The ship groaned again—only this time, it seemed far more organic to Harrison.  More of a baritone shriek than a distressed bulkhead.  He abruptly paused as the noise repeated itself.  “Is there anyone else aboard the ship?”

“It’s possible,” Hartman gleaned from her tricorder.  “But there’s so much interference we’ll never be able to pinpoint their location in time to save them.”

“We should concentrate on reaching the bridge,” Bator reminded.

“Yes,” said Harrison, just as the unsavory moan echoed throughout the tunnel yet again.  It seemed to be growing nearer.  “Let us proceed…”

“The Drusari have opened fire,” Kendall Johnson shouted from ops.  “They are attacking the fleet!”

Christopher’s clenched fists pounded into the arms of the command chair.  “What about the temporal probe?” he demanded.

Johnson shrugged.  “It… it never detonated,” he said quietly, clearly ashamed of himself.  “I… can’t explain it!  The calculations… they were perfect!”

Christopher sighed.  “We’ll worry about that later,” he said.  “Right now, we need to worry about the Drusari.”

“What about the away team?” asked Drayge.

Christopher glanced at the viewscreen.  The aft section of Bruton’s vessel was almost entirely encompassed in flame.  Before long, the entire thing would be destroyed; leaving the away team was clearly not an option—but thankfully, Christopher was not out of options.  He promptly tapped his communicator.  “Christopher to Reinbold!”

It took only a moment for the Commander to respond.  “Reinbold here.”

“Megan,” he said sternly, “are you feeling better?”

“As well as can be expected,” she replied.  Her voice still seemed a bit weak, but she made a valiant effort to hide that fact.  “How can I help you?”

For a moment, Christopher thought about reconsidering his plan—only a few weeks had passed since Reinbold’s accident, and he didn’t want to rush things.  So he decided to let Reinbold herself call the shots.  “Are you feeling well enough to take the Aztec out for a little stroll?”

“I think so,” she replied, this time without much hesitation present in her voice. 

A smile briefly spread across Christopher’s face.  “Good,” he said.  “I just need you to hang around here until Matthew completes his work on Bruton’s ship.  The Starlight is presently needed elsewhere and can’t stick around to beam him back.”

For some reason, Megan Reinbold had been expecting something like this to happen.  And so, she was already in her uniform, ready to go.  “I’m on it,” she stated, already moving for her quarters’ exit.

“All right,” came Christopher’s voice through the com.  “Good luck.  You’re going to need it.  Christopher out.”

And on that note, the doors parted, and Megan promptly set foot into the corridor—but she did not get far.

“Wait!” came a panicked voice from behind.  Megan swiftly came about to see Justin standing a few meters away.  “I’m coming with you,” he said, carefully pinning a communicator to his shirt.

The statement certainly shocked Megan.  Never before had Justin shown any interest helping out his fellow shipmates.  He had simply been content to study and play archaic video games.  “What brought about this change?”

Justin shrugged.  “A lot of things,” he said, apparently unwilling to elaborate.  “Now let’s go, before it’s too late!”

Though a very large part of her still demanded an explanation, Megan knew that Justin was indeed correct.  Time was running out, and they didn’t exactly have the luxury to stand around and discuss his sudden change of heart.  That would be a discussion for another time.  “Okay,” she finally conceded.  “You can come.”

And together, they set out for the shuttle bay.

“This is it,” Bator said, staggering slightly as Bruton’s ship continued to disintegrate.  The Phobian motioned with his phaser toward the large circular hatch a scant meter ahead of Harrison.

The Commander quickly traversed the distance and shined his light upon the lock—intent on opening the door without the use of force.  But Bator had other ideas, and even before Harrison had a chance to look at the lock, a streak of orange light erupted from Bator’s phaser and blew open the hatch.  Harrison made a mental note to discuss the incident with Bator when the returned to the ship, and then crept across the smoldering threshold into the bridge.

Much like the rest of the ship, the bridge was in ruins.  Uncontrolled fires blazed wildly throughout the facility, and a thick black smoke hung in the rancid air.  Ash and soot covered the deck, along with numerous bodies… and body parts—though as far as Harrison could tell, Bruton was not amongst the dead.

A bright yellow phaser beam suddenly streaked across the bridge, striking the wall just behind Harrison.  He immediately drew his own weapon and dropped to the floor.  “We’re not going to harm you!” he shouted as he crawled toward the source of the blast.

Harrison heard many guttural grunts and clicks, and a few inaudible words.  For a moment, he thought Bruton and his cronies were about to surrender—but he quickly realized his words had fallen upon deaf ears, for several additional phaser blasts streaked overhead.

“They are Inguari,” Bator confirmed as he crawled up alongside Harrison.  “They are simply uncooperative.”

“We’ve come all this way to save these idiots and they’re shooting at us!” Hartman exclaimed.  “They’re ass holes, that’s what they are!”

Harrison cringed at Hartman’s rather terse assessment of the situation.  He made yet another mental note for yet another quaint discussion—and then the ship jolted beneath them, tossing Harrison to his side.  “Commander Bruton!” he called.  “We must vacate your vessel at once!  It is about to be destroyed!”

There was yet another guttural grunt a few meters ahead of Harrison.  “I intend to go down with the ship!” Bruton exclaimed.  “Only the strong survive!”

“You are still strong!” Harrison assured him.  His lips parted to continue his spiel, but before any words could fall from his lips, Harrison noted the bridge was suddenly enveloped in an ominous green light…

“What is that?” Marizex whispered.

Harrison slowly peered over his shoulder.  Rays of verdant light streamed into the bridge from the open access hatch, growing in intensity with each passing moment—and the moan… the dreadful, somber screech pierced the hazy air, and in that fateful moment, Harrison realized that something was approaching, and whatever it was posed a far greater threat than Bruton and his cronies…

The Starlight swiftly danced around a violet string of torpedoes before setting its sights upon the Drusari cruiser—but so intense was the Drusari offensive that each and every shot was deflected.  The Starlight banked hard to port to avoid a slew of colossal phaser beams, but the evasion tactics were only successful to a degree, and the Starlight’s shield bubble flared as it absorbed the impact of the blasts.

The ship was quick to recover, however, and before long, hoards of golden transphasic torpedoes rampaged through the cosmos in search of a fiery end in the Drusari’s hull—but almost every torpedo exploded upon the hellish vessel’s shield grid.  The few that managed to penetrate the shields smashed into the Drusari’s hull, violently bursting into crimson flames.

“Direct hit!” Johnson announced as the burning Drusari craft loomed on the viewscreen.

The sight was a pleasing one, but Alan Christopher knew it would not last.  A few small torpedoes hardly put a dent in the Drusari offensive, and the Starlight was bound to run out of torpedoes before the behemoth was blown to shreds.  Still, they had managed to breach the Drusari shields, and they needed to exploit that advantage as long as it existed.  “Fire another spread of torpedoes!” Christopher shouted.

Within moments, flashes of golden light streaked across the viewscreen once more, pounding the Drusari’s shields with more force than Christopher cared to imagine.  This time, a few more torpedoes breached the shield grid—and the rest of the alliance fleet joined into the battle, the Drusari began to accrue some actual damage.  Flames burst through the hull in several places, and the lights flickered on several decks.  For a fleeting moment, Christopher allowed himself to belief they just might prevail…

“The Drusari are losing power to parts of their tactical array,” Johnson announced.

Christopher grinned deviously, and grasped the arms of his chair in preparation for the crippling blow.  “Neelar, attack pattern theta!”

Drayge’s deft fingers danced over the control interface, and the ship began to creep into place—when suddenly, the large torpedo tube at the tip of the scorpion’s tail began to spew dark energies.

“Graviton torpedoes!” shouted Johnson.

Christopher immediately tensed.  “Bring us about, Neelar!  Full impulse!”

“Aye, Captain!”

But it was too late.  The hellish torpedo stormed toward the Starlight with such ferocity that Christopher knew there was no way to escape.  His hands immediately wrapped around the arms of the command chair.  “Brace for impact!”

Drayge pecked a few final commands into the helm before he, too, realized the futility of his efforts.  He quickly abandoned the effort and braced himself for the impact…

The maelstrom of hellish black and violet light soared through the void of space at incredible speeds, its monstrous eye locked upon the Starlight.  The ship made a few last-ditch efforts to lose the torpedo, but to no avail.  The hellish weapon matched each and every evasive maneuver, plowed through the shield bubble, and careened into the hull in the portside of the saucer.  A gigantic plume of roiling fire mushroomed from the buckling hull, spewing debris into space.

But just as the flames began to recede, the graviton torpedo blew through the ventral side of the saucer and smashed into the Bussard collector, calling forth a massive explosion that ripped the warp nacelle and much of its pylon from the hull.  The orphaned nacelle pinwheeled in space for a long moment, wildly spewing crimson flames before the entire unit burst into a million fiery pieces…

The deck trembled wildly beneath Kendall Johnson’s feet.  For several seconds, he tried to steady himself behind the operations console, but to no avail.  The constant rumbling jolted Johnson back-and-forth until finally his knees buckled and he fell to the floor.  He broke the fall with his hands, and quickly rolled onto his side as flames erupted from the base of the operations console.

The fire suppression kit was in the storage locker directly behind ops.  Johnson quickly came about and ripped open the door, but as he moved to grab the extinguisher, the ship jolted yet again, and Johnson careened backward into the fire.

With speed greater than he thought possible, Johnson bolted from the flames and into the opening between ops and tactical.  But as he scrambled to douse the flames crawling up his back, Johnson thought he heard the gentle hum of a transporter…

Johnson quickly came about to see a tiny spherical object skitter across the sooty floor and roll into the tip of his booted foot.  When the object came to a stop, Johnson could see one tiny red light flashing atop the sphere.  “It’s a bomb!” he quickly realized—and then he dove for cover as it exploded.

Alan Christopher could feel tiny pieces of shrapnel pelt his back—and he was immediately on his feet.  The worst of the assault seemed to be over, and Kendall Johnson’s sudden proclamation had certainly piqued the Captain’s interest.  He attempted to make a quick dash to Johnson’s location, but when he attempted to walk, Christopher quickly came to the realization that something in his leg was not right; pain jolted through his left kneecap, up his thigh, and into his hip.  The leg didn’t feel broken… but it certainly hurt.  And so, Christopher quietly ambled to the foot of the tactical station, where Johnson sat slumped on the floor.  “Kendall!” he called.  “Are you okay?”

Johnson promptly looked up into Christopher’s eyes.  “I’m okay,” he affirmed.  “Just a little shaken.  It would seem our assassin has yet to give up…”

Christopher glanced at the hole in the deck where the bomb had exploded.  Even from his poor vantage point, parts of deck two were quite visible.  “So it would seem,” he grimly agreed.

A few sensor alerts blared from the tactical station.  Lieutenant Maryniak quickly muted the noise and said, “Captain, the Drusari are coming around for another pass.”

Christopher gently turned his attention away from Johnson, and propped himself up against the front of the tactical station.  “How many torpedoes do we have left?”

Maryniak’s face immediately turned grim.  “Two,” he said.  “Both of Colonel Sreevan’s vessels have been disabled, six other vessels have been destroyed…  Almost every other vessel has been disabled.  There’s not much we can do…”

Much to his chagrin, Christopher was inclined to agree.  “Two torpedoes aren’t going to win this battle,” he whispered.

A flash of violet light streaked across the viewscreen, blowing yet another vessel to smithereens.  The Drusari fired off a few more shots before—once again—the hellish vessel turned its attention to the Starlight.  Another graviton torpedo lurked at the maw of the launcher—the Starlight was just moments away from its demise…

And Alan Christopher did nothing to fight back.  Instead, he turned his back to the tactical station and slid down to the floor beside Kendall Johnson.  As he closed his weary eyes, thoughts of Erin Keller filled his tired mind—and for one last moment, Alan Christopher smiled.  “I’m coming,” he whispered.

The ship began to rumble.  

It was a gentle quiver at first, barely enough to jostle Christopher about.  But the rumblings gradually rose into a manic crescendo; the deck vibrated wildly, bulkheads creaked, a few conduits clattered to the floor, and the flames near the operations station began to spread.  In his mind’s eye, Christopher could already see the death of the Starlight…

…But the ship remained.  Curiosity quickly took over, and Christopher’s eyes opened to narrow slits—just in time to see the Drusari cruiser burst into azure flames.

“The temporal probe!” Christopher exclaimed.  “Kendall!” he called, excitedly grabbing Johnson’s arm.  “It worked!”

Johnson’s eyes immediately blinked open—and his jaw dropped as he witnessed the result of complex work.  “Effective… if not prompt,” he mused.

And for the first time in recent memory, Alan Christopher chuckled.  It was a truly genuine exclamation of joy—and it felt good.  The road to recovery would be a long one, but as he sat alongside Johnson, Christopher knew it was a beginning.  He smiled, and happily patted Johnson on the shoulder.  

But while the battle might have been over, the war was just beginning…

The verdant light drew nearer, and the deck plating started to vibrate.  With his phaser drawn, Matthew Harrison nervously backed himself as far away from the light as possible, and after a moment, he found himself pinned to the wall opposite the ominous green light.  Beside him, Commander Bruton conferred with one of his remaining shipmates; their conversation was a brief one, and once it concluded, Harrison slowly turned to the Inguari and asked, “What is this new devilry?”

Bruton merely shook his head, and peered into the light.  “It is the Drusari,” he muttered after a long moment.

The wall on the other side of the bridge suddenly shattered amidst a sonorous wail.  As the bulkheads crashed to the deck, a massive verdant shadow appeared in the mist.  It slowly lumbered through the newly created opening, a beast unlike anything Matthew Harrison had seen.  It stood three or four meters tall, and seemed to thrive upon the verdant flame that poured from every seam in its craggy body.  Its small, beady eyes were set just below a pair of massive horns that sprouted from its brow.  It was evil incarnate, and as it stepped onto the bridge, there was but one thing on its mind: death…

* * *
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