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Chapter 24

As his eyes fell upon the dreaded Overseer Xi’Yor, Alan Christopher was quick to trade his wrist-light for a phaser.  In this sole instance, Christopher did not consider diplomacy the most viable option.  “What are you doing here?” he demanded, pointing the weapon directly at the Overseer’s chest.

Xi’Yor’s malevolent grin was unwavering—just as it was nearly a year ago when Christopher faced him in battle on the surface of Ciden II.  The Overseer gently hefted his weapon, and likewise pointed it at Christopher—and in the blink of an eye, all the old hatreds returned.  “My purpose here is the same as yours,” he smoothly stated.  “My vessel has sustained damage.  It is in need of repair.”

Christopher’s eyes narrowed to slits.  “I didn’t know you had a vessel.  In fact, I was under the impression that you were dead.”

Xi’Yor shook his head to refute the statement, and his demonic eyes glistened in the harsh light falling from Harrison’s beacon.  “You should not have dismissed me so easily, Captain.”  He took a small step forward.  “In fact, you should have terminated me when you had the chance… You had the photon saber to my throat—one small maneuver would have severed my head, and your troubles would have been over once and for all.”

Evil glinted in Xi’Yor’s eyes.  “But you hesitated,” he readily recalled.  “…And I have returned.”

Christopher shook his head.  “Not for long,” he hissed, firmly pressing his weapon into Xi’Yor’s chest.

But if the Overseer felt threatened, he showed no sign of it.  “What will you do?” he beckoned, his voice calm as ever.  “You do not have the will to terminate me.”

“Perhaps not,” Christopher replied.  “But then again, I’m not a murderer.”

Xi’Yor chuckled.  “Ahh, the noble dignity of the Federation,” he said, his grandiose—and sarcastic—words echoing throughout the Odyssey’s cavernous bridge.  “They can clandestinely exterminate forty thousand individuals—but no, they are not murderers…”  Xi’Yor’s fiery eyes narrowed to slits as he drew himself closer to Christopher.  “If not a murderer Captain, what then do you see yourself as?  A hero?”

Having spent weeks strapped to a chair in Xi’Yor’s interrogation chamber during the war, Alan Christopher knew exactly how the Overseer operated—and to him, this was little more than a mind game, an attempt to provoke Christopher into action.  It would fail.  “The dark deeds committed in the Beremar System were unfortunate,” he stated, “but I had nothing to do with them.”

“Of course not,” said Xi’Yor.  His brow suddenly arched, and a curious look fell upon his face.  “So you were enraged by the treachery of your leaders?  Infuriated by their total disregard for innocent Elorg lives?”

His tone was far more sympathetic now, but Christopher knew it was all a part of the game.  “I was disappointed by the Federation,” he said, unwilling to give Xi’Yor any edge in the conversation—in fact Christopher saw no need to further the little chat.  “Unfortunately for you, the Beremar System is not relevant to this conversation.”

“Not relevant?” Xi’Yor scoffed.

Christopher shook his head.  “I wanted to know what you were doing here—and since this is not your interrogation chamber, I am the one asking the questions.  Not you.”

The statement clearly did not please Xi’Yor, for his already narrowed eyes grew increasingly malevolent.  “So in your enlightened opinion, the lives of the forty thousand are merely an unfortunate statistic?”

Unwilling to perpetuate this conversation any further Christopher shook his head and retreated to what he felt was a safe distance.  “In my enlightened opinion,” he tersely replied, “this conversation is over.”

And the manic gaze upon Xi’Yor’s evil face suddenly vanished, replaced with something far more neutral.  “You would make a pitiful Overseer, Captain.”

Christopher shrugged.  “And you would make a pitiful Starfleet officer.”  His gaze lingered upon Xi’Yor for only a moment longer.  “Bator,” he said, turning to the Phobian, “escort our guest to the Starlight’s brig.  I’m sure he’ll feel right at home.”

Bator expelled a satisfied grunt as he removed the disruptor from the Overseer’s hands.  “You won’t be needing this anymore,” he said, handing the weapon to Commander Harrison.

Harrison swiftly took the weapon from Bator’s hand—and then grabbed the secondary weapon adhered to Xi’Yor’s belt.  “Expecting trouble?”

The Overseer flashed a devious smile.  “Always.”

Erin Keller’s heart thumped rapidly as she followed Lucas Tompkins into the Yelss lab.  Like the rest of the station, it was dark and foreboding.  She could only make out the faintest hints of her surroundings, but as far as she could tell, the lab was a small, circular room—and it was hot.  The temperature was a good ten degrees warmer inside the lab, with humidity so oppressive that Keller could feel her clothes begin to cling to her body.  “Pleasant place,” she chirped, hoping to lighten the situation.  “You would think they’d build a few more lights into it, though.”

“As far as I can tell,” said Tompkins, “a lot of the station’s lighting is bioluminescent.  There are tracts built into the ceiling.”

“I know that,” Keller replied.  Apparently Tompkins was not in the mood for humor, and she thusly decided to keep her side of the conversation pertinent to the matters at hand.  “So how do we turn them on?”

“I don’t know,” Tompkins admitted.  “From what I’ve seen, they work automatically—they turn off at night and on during the day.”

“Maybe they run on a biological clock?” suggested Keller.  “I mean, we don’t know anything about this station.  It could be far more organic that we realize.”

“Or it could all be a holodeck simulation designed to confuse us,” Tompkins summarily suggested.  “Or a virtual simulation.  I wouldn’t put it past the Yelss to do something like that.”

“Of course, we don’t know much about the Yelss, either,” said Keller, peering into the darkness.  Very slowly, her eyes were starting to adjust, but she still had difficulty seeing anything more than vague boundaries.  She took a few more hesitant steps forward—and then banged into the side of a table of some sort.  “I’ll have to have my eyesight checked when we get home.”

“It looks like a console of some sort,” Tompkins stated from the other side.  Keller heard him tap a few commands into the darkened interface, but his efforts proved fruitless.

“It doesn’t look like anything to me,” Keller mused.  She gracefully ran her fingers over the table’s smooth surface, hoping she might activate something by happenstance—but she found little more than Tompkins’ hand.  “Sorry.”

He grunted.  “For what?”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

“You didn’t.”  He tapped a few more commands into the interface, but again, nothing happened.

Keller abruptly paused, and took a step away from the console.  “So whose hand did I just touch?”

“That’s a good question,” Tompkins replied.  He immediately abandoned his attempts to activate the console, and retreated to Keller’s side.  “Hello?” he tentatively called—but the only response was a faint echo in the distance.

Keller immediately tensed.  Though it was perhaps a bit childish, she had yet to outgrow her fear of the dark—but as something began to rustle in the space before the console, Keller suddenly felt those fears were justified.  “Lucas,” she whispered, “I don’t like this.”

“You still have your weapon, don’t you?”

Keller suddenly looked down—and though she saw little more than a shadowy outline, she realized that she did indeed have the weapon she procured from one of the security lockers.  And without so much as a moment’s thought, she quickly pointed the weapon at the ceiling and opened fire.

A surge of fiery green light streaked from the emitter, casting verdant shadows across the chamber as it arced into the ceiling.  Keller found herself momentarily stunned by the chamber’s unique architecture—but her attention was quickly drawn to the dimly lit figure standing before the console.

“It’s about time you got here,” said the entity, it’s voice cold and dejected.  It quickly tapped a few commands into the console’s interface, and within moments, both the console and the bioluminescent lights were fully activated.

Keller summarily found herself standing in the center of an expansive domed lab of some sort—and unlike the rest of the Yelss station, this chamber was anything but organic.  The walls almost seemed crystalline in nature, and shimmered in the fading beams of starlight from above.  A pair of immense liquid pillars guarded a gateway toward the back of the chamber—and they seemed to defy every last bit of physics known to Keller; the hazy liquid gracefully swelled toward the ceiling without so much as a single forcefield to keep it in place.  

“What is this place?” Keller asked, her eyes slowly falling upon the frail Yelss standing at the console in the center of the room.

The alien extended its long, branch-like arms in a grandiose fashion, and its lone bloodshot eye peered toward the starry sky above.  “This is our salvation,” it happily rasped.  

Chapter 25

Megan Reinbold was not an avid historian.  She was familiar with the basic histories that all Starfleet officers were required to know, but never did she find herself utterly enthralled by some ancient relic.  But then again, never was a word used far too often, because as she knelt down before Voyager 2, even Reinbold felt a bit of a grin creep across her face.  This little bit of history was certainly something to get excited about.

As one might expect, the probe sustained a fair amount of damage after spending hundreds of years drifting through space.  The vast majority of its arms and antennas had long ago broken off, leaving behind little more than a massive dish—nearly four meters in diameter—and the bus, which housed the vast majority of the probe’s electrical systems.

“It is ugly,” said Lieutenant Bator, standing on the opposite side of the dish.

Reinbold smiled.  The thought had indeed crossed her mind, but she had refrained from speaking it.  “I guess function was more important than form back in the early days of space exploration,” she said.  “Though I’m amazed they actually managed to get this thing off the ground.”

Bator ran his tricorder over the bus and nodded as data streamed across the screen.  “The technology is extremely primitive,” he admitted.  “Humanity has certainly come a long way in a relatively short period of time.”

“Humanity…” Reinbold’s smile faded.  Humanity wasn’t exactly something she felt inclined to think about at the moment—for she was no longer certain if she was even a part of humankind.  “Can I ask you something, Bator?” She rounded the faded white dish to inspect the bus with the Phobian.

He nodded.  “Of course.”

She carefully scanned the bus with her tricorder, but the data flitting across the screen barely held her interest.  “You know next to nothing about your people, right?”  

Bator nodded indecisively.  “Over the years, I have come across a few clues regarding my origin,” he stated.  “There was a mention of Phobians in The Tome of Na’zar, for example.  However, none of those clues offered anything substantial—so in essence, you are correct.  I know nothing about my people.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Occasionally.”  Bator closed his tricorder and tugged at one of the thrusters attached to the bus.  It easily snapped off, revealing a compartment bay filled with myriad electronics.  “Why do you ask?”

“I recently found out that I am not Megan Reinbold,” she said.  “I’m just somebody who happens to look like her… but I’m not her.  I don’t know who I am.  I don’t know who my people are…  And it bothers me.”

“I am certain Doctor Hartman could perform some sort of genetic reversion,” Bator matter-of-factly suggested.  “You may discover that you are a ten-legged invertebrate…”

Reinbold rolled her eyes.  “Hmm… Now there’s a comforting thought,” she mused.

“However unlikely,” Bator quickly added.  “But the point is, you never know.  In this vast and wondrous universe, nothing is certain… and in the absence of certainty, instinct is all you can follow.”

“What does your instinct tell you?” asked Reinbold.  She cleared the data from her tricorder screen and interfaced with the Voyager 2 computer.

“It tells me that we take many journeys in our lives—and that any questions we might have about those journeys will be answered when the time is right.”  He tapped a few commands into his own tricorder.  “So if the answers are forthcoming, then there is little reason to fret about them amidst your journey.”

Reinbold smiled.  “Enjoy the ride,” she summarily surmised.

Bator nodded.  “More or less,” he said, casually glancing at the data flitting across his tricorder’s screen.  “It looks like Voyager 2’s data has been unaltered since the probe went offline.  You should be able to retrieve it without much of a problem.”

“Good,” said Reinbold, nodding her head agreeably.  She had become so wrapped up in her conversation with Bator that her true purpose for meeting with him had almost slipped her mind, despite the fact the probe loomed only a few centimeters from her face.  “I should have all of the data uploaded into the main computer in a couple of minutes.”

Bator nodded politely and stepped away from the probe.  “I will leave you to your work,” he said.

But before the Phobian could wander too far, Reinbold placed a firm hand upon his shoulder.  “Bator,” she called.

Bator stopped dead in his tracks, but did not turn to face her.  “Yes?”

“Thanks.”

A faint smile graced the Phobian’s normally stoic face.  “You’re welcome.”  And on that pleasant note, he left.

“Captain Christopher, if there is some benefit to being a part of this alliance of yours, please… enlighten me.  I am truly curious to discover what is so wonderful about towing your decrepit vessel through the depths of the Zukara Segment…”

Though the Ka’ar ambassador’s words were harsh, they did very little to convey the overall opinion of the alliance in the weary eyes of its members.  In fact, as Christopher reviewed the statement in his mind, he quickly decided that Ambassador Fali’im was more sympathetic than the vast majority of his peers—for his esteemed peers were on the brink of anarchy.

It had taken several weeks to orchestrate the meeting with the alliance members—and only several minutes for the alliance members to orchestrate chaos.  Enraged by the very sight of the Ka’ar ambassador, the Qedvai delegate—who had not indicated having any qualms with the Ka’ar—immediately departed.  No less than five minutes later, Colonel Sreevan began to express his concerns about the Malyikotheres… Arch-Rashon Nachyl expressed concerns about Commander Harrison… and Christopher felt like expressing concerns about his growing headache.  Fifteen minutes later, when the delegates finally found something to agree upon, it was naturally their dissatisfaction with the alliance.

“The Starlight is one of the most powerful vessels we have,” Christopher carefully explained.  “It took heavy damage during the Drusari attack, and unless it is repaired, we are extremely vulnerable to attacks—even by the Mandroth.  Repairing the Starlight should be a top priority.”

“Obviously,” said Fali’im, “our priorities are not the same.  We should be searching for a way out of the Zukara Segment… not toiling around with your ancient probes.”

Christopher nodded.  “And once the Starlight is repaired, we will indeed begin searching for a way home.”

“And what about the other ships?” asked Colonel Sreevan.  “My vessels also sustained damage during the battle—but there are no resources here for my crew to utilize.  It would seem this voyage to Sovara is beneficial only to the Starlight.”

“We will provide materials to your ships once the Starlight is fully operational,” Christopher explained.  “The industrial replicators use a lot of energy that the Starlight presently does not have available.”

Sreevan grunted.  “So those of us who fought valiantly in battle against the Drusari must suffer.  Had known the consequences of my actions ahead of time, I would have followed the Malyikothere example…  and watched the battle from the sidelines…” His disgruntled gaze abruptly turned to the ghastly Anid’akeirus.

The Malyikothere sat only a few seats away from Sreevan, picking diligently at the pussy boil on his arm.  If he was bothered by the Corthyan’s affront, he did not show it.   “We provided much to the battle.  The Malyikotheres, that is.  Without our help, all would have been lost…”

“You provided the Starlight with an automated transporter so that they could beam a temporal probe aboard the Drusari vessel,” Fali’im recalled.  “While that small act of charity was indeed helpful, you did nothing after that to help our cause.”

Anid’akeirus shrugged.  “We had to keep an eye the situation,” he said, his incredibly strident voice causing many to recoil in disgust.

“And you failed,” said Sreevan.  “The probe did not detonate on time and we took heavy damage.  Had your vessel provided some support, our casualties would have been greatly reduced!”  He slammed an angry fist upon the table and turned his eyes upon Christopher.  “I told you these pariahs could not be trusted!  They should be expelled from the alliance!”

“It is unlikely we will be able to use another temporal probe against Drusari in battle,” Fali’im promptly added.  “They have undoubtedly adapted their defenses since the encounter.  The Malyikotheres are no longer of any use to the alliance.  I second Colonel Sreevan’s motion.”

Christopher expelled a weary sigh.  Even though he was not overly fond of the Malyikotheres, expelling them from the alliance was not an option.  They had yet to uncover any concrete evidence indicating the Malyikotheres were up to no good—and until that time came, they would stay.  “I agree that the Malyikotheres made a tactical error during the battle with the Drusari,” he said.  “But I don’t believe that’s enough to expel them from the alliance.  We need evidence of treachery before—”

“Their inaction is evidence enough,” sternly Sreevan interjected.  “If you refuse to expel the Malyikotheres, Captain, then I will be forced to cede from the alliance!  I am certain many will follow me…”

A smile fell upon Fali’im’s face.  “You have my support, Colonel.”

Christopher clenched his fists.  He knew the alliance was on the verge of capitulation—and once that happened, they were all as good as dead.  “Nobody is leaving this alliance,” he forcefully stated.

Sreevan’s eyes narrowed.  “Then give me a reason to stay!”

“I’ll give you one,” Christopher said, eager to accept Sreevan’s challenge.  But much to the Captain’s chagrin, he could not think of anything that might persuade the Corthyan to stay.

Sreevan lowered his head.  “I’m waiting,” he said, impatiently tapping his fingers upon the tabletop.

Christopher’s immediate instinct was to delay—to try and think of something that would keep everyone both calm and in the alliance long enough for his alleged brilliance to strike.  But once his eyes crossed paths with Sreevan’s, Christopher knew that no delay tactic would keep the Corthyan present for longer than a few minutes.  “Look,” he said diplomatically, “we’re practically at each others’ throats here.  Even if I do give you a valid reason, chances are good that—in your disgruntled state—you’ll dismiss it without so much as a moment of consideration.  So I’m suggesting that we call a little recess, allow our tempers to cool off a bit, and reconvene at this time tomorrow.”

Sreevan scratched the long crest atop his head as he pondered the proposition.  Christopher felt fairly confident that he would come around to his senses—after all, they had been on fairly good terms prior to the battle with the Drusari, and Sreevan seemed an honorable man.  He was full of threats, but his bark was probably worse than his bite.

However, it was not Sreevan, but Ambassador Fali’im who provided commentary on Christopher’s plan.  “It is obviously an attempt at delay,” he said with a faint smile.  “But for the sake of diplomacy, we will wait until tomorrow to make any big decisions.  One more day orbiting Sovara II isn’t going to make much of a difference one way or another.”

The tension in Sreevan’s broad shoulders suddenly dissolved.  “Agreed,” he begrudgingly stated. 

With the exception of the Garidians and the Malyikotheres, the remaining delegates represented the weaker side of the alliance—and not wishing to risk angering anyone by taking sides so soon, they wisely chose to remain silent, and effectively ratified Christopher’s plan.

A wave of relief instantly washed over the Captain.  “Tomorrow it is,” he said.

Eager the leave, the vast majority of the delegates made haste to vacate the conference lounge—but as the doors slid shut behind the crowd, Christopher could sense that he was not alone.  Slowly, he came about to see Arch-Rashon Nachyl simply standing there with a smug look upon his face.  “Federation ideals in the Zukara Segment?” he whispered, sarcastically recalling their first conversation several weeks ago.  “I told you it would never work…”

And on that harsh note, he left.

“This has got to be the ship we’ve been building,” Erin Keller happily deduced.  Her excited voice echoed wildly throughout the corridor, clearly oblivious to any threats posed by the Yelss.

Lucas Tompkins, on the other hand, was not so easily persuaded.  After a brief, uneventful tour of the main laboratory, the Yelss representative guided them through the incredible gateway near the back of the lab, and into the heart of the vessel.  It was clearly Yelss in design, with long narrow corridors lined with door after nondescript door—but unlike the dingy Yelss station, these corridors were brightly illuminated and in pristine condition.  The sight certainly piqued Tompkins’ curiosity, but he wasn’t about to let his guard down.  “This could still be some sort of Yelss trick,” he quietly reminded.  “Don’t you find it the least bit strange that the Yelss are suddenly providing us with every answer to every question we might have had about this ship?”

Keller shrugged.  “Maybe they’ve had a change of heart,” she suggested.  “…And come to think of it, we haven’t exactly asked any questions, little buddy.”

“Heh… you have a point,” Tompkins admitted.  “But you’ve got to admit—the Yelss have been damn quiet about this ship up until now… Hell, they even refused to acknowledge its very existence!”

The trio came upon a four-way junction—and for the first time since leaving the laboratory, the Yelss paused.  He seemed to consider their path for a very long moment before finally lumbering toward the left.

“Where are we going?” Tompkins asked.  If the Yelss were truly through keeping secrets, he was through keeping questions to himself.

The alien glanced back at Tompkins for only a moment.  Lab 16, it ominously replied—and the words lingered in Tompkins’ mind for a long, long moment.

“And what exactly is in Lab 16?” Keller asked.

You will see.

The words were hardly reassuring to Tompkins, especially since they still echoed in his mind.  “Something aboard this ship must enhance their telepathy,” he said, finally shaking his head to rid himself of the Yelss’ thoughts.

But before Keller had a chance to respond, the trio stopped before a large, circular door.  The Yelss simply waved its hand over the control interface, and as if by divine intervention, the doors spiraled apart—revealing yet another cavernous lab.

At a glance, everything inside the lab was made of ice.  The walls, the floor, the ceiling—everything seemed to glisten in the starlight streaming through the expansive windows on the right side of the room.  Five large, watery pillars—all of them in utter defiance of gravity—were partially embedded in the walls, forming a pentagon around the perimeter of the room.  The gradually arced up toward the ceiling and converged upon a single spot overhead.

“This place is pretty wild,” Erin Keller mused as she inspected one of the watery pillars.  Her visual analysis ultimately proved fruitless, however, leaving her curiosity unquenched.  Her hand hesitated near the threshold of the watery column for a long moment before finally, Keller worked up the courage to touch it—and her hand delved all the way inside, distorting and refracting accordingly.  “But it’s not wet,” she quickly noted as she waved her hand around.

“Is it a hologram?” Tompkins inquired, gently poking his finger into the column—but as the thick, warm liquid danced around his finger, he immediately answered his own question.  “Heh… It’s more like a plasma.”

Suddenly, Tompkins noticed another distorted figure standing on the opposite side of the column—and he instantly recognized the eerie face.  It was Setzer Umari.  The dark-skinned alien smiled politely, and then stepped away from the pillar.  “It is not plasma,” said Umari flatly. 

Keller gently removed her arm from the pillar.  “Then what is it?” she asked.

An enigmatic smile fell upon the alien’s face.  “It is beyond your ability to comprehend,” he stated, apparently content to leave the conversation at that.

A wry grin fell upon Tompkins’ face.  “It’s probably none of our concern, anyway.”  Though the Yelss were apparently beginning to reveal their secrets, it was almost comforting to know that some things—like Setzer Umari’s ode to confusion—never changed.

Setzer immediately cast a sardonic glare in Tompkins’ direction.  “It is none of your concern,” he affirmed.

There was a brief pause in the conversation, during which, Setzer simply stood in observation of his Yelss superior—the very same alien that had brought Tompkins and Keller to the lab.  Tompkins suspected the two were engaged in some sort of telepathic conversation, but he had no way to be certain.  Whatever the case, the moment passed soon enough, and the conversation continued.

Setzer hesitantly cleared his throat.  “The two of you are not the first to gain access to this vessel—nor will you be the last.”

Tompkins nearly laughed.  “If you wanted to keep us out, you really should implement some tougher security protocols,” he said.  “We had no problems breaking in…”

Setzer shook his head.  “It was not our intention to keep you out,” he said.  “It was a test.”

“A test?” Keller repeated.

“Yes.  We needed to see who was loyal and who was not.  The two of you were well on your way to gaining access to this facility, but… your appearance here today has changed things.  You are still welcome inside, of course… We must simply learn to have higher expectations.”  With a casual wave of his hand, Setzer was able to summon an impressive workstation in the space directly behind him.  He tapped a few commands into the newfound interface, prompting a holographic representation of the Starlight to appear over the workstation.  “The Yelss abducted you from this vessel several weeks ago,” said Umari.  “Since that time, you have been required to perform numerous tasks, all of which have helped construct the vessel you are presently aboard.”

This was hardly news to Tompkins.  “I had that figured out weeks ago,” he gleefully admitted.

But Setzer was not impressed with the engineer’s deductions.  “Most of our guests are able to discern that much,” he flatly replied, effectively bursting Tompkins’ bubble.

“Why couldn’t the Yelss build the ship themselves?” asked Erin Keller.  “I mean, why did they have to force us to do all the work?”

“While the Yelss are indeed an advanced species, they are not the most knowledgeable temporal scientists.  They needed help to build this ship,” Setzer explained.

“And now that it’s nearing completion, what do the Yelss intend to do with it?” Tompkins demanded.

“This vessel has one purpose—to defeat the Drusari.” The look upon Setzer Umari’s face was a curious one, but Tompkins saw little in the way of treachery.  “That has always been our goal—but over the years, people such as yourselves have made serious efforts to hinder the construction of this vessel, and because of that, the Drusari threat is greater than ever!  Thus, when the Drusari started bringing vessels to the Zukara Segment, we recruited their scientists.  The Yelss are not your enemy, Lucas Tompkins…”

Memories of past encounters with the Yelss swiftly sprung into Tompkins’ mind—everything from the curious first contact to their foray to the end of the universe—and nothing in those memories seemed to indicate the Yelss were anything but hostile.  “Prove it…”

Chapter 26

Erin Keller was eager to hear Setzer’s explanation.  Over the past few weeks, the alien had—at the very least—proven himself to be little more than an enigmatic administrator, providing Keller with her duties, and little else.  But now that he was making an attempt to prove the Yelss’ case, she very much wanted to hear what he had to say.

Which, given the silence, was apparently nothing.  Setzer simply stood before his workstation, his ethereal white eyes trained upon nothing in particular.  Perhaps he didn’t know what to say?  Or perhaps he didn’t want to say anything?  Either way, he wasn’t going to get away with the silent treatment anymore.

Keller cast a quick glance to Tompkins.  He was equally perplexed by Setzer’s silence, and nodded his head with a bit of confusion when he met her gaze.  Keller shrugged, and turned back to Setzer.  “Well?” she demanded, cautiously approaching the alien.

He immediately looked up, drilling an ominous gaze into Keller’s eyes.  “Were it not for the Yelss, both of you would be dead right now,” he calmly stated.

Keller folded her arms.  “Is that so?”

“Did you destroy the Starlight?” demanded Tompkins.

“Your vessel is intact,” Setzer promptly assured them.  He swiftly turned back to his workstation and tapped a few commands into the interface; the Starlight promptly flitted away, replaced by an incredibly massive alien starbase—with a pair of rather familiar gateways prominently featured near the center of the facility.

“I recognize that gateway,” Keller immediately said.  “It looks just like the one we say in the Zhargosia Sector before we were abducted!”

“It is Drusari in origin,” Setzer explained.  “And this station is their primary base of operations.  Over the course of the past several years, it has been used to create massive subspace sinkholes around starships within their territory.  The vessels were subsequently brought to the Zukara Segment.”

“Which is… here?” asked Tompkins.

“Indeed,” said Setzer. 

“Where is that station?” asked Keller.

Setzer sighed wearily.  “It is also in the Zukara Segment,” he said, “however, the Drusari have occluded it from sensors.  We are no longer aware of its position.”  He paused for a portentous moment, and then turned his most wicked gaze upon Keller and Tompkins.  “The Drusari know the Yelss have been constructing this vessel…  When it is completed, it will be the only thing that can penetrate the Drusari’s defenses—thus, they have been working diligently to see this vessel does not reach completion.”

Keller furrowed a curious brow.  “How have they been doing that?” she asked.  She could not recall a single threatening incident since her abduction.

Setzer immediately mellowed.  “They have been killing anyone who possesses advanced temporal knowledge.  Fortunately for you, the Yelss have been one step ahead of the Drusari…”

“Oh?”  Keller’s curiosity was piqued.

“When you were abducted from your vessel,” continued Setzer, “the Yelss replaced you with an expendable clone… who undoubtedly died in your place.”

Keller blinked with surprise, and her stomach began to churn.  She didn’t know whether to be grateful or disgusted by the revelation.  “You sacrificed one Erin Keller to save another?”

Setzer shook his head.  “No… we genetically altered a… volunteer.”

And though he spoke with sincerity, Keller was having a difficult time believing Setzer’s claim.  “Who, exactly, would volunteer for that sort of mission?”

Setzer chuckled.  “A person far braver than you.”

There was a fiery reply on the tip of Keller’s tongue, but before she had a chance to utter those harsh words, one stray thought completely sidetracked her racing mind—a thought that cast Setzer’s entire story in a shadow of doubt.  “If what you say is true, where is Lucas’s clone?  He vanished from the Starlight without a trace!”

“There was an error in the genetic alterations,” Setzer calmly explained.  “Lucas Tompkins’ replacement had to be terminated; we were forced to abduct him without sending a replacement.”

And before she even had a chance to doubt Setzer’s sentiment, Erin Keller was provided with all the proof she needed to believe.  Setzer quickly tapped a few commands into his workstation, and within moments, several small alcoves opened near the back of the room.  All of them were dark, save one small alcove near the center.  Inside, Keller could see a horribly disfigured rendition of Lucas Tompkins.

While Keller had to turn her eyes elsewhere, Tompkins was evidently intrigued by the sight.  “What was wrong with him?” he asked, unable to avert his curious eyes.

“He was unusually violent, even for a human,” said Setzer calmly.  “After he killed the scientists that created him, the Yelss had little choice but to terminate him.  This is not yet an exact process…”

Tompkins smiled.  “Obviously…”

Tendrils of golden light arced between massive clouds of azure dust, ominously illuminating a nebula that was already ripe with danger.  But from the comfort of his command chair, General Kron knew his vessel was strong enough to survive the harsh conditions of this dying star cluster.

 “Once we reach that cluster,” he said, gesturing grandly toward the viewscreen, “all of our worries will evaporate.  The resources therein can sustain us almost indefinitely, and the radiation will make us virtually blind to the Drusari’s sensors.  Within a few short months, we could be approaching the wormhole…”

Though his earlier estimates indicated the wormhole was still more than a year away even at the highest warp speeds, Kron was well aware of his mathematical limitations.  He had never excelled at such things, and subsequently placed very little faith in his estimates.  ‘A few short months’ may have been wishful thinking on his part, but it certainly sounded far more inviting than ‘the better part of a year.’  And given the crew’s apparent lack of enthusiasm about their pending journey into the cluster, Kron easily decided that a little exaggeration could do no harm.

He pulled in an excited lungful of air and turned his full attention to the flight control officer.  “How much longer?” he demanded.

The little officer seemed to quiver whenever Kron spoke to him.  And rightly so—he was truly a pathetic Inguari: small in stature, a negligible nose ridge, and green-tinted scales.  All signs of a weakness.  But he was, at the very least, a competent pilot.  “Fifty-seven minutes,” he said, gleaning at the instruments on his console.

Kron shook his head.  “Too long,” he muttered.  “We need to pick up the pace.  Increase our speed to warp eight.”

“Yes, General.” 

An instant later, Kron could feel the deck plates begin to vibrate beneath his feet.  They were starting to push the engines to maximum, and at some point in the near future, they would have to slow down or risk a warp core overload—but not just yet.  “Inform the rest of the fleet to comply.”

Sari, the operations officer immediately cleared his throat.  “Many of the smaller vessels will not be able to sustain—”

“Then they die!” Kron harshly interrupted.  He had heard enough about the plight of the smaller vessels in recent weeks—and the rhetoric was growing old very quickly.  “If we allow the weak to set the pace, we will forever be chasing the wormhole!”

“Yes General,” said Sari, his voice now devoid of any concern for the weaker ships.  “I will inform the others to increase to warp eight.”

Kron smiled.  “Very good…” And his gaze slowly turned back to the star cluster before him.  Salvation was only a few short minutes away…

As he opened his eyes to a harsh white light, Bruton immediately flinched—but the very process swiftly brought another realization to the Commander: his body ached very badly.  Every last muscle—every bone—throbbed with the same dull pain.  He delved deep into his memory for some sort of explanation, but he could recall nothing that might explain his injuries.

“Where am I?  What has happened?” he demanded, forcing his eyes open despite the unbearable light.

And an instant later, a small human female stood at his side, waving some sort of scanner in front of his face.  Bruton grunted, and batted the scanner away with his fist.  “Where am I?” he demanded yet again.

The female frowned scornfully.  “You’re in sickbay,” she said sternly.  “You were attacked by the Drusari while vacating your vessel.  A few hours later, you woke up and tried to take over the ship… and you were shot seventeen times in the process.”

At best, Bruton had a vague recollection of the incident.  He recalled the Drusari attack, and even the encounter with Captain Christopher—but it was all bits and pieces… a smattering of tattered memories on display in some museum; he could see them in his mind—but locked behind the proverbial glass, there was little Bruton could do to touch them.

“I assume we have not set a course for General Kron’s vessel,” he stated.  At least he recalled that much.

The Doctor shook her head.  “No.  We’re in orbit of Sovara II.”

Bruton grunted.  “A futile maneuver.”  He tried to prop himself up, but quickly found that he did not have the energy to do so.  “There is still time to catch up with General Kron…”

“I’m afraid not,” said the Doctor.  She placed a firm hand upon his shoulder, forcing him to stay put.  “Besides, I doubt the General would welcome you back into his armada.  Like it or not, you’re one of us now.”

Bruton blinked—and suddenly realized that there was little he could do to fend off a lowly human… he was weak.  “Treat my wounds,” he ordered, bringing as much force to his words as he could possibly muster.  “Make me strong again!”

The Doctor threw her free hand into the air.  “I’ll do what I can,” she said.  “But even if you do make a full recovery, your ship was completely destroyed during the Drusari attack…  You’re stuck with us.”

Very slowly, Bruton closed his heavy eyelids and expelled a very long, very weary sigh.  “I was in error,” he said—and the realization pained him.  “For many years, I stood by Kron’s side, enforced his policies…  There were always doubts in the back of my mind, but I was blinded by my loyalty to Kron.  I always allowed myself to believe that he knew what he was doing… That he would get us home!  That the strong would survive!”

The Doctor shook her head.  “And that’s not true,” she stated.  “Your General is an idiot.  A lot of people have died because of his policies—and a lot more are going to die when he reaches that star cluster.”

Bruton shook his head.  “I knew it was too dangerous,” he muttered.  “I could have stopped him.  The fleet would have followed me!”

A glimmer of inspiration seemed to flit across the Doctor’s face.  “They still can,” she said softly.

“What do you mean?”

The Doctor snapped shut her tricorder, and gently placed it into one of her pockets.  “Captain Christopher has taken all of the starships that Kron left behind, and tried to unite them—and he has failed miserably.  But you… you can unite them.”

The very notion made Bruton scoff.  “Captain Christopher has an assemblage of garbage scows,” he hissed.  “If Kron left them behind, it was with good reason!”

“And if that’s how you feel, I will gladly arrange to have you left behind,” said the Doctor.  For a human, she had quite an admirable attitude.

“What is your name?”

The Doctor frowned.  “What?”

Bruton’s eyes widened.  “Your name.  I assume you have one?”

She abruptly shook her head to rid herself of any confusion; apparently the question had caught her off guard.  “Hartman,” she bluntly replied.  “Sarah Hartman.”

Bruton produced a tentative smile.  “You are not like the others, Sarah Hartman.”

She raised a quizzical eyebrow.  “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that there is still some hope for your species,” Bruton replied.  Despite the aches and pains, he forced himself to sit upright.  Doctor Hartman immediately moved to force him back to bed, but Bruton could already feel his strength returning—and he easily deflected her arm.  “I am not the type to lie down on the job…  I will speak with your Captain about the alliance.”

Hartman produced a faint smile.  “I will inform him,” she said.  “But I don’t know how receptive he is going to be.  You did attempt to beat him up while you were taking over the ship.”

Bruton was not worried.  “If he values his alliance as much as he claims… he will respond favorably.”

Hartman’s smile widened.  “We’ll see…”

Chapter 27

Alan Christopher couldn’t believe his ears.  “Let me get this straight,” he said, strolling casually through the Starlight’s corridors alongside Sarah Hartman.  “You want me to relinquish command of the alliance to Bruton?”

Sarah nodded.  “Yeah.  I believe I’ve said that about five times, actually.  I seem to be having trouble getting through your thick skull today.”

The moment he heard Sarah’s suggestion, Christopher immediately suspected it was a joke of some kind.  The Doctor wasn’t exactly the biggest practical joker in the known universe, but it certainly wasn’t unheard of.  But the more he pressed her for answers, the less convinced he became that it was a joke.  “Are we talking about the same Bruton?  You know, the one who demanded I surrender control of the Starlight to him…”

Again, Hartman nodded.  “Yeah.  It’s the same guy,” she said as they came upon a junction in the corridor.  

Christopher quickly turned left and continued upon his leisurely stroll.  “Well, I’m afraid I don’t trust him.  This could be some sort of evil plan to turn everyone against the Starlight…”

Hartman expelled a hearty laugh.  “I think you’re doing that just fine without Bruton’s help,” she said between giggles. 

“Every alliance goes through a turbulent period,” Christopher quickly countered.  “Even the Federation was unsettled during its early years.  And look how things turned out…”

“But then there was the Klingon/Romulan Alliance back in Kirk’s era,” Hartman quickly countered, waving a finger in the air.  “The whole entire thing was a ‘turbulent period’ that resulted in a longstanding conflict between the two.”

“The Klingons and Romulans didn’t get along before that alliance,” said Christopher.  “It was doomed from the start.”

“And you’ve just proved my point,” Hartman victoriously replied.  “Most of our alliance members are bitter enemies, with ideals that are not compatible with the Federation!  Just like the Klingons and Romulans, our alliance is also doomed!”

Christopher paused.  “So… you chat with Bruton for what… three minutes?  And you’re convinced he is the savior of the alliance?”

“Maybe,” said Hartman.  “Maybe not.  But maybe if the two of you work together or something… you can forge some sort of working alliance.”

He still wasn’t overly fond of the idea, but for the sake of diplomacy—and simply to prove Nachyl wrong—Christopher decided to give it a try.  “I’ll talk to him… but I’m not about to make any promises, Sarah.  If he shows any signs of treachery, I will… speak tersely… from a distance…”

“Oh, that’ll strike fear into his heart,” moaned Hartman as they approached the astrometrics lab.

Commander Harrison stood quietly atop the platform in the back of the astrometrics lab, staring intently at the vast spiraled bands of the Milky Way.  Even though it was merely a simulation, it was nonetheless a view that never grew tiresome.  But on this occasion, Harrison did find himself eager to see something else—and for that, he turned to Megan Reinbold.  “I am looking forward to seeing your data,” he said, casually approaching her workstation.

She was about to speak, but the gentle hiss of opening doors diverted her attention to the lab’s entrance—where Captain Christopher stood chatting with Doctor Hartman.  The two exchanged a few brief words before the Doctor departed; the Captain watched her go, and then stepped into the lab.

“Am I late?” he asked, making haste to join his subordinates in the back of the lab.

Harrison casually glanced at the chronometer on Reinbold’s station.  “Three minutes early, actually.”  He looked around, and duly noted the absence of their fourth participant.  “I wish I could say the same for Lieutenant Johnson…”

“I’m sure he’ll be here,” said Reinbold, already running her deft fingers over the controls.  “If he misses anything important, I’ll be happy to fill him in later.”

“So you suggest we begin without him?” asked Harrison.

Reinbold shrugged.  “I don’t see why not…”

Harrison quickly reconsidered his options, and ultimately decided that Lieutenant Johnson’s presence wasn’t crucial to the meeting.  Besides, he found himself rather eager to see the data retrieved from Voyager 2—and so he promptly turned to Reinbold and nodded his consent.  “Proceed.”

As Reinbold’s deft fingers fell upon the control interface, Alan Christopher casually turned his eyes toward the expansive viewscreen before them—but he still found his attention with Sarah Hartman.  He nonchalantly closed the already nominal distance between himself and Harrison.  “I just had an interesting conversation with Sarah,” he whispered, just as the first inklings of data began to flit across the screen.

Harrison suddenly found his attention divided.  He desperately wanted to view Commander Reinbold’s data, but the concern in Captain Christopher’s voice immediately piqued his attention.  He afforded himself a quick glance at the viewscreen, and once he was satisfied that nothing earth shattering was present, he turned back to Christopher.  “And what did our good Doctor have to say?”

He blew a lungful of weary air through his lips.  “Commander Bruton has apparently awakened,” he said.  “The two of them had a little chat, and now Sarah thinks that Bruton could help unite the alliance…”

“But you don’t trust him,” Harrison quickly realized.

“Exactly,” said Christopher, nodding.

“Perhaps those seventeen phaser blasts knocked some sense into him?” suggested Harrison, flitting his eyes back to the viewscreen.

Christopher’s nodding turned indolent.  “Or maybe he’s up to something…  I’ve agreed to talk with him later on—and I want you to be there when we meet.”

“As you wish.”

The computer suddenly bleeped, and at long last, the data Harrison longed to see scrolled happily across a portion of the viewscreen.  In its current state, the data was little more than a string of incoherent text—but a little computer interpretation would solve problem that easily enough.

“A lot of the data was badly degraded,” Reinbold said, clearing the data from the screen.  “I’m running a parity trace scan to restore the missing data blocks.  It should only take a minute.”

Harrison nodded.  “Most excellent.”

“How are repairs coming along?” Christopher inquired a scant moment later.  “I haven’t had a chance to read through any of the reports.”

Amidst the chaos of the alliance meetings and the excitement of the Voyager 2 probe, Harrison had only had a chance to glean through a few of the status reports himself.  A visit to main engineering for a compete status report was certainly in order—but not quite yet.  “As I understand it, the repair crews have already sealed most of the minor hull breaches—however, the port side of the saucer is likely beyond our ability to repair.”

Christopher nodded.  “That graviton torpedo did go all the way through the hull.”  He recalled the incident all too vividly.  “And what of the nacelle transfer?  Will we be able to use one of the Odyssey’s nacelles on the Starlight?”

Harrison nodded agreeably.  “Engineering teams have already begun to detach the port nacelle from the Odyssey.  They are confident they will be able to attach it to the Starlight.”

Suddenly, a red circle framed a small portion of the Milky Way on the viewscreen.  It blinked for a moment, and then the entire computer simulation zoomed in on the selection, revealing the majestic star system Alan Christopher recognized as Sol.  Any lingering thoughts of Bruton evaporated, and his full attention fell upon the viewscreen.

The simulation shifted a bit, rotating around the gaseous outer planets before sweeping past Pluto—and into the mysterious region called the Kupier Belt.  A small yellow dot suddenly flashed amidst the void.

“According to the probe’s sensors, this is where it disappeared,” said Reinbold.  “The Odyssey was probably nearby.”

Christopher frowned.  “Is there anything there that looks suspicious?  Nadion particles, perhaps?”

Reinbold shook her head.  “The probe couldn’t detect nadion particles even if they did exist.  And none of the other readings indicated anything out of the ordinary.”

“Is there some way we can access the Odyssey’s main computer?” asked Harrison  “Certainly their sensor data would be of more use…”

“The Odyssey’s computer core was damaged… probably when they were abducted,” Reinbold explained.   “As far as I can tell, all the files have been damaged beyond repair.  They’re of no use to us.”

Christopher stared at the yellow dot on the viewscreen for a long moment.  As far as he was concerned, two Federation starships stranded 80,000 light years from the Federation was no coincidence.  “Have there been any other reports of strange activity in the Kupier Belt?”

Reinbold tapped a few additional commands into her workstation, and within a few moments, several more yellow dots flitted onto the viewscreen—all of them clustered roughly the same vicinity.  “A total of seventeen starships have disappeared in and around the Kupier Belt,” said Reinbold.  

“When was the most recent disappearance?” Harrison inquired.

Reinbold glanced at the computer.  “April 29, 2288.”

“Ooh, April 29,” said Christopher with a smile.  “My birthday…” 

While Harrison was oblivious, the statement elicited a faint smirk from Reinbold—though she said nothing.  “Since that time, the region has been declared off limits to any space faring vessel due to… ‘intense interspatial fluctuations in the subspace continuum.’”

“Yeah,” said Christopher nodding his head agreeably.  “These fluctuations can transport an entire starship across the galaxy faster than I can visit waste extraction.  That certainly qualifies as intense.”

“But if seventeen vessels were abducted, where are the others?” Harrison inquired, his eyes still trained upon the viewscreen.

Reinbold shrugged.  “I’ve scanned the debris field around Sovara II,” she said.  “No sign of them.”

“They could have been destroyed by the Drusari,” Christopher reminded.  “A graviton torpedo probably could have vaporized one of those early Federation starships.”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  He stared at the yellow dots a moment longer, and then turned to Reinbold and Christopher with a perplexed look upon his face.  “We are clearly missing something.  None of this information makes any sense.”

Christopher sighed.  “You’re telling me,” he mused—but before he had a chance to expound upon his confusion, the Yelss whisperings stopped him dead in his tracks.  The haunting chorus uttered only a few words—none of them audible—but it was enough to get Christopher’s mental gears cranking.  “When the Yelss were trying to speak with me the other day, they said a whole bunch of ominous nonsense.  At first I thought they were just trying to drive me insane… but on second thought…”

Harrison’s eyes widened.  “A clue, perhaps?” 

Christopher smiled.  “Exactly.”  He turned back to the viewscreen and said, “One of the things they told me was that the cogs of fate were turning—and that our destiny would soon fall into alignment.”

“Maybe some of the planets are about to fall into alignment?” suggested Harrison.  “Though I don’t see how that could affect much of anything.”

“Gravitational forces,” Reinbold promptly reminded.

Christopher shook his head.  “That’s very Earth-centric of the two of you,” he jested.  “The galaxy doesn’t revolve around Earth, you know.”

Reinbold rolled her eyes.  “Then what do you suggest, my wise and wonderful leader?” The sarcasm in her voice was obvious—and rivaled in caliber only by that of Doctor Hartman.

Christopher smiled at the sentiment nonetheless.  “I suggest that the Sol System is only a small part of a much larger puzzle.”  He gently tapped his hand upon Reinbold’s console.  “Display our current position in relation to the Kupier Belt.”

Within seconds, the Sol System streaked into a swirling sea of twinkling stars—and the majestic bands of the Milky Way returned.  A red frame quickly highlighted one small globular cluster orbiting the galaxy, while another yellow frame highlighted the Sol System.  “There you go,” said Reinbold.

Christopher stared at the two points for a moment, but quickly realized that he wasn’t going to deduce very much with only two points on the map.  “Highlight the Zhargosia Sector,” he said.  “I have a hunch.”

“All right,” said Reinbold.

She tapped at the controls yet again, this time prompting a bright green frame to appear—and when Christopher connected the dots in his mind, he suddenly had a full-fledged mystery on his hands…

“They are nearly aligned,” Harrison said, staring at the screen in awe.

Christopher was equally awed—perhaps even stupefied by the sight.  “Megan,” he said evenly, “extrapolate the orbits of our three points.  See if—and when—they’re going to fall into alignment.”

She immediately complied, and it did not take long for the computer to provide them with a perfectly straight line.  “In sixteen days, all three points will fall into perfect alignment,” she said.

“Four points,” Harrison swiftly corrected.

And Christopher frowned.  “Four?”

He nodded and pointed at the screen.  “Commander Reinbold, place a fourth point at the center of the galaxy.”

She nodded, and a blue dot subsequently appeared over the massive black hole in the heart of the Milky Way.  “In sixteen days,” she said, “our globular cluster, the Sol System, the Zhargosia Sector, and the center of the galaxy will fall into perfect alignment.”

The fear in Megan’s voice was evident—and rightly so, because as he stared at the four colored dots on the viewscreen, even Christopher felt a chill crawl down his spine.  “I have a feeling that, in sixteen days, something very bad is going to happen…”

Chapter 28

“Lieutenant Bator…” 

For the first time in what seemed like hours, someone on the bridge had spoken—and as he looked up from the tactical station, Bator immediately knew that someone was Neelar Drayge.  “What is it, Neelar?”

With the Starlight parked in orbit of Sovara II, the young helmsman was left with very little to do.  For the first few hours of his shift, the Bolian simply sat and made manual course corrections every few minutes.  But Bator eventually decided that was a waste of resources—and since he was in command of the bridge, he decided to give Drayge a new task.  Thus, Neelar had spent the past several hours running sensor sweeps of the debris in orbit of Sovara, meticulously searching for anything of importance—and given the tone of Neelar’s voice, he had found something.

“I’m detecting life signs,” he said.

Bator arched a curious brow.  “Where?”

“Aboard the Odyssey, of all places,” he quickly replied.

Bator frowned, and immediately glanced down at his console for confirmation.  “The last of our people should have already departed,” he said—but sure enough, sensors detected one lone life sign aboard the primitive starship.  “It appears to be Elorg.”

Drayge was instantly concerned.  “Xi’Yor?” 

Bator shook his head.  “He is still in our brig,” he said—but he double-checked just to be certain.  Xi’Yor was capable of many devious acts, and disappearance was one of them.  “It must be an accomplice.  I am doubtful Xi’Yor traveled all this way alone.”

“I can get a transporter lock,” Drayge reported a moment later.  “Should I beam him aboard?”

Instinctively, Bator turned to the Captain for orders—but both command seats were empty.  He was the one giving orders today, and the fate of Xi’Yor’s alleged accomplice was in his hands.  Thankfully, the decision was an easy one to make.  “Prepare to beam him aboard,” Bator crisply ordered.  “I’ll have a security detail greet him in transporter room two.”

Flora Sanders did not consider her position to be the most illustrious aboard the ship.  Though she was sometimes able to moonlight on the bridge or in the science lab, her home was always down in the transporter room.  And the vast majority of the time, it was dreadfully boring.  On some occasions, days might go by before her services were required, and even then it was utterly routine.  But then there were those rare occasions when something unexpected actually happened—and that’s what made the job interesting.

The communication from Lieutenant Bator indicated her job was an easy one—get a transporter lock on the Odyssey’s Elorg occupant, and then wait for security to arrive.  It sounded routine, and it certainly was—but news traveled fast aboard a starship, and Flora knew that she would be among the first to hear of this.

The transporter room doors suddenly slid apart, and a team of five security officers, lead by Lieutenant Maryniak, burst into the room with phasers drawn.  “Lieutenant Sanders,” he said, “do you have a lock?”

She checked her sensors one last time—just to be certain she hadn’t erred amidst the excitement.  “Yes,” she said, “I’ve got him.”

Maryniak nodded, and trained his phaser upon the transporter platform.  “Raise a level three forcefield around the platform and then beam him aboard.”

Sanders complied, and a static blue forcefield zapped into place a moment later—followed very closely by a pillar of shimmering blue light in the center of transporter pad.  Very slowly, that light faded, and the familiar features of an Elorg officer stood in its wake—but this was no ordinary Elorg officer.  “It’s Talyere!” Sanders exclaimed.

He flashed Flora a reassuring smile as he raised his hands to the air.  “I am unarmed,” he assured the security team.  “For one outlandish reason or another, Overseer Xi’Yor would not entrust me with a weapon.”

Relieved, Sanders quickly lowered the forcefield.  As it zapped out of place, Talyere very carefully made his way from the transporter pad—but the security team was far less trusting of Talyere than Sanders, and their phasers remained fixed upon the Elorg. 

“How do we know you’re Talyere?” asked Maryniak.  “The last I heard, you left the Starlight to return to your people.”

Talyere nodded cordially.  “That is correct,” he said.  “I spent six weeks on El Toris II—until it was destroyed by an alien species known as the Ghaib.

“These aliens intrigued Overseer Xi’Yor, and prompted him to seek them out in hopes of forming some sort of coalition.  The investigation lead us to the Zhargosia Sector…”

“…Where you were abducted by some sort subspace sinkhole,” Sanders finished.  “The same thing happened to us.”

“I suspect the Ghaib—and their Drusari masters—are up to no good,” Talyere continued.  

Sanders nodded agreeably.  Though she had only a few pieces of the puzzle, she had enough to know that something bad was going on.  “Perhaps you would like to speak with the Captain?”

“An excellent idea,” said Talyere with a nod.

When the door to his ready room chimed, Christopher was fully expecting Commanders Bruton and Harrison.  He hadn’t scheduled an exact time for their meeting, but given their brief break from the chaos, now seemed as good a time as any to meet with the Inguari—but when the doors slid apart, Christopher’s jaw nearly hit the floor.  “Talyere!” he said.  “Well… this is certainly a surprise.”

The Elorg turned briefly to his escort—Flora Sanders—and the stepped inside the ready room.  As the doors slid shut behind him, he pulled in a weary lungful of air.  “You are not the only one surprised by this turn of fate,” he admitted.  “I was fully expecting to be terminated by Xi’Yor at some point in the near future.”

Christopher shook his head—both to refute Talyere’s statement, and to shake off some of the surprise he felt.  “That won’t be happening now,” he said.  “As of this very moment, the Overseer is resting… uncomfortably in the brig—and you can bet he’s going to stay there until we get back to the Federation.”

“Good,” said Talyere.  He approached the chairs in front of Christopher’s desk, but hesitated as he sat.  “Captain,” he said cautiously, “before we discuss anything else, I believe I should apologize for my actions last year.  After the unfortunate incident in the Beremar System, I believe I may have acted inappropriately…”

Christopher immediately raised a dismissive hand.  “Talyere,” he said warmly, “you were mad.  You were mad at me, mad at the Federation… mad at the universe.  I was the exact same way when Xi’Yor ordered the attack on Ka’Tula Prime during the war.  Millions of my people died during those dark days—so I assure you, Talyere, I can understand your anger.  You did what you had to do.  No apology is necessary.”

Talyere’s pallid lips curved upward.  “I offer one nonetheless.”

With so many other questions brewing in his mind, Christopher wasn’t about to argue.  He was simply eager to move on.  “I accept,” he said politely.  “So what brought you and Xi’Yor to Sovara II?”

Talyere considered his words for a long moment.  “We purloined a vessel from the Ghaib,” he admitted.  “It was damaged.  We were coming here for repairs.”

So Xi’Yor was telling the truth after all.  Christopher was amazed—but not nearly enough to set him free.  More interesting, however, was Talyere’s mention of the Ghaib.  “Have you encountered the Ghaib during your time here?”

Talyere shook his head.  “Save the vessel we stole from them, no.  But our vessel’s sensors were badly damaged, so we were restricted to only limited sensor functions.  Why do you ask?”

“The Ghaib and Drusari are allies,” Christopher said.  “And we have evidence that, in sixteen days, they are planning to do something big…”

“Our vessel is still in orbit of Sovara II,” Talyere stated.  “I am reasonably familiar with the ship’s systems…”

Christopher could see where Talyere’s train of thought was going—and already he was glad to have him back aboard the Starlight.  “We could access the computer and get all the information we could possibly desire,” he realized.  “Let’s do it…”

Though he still wasn’t entirely convinced that the Yelss were the friends they claimed to be, Lucas Tompkins had to admit that they were rapidly gaining credibility.  Over the course of the past several hours, Setzer Umari had shown off many of the vessel’s unique functions—albeit reluctantly.  But now, for the first time since breaking into the ship, Lucas Tompkins found himself alone with Erin Keller.

They had long ago abandoned the exotic and wondrous laboratory where Lucas had seen his clone, and now saw quietly in what appeared to be a mess hall.  It was similar to the Starlight’s own mess hall, with large arcing windows lining the front of the room—but there were no replicators to be found.  Not that it mattered.  Tompkins wasn’t very hungry to begin with.

“So what do you think of this place?” Erin asked as she seated herself in a sleek white chair at a table near the windows.

“Heh…”  Tompkins regarded the chair for a moment.  It didn’t look too comfortable, but as he sat, he had to admit that it was easily one of the most comfortable chairs he had every sat upon.  “I think this place is every engineer’s dream,” he said.  “I could spend a lifetime digging through this ship, and still not have it all figured out.”

Erin nodded agreeably.  “It is quite impressive,” she admitted.  “I guess the Drusari must be a pretty powerful species.”

Lucas gently pulled himself closer to the table.  “I think we’re about to find out,” he whispered.  “During our tour of the ship, I overheard Setzer Umari talking with one of the other crewmembers… it sounded like we were about ready to see some action.”

“Really?” asked Erin, her eyes wide with curiosity.  “When was this?”

“When we were shown our quarters,” Tompkins reminded.  “Which means we’re probably in for an long stay.”

Erin nodded somberly.  “And I did not like my quarters very much,” she said.  “I would much rather be back at home on the Starlight.”

Tompkins suddenly felt his body sway as the ship gently rumbled beneath his feet.  It was an incredibly muted event, but it was definitely noticeable.  He glanced out the window to his left to see if they were under attack—and though he saw no aggressors, the starfield was no longer a static smattering of twinkling lights.  “Erin,” he said, “we’re going somewhere…”

“I wonder where?” she asked.

Moments later, the lights dimmed, and an ominous alert klaxon sounded—just as a wisp of ashen light began to swirl amidst the starfield beyond the windows.  Tompkins suddenly felt compelled to hold onto something, but the mess hall doors promptly parted, and Setzer Umari strolled inside, calm as ever.

“Lucas Tompkins,” he called.  “Erin Keller.  Your presence is required on the command deck.”

Keller immediately rose from her seat.  “Why?”

The wisps of light out the window suddenly exploded into a gaping hole in the subspace continuum, ripe with electric tendrils of blue light.  Tompkins immediately recognized the vortex as a chronometric distortion.  They weren’t just going somewhere—they were going sometime…

Setzer, oblivious to the gaping vortex, simply motioned toward the doors.  “Your journey is about to come full circle.”

Chapter 29

A gentle wisp of azure light shimmered around Talyere Rosat’s body, gracefully depositing him on the bridge of his stolen Ghaib vessel.  But as he regained his senses, the Elorg quickly discovered that the ship was not in the same condition he left it.  The most notable change was the illumination level—or lack thereof.  “Main power is apparently failing,” Talyere stated.

Lieutenant Bator quickly drew a light beacon from his belt, and flashed it around the Ghaib vessel’s bridge.  The setup was fairly standard as far as bridges went:  command chair in the center, navigation in front of the viewscreen, operations and tactical mounted upon a rail behind the command chair.  But instead of muted gray tones of a Federation starship, the Ghaib bridge employed a metallic green theme.  It was an odd choice, but then again, Talyere was no interior designer.

“We’re going to have to work quickly,” said Alan Christopher a moment later.  He also drew a light beacon, and immediately shined in upon Talyere.  “Which station will give us access to the information we need?”

Talyere pointed to the console on the left side of the rail.  “The operations station,” he said.

Christopher was already approaching the station.  “Then let’s get to it.  Download as much data as you can into your tricorder.”

But Talyere did not move.  “There is a more efficient way,” he said—he had almost forgotten that Christopher was unaware of the Ghaib’s information kiosks.  Talyere quickly surveyed his surroundings, and noted the kiosk nestled in small apse near the back of the bridge.

“What do you propose?” asked Bator.

Talyere gracefully approached Christopher’s position, and stared blankly at the Ghaib lettering on the interface.  Despite his alleged knowledge of the system, it still took him a long moment to put that knowledge to work.  He tentatively pecked at the controls, and once he felt confident he had input the proper key sequence, turned to the apse—but the kiosk did not appear.

Christopher arched a curious eyebrow.  “I thought you knew how to work this thing…” he quipped.

Talyere shook his head with bewildered disbelief.  “As did I…”

The sensor alarms bleeped, and Matthew Harrison was immediately on his feet.  After the destruction of the Drusari vessel, he knew that it was only a matter of time before they returned for vengeance.  Thus far, lady luck had been on their side, but with each moment that passed, Harrison could feel that luck begin to fade.  And as he turned his weary gaze upon Megan Reinbold, Harrison knew the news would be bad.  “What is it?” he inquired.

Reinbold muted the sensor alarms and then turned and then met Harrison’s cautious gaze with one of her own.  “We’ve got company,” she said.  “An alien vessel has just entered the system.  It may be a Ghaib vessel—the specifications are identical to the three vessels that destroyed El Toris II last year.”

Harrison recalled the vessels well—massive behemoths that fell upon El Toris II without warning, totally obliterating the Elorg Bloc’s new homeworld.  The Ghaib were present then, and the Ghaib were apparently present now.  And that concerned Harrison greatly.  “Yellow alert,” he ordered, just as another alert sounded at the tactical station.

“We are being hailed,” said Lieutenant Maryniak.  His normally neutral voice suddenly quivered nervously.  “It is Tracker Melas.”

Melas.  Harrison also recalled him readily.  During their encounter at El Toris II, the avian speaker for of Ghaib had proven himself to be a reasonable man—but also a dangerous one, willing to destroy an entire planet for his superiors.  Harrison very slowly turned his attention to the viewscreen.  “On screen,” he said.

The calming view of the Odyssey drifting in space before Sovara II instantly blinked away, replaced by the ghastly birdlike visage of Tracker Melas.  At first his face exuded a very stern emotion—but as his beady black eyes fell upon Matthew Harrison, Melas’ seemed to soften.  “Commander Harrison,” he said, his deeply sonorous voice echoing across the bridge.  “I knew we would meet again—though I did not expect it would be so soon.”

Harrison blinked.  “Neither did I,” he said.  And admittedly, it was the truth.  After the encounter at El Toris II, he had not expected to see the Ghaib for a long, long time to come.  “Is there anything we can do for you, Tracker?  Certainly you did not come all this way for a simple visit.”

“No.”  The mangy gray feathers atop Melas’ head twitched.  “One of our small raiders was commandeered by the prisoner you are currently holding in your brig.  We have come to retrieve both the prisoner and the raider.”

Much like in their previous encounter, Melas appeared to be several steps ahead of the Starlight’s crew—and for the life him, the Harrison could not figure out how Melas knew all that.  Whatever the case, one thing was obvious:  “You cannot take the prisoner.”

Melas expelled a candid sigh.  “That is a bold statement, Commander.  I realize he has committed many atrocities in your quadrant, but he is also an enemy of the Ghaib.  We are taking him—and there is nothing you can do to stop us.”

Considering the size of Melas’ vessel, Harrison had to believe that statement was true.  And for the sake of the Starlight’s crew, he very quickly decided that compliance would be the best course of action.  “As you wish,” he said.  “We shall arrange to have him transported to your vessel once you are within range.”

“Agreed.”  Melas nodded cordially, and then flitted off the screen, leaving Harrison with a bit of a dilemma.

“Harrison to Christopher.”
Though receiving a message from his first officer was certainly nothing out of the ordinary, Christopher was nonetheless caught by surprise when Harrison’s voice erupted from his communicator.  He had been so engrossed in Talyere’s meddling that time seemed to have frozen—but that was apparently not the case, and he quickly tapped his comm badge.  “Yes, Matthew?”

“Captain,” said Harrison urgently, “Tracker Melas’ vessel has just entered the system.  At present speed, he shall be in orbit of Sovara II in eight minutes.”

Christopher’s heart immediately started thumping in his chest.  “They’re coming for the ship, aren’t they?”

“Indeed,” said Harrison.  He hesitated for a moment, then added, “And Overseer Xi’Yor.”

“They can have the ship,” said Christopher, “but there’s no way they’re getting Xi’Yor.”

“I said as much,” Harrison replied, “however, Tracker Melas indicated that he would take the Overseer by force if necessary.”
Christopher adamantly shook his head.  “Xi’Yor isn’t going anywhere,” he said sternly—even he was surprised by the amount of force in his voice.  Then again, when it came to Xi’Yor, very little surprised Christopher.  “Stall for as much time as humanly possible.  I will try to come up with some sort of incredible plan… preferably within the next eight minutes.”

Harrison sighed.  “Very well,” he said, obviously not enthused by his orders.  “Harrison out.”
And Christopher’s eyes immediately fell upon Talyere.  Despite numerous attempts, the Elorg had yet to devise his ‘more efficient’ way of gathering data from the computer—and Christopher was beginning to doubt such a thing even existed.  Still, his innate trust in Talyere afforded the Overseer a few more minutes.  “You have eight minutes,” he reminded.

Talyere tapped a few more commands into the workstation, looked up from his work—but unlike his previous breaks, the look upon his face this time was rather positive.  “That will have to suffice,” he said, pointing to the glowing red sphere in the back of the bridge.  “I call it an information kiosk.  It is a highly sophisticated data retrieval system that apparently uses an adaptive neural interface to scan the temporal continuum…  Or, as Erin might say, ‘It is cool.’”

The sentiment immediately brought a smile to Christopher’s face.  “I’ve missed you, Talyere.”

Talyere promptly abandoned his workstation and headed for the kiosk.  “Likewise,” he said. 

Christopher stood and watched intently as Talyere passed through the scarlet bubble tucked in the back corner of the bridge.  Eager to see what was on the inside, he immediately traced Talyere’s path to the kiosk and stepped inside—and what he saw amazed him.

It was a mind-boggling blur of information, streaking across the surface of the sphere and incredible speeds.  An armada of Borg spheres charged overhead, a fleet of Mandroth Raiders pillaged some debris, twin suns cast their sunlight upon a majestic ringed world, the Bajoran Wormhole opened, the Starlight hung in space as repair crews attached the Odyssey’s warp nacelle… Christopher almost had to leave to allow his mind to catch up with all of those racing thoughts—but the moment he took a step backward, everything came to a screeching halt around a massive crimson gateway…

“I’ve seen that before,” said Christopher.  “One of our probes picked that up in the Zhargosia Sector a late last year.  We have yet to determine why it was there…”

But Talyere flinched in confusion.  “This is not the Zhargosia Sector,” he said.

Christopher frowned.  “There is a gateway identical to that one in the Zhargosia Sector,” he insisted.  “Are you sure you’re reading the data right?”

Talyere checked the data again, just to make certain, and again, the results were the same.  “This gateway is located near the edge of the Sol System,” he said.

The words hit Christopher like a brick wall.  “In the Kupier Belt?” he suggested.

“Yes.”

Christopher knew it would be best to look at all of the data objectively before jumping to any conclusions—and in his present mindset, there were plenty of conclusions—but the data so obviously pointed to one grim conclusion that Christopher could not help himself.  “It’s an invasion,” he said.  “The Drusari are getting ready to invade!  They’ve been clearing out the Zhargosia Sector for months in preparation for this!”

But instead of Talyere’s somber agreement, the Elorg shook his head to refute Christopher’s hypothesis.  “These gateways do not appear to be configured to transport starships through them,” he stated.

An in that instant, every theory floating through Christopher’s mind evaporated.  He stared at the ominous gateway for a long moment, utterly dumbfounded.  “Then what the heck are they doing?” he wondered aloud.

Talyere gazed at some of the data flitting across the sphere’s surface.  “Given their configuration, I believe these gateways have been specially designed to channel energy.”

“Energy?” Christopher repeated.  “Why?”

Talyere nodded.  He was just as confused as Christopher.  “I don’t know.  Much of the data is encrypted into the database.  I could access it, but it would take a fair amount of time for me to break through the security protocols.  And as you stated, time is not on our side.”

“Maybe we don’t need the database,” Christopher mused.  As he thought back upon his meeting with Megan and Matthew in the astrometrics lab, he recalled the ominous fourth point in their line.  “We know that these gateways are about to fall into alignment with the galactic core…  Is it possible the Ghaib and the Drusari plan on channeling energy from the core?”

Talyere’s face was blank.  Such a thing was so utterly treacherous that he obviously had not even conceived of it in his mind—but it was suddenly a very real possibility.  “I don’t know what they could possibly do with so much energy; but I suppose it is possible.”

“They could be fighting a war in some distant galaxy,” Christopher postulated.  “If they can harvest energy from our galactic core, they could literally obliterate their enemy in the blink of an eye.”

Talyere glanced back at the data.  “These gateways have the capability to relay the energy at incredible speeds.  I suspect it would take only a few short years for any directed energy burst to reach another galaxy.”

The Drusari already possessed incredibly powerful ships and weapons.  Christopher was having difficultly believing they had a nemesis so utterly powerful that this was the only to defeat them.  Beside, several years was far too long a time to deploy a weapon.  “It has to be something else,” said Christopher.

“And it may be,” said Talyere.  “I have analyzed the gateways’ composition—according to this, it is in excess of eleven billion years old.”

“That’s older than the Milky Way!” Christopher exclaimed, staring at the grotesque gateway with a renewed sense of awe.  

“And for a structure to be that old, it had to have been built at a time when the universe was much smaller,” Talyere continued.  “Because the universe is constantly expanding, the galaxy where this gateway was built is now billions of light years away.”

“And it’s probably a galaxy in decay,” Christopher realized.

“I would be willing to bet that ninety percent of the stars in that galaxy have gone dark,” said Talyere.

“So…” said Christopher, rapidly searching his mind for answers, “the denizens of that galaxy are trying to… do what?  Leave?  I know I’d want to get the heck out of there.  But why not erect a gateway that can transport starships?”

Talyere shrugged.  “Perhaps they intend to sacrifice our galaxy to preserve their own?  Perhaps the energy transfer can somehow revitalize their dying realm?”

The possibilities were both intriguing and frightening at once.  But ultimately, the fate of the Milky Way was at stake, and Christopher knew he absolutely could not risk so many lives to satisfy any shed of curiosity he might have.  It was simply out of the question.

“We can probably assume the Drusari live in this far flung galaxy,” he said.  “But we already know they can transport their ships to the Milky Way…  Why bother going through all this trouble unless…”  Christopher’s voice trailed off as yet another flash of insight graced Christopher’s mind.  “Talyere,” he said, “is there a gateway in the Zukara Segment?”

Talyere swiftly ran his fingers over some unseen interface—perhaps the neural one he spoke of—and within moments, a huge, menacing space station loomed on the screen—and embedded in the heart of the hellish station loomed a pair of massive gateways.  “This is it,” he said.  “All of the energy is being channeled to this location.”

“Where is it?”

Talyere frowned.  “I do not know it’s exact location.  The coordinates are encrypted into the database…  However, we can assume it is somewhere nearby.”

“We could always wait for the Drusari to fire up their little energy transfer,” Christopher darkly mused.  “That just might tip us off…”

“We will likely be dead if such a thing were to occur,” Talyere stated. “Though I may remind you, I am hardly a renowned scientist.  I could be wrong.”

Christopher dismissed the comment with a shrug.  “I don’t care to find out,” he said.  He briefly poked his head out of the sphere and looked for Bator.  The Phobian stood at the tactical station, closely observing everything that was going on.  “How much longer?” asked Christopher.

Bator glanced at his tricorder.  “Less than a minute…  I suggest we return to the ship—otherwise we might find ourselves on an extended vacation with Tracker Melas.”

Though it pained him to do so, Christopher had little choice but to agree.  The prospect of spending an eternity with Melas was certainly an unpleasant one.  “Talyere,” he said.  “Let’s go…”

“We are prepared to receive the prisoner.”

Tracker Melas’ voice was like a lance through Harrison’s heart.  Not only did he fail to delay the Ghaib in any way, shape or form, he also failed to come up with some sort of backup plan—just in case the Captain’s plan failed.  And now, it seemed he would have little choice but to relinquish Overseer Xi’Yor to the Ghaib.

Harrison nevertheless maintained an air of calm and authority as he spoke with Melas.  He wasn’t about to tip his hand to the Ghaib.  “The prisoner is a dangerous one,” he stated.  “We must take every precaution before transferring him to your vessel.”

Melas nodded understandingly, but his patience was clearly growing thin.  “Your cooperation will not go unnoticed,” he said evenly.

Unfortunately, Harrison was unsure if the gesture was good or bad.  He feigned a diplomatic smile and said, “I hope we are one day able to forge a peaceful alliance between our two peoples.  This may even be fondly remembered as the foundations for such a coalition.”

“Wishful thinking on your behalf,” said Melas, “but a noble gesture nonetheless.  Now, we are waiting for the prisoner…” Melas abruptly flitted off the viewscreen, replaced by the ominous image of his vessel hanging in orbit of Sovara II.  

“They have transported a small raider aboard their ship,” said Reinbold at ops—just as the turbolift doors opened to reveal Captain Christopher and the rest of the away team.

“Were you able to find anything?” asked Harrison.

Christopher nodded grimly.  “Unfortunately, yes.  The Drusari are planning to transfer energy from the galactic core to a massive starbase located somewhere nearby.  It’s essentially the ultimate weapon.”

“And what to they intend to do with it?”

“We do not know,” said Talyere.

“Well, with a weapon like that, they can do pretty much whatever they want,” said Reinbold softly.  “So what would you want?”

“We know little about the Drusari mindset,” Harrison stated.  “But we know a fair amount about the Ghaib.  We know they are an advanced species… scientists… possibly even explorers.”

“And if you were an explorer with almost infinite resources,” Reinbold continued, “where would you go?”

“The Drusari are billions of years old,” Christopher recalled.  “They’ve probably been everywhere.  Where else could they possibly go?”

The realization was both sudden and shocking.  Megan Reinbold simply opened her mouth and said, “The edge of the universe.”

And it made perfect sense.  “Think about it,” said Christopher.  “Nobody has ever been to the edge of the universe.  Sure, we traveled to the end of it last year, but… never did we leave its confines.  So it’s basically the biggest mystery ever to exist:  what is beyond the edge of the universe?”

Unfortunately, they did not have time to ponder the question, for the Starlight suddenly started to rumble.  “The Ghaib vessel is powering weapons,” said Bator.  “They are demanding we transfer Overseer Xi’Yor to their custody at once.”

Every last fiber in Alan Christopher’s body demanded he ignore Tracker Melas’ order.  Xi’Yor was the essence of evil, responsible for the demise of countless millions.  He simply couldn’t allow the Ghaib to take the Overseer—but then again, Christopher couldn’t sacrifice the Starlight to satisfy some vendetta…

“Bator,” he said softly, “lower our shields and prepare to transport Over—”

A maelstrom of ashen light suddenly burst onto the viewscreen—a light so very powerful that Christopher had to avert his eyes.  When the light finally faded, a massive temporal anomaly loomed over Sovara II’s northern pole, and a massive crystalline starship emerged from the gaping maw—and if Christopher was not mistaken, it was very similar to a Yelss vessel…

The new vessel’s hull shimmered like water in the sunlight.  At first, Christopher suspected it was some sort of ablative armor, but as the water began to boil with tendrils of verdant light, he quickly realized it was anything but.  The strands of energy crackled around the Yelss vessel’s hull, rapidly building in strength until finally they exploded with a raging fury, arcing across the void of space and crashing into the Ghaib vessel’s hull.  Almost immediately, Tracker Melas’ ship burst apart amidst a fiery crimson sea… 

Christopher, along with the rest of the bridge crew, simply stood and watched the events unfold in disbelief—but as chunks of Melas’ smoldering ship began to crash into the Starlight’s shields, Christopher finally felt words in the back of his throat:  “Wow…”

“That adequately sums things up,” Talyere commented a moment later.  “However, I was under the impression that the Yelss were our nemeses…”

“As was I,” said Harrison.

“Not anymore…”

At the sound of Erin Keller’s warm, inviting voice, Christopher’s interest in the Ghaib vessel’s demise immediately vanished.  Moving with speed faster than he thought possible, he turned on his heel to see her standing behind Megan Reinbold at her workstation—as if she had never left.

Erin grinned.  “Pretty nifty trick, huh?”

Alan’s heart fluttered with excitement, and he literally stormed across the bridge to the ops console, and swept Erin off her feet with ease.  “I wasn’t too fond of it, actually,” he said, grinning wildly.  “I had to clean the litter box, you know…”

Erin planted a gentle kiss upon Alan’s cheek.  “How terrible for you,” she chirped.

Alan nodded.  “It was,” he insisted.  “But I’ll have to enlighten you with my grandiose tale a bit later—because right now, we’ve got a galaxy to save.”

And the twilight of the gods is at hand…
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