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Chapter Eighteen

Matthew Harrison grabbed his phaser and opened fire.  A ragged beam of orange light streaked across the murky bridge and collided with the massive Drusari looming only a few meters away.  The ghastly alien expelled a sonorous shriek as the blast of energy penetrated his craggy exoskeleton, but when the light finally faded, the Drusari appeared to have sustained only minimal damage.

“Weapons will do you no good now,” shouted Commander Bruton—though his clawed fist remained clenched upon his own bulky weapon.

Harrison nevertheless heeded Bruton’s warning, and cautiously lowered his weapon.  “Then what should we do?” he inquired.

Verdant fire spewed from the Drusari’s pores as he stepped closer to the away team’s position.  The ship rattled with each giant step forward, and Harrison knew that it was only a matter of time before the buffer zone between the away team and the Drusari evaporated.  However, much to Harrison’s apparent consternation, Commander Bruton’s answers were not forthcoming.

“I do not know,” said the Inguari after a thoughtful moment.  “I am hardly an expert on the Drusari.  In fact, only a few days ago they were believed to be little more than legends…  Legends that I may have dismissed a bit too quickly.”

The ship rumbled again.  Harrison’s eyes snapped back to the Drusari, but he seemed to have stumbled backward a few meters—and as the ship rumbled yet again, the massive alien fell to the ground.

“The ship is breaking apart,” Bator urgently reminded.

“Indeed it is,” Harrison suddenly recalled.  Amidst the excitement of the Drusari, that one small fact had momentarily slipped the Commander’s mind.  “We must return to our designated beam-out coordinates on deck two!”

“And just how the hell are we going to get there?” asked Sarah Hartman, though her words were muffled by the Drusari’s continued groans.

As Harrison pondered the question, the Drusari crawled back to his feet and continued to slog across Bruton’s bridge—only now the flaming entity moved with more drive and ambition than ever before.  Haunting verdant shadows swiftly fell upon Harrison and his comrades as the Drusari approached.  The time for pondering was up and the time for action was at hand.  “RUN!”  Harrison exclaimed, just as a clawed fist swung at him.  The Commander swiftly ducked, and the Drusari missed, his clawed hand digging deep into the adjacent bulkhead.

Furious, the beast suddenly crouched, and leapt across the bridge at unthinkable speeds, leaving a flaming jade maelstrom in its wake.  In tandem with Bruton and one of his guards, Harrison scrambled for the exit, where Bator and Marizex were already waiting with the remainder of Bruton’s guards.  Unfortunately, Doctor Hartman was nowhere to be seen…

The newly agile Drusari landed atop a sparking workstation of some sort.  He perched upon the edge like a demonic gargoyle for only a moment before his weight forced the side of the workstation to crumple.  He swiftly jumped to the floor with a resonant CLANK and came about to face his nemeses.

“Doctor!” called out Harrison—but there was no response.  He turned to Bator.  “Has she already proceeded to deck two?”

The Phobian shook his head.  “I do not believe so.”

Harrison clenched his fists.  “Drat!  We must—”

“Your crewman is dead,” Bruton yelled as plowed through the exit.  “Now let’s go!”

A manky tendril of yellow energy suddenly arced across the bridge and lanced Bruton in the side.  Harrison swiftly followed the bolt back to the Drusari, and—despite Bruton’s warning—fired off a few phaser blasts in the alien’s general direction.  The tendril flickered, vanished, and then abruptly returned, transferring its electric wrath to one of Bruton’s guards.  Harrison fired his phaser a few more times, but to no avail.  The guard emitted a few high-pitched squeals and then vanished amidst the blazing tendrils.  When the strand of energy cracked out of existence one last time, the only sign of the guard was a small pile of dust…

Convinced that Doctor Hartman had not suffered a similar fate, Harrison promptly turned to Bruton—who was already marching into the access tubes.  “You go ahead,” he yelled.  “I must find my officer!”  Without so much as a grunt of acknowledgement, Bruton and his guards made haste to depart, leaving Bator and Marizex at the threshold.  Harrison promptly motioned for them to follow in Bruton’s footsteps.  “I shall be along shortly with the Doctor!  Now go!”

Bator clearly disagreed with Harrison’s decision to face the Drusari alone.  In fact, he almost hesitated to follow the order in favor of defending Harrison, but the Commander tersely repeated his order—and Bator complied, leaving Matthew alone with the Drusari.

The alien had already leapt back over the crumpled, dilapidated workstation he had perched upon earlier, and now lumbered past the workstations along the back wall of the bridge, seemingly oblivious to Harrison’s presence.  The Drusari suddenly paused, and stared at one of the consoles for a long moment; his clawed hand hovered over the controls, and a wealth of data suddenly flitted across the screen.  Very slowly, the alien began to clench his fist.  The surface of the workstation gradually became depressed, as if the alien’s claws were digging into it—and then, in the blink of an eye, he withdrew his hand and the entire workstation imploded…

…and something suddenly grabbed Harrison around the chest and yanked him from his feet.  The air vacated his lungs as he hit the gritty floor, and then everything went dark…

The Aztec gracefully came about as a great plume of fire encompassed Commander Bruton’s smoldering starship.  The tiny vessel lingered nearby for only a moment before its impulse engines flared red, and it shot off toward the outskirts of the Navarre System.  Meanwhile, Bruton’s vessel hung ominously before a giant gray moon, wildly spewing flames as it rotated on some random axis.  Another massive explosion suddenly rippled through the hull, blowing a considerable chunk of the command section into space.  Another moment passed, and the remainder of Bruton’s ship finally met its demise amidst a sea of crimson flame.

The last thing Matthew Harrison remembered was falling to the deck on the bridge of Bruton’s starship.  Something—he did not know what—had pulled him to the ground with such force that the air vacated his lungs.  Given the Drusari’s angry demeanor, Harrison was quite certain that he had perished; perhaps some unseen tendril yanked him to the deck and vaporized him?  Whatever the case, Harrison knew he was no longer aboard Bruton’s ship, for the air that passed through his lungs was devoid of any smoke, and the ground beneath him was reasonably soft.  But as he opened his eyes, Harrison knew he was not in any sort of heaven, for Sarah Hartman loomed just overhead with a medical tricorder in hand.  “Have I died and gone to hell?” asked Harrison, surprised by his groggy voice.

Hartman promptly snapped shut the tricorder.  “You’re not dead,” she assured him, “but you are indeed in hell.”

Given the cramped surroundings, Harrison swiftly decided that they were in the aft compartment of the Aztec.  Not quite hell, but so near the barren planet Navarre that the Doctor’s statement was partially valid.  “Where is the Starlight?” he asked.

“Heading for the nebula,” Hartman replied.  “The temporal probe didn’t detonate on time, and the Starlight had to go defend the fleet in glorious battle… or something like that.”

Harrison carefully propped himself up against the wall.  His chest was still a bit sore, so he did not dare move any further.  “And what happened to me?” he inquired.  “Was I assaulted?”

Hartman shook her head.  “You were about to be,” she stated.  “But I grabbed you before the Drusari could do any harm.”

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “That was you?”

Hartman flashed a devious smile, clearly pleased with her actions.  “And you thought that I was in need of rescue…”

A weak cough briefly parted Harrison’s lips; he swiftly suppressed the lingering impulse to cough again, and then turned his attention back to the Doctor.  “Was it truly necessary to grab me with such force?”  Though there was a hint of amusement in Harrison’s voice, the question was indeed genuine.

“It was impulse,” Hartman flatly replied.  “If you would like, I could move slower in the future and allow the Drusari to lop your head off.”

Harrison raised a dismissive hand.  “That will not be necessary,” he assured the Doctor—but his voice trailed as his attention was summarily drawn to the rather large figure draped over the bed on the opposite side of the compartment.  “How is Bruton?”

Hartman briefly regarded the Inguari before providing Harrison with an indolent shrug.  “Unconscious,” she simply stated.  “I don’t have the proper tools to treat him here…  However, the wounds don’t appear to be life-threatening.”

Harrison arched a curious eyebrow.  “He was in a lot of pain, then?”

“No,” said Hartman.  “He was quite a nuisance in the cockpit—I mean, you thought Alan had a superiority complex—this idiot comes barging in and immediately demands we set course for some star cluster forty light years away.”

“He wishes to rejoin General Kron,” Harrison quickly surmised. 

Hartman shook her head and glanced back over to Bruton.  “Well,” she said evenly, “he’s not going anywhere now…”

As she sat at the Aztec’s flight control station, Megan Reinbold couldn’t help but feel a bit claustrophobic—the ship was designed to comfortably hold no more than five or six people.  However, there were ten people aboard the Aztec, and four of them were large enough to constitute two people, making Megan somewhat nervous.  Thankfully, the trip back to the Starlight would be short, and as long as she focused her mind on piloting the ship—and Bruton stayed in the aft compartment— everything would be fine.

“The Starlight has taken heavy damage,” Bator reported after studying his side of the workstation.  He sat at the station beside Megan, and seemed completely unfazed by the crowd.

“Must have been a hell of a fight,” Justin mused, reviewing the data for himself at the kiosk behind flight control.  “Too bad we missed it.”

“You could have stayed behind,” Megan crisply replied.  Though her fleeting claustrophobia was still foremost in her mind, she was nonetheless eager to discuss her son’s reasons for tagging along on the Aztec.

Much to her chagrin, Justin was not eager to talk.  He simply shrugged, and delved back into the tactical data.  “I needed a change of scenery,” he said after a moment.

Megan smiled faintly.  “Sure,” she said evenly.  In time, she was confident that all the answers would be revealed, but for now she just let the conversation slide.  Keeping the Aztec’s flight smooth was her priority, after all.  

The doors to the aft compartment suddenly slid apart.  Megan carefully tapped a few course adjustments into the computer and then turned to see Commander Harrison and Doctor Hartman strolling into the cockpit.  The Commander promptly regarded each of his subordinates, and then turned his full attention to Bator.  “How bad is it?” he inquired.

The Phobian’s face immediately turned grim.  “See for yourself,” he said, alluding to the cockpit window.

In tandem with Harrison, Megan turned her eyes to the stars.  At first she saw nothing—but after a moment, a holographic cursor highlighted a series of specks in the distance.  The contents of the circular cursor quickly zoomed in to fill the entire window—and it was a spectacle to behold.

The Starlight suddenly loomed just ahead—but it was not the majestic sight Megan was used to.  Instead, the hull was riddled with scorch marks and hull breaches—the largest of which cut a wide swath all the way through the hull—and presumably into the non-existent port warp nacelle…

“It’s a miracle the entire ship wasn’t destroyed,” Hartman bluntly stated. 

“But I believe my quarters were,” Lieutenant Marizex quietly stated.

Bator quickly placed a yellow grid over the Starlight’s hull and pinpointed an area in the devastated swath.  “Sorry,” he said.  “If it is of any consolation, Doctor Hartman’s quarters were also obliterated.”

Hartman’s eyes darted back to the Starlight—and Bator promptly pinpointed another area on the grid.  “Hell, it’s not like I ever used my quarters,” she grumbled.  “Everything I need is in sickbay.”

Marizex somberly shrugged.  “Lucky you…”

Chapter Nineteen

Something was bothering Alan Christopher.  As he stepped into the turbolift, the Captain could sense, in the back of his mind, that something was not quite right.  It was a rather odd sensation that had been with him ever since the battle with the Drusari, but now that he was alone with his thoughts, this odd feeling seemed to blossom.  But to his consternation, Christopher simply could not put his finger on the oddity.

“Did I forget to feed Cleo?” he wondered as the doors slid shut behind him.  If that were the case, Christopher knew he would hear about that when he returned to his quarters.  The little fur ball was not a happy camper when dinner was delayed, and no excuse—not even the Drusari—was a valid one.  

Still not convinced that Cleo’s feeding schedule was at the root of his problem, Christopher considered his predicament for a moment longer—and when nothing immediately came to mind, he allowed it to fall by the wayside; perhaps if it brewed in the back of his mind a bit longer, the problem would finally come to light.  Besides, Christopher had a multitude of other things to worry about—and the vast majority of them were brimming in the forefront of his mind.

 “Astrometrics,” he chirped few seconds later, fully intending to address the moment’s most pressing issue.  Apparently Neelar Drayge had found something of interest while running some sensor sweeps of the vicinity.  Christopher wasn’t entirely sure what to expect, but since a summons from Neelar was rare, he was certain that it was probably important.

The turbolift happily chugged along, and Christopher immediately found his thoughts wandering back to the bothersome wraith in his memory.  For a moment, he could almost hear something calling from the back of his mind—a faint chorus of voices beckoning him to remember what has been forgotten… to see what has been unseen…

But the moment quickly passed as the turbolift came to a gradual halt.  The doors parted and Christopher started to make his exit—when he suddenly realized Matthew Harrison stood waiting at the threshold.  Christopher flashed a pleasant smile, and then stepped aside, allowing his executive officer to enter.

“Captain,” greeted Harrison as the doors slid shut behind him.

Christopher nodded his acknowledgement.  “Welcome back,” he crisply replied.

“The Aztec returned nearly two hours ago,” Harrison said, straightening his uniform.  “The mission was a success, however, Commander Bruton was damaged during the recovery.  He is presently resting in sickbay.”

“At least something went right,” Christopher mused.  He knew that using a temporal probe to disable the Drusari was a risky plan, but had he known the effort would have proven so costly, he definitely would have reconsidered.  The Starlight sustained heavy damaged and the Drusari ship was completely obliterated instead of merely disabled.  “We still don’t even know what happened to the temporal probe,” he continued.  “Kendall has been pouring over the data, but there’s a heck of a lot of stuff to sort through.”

“The science lab shall be busy,” said Harrison.  “But at least the probe worked to an extent…  Things would have been much more unpleasant for us if it had failed completely.”

The casualty report immediately flitted into Christopher’s mind.  “Twenty-one dead, eighty-four wounded,” he readily recalled.  The dreaded numbers were forever seared into his brain.  “That is… ‘unpleasant’ enough…”

Harrison’s eyes immediately widened.  “I had no idea,” he mournfully stated.

“I just saw the casualty report a few minutes ago,” he quietly replied.  The list was an extensive one, but it was already committed to memory—and it was certainly not something to be forgotten.  “We lost a lot of good people.”

As the turbolift chugged along, Christopher closed his eyes in an impromptu moment of silence—and though he mourned the loss of his people, he found there was little in the way of emotion beneath the surface.  No grief…  No sorrow…  Nothing more than a lingering hatred of the Drusari—and even that was nominal.  “We have seen so much death in recent weeks Matthew… I think that I might be getting used to it…”

The two exchanged desolately ominous gazes.  “A grim thought,” said Harrison after a moment.

Christopher nodded.  “Tell me about it…”

The aftermath is often worse than the battle itself.  

If there is one truth in the universe, Neelar Drayge felt confident that was it.  Indeed, there are a vast plethora of emotions felt during any battle; Neelar would not dispute that, for he had seen many a great battle during his tenure in Starfleet—but so furious is the pace of those raging battles that one simply does not have time to comprehend emotions—survival takes precedence over everything else.  But then comes the aftermath…

In the embers of a bloodied battlefield, long after these mortal armies have sealed their fates, the once forgotten emotions rise from the ashes—and they demand consideration.  In the beginning, Neelar Drayge knew not what to do with himself after battle.  He simply tended to his duties and hoped the horrific memories would fade—and given time, they would indeed pass into the netherworld where dreams deferred reside.   But not soon enough.

Now, more than three years after his first encounter with the treacherous battlefield, Neelar Drayge still found himself haunted by the memory of past battles—but he was beginning to understand the nature of the beast.  Neelar knew that he simply could not mill about on the bridge waiting for his frayed emotions to calm.  The Starlight was damaged… many of his friend were dead…  He had to do something.  And now he stood atop the platform in the back of the astrometrics lab, doing just that.

The doors suddenly slid apart with a whisper.  Neelar promptly looked up from his workstation and, much as he expected, Captain Christopher strode into the lab alongside Commander Harrison.  Though he looked a little haggardly, Captain Christopher nevertheless flashed a reassuring smile as he approached the workstation atop the platform.  “Neelar,” he said, his voice showing no signs of weakness, “did you find something of interest?”

Neelar’s hands immediately fell upon his workstation.  “As a matter of fact, I have,” he said, making certain his tone matched that of the Captain’s.

Neelar tapped a few commands into the computer, and the vast, spiraled Milky Way subsequently filled the panoramic viewscreen.  The galaxy pivoted on its axis for a brief moment, and then a red frame highlighted a small globular cluster orbiting near the zenith of the galactic plane: GSC-2374-E.  The red frame’s contents swiftly filled the expansive viewscreen—and when all was said and done, one relatively unimpressive star system hung before the trio.

“According to data provided by Colonel Sreevan, this is the Sovara System,” Neelar promptly explained.  “It’s an M-type star with an absolute magnitude of negative 5.2.  It has sixteen planets—but they’re all class-J.”

Commander Harrison skeptically folded his arms upon his chest.  “And what, pray tell, is so interesting about this particular system?”

Neelar hesitated for a moment, but a reassuring glance from Captain Christopher gave him the courage to proceed.  “Nothing,” he promptly admitted.  “None of the planets have any resources we can use… and there’s no strategic value to the place.  But a visit is definitely in order.”  

He tapped a few additional commands into the computer, and a red frame fell upon the second planet in the system.  As the computer closed in upon the planet, it almost looked like Sovara II boasted an unimpressive ring system.  But as the simulation drew nearer, it quickly became evident that no rings surrounded Sovara.  It was debris—and amongst the debris, there was a Federation starship…

“The Odyssey,” Christopher immediately realized.

Commander Harrison was equally awed, and whatever concerns he had about Sovara clearly evaporated, for his eyes filled with wonder.  “What once was lost, now is found,” he stated.

Though Neelar Drayge was only vaguely familiar with the plight of the Odyssey, he knew the clunky little NX-class vessel was amongst the first ever produced by Starfleet; it was also amongst the first to vanish without a trace.  “As I said… definitely worthy of our attention.”

“We might even be able to… borrow some of its supplies to make repairs,” Harrison suggested.  “I will consult with Lieutenant Trinn in the…”

“That’s not a good idea,” Christopher swiftly interjected—and in tandem, both Harrison’s and Drayge’s eyes widened.

“Why?” asked Neelar before Harrison had a chance.

Christopher’s gaze grimly flitted between the two of them.  “We may have a situation with Dearest Jayla,” he said quietly.  “I’ll explain later.”

“Please do,” said Harrison, eager to hear the tale.

Christopher nodded.  “In the mean time, set a course for Sovara II.”

* * *

Lucas Tompkins had lost track of the time many days ago.  Or at least he thought it was many days ago.  Since his arrival on the Yelss installation, Lucas duly noted that the days had all blended into some sort of dreadfully long manifestation of time—presumably the Yelss equivalent of a day—which seemed to last much, much longer than an Earth day.  Then again, given his tedious work, Tompkins suspected that any given Earth day would also prove itself unbearably long.

Each and every day, Tompkins would find himself summoned by the mysterious Setzer Umari.  The dark-skinned alien would escort Tompkins to a cavernous room filled with a multitude of exotic aliens, and assign him a task.  Today, Tompkins found himself working in a secluded corner of the environmental lab, building some sort of life-support subsystem.  Yesterday he had built a small portion of what he believed to be an interplexing beacon.  The day before that, he built part of a sensor array.  Tompkins could only conclude that he was helping to build some sort of starship, but the Yelss were not forthcoming with answers—and neither was Setzer Umari.

Thankfully, Tompkins quickly discovered that his fellow workers were far more talkative than the Yelss.  While some of the aliens liked to keep to themselves, the vast majority of them were eager to discuss just about anything—with one exception:  Tompkins had yet to find an alien willing to talk about their mysterious duties.  Still, he was undeterred, and as he turned his attention to the alien beside him, Tompkins would try again.

The alien was of a species Tompkins had never before seen.  She was humanoid, with pale yellow skin and long locks of auburn hair that hung just below her petite shoulders.  Tompkins casually turned away from his life support system and flashed the woman a smile.  “Hey,” he said.

The alien looked up from her work, but said nothing.

Unsure if the woman’s silence meant that the conversation was over, Tompkins himself remained mute as he tried to glean some sort of emotion from her face.  “My name is Lucas Tompkins,” he said after a moment.

The woman went back to her work.  “I am called Likku,” she tersely stated after a long moment.  “What do you want?”

Tompkins definitely sensed something in that icy statement—and he quickly decided that any conversation with Likku would be brief.  “I just wanted to talk,” he said.

Likku arched a golden brow.  “Are you certain that is your motive, Mr. Tompkins?”

He nodded, and subsequently pretended to go back to work on his project.  In the event that Setzer Umari or one of the Yelss passed near, Tompkins decided it would be in his best interest to at least look like he was doing something.  “I’m new around here.  I just want to get to know everyone.”

“There are sixteen thousand people on this installation,” Likku replied.  “It is unlikely that you will get to know everyone.”

“Heh… okay,” said Tompkins evenly, “then I want to get to know someone.”

“And you have chosen me?”  Likku was hardly flattered.

Tompkins shrugged.  “You just happened to be sitting next to me, that’s all.  I’ll leave you to your work if you’d like.”

Likku’s golden lips immediately parted, but she said nothing.  Instead, she set aside her project and turned her blazing blue eyes upon Tompkins.  “What would you like to discuss?” she asked.  Her tone wasn’t exactly inviting, but it was better than nothing.

Though he truly wished to discuss her role in their mysterious project, Tompkins nevertheless provided Likku with an indolent shrug.  “I don’t know,” he lied. Since the subject was apparently a delicate one, it was best to ease into it.  “How long have you been here?”

“Fifty-nine years,” Likku coolly replied.

Tompkins blinked, for he was certain his eyes betrayed him; Likku did not look a day over thirty.  Maybe the universal translator was malfunctioning?

“My people are extremely long-lived,” Likku matter-of-factly explained.  “I, for example, am nearly 7,000 years old.”

“Heh… You look good for your age,” Tompkins mused—though he still couldn’t fathom her any older than thirty.  “I’ll bet you’ve been through a lot on this ship…” 

Likku frowned.  “This is not a ship,” she stated.  “We are aboard a Yelss Science Station near the edge of the Zukara Segment.”

“And what are we doing here?”

“I do not know.”

Tompkins tried to contain his laughter—but his success was marginal.  “You have been here for fifty-nine years, and you have no idea what you’re doing?  I find that very hard to believe!”

“Find what hard to believe?”  Setzer Umari’s ethereal voice pierced through the air like venom, spreading slowly but surely—and killing all other conversation in its path.  

Though they lacked pupils of any sort, Umari’s hazy white eyes nevertheless managed to drill into Tompkins’ skull.  The alien wanted an answer…

But Tompkins wasn’t about to give him one. “Ahh… nothing,” he promptly lied.  And then he went back to work, content to let his curiosity fall by the wayside…

Chapter Twenty

Sarah Hartman was exhausted.  During the past several hours, she had seen everything from simple cuts and bruises to compound fractures and worse.  Eighty-four people managed to sustain some sort of injury during the Drusari attack—and as one would expect, sickbay was a zoo because of it.  Every trained medic on the ship had been called to sickbay, and at one point Hartman even activated the EMH to help stem the tide of injuries.  The extra help paid off, and sickbay was now quiet—but Sarah Hartman’s work was only beginning.

Now, Hartman was left with the grim task of tending to the Starlight’s honored dead.  Twenty-one people lost their lives during the Drusari attack—most of them when the graviton torpedo cut into the hull.  It was perhaps the most dreadful requirement of Hartman’s job—a sobering reminder that she couldn’t cure everything…

Though she was not exactly eager to begin her most trying task, Hartman forced herself to the workstation in the center of sickbay to do just that.  She promptly tapped a few commands into the interface, and watched intently as the list of twenty-one names popped onto the screen.  Hartman recognized every last name on the list—and though she could associate a face with only a few of the many, the sight nonetheless saddened her.  But that was not the only sight that held her interest…

There was a faint reflection on the control interface.  At first Hartman dismissed it as a figment of her imagination.  But the longer the stared at the reflection, the more details she saw—and after a moment Hartman could make out a wide, bony snout in her listing.  Commander Bruton, the only patient left in sickbay, was awake.  “Can I help you?” Hartman asked without turning.

“Where am I?” Bruton demanded.  Hartman could feel his warm breath upon her neck.

“You’re in sickbay,” she said, still concentrating on her work.  “On the Starlight.  Do you not remember vacating your ship?”

Bruton shrugged, and lumbered to the other side of Hartman’s console.  “No,” he tersely boomed.  “Where is your captain?”

“I don’t know,” replied Hartman.  She finally glanced up from her workstation and peered deep into Bruton’s beady little eyes.  “You are in no condition to be walking around.  Now return to your biobed.”

Bruton dismissively snorted at the order.  “I am fine,” he insisted.

“No,” Hartman sternly told him, “you’re not fine.  Some sort of Drusari energy discharge struck you on the bridge of your ship.  You’re—”

Bruton pounded a clenched fist on Hartman’s console.  The interface bowed inward upon impact, and subsequently went blank.  “Where is your captain?” he asked again.

Hartman haphazardly threw her hands in the air.  “How the hell should I know!” she bellowed.  “I don’t track him!”

“Where is he!?”  Bruton easily reached across the workstation and wrapped a clawed hand around Hartman’s arm.

The Doctor promptly squirmed to free herself, but to no avail.  She considered her options for a split second, and quickly realized that cooperation was probably in her best interest.  “He might be on the bridge,” she said.

Bruton flashed a rotted, toothy smile.  “Thank you,” he said.  He immediately let go of Hartman’s arm, turned on his heel, and left…

“…and the Zorayan Captain cannot meet with us until sometime next week.  She must oversee some sort of… mating ritual—I was afraid to inquire any further.”

A trite smile fell upon Alan Christopher’s face as Matthew Harrison elaborated upon his quest to bring the new alliance members to a simple meeting.  Suffice it to say, it was a task far more difficult than Christopher had imagined.  And it was beginning to give him a headache.  “Okay,” he said, shifting uncomfortably in the command chair, “a mating ritual I can understand.  But the Nurakans’ claim that they are allergic to the Ka’ar seems a little far-fetched.”

Harrison paused, and flashed Christopher a curious gaze.  “I do not see why that is unreasonable,” he admitted.

“A saw a pair of them getting rather friendly during our visit to Eridor a few weeks ago,” Christopher explained.  “As far as I could tell, they showed no signs of the alleged convulsions that are supposed to occur when they’re in the same room.”

“Ahh,” said Harrison softly, unable to find any errors in Christopher’s logic.  “Well, that brings us to the Corthyans and the Malyikotheres.  Colonel Sreevan refuses to work with us until the…”

…Whispers…

In the back of his mind, Christopher could suddenly hear the faintest whispers calling to him once more.  You are not alone, they said, each disjointed word wrapping itself around Christopher’s racing mind.  
“Did you hear that?” he abruptly asked.

Confusion swiftly silenced the first officer.  “What?”

“Voices,” Christopher explained.  He slowly rose from the warmth of the command chair and surveyed the bridge.  In his mind, he knew it was a futile maneuver, but at the moment, it was the most he could do to put his racing heart at ease.  “I thought I heard something…”

“I was speaking,” said Harrison.

Though he was attempting to be helpful, Christopher found Matthew’s comment anything but.  “I heard something other than you,” he clarified.  “At least I thought I did…  Maybe it was nothing.”

“Sensors haven’t detected anything unusual,” Megan Reinbold promptly chimed in from ops.  “Maybe it really was nothing.”

Either way, Christopher did not find the thought a comforting one.  He was reasonably certain that he had indeed heard something… but if Megan was right, and nothing truly happened, then it was all a figment of Christopher’s imagination.  “Then I’m going insane,” he darkly mused.  “Lovely.”

Slowly, Christopher maneuvered himself back into his seat to continue planning some sort of meeting with the alliance captains—but he got no further than a couple of centimeters.  The turbolift doors abruptly parted, and Commander Bruton hastily stormed onto the bridge.  “Set a course for General Kron’s vessel,” he ordered.  “It is imperative that we meet up with him!”

Christopher swiftly came about to face Bruton.  The hulking Inguari stood behind the mission ops console, peering ominously down upon the Captain.  “And hello to you too,” Christopher replied.  “Why aren’t you in sickbay?”

“I am healed,” Bruton loudly proclaimed.  “Now set a course for the General’s ship!”

Christopher defiantly folded his arms upon his chest.  In some small way, he hoped the gesture helped to make him look more imposing to Bruton—but if it did, Bruton showed no sign of it.  “Unfortunately,” Christopher diplomatically stated, “we’re already headed for the Sovara System.”

“Not anymore!” Bruton’s nostrils flared with anger.  He dutifully marched around the metallic rail and toward Christopher, stopping only scant meter from the Captain’s position.

Both Bator and Harrison drew their phasers—and Christopher wisely retreated a few steps.  “I don’t believe that is your decision to make,” he said, retreating a bit further for good measure.

“In Kron’s absence, I command the fleet,” Bruton hissed, promptly closing the space between himself and Christopher.  “The General is not here—therefore I am in charge!  You will relinquish command of your vessel to me.”

“I don’t think so,” Christopher promptly replied.  The sentiment certainly had all force he had intended, but as the words filled the air, Christopher duly noted that it also sounded a bit cocky—too cocky, perhaps, because Bruton was furious.

“You dare defy my order?” he demanded.

Christopher’s eyes quickly darted across the bridge.  There were at least six phasers pointed at Bruton, all of them ready to fire at a moment’s notice—and so instead of standing down like his better judgment insisted, Christopher decided to let loose the tart comments on the tip of his tongue.  “This is not your ship, and the vast majority of your beloved fleet is not here,” Christopher stated, going so far as to get right into Bruton’s… chest.  “So what tell me, what makes you think that you can barge right in and take command?”

Bruton’s blood boiled with anger.  His breathing was heavy and slow, and his words filled with disgust.  “I take command because it is my right!” he hissed, peering down upon Christopher through blazingly furious eyes.

Suddenly sensing imminent danger, Christopher took another step back—and not a moment too soon.  Bruton’s clawed fist suddenly lashed out, narrowly missing Christopher’s face.  Almost immediately, a barrage of phaser fire pounded Bruton’s body from all angles, but the incensed Inguari was barely fazed.  He grunted at Harrison, grabbed the Commander’s weapon, and crushed it in his fist.

As the broken phaser clattered to the floor, Bruton swung at Christopher yet again—and again he dodged.  Moments later, a secondary bombardment of phaser fire struck Bruton; he groaned wildly as the beams drilled into his body.  Within moments, his knees buckled and he fell to the deck with a considerable THUD! 

Five minutes later, Alan Christopher, Matthew Harrison and Sarah Hartman stood congregated at the foot of Bruton’s biobed in sickbay, where the massive—and unruly—Inguari laid unconscious awaiting additional treatment.  And considering the multitude of phaser burns upon Bruton’s tunic, Harrison suspected there was plenty additional treatment required.  “He is not badly injured, is he?”

Hartman immediately rolled her eyes upon hearing the question—and Harrison immediately suspected his question qualified as an obvious understatement.  “I’ll be able to treat all seventeen of his phaser wounds,” said the Doctor tersely.  “In fact, he probably could have taken hell of a lot more than that…”

“But something else is wrong,” Christopher abruptly continued.  The Captain cautiously surveyed the sleeping behemoth while Doctor Hartman performed some additional scans with her tricorder.

“As far as I can tell,” said the Doctor, “the Drusari caused the most damage to his system.  The discharge generated by the alien has destabilized his cellular structure more than I originally thought.”

“Had he been exposed to the discharge much longer, I suspect he would have been vaporized,” Harrison stated, readily recalling the fate of Bruton’s guard.  “

Hartman generously patted Harrison on the shoulder.  “Thank you, Einstein.  Now how about you leave the diagnoses to me?”

Harrison curtly nodded.  “Of course.”  And he stepped aside, leaving Hartman to her work.

The Doctor tapped a few commands into her tricorder, and then snapped shut the scanner.  “I believe Bruton will make a full recovery,” she stated after a moment.  “If you want him to.  He’s really a pain in the ass, if you ask me.”

Christopher briefly looked up from his study of the Inguari.  “Which I didn’t,” he promptly replied.  “Just remember, Sarah, two words:  Hippocratic oath.”

She rolled her eyes.  “Right.”

Harrison suddenly found himself uncertain of the Doctor’s tone of voice.  He had long ago deemed her attitude unacceptable, but allowed himself to overlook it, as she performed her duties well enough.  But this incident suddenly had the Commander reevaluating his generous policy.  “He has best make a speedy recovery,” Harrison summarily warned, his voice clearly hinting at the consequences should something happen to Bruton.

Unfortunately, Doctor Hartman seemed genuinely unconcerned about the possibility of disciplinary action.  Perhaps, thought Harrison, I should have made my stance a bit clearer.

“He will recover,” Hartman assured both of her superiors.  “After I treat his phaser burns, all he’ll need is some rest.”

Christopher’s eyes widened at the sentiment.  “Speaking of… It has been a very long couple of days.  I think I could use a little rest myself.”

Indeed, Harrison could not recall that last time he saw the Captain take a break.  “That is a sound idea,” he said.  “I shall hold down the fort until you awaken.”

But to Harrison’s chagrin, Christopher raised a dismissive hand.  “That won’t be necessary, Matthew.  You also need your rest.  I’m sure Bator or someone can ‘hold down the fort…’ for a while.”

“But—”

“No buts,” insisted Christopher.  “The coming weeks are bound to be filled with one diplomatic headache after another—so we both need to rest right now, before things turn ugly.”

Had he not been required to face the Drusari in battle after crawling through dozens of murky access tunnels on Bruton’s vessel, Harrison suspected he would have been more inclined to argue.  Alas, he was indeed tired, and a bit of sleep would certainly help to rectify the situation.  “As you wish,” Harrison finally said, leading the way to the exit.

After his conversation with Likku, Lucas Tompkins finally felt confident that he would find some answers.  Though she vehemently denied it, the exotic and beautiful alien seemed to possess a vast pool of knowledge regarding the Yelss station—and its mission.  Tompkins was certain that if he put his cunning and charm to work yet again, he could unlock those secrets…

But as he returned to his workstation the next day, Tompkins duly noted that the hairy eight-legged alien sitting next to him was not Likku.  It was Sessk, the Murgoth from Daviga II—and in Tompkins’ opinion, Sessk was about as helpful as a tree stump when it came to anything more than complex than a basic conversation.  And unfortunately for Tompkins, Sessk liked to converse…

“Greetings, greetings,” said Sessk as Tompkins took his seat.  The alien’s voice was strident beyond belief.  “I am Sessk, a Murgoth from Daviga II.”

Tompkins sighed, and readily set out to complete his work on the life support system.  “I know who you are,” he said.

Sessk paused, and looked over into Tompkins’ alcove.  “You do?”

Though he didn’t consider himself arachnophobic, Tompkins shuddered each and time Sessk came close.  It was akin to a giant tarantula peering over his shoulder—and arachnophobic or not, it was unsettling.  “If you don’t mind, I’m a little busy.  I need to get this transmitter done…”

Sessk considered Tompkins’ words for a long moment, and then said, “Very well.”  He promptly retreated, leaving Tompkins to his work.

And the work progressed very quickly.  Not wanting to get stuck in a drawn out conversation with Sessk, Tompkins’ mind subsequently reached an apex of mental prowess.  The pieces of his life support subsystem simply fell into place, and the additional programming required to get the unit operational seemed as simple as writing a to-do list.

After about two or three hours, Tompkins compiled his program.  Since it was only a small piece of the starship he assumed he was helping to build, it had very little functionality—but it did work.  And Tompkins smiled, proud of his accomplishment—but he was not alone in his feeling.

“Excellent work, Lucas Tompkins.”  As if by divine intervention, Setzer Umari appeared the moment Tompkins’ program successfully completed its task for the first time.  He placed a clammy congratulatory hand upon the engineer’s shoulder and said, “You have completed your task ahead of schedule.”

“Heh… I’m eager to see some results,” he said.  And though his desire to get away from Sessk had been the driving force behind Tompkins’ haste, the words he spoke were truthful nonetheless.  “What is my next task?”

“This is the final piece of the life support subsystems,” Umari stated.  “It shall be replicated accordingly and installed.”

Tompkins’ eyes widened.  “Where?”

“Aboard a vessel,” Umari cryptically replied.  It wasn’t the answer Tompkins had been hoping for, but at least it confirmed his suspicions regarding the construction of a starship.  Setzer’s grip on Tompkins’ shoulder grew firmer.  “Come,” he said, nearly pulling Tompkins to his feet.

“Where are we going?” Tompkins demanded.

But Setzer said nothing.  He simply grabbed the life support system Tompkins had worked so hard to create, and began to approach the exit.  Tompkins readily followed in Umari’s footsteps, and together they emerged into the Yelss station’s dark, foreboding corridors a scant moment later.

The sight was a familiar one to Tompkins.  The long, narrow corridors seemed to curve endlessly—and if the station was circular in its design, that was certainly possible.  A tract of organic conduits were embedded into the ceiling, casting the faint green aura that provided the corridors’ only light.  Steely metallic doors lined both sides of the corridor; as he walked alongside Umari, Tompkins was able to identify the vast majority of the rooms.   There were science labs, crew quarters, a mess hall—he had frequented many of them during his stay aboard the Yelss station.

One room, however, remained a complete mystery to the engineer.  Its entrance was recessed in a large semi-circular apse, and some sort of forcefield that constantly shimmered organic hues of brown and green sealed the oval-shaped doors.  As he walked past the room, Tompkins slowly turned to Umari.  “What’s in there?” he asked, pointing to the mysterious room.

“None of your concern,” Umari immediately replied.

Tompkins was not surprised by the response; it was practically Setzer Umari’s mantra.  He shrugged, and chuckled away his frustration.  “Of course it isn’t…”

Chapter Twenty-One

Jayla Trinn stared blankly at the conduit before her.  For the past twelve hours, she and her staff had been hard at work repairing damage sustained during the Drusari attack.  But as she stared at the ODN relays running beneath one of the myriad consoles in main engineering, the young Trill’s mind was drawing a blank.  And she suspected that she could lie beneath the workstation all night without making much in the way of progress, because her mind had long ago turned to clay.

Frustrated with her inability to complete the repairs, Trinn haphazardly threw her hypospanner to the floor and expelled a long, weary sigh.  Like it or not, she was going to have to rest—and now that she had taken a brief reprieve from her work, Jayla suddenly realized that she was going to have to rest soon.  Every muscle in her weary body ached, and it felt like weights had been attached to her eyelids—whenever she blinked, it took Herculean efforts to keep her eyes from staying shut.

Slowly, Jayla propped herself upon her elbows and started to scoot her way out from beneath the damaged workstation—but she got no further than a couple of centimeters before she ran into someone’s legs.  “Hey!” she shouted.  “I’m working on this terminal!”

“Not anymore.”

Trinn recognized Lieutenant Bator’s voice almost immediately, and his presence in main engineering certainly piqued her interest.  She quickly maneuvered her way around his muscular legs and rose to her feet.  “Can I help you with something, Lieutenant?”

The bulky Phobian smiled politely—and then drew his phaser.  “Don’t move,” he said.

Trinn’s heart skipped a beat.  She immediately came about to see what threat was lurking behind her—but quickly realized that the phaser was pointed not at some ghastly intruder, but at her!  Panicked, Jayla’s eyes swiftly darted around the room for help, but she duly noted that there were multiple phasers drawn, all pointed directly at her.  “What the hell is going on?!” she demanded.

“Who are you?” asked Bator, not bothering to explain himself.

“You know who I am!” Jayla retorted.

Bator arched a curious brow.  “I know who you look like,” he stated evenly, “but I do not know who you are.”

Jayla gulped nervously.  “What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Doctor Hartman performed an analysis on the genetic material you provided,” said Bator.

Jayla readily recalled her earlier conversations with Doctor Hartman.  “She said I was suffering from some sort of chemical imbalance.  I gave her the samples so she could get a better idea as to what is going on…”

“And those samples indicate that you are not Jayla Trinn,” Bator stated.

“What?!”  The disbelief in Jayla’s voice only hinted at the surprise swelling inside her body.  “That is ridiculous!  The tests are obviously wrong!”

“The Doctor has performed several analyses,” Bator continued.  “They have all indicated you possess several genetic sequences that are not characteristic of the Trill species.”

Jayla’s mind raced with so many thoughts and emotions that she simply did not know what to do.  She opened her mouth to further dispute Bator’s claim, but no words came out.  In fact, she couldn’t even register a coherent thought in her chaotic mind.  Everything was becoming a blur.  She was Jayla Trinn as far as she was concerned… the tests were just plain wrong… Doctor Hartman was pissed off because—

Jayla suddenly felt a faint tingling sensation in her abdomen.  It subsided after a moment, but Jayla immediately knew that something was not quite right.  She could feel something lodged just beneath her ribcage that had not been there a moment ago.  She hesitantly poked at it with her fingers, and could feel some sort of lump.

“What is it?” Bator inquired.

Jayla shook her head.  “I’m not sure,” she said.  “I just… I…I—”

A twinge of pain suddenly radiated throughout Jayla’s abdomen.  It quickly passed, but a secondary shockwave followed close upon its heels.  Bator immediately slapped his comm badge to take some sort of action, but Jayla found that she could not concentrate her mind on the words falling from his mouth.  The pain grew more intense with each passing moment, seemingly eating away at Jayla’s organs until finally she felt something rupture.  Her knees buckled as a hellish pain ripped through her entire body.

And then everything went dark.

As Jayla Trinn’s bloodied body fell to the deck, Lieutenant Bator knew it was too late to call for a medical emergency; if the cavernous hole in her back was any indication, she was already dead.  The Phobian expelled a morbid sigh, and carefully approached the cadaver with his tricorder; it took only a few seconds to determine the explosives that had killed Lieutenant Trinn were completely gone—and that the investigation could begin.

Bator wearily slapped his communicator.  “Bator to Hartman.”

“What is it?” came the Doctor’s annoyed voice a moment later.

“We need you in main engineering,” Bator promptly stated.  “There has been another murder…”

Matthew Harrison’s attempt to rest had been a futile effort.  After returning to his quarters, he wasted little time climbing into bed to sleep as the Captain had suggested—and sleep had come to him quickly enough.  But no more than five or six hours had passed before Harrison found himself growing restless.  He had long ago discovered his inability to sleep during times of tumult, and with all the chaos brewing around the ship, Harrison knew that any sleep he managed would be minimal.

Then came Bator’s ominous message from main engineering, informing Harrison of Jayla Trinn’s unfortunate demise.  The Commander was immediately eager to join the investigation, but Bator had assured him that his presence was not necessary—and that he should go back to bed.  Harrison, of course, knew that no such thing would happen.

But instead of forcing himself to endure several torturous hours staring into the abyss, Harrison decided to make use of his newfound free time.  He quickly abandoned the warmth of his bed, jumped back into his uniform, and contacted their Garidian “allies.”

Ten minutes later, Harrison found himself seated across from Reneshe Izan in the Starlight’s conference lounge.  Just prior to the battle with the Drusari, the Captain had instructed Harrison to make some discreet inquiries regarding the Garidians’ relationship with the Malyikotheres—but in light of Jayla Trinn’s murder, Harrison decided to dispense with the discretion.  He had a bone to pick with these people…

“Captain Christopher instructed me to be both discreet and tactful when speaking to you,” Harrison calmly told Reneshe Izan.  “But I shall make this rather blunt, if you do not mind.”

Izan was clearly puzzled by Harrison’s tone—and rightly so.  Not only had he called this meeting several days early, he had done so without consulting with the Corthyans or any of the other alliance members.  “If you don’t mind my asking, Commander… what is this about?”

Harrison’s gaze drilled into Izan’s silvery eyes.  “We need to know more about your relationship with the Malyikotheres.  According to the representative they sent to our ship, you have had many dealings with them.”

“And we have,” Reneshe Izan immediately replied.  “They have been good friends to the Garidians in the past, and we are certain they will be able provide much to our newfound alliance.”

“In what way?” Harrison inquired.  He immediately produced a padd that Kendall Johnson had provided shortly after the battle with the Drusari.  “According to our sensor data, the Malyikotheres did not participate in our conflict with the Drusari, despite their advanced weaponry.”

Izan shrugged.  “I cannot answer for their inaction,” she coolly stated.  “But I am confident they had a valid reason for keeping their distance.”

Harrison’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “Could murder be one of those reasons?” he inquired.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“While speaking with Captain Christopher, the Maylikothere representative made it quite clear that his people possessed advanced transporter technology—so advanced, it can penetrate most known shielding.  During the battle, someone transported a small explosive aboard the Starlight with the intent of killing our science officer.  And just a few hours ago, someone killed one of our engineers in a similar manner.”

Izan’s silvery eyes finally blinked.  “That is unfortunate,” she icily said, “but I don’t see what this has to do with the Garidians.”

“The Federation and the Garidians have never been on very good terms,” said Harrison softly.  “I simply need to know—” 

“—if we’ve instructed the Malyikotheres murder your crew.”  The very notion enraged Izan.  She slammed her angry fists upon the table and rose from her seat.  “Commander, I believe your hatred of my people has driven you to insanity.  Never before have I heard such a preposterous allegation!”  And on that fiery note, Reneshe stormed out of the conference lounge.

As the doors hissed shut behind Izan, Matthew Harrison was left with one distinct impression: that could have gone better…

Even though he was incredibly exhausted, Alan Christopher found himself struggling to stay asleep.  Each and every time he felt himself drifting into that harmonious realm of unconsciousness, something in the back of his mind seemed to click, and Alan’s eyes flew open to the sight of darkness.

As usual, counting sheep proved ineffective.  Somewhere between six and seven thousand, Alan found his mind begin to wander from the count.  His thoughts instead focused on the conception of the count. Who exactly decided that counting sheep is a good idea?  Alan mused to himself.  Shortly thereafter, he lost track completely, and nearly fell asleep…

…when Cleo suddenly leapt onto the foot of the bed.  The little cat meowed a few times before casually walking the length of Alan’s body and seating himself a few centimeters from the pillow.  “Meow!” he said again, this time with a bit more force.

Alan raised a tired hand and gently placed it upon Cleo’s soft little head, but it did little to quell the cat’s racket.  He simply batted Alan’s hand away with a slap of the paw—and when that failed, Cleo moved in for the bite.  The little nip wasn’t even enough to draw blood, but it did get Alan to move his hand.

“What do you want?” he whispered to the cat.

“Meow!”

Alan arched a curious eyebrow.  “Really?

“Meow!”

Christopher sighed.  Though he didn’t speak cat, he nevertheless had a pretty good idea of what the little fur ball was saying.  And it was the same story almost every night.  “I’m sorry that you didn’t like your dinner, but now is not a good time to complain about it.”

Cleo uttered a few more meows before deciding that it was time to clean his bottom.  He promptly lifted a back leg toward the ceiling and began to lick himself, prompting Christopher to be very glad he was not a cat.  He smiled and rolled over, this time intent on going to sleep—but the moment he closed his eyes, the voices returned…

You are not alone, they repeated.

Christopher abruptly came about, fully expecting to see someone standing behind beside his bed—but there was little more than fading starlight pouring through his window. 

A chill crawled down Christopher’s spine as the eerie chorus of whispers spoke again.  Time’s scar will heal soon enough…
“Who’s there?!”  He abruptly sat erect, and scouted out the perimeter of his quarters for anything out of the ordinary—a shadow, a wraith, anything to shed some light on the haunting chorus.  But there was nothing.  “If this is some sort of joke, it’s not funny!”

The cogs of fate are turning…  Your destiny will soon fall into alignment…

And once again, Christopher suddenly found himself entertaining the possibility that he was going insane.  Somewhere on the ship, one or two people were bound to corroborate the sentiment (a certain doctor came to mind), but unless insanity came in the form of sudden cryptic messages, Christopher was not too fond of the idea himself—but to his chagrin, there were not too many other explanations for his predicament.  He sighed, and tried to put the chilling voices out of his mind once and for all—but each and every time he closed his eyes, Christopher could hear them beckon.  

Cleo suddenly stopped cleaning.  Christopher didn’t give the incident much consideration, since it was entirely commonplace—but then the little cat started to tremble with fear.  He slowly backed himself away from Christopher’s body and hissed wildly into the night.

Christopher frowned, and something—a premonition, perhaps—told him that Cleo’s fit of anger had very little to do with an unsatisfactory dinner.  Very slowly, he extended his arm to stroke Cleo’s soft fur, hoping the action would help to calm the little cat—but the moment his hand started to approach, the cat fell silent… and then fell onto his side.

Christopher froze with fear as he watched his beloved Cleo lay motionless on the bed.  The little cat was still breathing, but some unseen force had rendered him unconscious.

“You are not alone.”  The chilling voice was directly behind Christopher—and this time it was not in his head.  

A million different things suddenly raced through Christopher’s chaotic mind.  He needed to call sickbay.  He needed to call security.  He needed to visit waste extraction.  But in spite of his better judgment, Christopher did none of that.  Instead, he turned around, and came face-to-face with the Yelss…

The frail quadruped stood ominously beside Christopher’s bed, simply peering at the Captain through its lone bloodshot eye.  “The twilight of the gods is at hand…”

And on that foreboding note, the alien retreated a few steps, cocked its head and then vanished amidst a shimmering bronze light. 

Chapter Twenty-Two

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 75087.8: Nearly a week has passed, and there has been no sign of the Yelss on long-range sensors.  Even so, I’m confident that another encounter with them is inevitable—and concerned that the next encounter will be anything but a benign visit to my bedroom.

Meanwhile, the Starlight is still en route to the Sovara System.  Since our warp drive has yet to be fully repaired, we cannot manage warp on our own.  Thankfully, our allies have generously agreed to tow the Starlight all the way to Sovara.
Despite his reasonably positive outlook in the latter half of his log entry, Alan Christopher had little reason for optimism when it came to his alliance.  If anything, the generosity of the Starlight’s allies had dwindled in recent weeks.  Colonel Sreevan was still upset about the inclusion of the Malyikotheres, and now the Garidians were apparently miffed over something.  It had taken Christopher the better part of a week to convince Arch-Rashon Nachyl to speak with him—and once the conversation was concluded, Christopher found summarily found himself a less-than-happy camper.

“Matthew,” he said, peering up from his log entry, “you are an idiot.”

Harrison promptly corrected his posture, and rested his hands upon the edge of Christopher’s desk.  “I will admit, my meeting with Reneshe Izan did not go as well as I had planned.”

Christopher slid the padd containing Izan’s account of the incident across the desk.  “You basically accused the Garidians of murder!” he grumbled.  “What happened to the tact and charm I told you to use while speaking with Reneshe?”

Harrison slowly grabbed the padd and glanced at its contents.  “As I said, charm is not my forte.”

Christopher chuckled.  “Obviously.”  The fiddled with the wording of his log entry for a moment and then saved it; he would add the grim supplement regarding the alliance later.  “This alliance was fragile to begin with.  Now the Garidians are soiling their pants because of your accusations.  The last thing we need is for them to cede.”

“Who said anything about ceding from the alliance?” asked Harrison, tossing the padd aside.

“Nobody,” Christopher replied—but he was quick to build upon his statement with an uncertain: “Yet.”

“But if the Garidians leave, the Malyikotheres will go with them,” Harrison continued.  “And ultimately, we shall be better off because of it.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Christopher.  “Of course, we just might have the opportunity to find out.”

“Well you must admit, the Garidians have motive to rid of us,” Harrison said, his voice suddenly acquiring a rather stern tone.  “And the Malyikotheres have the means to do it.  You yourself expressed concerns about such things a few weeks ago!”

Christopher had no choice but to agree—after all, his concerns had prompted the fateful meeting between Harrison and Izan, and it would be rather unbecoming of him to argue against his own words.  “All right, you have a point there,” Christopher finally conceded.  “But until we have some concrete evidence proving the Garidians are behind these murders, I strongly suggest that we keep our accusations to ourselves.”

Harrison nodded.  “As you wish.”

Feeling the tension begin to erode, Christopher allowed himself a tentative smile—but that lasted all but a few seconds, for his communicator chirped a scant moment later.

“Hartman to Christopher!”

He tapped his comm badge.  “What is it, Sarah?”

“Important,” she cryptically replied.  “You’d better get down here…”

And on that note, Alan Christopher rose from his seat and headed for the doors, Matthew Harrison following close behind.

Sarah Hartman didn’t usually consider herself a radical thinker when it came to things outside the world of medicine.  But during Jayla Trinn’s autopsy a few days ago, she couldn’t help but consider those outside forces.  One day she had a few simple concerns regarding the Trill’s health…  Those concerns lead to some sort of identity crisis… and the next day, the said Trill was dead.

Suffice it to say, the circumstances were curious.  But they got Sarah Hartman thinking—and once she heard of the Captain’s encounter with the Yelss, everything seemed to click.  “Each and every one of our victims has a definitive link,” Hartman proclaimed as Christopher and Harrison approached her in the medical bay.  The sentiment immediately had their attention.

“This could be the break we’ve been waiting for,” Harrison mused as he and Christopher drew nearer.

Hartman shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It could be,” she said, tapping a few commands into her workstation.

Christopher folded his arms and smiled at the Doctor.  “Are you going to enlighten us, or are we going to have to guess?”

“Give me a minute,” she grumbled, making certain her annoyance was appropriately conveyed.  Sometimes Alan reminded her of a baby: he wanted everything, and he wanted it now.  But this time, he was simply going to have to wait.  Hartman tapped a few last commands into her workstation, and only then did she oblige the Captain.  “Each and every one of our victims possessed some sort of temporal knowledge—knowledge that could ultimately prove very useful to the Yelss.”

Christopher very quickly ran the list of victims through his mind—and he couldn’t believe he hadn’t already reached the same conclusion.  “Unfortunately,” he sighed, “that knowledge won’t do the Yelss much good when the victims are all stone dead…”

Harrison raised a curious finger to his chin.  “So perhaps somebody does not wish the Yelss to acquire the said knowledge?”

“Somebody like the Malyikotheres?  Or the Garidians?” Christopher finished, already knowing where Matthew’s train of thought was headed.  

Hartman highly doubted the theory.  “If the Malyikotheres really wanted to rid us of our temporal scientists, don’t you think they would have found a more efficient method by now?  Say… like blowing up the whole damn ship?”

Christopher shrugged.  “I don’t know… Maybe they’re being polite?”

“That also seems unlikely,” Harrison mused.  “But it is a start…”

Hartman suddenly turned back to her workstation and keyed a few more commands into the control interface.  “Well, if that’s a start, then this is a head start.”  Five DNA sequences suddenly flitted onto the screen behind her—one corresponding to each of the five attacked crewmen.

“And what have we here?” asked Harrison.

“DNA,” Christopher wryly replied.  He gazed at the twisted strands a moment longer, and then said, “Mutated DNA, I would be willing to guess.”

Hartman nodded agreeably.  “Each and every one of these strands has the exact same sequence of aberrant cytosine nucleotides—the same one I found in Lieutenant Trinn a few weeks ago.”

“So what does that mean?” Christopher asked.

Hartman gazed at the helixes for a long moment as she formulated her thoughts.  She knew she had to choose her words carefully, for they had the potential to change everything.  “None of the five people attacked by that little transporter bomb appear to be the people we thought they were.”

Christopher’s eyes went wide.  “As in… the Erin in your morgue is not Erin Keller?”

Hartman nodded to confirm the sentiment.  “Somebody out there”—she gesture grandly—“is replacing our crewmembers… and then somebody else comes along and kills them.”

“Or tries to kill them,” Harrison quickly corrected.  “Commander Reinbold and Lieutenant Johnson both managed to survive their respective attacks.”

Christopher paused for a morbid moment.  “Which means we have some… unpleasant news for the two of them.”

“Shall I have them detained?” Harrison inquired.

Christopher shook his head.  “No.  They haven’t shown any signs of treachery…”

“I’ll start scanning the rest of the crew for this genetic aberration,” Hartman interjected.  “That way we’ll be able to identify any potential targets.”

“Agreed,” Christopher replied.  He slowly started for the doors.  “I’ll be in Megan’s quarters if you need me.”

Even though the Starlight was tens of thousands of light years away from home, Megan Reinbold was finally getting a sense of normalcy back to her life.  Though she was still on restricted duty, each new day brought her a step closer to complete and total restoration of her former self—both physically and mentally—and as she sat down to dinner with Justin and Kendall, Megan knew she was another step further down the road to recovery.

“This smells good,” Kendall quietly stated as he took a spoonful of steamed azna from the bowl in the center of the table.

Megan smiled at the compliment.  “It’s my mother’s recipe,” she said.  “Well, to an extent.  I guess you could say it’s a simulation of my mother’s recipe.”

Kendall smiled faintly.  “A good simulation,” he said, twirling a bunch of the bright red noodles around his fork.   “Though… I’ve never… I’ve never actually had azna before.”

Megan’s smile widened as she placed a heap of the crimson noodles on her plate.  “Well I hope I leave you with a good impression of it,” she mused.

Kendall carefully slid a loaded forkful of the azna into his mouth and allowed the flavor to register on his taste buds.  “So far, so good,” he said.

“Don’t get used to it,” Justin lightly added.  “This is about the only meal she can program into the replicator.”

Megan’s eyes narrowed, but the grin never left her face.  “You know how to work the replicator, mister,” she wryly stated.  “If you’re not happy with your meal, feel free to get something else.”

Justin raised a dismissive hand.  “No need,” he said.  “This will do for now.”

“Good.”  Megan took a few bites of her azna and then turned her attention back to Kendall.  “Have you completed your analysis of the temporal probe?”

“No,” he replied, already uncomfortable with the subject.  “I’ve gone over the data a thousand times and I… I still can’t figure out what went wrong.  According to all of my sensor information, it should have detonated on time.”

“You should just be glad that it worked,” Justin added.  He slurped up a few noodles and the delved into his drink.  “If it hadn’t detonated at all… we’d all be dead right now.”

“That’s looking on the bright side,” said Megan.

“Well,” said Kendall softly, “twenty-one people did die.  I can’t help but wonder how that number might have been different if the probe had functioned properly.”

“This is no time to go second-guessing yourself,” Megan calmly replied.  Her lips parted to finish the statement, but the door chimed before she had a chance to speak.  “Come in,” she called, wondering just who had come to bother her.

But when the doors parted to reveal Captain Alan Christopher, Megan suddenly dropped the “bothersome” label from the intrusion.  He slowly stepped inside and waved politely.  “Megan, Kendall… Justin.”

Megan quickly vacated the dinner table and grabbed another chair from the adjacent room.  “Alan,” she said pleasantly, “this is a surprise.  Why don’t you join us?”

Alan took the chair from Megan’s arms and carefully inserted it between Kendall and Justin.  “Azna?” he asked, sniffing the pleasant aroma floating through the air.

Megan nodded as she strolled over to the replicator to create another place setting.  “And it’s good, too,” she said as the plate and other essentials materialized in the replicator basin.

“For once,” Justin wryly quipped.

Alan considered his options for a moment, and once satisfied that eating wasn’t such a bad idea, he sat.  Megan summarily set a plate before him and scooped a heap of crimson azna onto his plate.   “Who am I to turn down an allegedly decent meal?”  

Megan smiled yet again as Alan dug into his meal.  She was always glad to see him, but as she seated herself across from the Captain, she couldn’t help but wonder why he had visited.  She tried to allow herself to believe it was a simple social visit, but something in the back of her mind told her otherwise.  Still, Megan decided not to pass judgment too quickly.  “Good?” she asked.

“Quite,” Alan replied, nodding approvingly.

Megan raised her fork, but got no further than that.  She swiftly turned her gaze back to Alan.  “Something tells me you didn’t come to eat dinner,” she said, unable to contain her curiosity.

Alan finished chewing his food, and then carefully set his fork down alongside his plate.  “And that something would be correct,” he softly stated.  “I recently had an interesting conversation with Doctor Hartman.”

Megan could slowly feel her appetite begin to evaporate.  She carefully lowered her fork and took a few sips of water, but even that gave rise to chaos in her stomach.  “Why don’t I like the tone of your voice?” she cautiously asked.

“Because I’m about to deliver some bad news,” Alan stated.

Though she didn’t like to jump to such conclusions, Megan immediately found her thoughts turning grim.  “Am I going to die?” she immediately inquired.  “Are my injuries worse that Doctor Hartman had originally anticipated?”

Alan abruptly shook his head.  “No,” he assured her.  “You are well on the road to recovery.  The problem is… we don’t know who you are…”

It took a moment for Alan’s words to register in Megan’s mind—and even then she didn’t understand.  She flicked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and said, “What are you saying?”

Alan’s lips compressed nervously as he struggled to come up with some sort of viable explanation.  But the words did not come easily, and instead of providing a brief, concise answer, he simply decided to say the words as they came.  “I’m saying that we have made some progress in the investigation.  Doctor Hartman has discovered that each and every assault victim has an aberrant genetic sequence; it’s difficult for me to explain to exact details, but suffice it to say, there’s enough evidence in the DNA for us to believe that… someone or something has genetically altered you to transform from an alien being of some sort… to what you are today.”  His gaze slowly swept over to Kendall.  “Both of you.”

The news literally terrified Kendall.  His skin turned a pale shade of white, and he trembled almost uncontrollably.  “Are… are you certain?”

“DNA doesn’t lie,” Christopher grimly replied.

“But I have all of my memories intact,” Megan stated, sounding only a little more composed than Kendall.  “I don’t recall being an alien…”

The Captain pinched the bridge of his nose.  “I don’t have all of the answers,” he admitted.  “But I promise you, the moment I have some answers, I will give them to you.”

“So what is going to become of us?” asked Megan.  The butterflies in her stomach had suddenly grown into a flock of Rigellian pterodactyls; she was quite certain that she would be ill sometime soon.

Alan shrugged.  “I don’t know,” he stated.  “But I don’t plan on restricting either one of you in the slightest.  You will still have all the privileges and rights you had prior to this revelation, and will continue to function as full-fledged members of this crew.  Understood?”

Megan tried to utter something, but quickly found that she was so caught up in the revelation that she could no longer speak.  She simply nodded… and asked herself one simple question: Who am I?
Chapter Twenty-Three

Neelar Drayge tapped a few commands into the helm.  “We are approaching Sovara II,” he said a moment later.
At long last, the words Matthew Harrison had been waiting to hear.  Under optimal conditions, the journey to the Sovara System would have taken no more than two or three days—but since the unfortunate battle with the Drusari, the Starlight was running under anything but optimal conditions, and their three day journey had expanded to three weeks.  But finally, the massive Sovara II hung on the viewscreen.

The planet was easily one of the largest Jovian worlds Harrison had ever witnessed—more than one thousand times larger than Jupiter.  But it was not the majestic violet and blue planet that held the Commander’s attention—in fact, it was something much, much, much smaller.  “Lieutenant Bator, can you find the Odyssey?”

“Yes,” said the Phobian a moment later.  “It is adrift in the debris field.  Intact, but heavily damaged.”

“On screen,” Harrison immediately ordered. After more than two hundred years, Harrison suspected such damage was inevitable—but as the tiny NX-class ship appeared on the viewscreen, he quickly deduced that there were still more than enough working components for the Starlight to begin a salvage operation.

“How much trouble do you think it would be to remove one of the Odyssey’s warp nacelles?” Alan Christopher inquired a moment later.

“Probably not too much trouble,” Bator replied.

Christopher nodded agreeably, and then asked, “And how much trouble do you think it would be to attach that warp nacelle to the Starlight?”

The Phobian took in a deep lungful of air.  “The vessel is more than two-hundred years old,” he reminded.  “These parts are not interchangeable.”

Christopher shook his head.  “But the basic design has got to be the same.  I mean, Federation technology hasn’t changed that much since Captain Sheridan’s day…”

“You would be surprised,” said Megan Reinbold at mission ops.  She had recovered nicely after hearing the news of her identity crisis—though she was still understandably shaken.

“Then I want to be dazzled,” Christopher stated.  “Because I want my ship to have two warp nacelles…  If we want to get home, one nacelle just isn’t going to cut it.”

“Captain,” called out Kendall Johnson a moment later.  “I think… I think I may have found something else of interest—I’m detecting a small probe amidst the debris.”

“Is it Federation?” asked Christopher.

“No,” said Johnson, shaking his head.  “This probe is the ancient Voyager 2 probe.  It predates the Federation by almost a century.”

“It appears to be intact,” Bator added.

Harrison excitedly turned to Captain Christopher.  “When it disappeared, the Odyssey’s mission was to collect the Voyager 2 probe and return it to Earth.  We could complete their mission.”

“We could do more than that,” Reinbold quickly said.  “According to sensors, the probe was still functioning when it was brought here—it could have some important data on how it got here.”

Christopher smiled, feeling a bit of optimism for the first time since the Starlight’s own little odyssey began.  “Beam it into cargo bay three,” he ordered.  “I want a complete analysis of the probe by tomorrow morning.”

“The technology is extremely primitive,” Reinbold said, “but I think it we should be able to have the data you want by later on tonight.”

“Most excellent,” said Harrison.  “Proceed.”

Reinbold tapped a few commands into her console, and then made a quick retreat into the turbolift.  As the doors slid shut behind the Commander, a part of Matthew Harrison couldn’t help but want to go with her.  But then again, he suspected he would soon have a journey of his own…

The Captain swiftly rose from his chair.  “Matthew,” he said, “we’re going to stroll on over to the Odyssey.”

Excitement welled within Harrison’s body as he rose to his feet.  “Mr. Bator,” he called, already headed for the turbolift, “you’re with us.”

Christopher nodded approvingly.  “Kendall,” he said, “the bridge is yours.  See you in a little while…”

The faint tingle of the transporter gracefully danced over Overseer Xi'Yor’s skin.  It was a unique sensation to say the least, but not one the Overseer cared to dwell upon.  As he stepped onto the darkened bridge of the ancient Federation Starship Odyssey, Overseer Xi'Yor had plenty of other things on his mind.

When they had set out for the debris field a month ago, never in his wildest dreams did Xi'Yor imagine finding a Federation starship in its midst.  Considering it’s advanced age, the vessel was not of much use to the Overseer, but he couldn’t help but wonder what odd set of circumstances brought the vessel so far from the pathetic little Federation.

“It appears to be an ancient NX-class vessel,” Talyere stated as he shined his light upon the aft section of the compact bridge.  “One of the first produced by Starfleet.”

Xi'Yor was not impressed.  “What is it doing here?” he demanded.

Talyere shrugged.  “I do not know.” He tapped a few commands into the tactical station, but the maneuver elicited no response.  “I suspect the main computer went offline decades ago.  We may be able to salvage the information, but I doubt it will be of any use to us.  I would suggest we retrieve the vessel’s warp coils and then leave.”

Warp coils had drawn them to the debris field in the first place.  After terminating the crew of the Ghaib vessel, Xi'Yor had been made aware of the damage to his new vessel—and this debris field seemed a logical place to make repairs.  “Very well,” Xi'Yor decided.  “I will transport you to the engineering section.”  He tapped a few commands into the keypad on his wrist, and watched intently as a swirl of violet light whisked Talyere away.  For his part, Xi'Yor was content to investigate the Odyssey a bit longer. 

He slowly approached the command chair.  The petrified body of the vessel’s commander still clung to chair.  Xi'Yor smiled at the sight of a dead human, and haphazardly knocked its fragile skull to the floor.  It clanked on the deck and swiftly rolled into the Overseer’s boot.  For a moment, he was inclined to kick the skull back into the darkness—but he quickly changed his mind, and instead lifted the skull from the dusty deck.  

He carefully inspected the fragile skull.  “Soon,” he deviously whispered to the skull, “you will be all that remains of the Federation—you, and your friends…”

Xi'Yor grinned at the thought of his forthcoming invasion—and crushed the human’s skull in the palm of his hand.  He threw the broken shards of bone to the floor—and then froze as three pillars of azure light shimmered onto the bridge.

“We’ll take what we need, and preserve what we can,” came a familiar voice.  Xi'Yor immediately recognized it to be Captain Christopher’s—and the good Captain apparently had no idea that his little away team had company.  Xi'Yor suspected something was interfering with sensors, but speculation was not his forte.

“It is like a tomb in here,” stated Commander Matthew Harrison.  “Amazing…”

The away team was readily flashing their wrist-lights around the bridge.  It was only a matter of time before those lights fell upon Xi'Yor—but the Overseer decided he would not wait to be found.  He swiftly drew his bulky Ghaib disruptor and approached the away team.  “It is amazing, is it not?”

An instant later, Xi'Yor found three beams of blazing white light shining in his face.  “Xi'Yor!” called out Captain Christopher.  The surprise in his voice was equaled only by the fear.

The Overseer immediately produced an insidious, but entirely cordial smile.  “It would seem our fates are linked, my good Captain….  Here we are, trapped eighty-thousand light years from your beloved Federation—and we meet again…”

It was late, but Lucas Tompkins was not tired—he was curious.  He had so many questions about his work, and so few answers.  In fact, in recent days, Tompkins was certain that Setzer Umari had gone out of his way to avoid answering those questions.  The business of the Yelss was allegedly none of his concern.

But it was.

He was helping them construct this vessel—he was involved, and as far as Tompkins was concerned, he had a right to know what he was helping the Yelss to construct.  Yes, it was a ship, but past experience told Tompkins that the Yelss didn’t often use their vessels for peaceful exploration of the stars.  In fact, past experience dictated that Tompkins should do everything in his power to stop the Yelss.

In his opinion, Tompkins had given the Yelss more than enough time to explain themselves.  He understood that he would be kept in the dark in the beginning; he was new, and could not be trusted—but certainly he had proven his value over the past several weeks.  Each and every one of his projects had been completed ahead of schedule, and were flawless, to the best of his limited knowledge.  But to no avail—Setzer Umari fully expected Lucas to continue with his unconditional cooperation.

But as Tompkins rose from the lumpy cot in the corner of his dingy chambers, defiance was on his mind. He approached the Fa’nora grid near the door, slid his fingers behind the rickety covering, and pulled free the hatch.  But unlike his previous foray into the Yelss circuitry, Tompkins knew exactly what he was doing this time—if his work in the Yelss lab had taught him anything, it was how to operate their systems.

With a fair amount of skill, Tompkins pecked away at the vast array of controls—and a moment later, the doors slid apart, revealing the dark organic corridors of the Yelss Station.  Tompkins grunted victoriously and hastily strode into the hall.

Since the station was presently in observation of night, the corridors were darker than usual.  The bioluminescent grid in the ceiling gave off only the faintest aura—but Tompkins had walked these corridors with such frequency that the darkness was barely an impediment.  

As he walked, it didn’t take Tompkins long to choose his destination, either.  He swiftly marched into the nearest turbolift, and without so much as an ounce of hesitation, announced his objective:  “Science Level Twelve.”

The doors slammed shut behind Tompkins, and the lift promptly set into motion.  The engineer waited patiently for his ride to end—and after he ticked off fifteen seconds in his mind, the hefty doors parted to reveal the haunting corridors of Science Level Twelve.

Tompkins swiftly vacated the lift and headed straight into the heart of the science deck.  He strolled past the tactical science lab, the cetacean lab, and a plethora of other laboratories.  Had this been any other day, Tompkins would have loved to creep inside those labs to learn their myriad secrets, but the engineer already had his sights set upon the mysterious lab near the environmental control station.  

But as he approached the recessed area that contained the lab’s entrance, Tompkins suddenly realized that he was not alone.  No more than twenty meters ahead stood a tall shadowy figure—and it was approaching fast.  Tompkins quickly pressed himself up against the wall, desperately hoping to avoid being seen—but his action was too little, too late.  The shadowy figure immediately hefted a weapon and pointed it at the engineer.

“Don’t move!” called out a familiar voice.

And as the stern… but pleasant tone echoed in his mind, Tompkins very quickly realized just how familiar the voice was.  He carefully stepped away from the wall and raised his arms in a non-threatening manner.  “I’m not armed,” he said.  “Besides, I don’t think you want me dead.”

“You’re right,” said the voice.  “I don’t.”  The shadowy figure immediately lowered her weapon and maneuvered closer to the doors.

Tompkins followed, and a moment later, he stood with Erin Keller alongside the shimmering forcefield guarding the doors.  “What are you doing here?” he asked, already tapping away at the control pad beside the forcefield.

Erin motioned toward the doors.  “The same thing as you, I would guess…  Breaking into this lab.”

“Heh…”  Tompkins sighed, and turned a playful gaze upon the beautiful Keller.  “That’s not what I meant,” he stated.  “You’ve been hanging around the Captain too much.”

Keller flashed a faint smile.  “I was abducted by the Yelss a few weeks ago,” she explained, her tone growing a bit more serious.  “And it would seem that you were, too.  We were wondering where you had wandered off to!”

Tompkins shrugged.  “Wherever here is,” he mused, turning his attention back to the keypad.  He deftly worked at the controls, but this particular piece of Yelss technology was a bit more complex than the Fa’nora grid.

“I have been able to find out very little myself,” Keller admitted—and Tompkins was not surprised by the admission.

“We’ll trade notes later,” he said, still tapping at the keypad.  “Right now, we’ve got a lab to investigate.”

The shimmering green forcefield suddenly zapped out of existence, and the road to some answers was suddenly clear.  Keller promptly motioned for Tompkins to enter.  “Braun before beauty,” she mused.

He smiled—glad that he finally had an ally he could trust—and then headed into the unknown…
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