“Words Better Left Unspoken”

Chris Adamek


= 2 3 9 9 =

THE FINAL CHAPTER

STAR TREK

The Final Frontier
__________STARRING__________

Captain Alan Christopher

Lieutenant Bator

Lieutenant Neelar Drayge 

Captain Matthew Harrison

Doctor Sarah Hartman
Lt. Commander Kendall Johnson

Commander Erin Keller

Lt. Commander Megan Reinbold

Overseer Talyere Rosat

Commander Lucas Tompkins
Lieutenant Jayla Trinn

“Words Better Left

Unspoken”

Stardate 76899.1; November 25, 2399

EPISODE

118

EDITED BY • Shaun Hayes

WRITTEN BY • Chris Adamek

ADDITIONAL CHARACTERS
Administrator Dra’venn

Angela Christopher

Admiral Kathryn Janeway

Commander Jerras

General Ordikan

Ovdranus

Qevar

Justin Reinbold

Commander Amy Robinson

Lieutenant Courtney Rose

Praetor Tomalak

Lt. Commander Jayla Trinn

High Overseer Xi’Yor

Chapter 41

Qevar was displeased.  It took a great deal of strife to sway her lethargic emotions.  Typically, she could tolerate even the most stressful of events, for it was no easy task to exist within the limited confines of the entity known to lesser beings as the universe.  Only when Qevar was forced to deal with him did she find her emotions running rampant.  And rampant they were.

She clenched an angry mandible.  “How did he manage to fail us this time?  We virtually restored the weapon to full power and he still destroyed himself!”  A thick, gangly spine throbbed in her forehead.  “It is unacceptable.”

“Agreed,” said Ovdranus.  In the material realm, he was a curious entity, even amongst its own kind.  Ovdranus was neither male nor female, though he aligned himself with the male gender for simplicity’s sake.  A thick exoskeleton covered most of his body.  Giant neural spines jutted from his back.  He had three eyes, a huge vertically cleft mouth, and a bubbly, vomit-like complexion that made even Qevar cringe on occasion.  She had little affinity for the material realm…

“The Hegemony is already growing tired of our activities,” noted Qevar.  “Successful or not, they will soon recall us to the Otherworldly Gate.”

Ovdranus was not particularly concerned about the Hegemony.  He journeyed forth into the material realm merely for scientific purposes.  Though he played along with Qevar’s antics, atonement was quite possibly the last thing on his mind.  “The Hegemony will grant us an extension,” he said.  “Our initiative has made progress this time.”

“Not nearly enough,” hissed Qevar.  The Hegemony might grant an extension, but they were just as likely to cease all activity within the material realm.  “If the Hegemony is to grant us an extension, we need to show them progress—where none has been made.”

Two of Ovdranus’ eyes widened.  The third merely squinted, oblivious to the wonts of the other two.  “The Phobians have made considerable progress,” he stated.  “Some of that progress was indeed erased during the battle in the Rebena System, but the Hegemony cannot truthfully state that our efforts have been ineffective.”

He did have a point.  The Phobian Republic was still a far cry from the massive conglomeration that it had once been—but it was no longer on the brink of extinction.  Qevar allowed for a bit more optimism.  “Then we shall proceed,” she decided.  “Summon him to the Otherworldly Gate.”

Ovdranus’ meaty fingers slowly tapped a short sequence of commands into his workstation.  The computer produced a series of shrill tones in response, and moments later Ovdranus looked up and said, “Summoning complete.”

Qevar was eager to approach the Otherworldly Gate to speak with the new arrival, but Ovdranus still seemed lost in the computer date.  She called to him.  “Our time is not infinite in this realm,” she tersely reminded.

Ovdranus grunted.  He pulled himself away from the computer and gracelessly approached Qevar.  “Make this quick,” he grumbled.  “I have been studying an unusual trinary star system in Grid 8-8-3.  I would like to continue my analysis sometime today.”

Though she didn’t particularly care about the trinary star—or anything in the material realm, for that matter—Qevar knew that the Hegemony was quite interested such trivial matters.  If she was going to get her extension, Qevar knew that she would have to appease them in some manner.  “You will be back to your computer station within the hour,” she insisted.

Within the limited confines of the material realm, an hour was an incredibly meager measurement of time.  The notion summarily inspired Ovdranus to move a bit faster—and Qevar prepared herself for the journey ahead. 

With one quick motion, Ovdranus ripped asunder the exoskeleton upon his giant chest.  A few wriggling organs dangled in his exposed chest cavity, but for the most part, the cavernous expanse was devoid of life.

But not for long.

Ovdranus quickly wrapped his hands around Qevar’s limbless torso and placed her within the confines of his chest.  Her neural spines quickly fused with his system and in a few short seconds, they were one.  As Ovdranus replaced his craggy exoskeleton, Qevar’s head poked through the flesh atop the behemoth’s shoulders.

“Let us proceed,” said Qevar once the fusion was complete.

“Agreed,” said Ovdranus, and the monstrous two-headed leviathan summarily went to work.

Chapter 42

“I could sleep for another week.”

For once, the computer’s wakeup chime did little to inspire Alan Christopher out of bed.  He was content to completely ignore the dreadfully monotone voice and stay in bed the entirety of the day.  The sheets were so warm and inviting, the mattress perfectly contoured to his body… Alan existed in a state of complete and total bliss.

Unfortunately, though the computer was easy enough to ignore, Erin Keller was not.  On the opposite side of the bed, not more than a few inches away, Erin was already crawling out of bed.  She couldn’t even fathom staying in bed a few extra minutes!

Alan groaned.  “Erin…”

But she would hear none of it.  “Get up!”

Waves of dread befalling him, Alan buried his face in the pillow.  “I’m taking the day off.”

“No you’re not.”

“I’m the Captain,” he groggily protested.  “I can do whatever I want!”

No doubt sensing that she was on the losing end of this particular battle, Erin plopped back onto the bed.  She wasn’t about to go back to sleep, though.  “I guess I’ll just have to tell Admiral Janeway that you’re too busy sleeping to meet with her.”

Alan shook his head.  “The meeting isn’t for another two hours.”  He could very easily crawl out of bed five minutes before the meeting’s start, slip into a uniform, and stumble into the conference lounge with a few minutes to spare.

Erin leaned back, gently resting her head upon Alan’s chest.  “Alan, you are the laziest person I have ever known…”

A virulent yawn suddenly parted Alan’s lips.  “Thank you,” he kind-of-said.  At that juncture, he was tempted to close his eyes and go back to sleep, but Erin had other ideas.

She rolled over, gracefully bringing her ethereal countenance into Alan’s line of sight.  “What do you want for breakfast?”

Alan didn’t typically worry about breakfast.  Once and awhile he would grab a bite to eat before the daily briefing; more frequently, he would sit down in the mess hall with everyone else and mooch.  Only rarely did he actually sit down and eat breakfast.  “Are you cooking?”

Erin shrugged.  “I guess I am.  We can skip the mess hall this morning.  Neelar and Lucas will just have to get by without us.”

The prospect of a decent breakfast started to rouse Alan’s senses.  “I’m sure they’ll manage,” he said.  He threw aside his warm and inviting blankets, and was instantly greeted with a rush of cool air.  Goosebumps prickled his bare chest, and a chill crawled down his spine—but the day was a foot.  There was no turning back now.  Alan crawled out of bed.

“Surprise me,” he said.

“What?”  Erin was still perched on the edge of the bed, carefully straightening her pale violet negligee.

“Breakfast,” he reminded.  “Just don’t surprise me with anything Klingon.”

Erin flashed a wide smile.  “I’ll make you my signature dish,” she happily chirped, already leading the way out of the bedroom and into the primary living space.

It seemed that Erin was actually going to cook.  She was certainly able to order food from the replicator, but if Alan understood her correctly, Erin was going to venture into unprecedented and uncharted terrain with this meal.  Not wanting to miss the spectacle, Alan quickly grabbed a tank top from the closet and followed her out of the bedroom.

Erin already had a few basic ingredients on the counter—eggs, bread, milk, vanilla—and as Alan approached, she plucked a small container of cinnamon from the replicator.  “French toast,” she explained.  “My mom used to make this for Brian and me all the time.  I tried to program it into the replicator, but it never turned out quite the same.”

That was frequently the case.  The more complex a meal, the more difficult it was for the replicator to approximate its taste.  French toast hardly seemed complicated, but Alan was not about to argue with his wife.  “Technology can’t fix everything.  Especially breakfast.”

While Erin worked on the main course, Alan decided that he could still make himself useful. After setting plates and forks on the table, he ordered hot chocolate—in a purple mug—and two glasses of orange juice from the replicator.

Not surprisingly, the more familiar sounds of breakfast finally brought little Angela from her bedroom.  Dressed in her flowery blue pajamas, the little girl scampered across the living room and into the kitchen.  After inspecting the vicinity, she climbed into her chair and took a big sip of her orange juice.  “Is Mommy making cookies?”

Alan shook his head.  “She’s making French toast.  It’s like a pancake, but square.”

Angela’s big blue eyes went wide with excitement.  She might have liked cookies, but she absolutely loved pancakes.  “I’m gonna eat them all up!” she happily proclaimed.

If the little girl was even remotely upset about her incarceration aboard Eredas-Il, there was no sign of it.  Children could be amazingly resilient… partially because they didn’t exactly understand the magnitude of the situation.  Ignorance was certainly bliss, because Alan wished that he could forget the past few weeks.

Unfortunately, he was not so lucky.  “We have to eat a big breakfast this morning, because we have a lot to do today.”  Alan wasn’t about to bore Angela with details of his pending meeting with Admiral Janeway, nor was he going to spoil breakfast talking about Megan’s funeral.

Besides, Angela knew why today was so important.  “We’re getting a new kitty!” she exclaimed.  “He’s gonna be blue, and I’m gonna name him Kayopopic!”

Technically, Alan had only agreed to look into the possibility of getting a new feline companion—but he wasn’t about to argue with his daughter, especially since the possibility was incredibly real.  “I kind of like the name Babacaddon.”

Erin was already rolling her eyes and shaking her head.  “It’s a very good thing I have veto power,” she mused, carefully flipping the French toast over in the pan.  “It’s almost done!”

A few more minutes, and breakfast arrived to rave reviews from Angela.  She quickly devoured about half a piece of toast before her appetite waned—and excitement over a new kitty simultaneously burgeoned.  She nonetheless forced down the rest of her breakfast and then headed for the bathroom.

Alan laughed.  “What’s wrong with Kayopopic?”

Erin wouldn’t even dignify the question with an answer.  Or a witty retort.  She simply pretended not to hear any of the nonsensical names—but Alan was bound and determined to get a reaction out of her, one way or another.

He carefully stabbed his fork into a bite of French toast and then dragged it through the thick pool of maple syrup upon his plate.  “So this is your signature dish?” he inquired as he placed the French toast in his mouth.

Erin nodded, more interested in eating than hearing Alan’s mindless blathering.

He grinned.  “I’d start using a pseudonym if I were you.”

And Alan summarily got his reaction.  A sardonic frown immediately fell upon Erin’s face.  She was desperately trying not to smile, but to no avail.  Within moments, her frown shattered.  Shaking her head, Erin simply showed Alan her fist.  “Watch it, buddy…”

• • •

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76899.1:  The Starlight has rendezvoused with the Columbia and the Eximus on the outskirts of the Rebena System to discuss the recent battle with the Elorg and its aftermath.  The destruction of Eredas-Il has given the Federation a slight, if momentary advantage.  It is an opportunity we cannot afford to squander.

There were many facets of Alan Christopher’s job that he could have done without.  He hated the constant status reports.  He hated temporal mechanics.  He hated waking up early.  He hated funerals.   And the recent convergence of those four events made today particularly unfortunate.  He could forcibly wade through the numerous status reports and sleep through most of the temporal jargon—but there was nothing he could do to lessen the impact of a funeral.

In a battle where people were killed by the thousand, it was at times difficult to comprehend the enormity of the war.  One could easily grow complacent and start seeing the dead not as living, breathing individuals, but as numbers—mere statistics of a battle far, far away.  But then it happens, and everything changes.  For Alan Christopher, it happened two days ago…

Megan Reinbold died.

The circumstances of her death were still a mystery.  What really happened in that astral observatory might never be known, but the end result was utterly immutable—and it lanced Christopher through the heart.  

Talyere killed her.

He was angry.  Upset.  Confused.  The whole lot.  He tried not to think about it—and since his mind was still a little hazy, Christopher had no trouble setting aside those sullen thoughts.  But the omnipresent feeling of malaise could not be denied.  It had been gnawing at him for days, and despite fleeting moments of laughter, it wasn’t about to go away any time soon.  The reality of the war was sinking in…

“Nearly 3200 alliance starships were destroyed in the battle,” said Captain Matthew Harrison.  He sat between Commander Jerras and Captain Landsberg near the head of the Starlight’s conference table—and he looked as unsettled as Christopher felt.  “An additional five thousand vessels took moderate to heavy damage.  And I regret to report there were nearly seventeen thousand casualties.”

Typically, such catastrophic losses would have left the Federation in a very unfortunate position—but Christopher had perused many of the status reports prior to the day’s briefing, and he knew the Elorg were also in a very bad way.

“The Elorg took a hell of a beating when they were fighting the planetary defense perimeter,” said Captain Landsberg.  He briefly conferred with is padd for the exact numbers.  “Seventy-two hundred ships destroyed—almost thirty thousand dead.  Their fleet was practically decimated.”

“We are still gathering escape pods,” noted Praetor Tomalak.  He was situated near Admiral Janeway at the table’s head.  “Prisoners are being taken to a secure outpost on Azha Prime in the Japori Sector.”

“We plan to detain only the highest ranking Overseers,” noted Admiral Janeway.  Considering their vast numbers, detaining every last Elorg underling would have made for a logistical nightmare.  “We have agreed to turn over the remaining prisoners to the Breen.”

The Admiral did not expound upon the Breen’s involvement, but Christopher supposed that the majority of the hapless underlings would be freed.  And though he dared not to mention it, he suspected that some of those prisoners would also be killed.  They might have been more civilized than their Elorg brethren, but the Breen were nonetheless a race of warriors.  If a mortal enemy lurked amongst the prisoners, the Breen would not pass up an opportunity to dispose of the threat.

Perhaps thankfully, Janeway did not allow the conversation to linger with the Breen for very long.  Indeed, her stern gaze eventually wandered over to Christopher.  “What is our current situation?” she demanded.

Not long after breakfast, Christopher sifted through the mountains of status reports and sensor data to compile his report.  He hated every moment of it, but now that it was his moment to shine, the effort suddenly seemed valid.  “The Elorg fleet has retreated into Garidian space,” he said, not bothering to consult his padd.  “Evidently they are not so willing to cross into Federation space without Eredas-Il.”

“So their fleet is divided,” noted Harrison.

But it wasn’t much of a division.  According to intelligence reports, the vast majority of the Elorg fleet, tens of thousands of starships still lurked within Elorg space.  The meager, damaged vessels in Garidian space were most likely of little importance to the Bloc.  Still, they were making every effort to get home.  “Several listening posts in the Zhargosia Sector indicate at least some of the Elorg fleet is attempting to circumnavigate Federation space.  Depending on their speed, such a maneuver will add three or four days to their journey.”

“That gives us almost a week to prepare for the next attack,” Janeway quickly surmised.  “Suggestions?”

Given the extreme severity of the Elorg’s loss, Christopher was fairly confident they would have the entirety of the coming week to plot their next move.  But he wasn’t about to mince words—the Federation’s course of action was clear.  “I have just one suggestion, Admiral.”

Her pale blue eyes widened.  “And?”

Christopher met her gaze.  “Strike first.”

Though he had been reasonably silent thus far, the suggestion brought a toothy grin to Chancellor Martok’s face.  “Captain,” he said, “you took the words right out of my mouth.”

Xi’Yor carefully wrapped his cold, clammy fingers around Talyere’s head.  He closed his eyes, allowed his mind to drift into the realm beyond thought and reason—and nothing happened.  There was no sparkle of energy, no merging of minds.  Nothing.  Xi’Yor merely found himself sitting, his hands coiled around Talyere’s ashen head.

The High Overseer clenched an angry jaw.  “Why is it not working?”

Dra’venn wisely chose to keep his distance.  The Administrator stood on the far side of the room, carefully analyzing the influx of new information scrolling across his datapad without fear of retribution from Xi’Yor.  “The Afflicted technology appears to have been damaged.”

“What happened?”

Unfortunately, Dra’venn knew not.  “It was likely damaged by the phaser beam that struck you in the astral observatory.”

The energy discharged had behind it enough power to render Xi’Yor unconscious.  He supposed that might have been enough to damage the Afflicted technology.  “Can you repair it?”

Dra’venn hesitated.  “Technically… yes.”

“Then do so.”  But when the Administrator did not move, Xi’Yor suddenly suspected Dra’venn had reason for his hesitation.  “What is it?”

“Much of the Afflicted technology has fused with your cerebral cortex,” Dra’venn replied.  “I might be able to repair the technological damage, but I am no medic.  The neurological damage is beyond my ability to repair.”

Had they been on Kalidar, Xi’Yor would have consulted with one of the medics—or Doctor Kharzon.  Unfortunately, they were still hundreds of light years from Kalidar, cooped up within the confines of a small raider pilfered from the battlefield.  Medical technology was a veritable luxury.

“We cannot keep Talyere sedated the length of the journey,” Dra’venn cautiously added.  “We have enough lectaline to last three intervals.  It will likely take two cycles to reach Kalidar”

Xi’Yor supposed that it might be possible to tolerate Talyere for the duration of the trip—but since the Afflicted technology was likely damaged beyond repair, it occurred to him that the Chosen of Z’danorax was suddenly devoid of usefulness.  “Talyere has served his purpose,” said Xi’Yor.  “Terminate him.”

Chapter 43

There was darkness.  Even when his heavy eyelids parted, General Ordikan saw nothing more than a dreadful, omnipresent black—and it was not quite what he expected.  The last thing he remembered was the battle, the conquest of Rebena Te Ra.  They were so utterly close to victory…

But something happened.

Something unexpected.

Something bad.

The battle was over.  That much was obvious.  Gone were the blaring alert klaxons and the tactical displays.    In fact, Ordikan was not even aboard Eredas-Il.  He could only assume the battle was lost, though given his decisive tactical advantage, that hardly seemed possible.  What could have possibly transpired?

Though he scoured his memory for any insight into the final moments of the battle, Ordikan found that his mind was in a bit of a haze.  He glimpsed bits and pieces of the battle—the temporal distortions, the prisoner insurrection—but the vast majority of his memory was fragmented.  The events that congealed into the battle’s unfortunate conclusion remained a mystery.

However, Ordikan suspected they would not remain mysterious for very long.  Already, the darkness was beginning to recede.  Shades of blue and violet gradually slipped into the darkness, and the world surrounding Ordikan began to take shape.

When he finally emerged from the dark abyss, Ordikan stood within the cavernous facility known to him as the Otherworldly Gate.  It was a poorly illuminated room, dominated by the utterly massive portals embedded into the floor and ceiling.  The octagonal gateways glowed an eerie shade of blue, and constantly shared between them mysterious wisps of glittering violet energy.

“You failed.”

Ordikan’s attention immediately fell upon the ghastly figure standing at the outermost edge of the cerulean platform.  It was Ovdranus-Qevar, one of his most valued and trusted associates—and if the entity’s opinion indicated there was some sort of failure, then it was certainly true.  “What went wrong?” inquired Ordikan.  “Why summon me to the Otherworldly Gate?”

“Rebena Te Ra was destroyed,” said Qevar.  “And the Federation fleet obliterated Eredas-Il.”

“We had no choice but to summon you,” added Ovdranus, his toothy, vertically cleft mouth oozing copious amounts of saliva.  “The Hegemony will not be pleased.”

The Hegemony certainly had reason for concern.  The loss of a vessel set into motion the series of events that brought upon Ordikan’s everlasting shame.  The loss of a planet and Eredas-Il might inspire the Hegemony to make a permanent retreat from the material realm—even without achieving atonement.  “We must return to the Phobians,” said Ordikan.

Qevar adamantly shook her gangly head to the contrary.  “We have not the resources,” she hissed.  “Eredas-Il was destroyed.  The Elorg fleet is in shambles.  And your Garidian allies are worthless!”

The words confirmed almost all of Ordikan’s greatest fears—aside from the obviously truthful statement regarding the Garidians, for they were utterly useless.  “The Federation is a worthy adversary,” Ordikan cautiously reminded.  “Their allies are both numerous and resilient…”

A deep frown burrowed into Qevar’s craggy face.  “Then perhaps we are on the wrong side of this conflict,” she stated.

“We assumed an alliance with the Elorg would benefit our cause,” said Ovdranus.  “Everything seemed to indicate our goals were similar to those of the Elorg.  Perhaps our information was wrong?”

“No.”  Ordikan had done the reconnaissance himself.  He personally sought out both Talyere and Xi’Yor and clandestinely observed them in their element, and his information clearly indicated the Elorg were viable allies.  “We simply underestimated the Federation.”

“We tested the Federation before this campaign began,” reminded Ovdranus.  “Their reaction to Ghodan Makar’s machinations indicated—”

Qevar abruptly cut him off.  “We can place blame later,” she interjected.  “Right now, we must find a way to get our extension from the Hegemony.  If they cease our activity within the material realm, our cause is forever lost.”

She had a point.  They could fret about the past for weeks and not solve anything.  The only way to make progress—and appease the Hegemony—was to move forward.  Ordikan summarily crept closer to the edge of the glowing azure platform.  “It seems we will have to make things difficult for the Federation.”

Kendall Johnson was surprised to learn there had been a bioship aboard Eredas-Il.  Indeed, considering Species 8472 had been entirely responsible for the destruction of the Phobian Republic, the find was truly unprecedented. But the squid-like vessel did exist, and it now filled most of cargo bay two.

The vessel was hardly an average bioship.  Though the proportions were almost exactly the same, the grayish vessel was much, much smaller than a typical 8472 craft.  It was also the wrong color, for there were pale shades of blue and gray embedded into the fleshy hull.  Johnson was inclined to designate the vessel an entirely new design, but the original bioship was so utterly powerful that there was hardly need for improvement…

Nearby, Jayla Trinn was equally perplexed by the anomalous vessel.  Her bleeping tricorder provided ample amounts of data, but unfortunately, few answers.  “It’s too bad Commander Reinbold isn’t here to see this,” she wistfully mused.  “I think she would be loving this!”

“Yeah…”  Johnson had been trying to avoid dealing with Reinbold’s death, but a confrontation with his emotions seemed inevitable.  Like it or not, one simply could not ignore the demons within.

“I wish I had known her better,” Trinn continued, almost oblivious to her singing tricorder.  “I never really got to talk to her when she was aboard the Starlight.  I guess our paths never crossed.”

Johnson could not say the same.  He spent a great deal of time with Megan Reinbold—he even sought a romantic relationship with her at one point.  It might have worked out if he had bothered to make it work, but Johnson always found something else to occupy his time.  Romance just wasn’t in the cards…

And now it was too late.

“She was always very kind to me,” Johnson recalled, kicking himself for his stupidity.  “I always blew her off.  Or ignored her.  I… I really didn’t deserve to be her friend.”

Trinn shook her head.  “That’s nonsense.”

So were Johnson’s tricorder readings.  “This is no ordinary bioship,” he said, forcefully driving the conversation back on track.

“How so?” asked Trinn.  She could have checked her own tricorder, but her thoughts were still in the clouds.

Since he was desperate to keep his thoughts on solid ground, Johnson happily enlightened the Trill.  “I’m detecting extensive genetic modifications to the ship,” he said.  “The hull armor has been heavily reinforced, the warp drive has been enhanced, and the weapons have been upgraded considerably.  I’d say this bioship is… uh… it’s five times more powerful than its cousins.”

Trinn’s jaw nearly hit the deck.  “That would make it much more powerful than Eredas-Il!”  She frowned at the very notion.  “Do you think Species 8472 might somehow be involved with the Elorg and the Phobians?”

“No,” said Johnson.  He didn’t even consider the proposal for a moment.  Maybe Lieutenant Trinn’s thoughts were still clouded with grief, but it seemed obvious to Johnson that Species 8472 would not willingly provide the Phobians with such a powerful starship—and then leave it.  The two were mortal nemeses.

There was one other detail that swayed Johnson’s opinion to the negative.  “I think… I think this ship started its life as a Phobian shuttlecraft.”  His tricorder was having trouble confirming the theory, but a visual analysis was enough to sway Johnson’s opinion.  “It looks like an organic Phobian ship…”

“The Phobians are tinkering with fate again.”  The realization hit Trinn like a slap in the face.

Johnson sighed.  “Isn’t that what got them all killed in the first place?”

“It was,” Trinn unnecessarily confirmed.  “But time flows like a river, and history repeats.”

What if it didn’t?

In Kendall Johnson’s world, time didn’t quite flow like a river.  It didn’t have any set rules or regulations.  Time flowed however he wanted it to.  Forward.  Backward.  Fate was little more than a suggestion—and it suddenly occurred to Johnson that the mighty river might flow a little better with a few minor course corrections…

Confident that Lieutenant Trinn could handle the remainder of the analysis by herself, Johnson started to creep toward the exit.  “I have some… some unfinished business to take care of in the science lab,” he lied.

Neelar Drayge was not expecting a very eventful departure from Rebena Te Ra.  The Elorg and their allies were long gone, and the few ships that remained were in no condition to fight.  It should have been smooth sailing, and for the first few hours of the voyage, Drayge was not disappointed.

“We are approaching the edge of the Rebena System,” Drayge crisply announced.  By his estimate, they were right on schedule—if not a little ahead of schedule.

Captain Christopher had been moderately engrossed in a very old book for the duration of the journey, but he deftly divided his attention.  Duty was never far from his mind.  “Set a course for Starbase 54.”

“Aye, Captain,” Drayge replied.  He was already starting to plot the said course when the sensors chirped.  At first, there was a single tiny blip.  It didn’t look like anything to worry about until the blip started to flash.

The Captain set aside his book.  “What is it?”

With Bator otherwise engaged, Lieutenant Courtney Rose manned the tactical station.  Drayge had only spoken with her a few times since her arrival a few short months ago, and she seemed pleasant enough—but for the most part, Rose was still a mystery.  Her abilities, however, were never in question.  “It’s an escape pod,” she said.

Drayge glanced at his sensors—and sure enough one tiny pod loomed just a few thousand kilometers ahead.  “We are the closest starship,” he said.

Captain Christopher immediately bolted from his seat.  “Set an intercept course,” he said.

“Course set,” said Drayge just a scant moment later.

“Engage!”

As the Starlight moved to intercept the tiny escape pod, the operations console started to receive additional data.  “I’m detecting one life sign,” said Commander Keller.  “It’s Elorg—and very weak.  There doesn’t appear to be much in the way of atmosphere aboard the escape pod.”

“Have Doctor Hartman standing by,” called out Commander Tompkins.  “We’ll beam him directly to sickbay.”

Drayge was just about to report their forward progress, but Lieutenant Rose beat him to the punch.  “Captain,” she called, her voice certainly curious, “I’m not detecting any debris near the escape pod.”

“It could have been vaporized,” Tompkins tentatively suggested.  “Heh… But an explosion like that would have taken out the escape pod, too.”

Drayge noted one other oddity.  “The entire battle took place near Rebena Te Ra—the fourth planet in the Rebena System.  The escape pod is near a moon orbiting the ninth planet.”

“Something isn’t right,” Captain Christopher promptly realized.  His quizzical gaze immediately deferred to Commander Keller. 

Her deft fingers flew over the operations station, eliciting a symphony of bleeps and bloops—and a few answers.  “There is a warp signature very nearby,” she said.  “The moon masked it from our sensors, but it’s definitely there.”

“Where is it headed?” asked Christopher.

Now that the signature was hidden no more, Drayge quickly plotted its most probable course.  He didn’t like where it went.  “Federation space…”  The computer bleeped.  “We’re entering transporter range.”

Sarah Hartman was prepared for almost anything.  Her team was standing by with the most advanced technology available to them.  The surgical bay was prepped and ready for perform any procedure.  Security was standing by in case the Elorg turned out to be some sort of incubus.  Hartman thought she was ready for anything.

She was wrong.

The very instant the transporter beam’s twinkling blue glow began to fade, Hartman knew she was in trouble—and her heart began to beat.  The patient didn’t have any life signs. The transporter might have interfered to a certain extent, but not enough for Hartman to change her initial opinion—the man was dead.

And that man was Talyere Rosat.

Hartman immediately sprung into action.  “Get me forty cc’s of inaprovaline!” she shouted to the nearest nurse.  “Now!”

It wasn’t too late to save him.  His ashen skin was still warm to the touch, and it was Hartman’s hope that a stiff dose of inaprovaline would get his synapses firing again.  And if that didn’t work, there was always chloromydride…

The nurse returned just moments later, hypospray in hand.  Hartman quickly grabbed the device and injected the stiff dose of medication directly into Talyere’s system.  A heavy hiss sounded, but there was no immediate result.

“Twenty cc’s chloromydride!”

Again, the nurse retreated—and the frantic doctor immediately slapped her communicator.  “Hartman to bridge!” she blurted.  “We’ve got a big problem!”

And that problem was Xi’Yor.

The very moment her heard mention of Talyere’s condition, Alan Christopher instinctively knew that Xi’Yor was responsible.  But the High Overseer wasn’t going to get away.  Not this time.  Not if Christopher had anything to say about it…

“Neelar,” he called from his command chair, “how far does that warp signature go?”

The Bolian only glanced at his sensors.  “Far enough…”

That was just what Christopher wanted to hear.  “Pursuit course,” he ordered.  “Maximum warp!”

Drayge couldn’t have input the necessary data any faster if he tried.  “Course set,” he announced less than a second later.

“Engage!”

And the Starlight jumped to warp.

Chapter 44

Hatred was a powerful emotion.  In a fleeting moment, it could bring an otherwise rational individual to the most irrational actions—because it was easy to hate.  In a fit of rage, it was easy to succumb to the forces of darkness, for the pestilence known as hatred could provide instant gratification. It could conquer and destroy without empathy, without reason…  And it did so because it could—because all that was needed for evil to triumph was for good men to do nothing.

On this dark day, hatred prevailed.  The forces of evil conspired to do their dastardly deeds, and lost in the blissful tranquility of ignorance, one man faltered.  If only for a moment, he allowed himself to grow complacent.  With his grave error came a heavy price—he allowed the darkness to prevail.  But that was about to change…

The sickbay’s doors parted with a hiss.  Talyere Rosat lifted his sullen head from the dregs of antipathy and watched as Alan Christopher strode into the medical facility.  Doctor Hartman immediately intercepted the Captain, undoubtedly telling him that Talyere just returned from the dead—and that he needed rest—but Christopher was oblivious.  His vibrant blue eyes brimming with unspoken emotion, the Captain dutifully marched to Talyere’s side.

“What the hell happened?”

The outburst was not typical of Captain Christopher, though he tended to become erratic when stressed.  Talyere supposed that Megan Reinbold’s demise qualified as stressful… and that his unfortunate role in her death proved equally distressing.  Regrettably, Talyere could provide little in the way of answers.

“I deeply regret what has happened,” the Overseer sympathetically replied, his voice still weak, “but I cannot explain the circumstances that prompted Commander Reinbold’s death.”

Captain Christopher clenched an angry jaw.  “That’s not good enough,” he said, running agitated fingers through his short blonde hair.  “I need answers, Talyere…”

The fateful moments played out in Talyere’s mind like a holodeck program caught in some sort of feedback loop.  Time and again, his mind’s eye glimpsed the aquiline blade slicing into Megan Reinbold’s abdomen.  He sensed her cries echo in his chaotic mind—saw pain blossom in her fearful eyes…  But there was no clarity—no answer to the question Talyere most desired.  “For a moment,” he tentatively replied, “I was simply not myself.  I can provide no other explanation.”

Captain Christopher arched a skeptical brow.  “That much is obvious.”  He expelled through his lips a weary sigh—but it was obvious to Talyere that the Captain wasn’t about to give up in his own search for clarity.  “Lucas told me that you anticipated this ahead of time…”

“Yes.”  Talyere nodded.  “Nearly one year ago, the chi-goehs sent me a powerful vision that depicted Commander Reinbold’s death.”

The Captain knitted his brow.  “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” he asked, gradually bringing himself nearer.

On many occasions, Talyere strongly considered mentioning his vision.  It was an uncommon occasion to receive such a powerful message from the chi-goehs, and he felt a need to share that vision with somebody.  Unfortunately, that need was tempered by a harsh reality.  “Honestly, Captain, would you have believed the story had I mentioned it a year ago?”

Christopher considered the question for only a moment before coming upon the expected conclusion: he shook his head.  “Probably not…” The Captain did not embrace the chi-goehs, and though he never spoke ill of the sacred echoes, he tended to disregard their infinite wisdom.  “But I trust you, Talyere.  We’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

The Captain was still upset.  Talyere could see the feelings of ill content etched into his face.  To his credit, Christopher did not allow those feelings to interfere with the situation at hand—and Talyere was confident that he would have an ally in Alan Christopher, no matter the outcome.

The mess hall was quieter than usual.  There were only a handful of people gathered, and most of them kept their conversations quiet.  It was the same somber mood that blanketed the entire ship.  Jayla Trinn thought it strange to see all of her colleagues in such muted moods—the Starlight was typically vibrant and filled with activity.  But with Megan’s death forefront on everyone’s mind, the war was clearly taking its toll…

Much to her chagrin, Jayla was not exempt from those feelings.  In addition to her feelings about Megan, ever since her return from Eredas-Il, a lingering sense of malaise inhabited Jayla’s weary soul.  Her thoughts constantly jumped back to the dingy holding cell that had been her home for so very long—and though she strongly desired to leave behind those unfortunate thoughts, she couldn’t let go.

“What am I holding on to?”  Jayla’s quizzical gaze slowly crept across the table, but (not surprisingly) Lucas was barley paying attention.  In fact, he seemed thoroughly engrossed in his meal—a huge sandwich that was probably big enough to feed three people.

In stark contrast, Jayla’s lunch was little more than a lukewarm bowl of broccoli soup.  She had forced herself to eat a few bites, but like her emotions, her appetite was sorely lacking.  “How can you eat like that?”

Lucas shrugged.  “I’m hungry,” he said between bites.  Unlike the rest of the ship, he made no effort to keep his voice low—but he was still plagued with the same dark feelings.  He just did a better job of hiding it.

Unable to force another bite down her throat, Jayla set aside her spoon.  She thought about going back down to engineering, but it wouldn’t have served much of a purpose.  Everything was taken care of—and until the Starlight managed to find Xi’Yor’s ship, the status quo remained.  “You want to go to the holodeck later on?”

Though entirely random, the idea actually sounded halfway decent.  If anyone needed an escape from reality, it was Jayla.  She could relax in the sun on a white, sandy beach and lose her thoughts in the waves as they crashed ashore… but so engrossed was Lucas in his sandwich, he never bothered to respond.

That was typical of Lucas.  Jayla could have fallen over dead at that very instant, and he probably wouldn’t have taken notice.  There were times when he was a great guy—but for the most part, he was a total idiot.  And for reasons completely unknown to Jayla, she still sat there and put up with him…

Again, she prompted to herself, “What am I holding on to?”

In that very instant, the mess hall doors slid apart—and little Angela scurried into the room alongside Erin.  “Mommy!” she exclaimed.  “I can have ten cookies for lunch?”

“Ten cookies?”  Erin grinned.  “I don’t think so, kiddo.”

Humorous as her request might have been, Angela was dead serious.  “Why not?”

“Because that’s dessert,” Erin crisply replied.

It wasn’t enough to satisfy Angela.  “Why don’t we have dessert for lunch, Mommy?” 

“Why don’t we have a sandwich?”

Angela frowned.  “Because I don’t like sandwiches!”

“Yes you do!”

The girl adamantly shook her head to the contrary.  “Not anymore, Mommy!  I can only eat cookies!  Sarah said so!”

“Is that so?”  A wry grin upon her face, Erin gracefully scooped Angela into her arms.  “And what if I ask Sarah about that?  What is she going to say?”

“She’s gonna say I can eat cookies!”  Fictional as it was, Angela was quite pleased with her little story.  Grinning from ear to ear, there was yet a glimmer of hope in her bright blue eyes.  As far as she was concerned, she had a pretty good shot at her cookies.

And it was then Jayla realized that she was actually smiling.  For a fleeting moment, she actually felt like a living, breathing individual—and she immediately turned to Lucas.

“Marry me.”

Lucas heard that one.  His eyes widened, his jaw dropped, and half the contents of his oversized sandwich plopped onto the plate.  “What?”

In retrospect, Jayla realized that her proposal was more than a little unexpected.  In fact, much like her holodeck suggestion, it came out of the blue.  Still, the seeds had been germinating for quite some time.  And since there had been so much darkness in recent days… a little light seemed necessary.  “I still care about you, Lucas.  I always have—and I always will.”  She chuckled.  “I know this, because I’ve been trying to stop caring about you for the past three years—and to no avail.”

Suddenly finding himself unable to eat, Lucas dropped the rest of his sandwich on the plate.  “Heh… You really know how to flatter a guy,” he grumbled.  “Is this a joke?  It’s got to be…”  He forced himself to laugh.  “Heh… You got me good this time, Jayla…”

But she wasn’t kidding.  “I know this is sudden, but if the past few weeks have taught me anything, it’s that I’m not going to live forever—and I don’t want to be a lonely engineer for the rest of my life.”

As the gravity of the situation started to sink in, Lucas pulled himself closer to the table.  This was certainly a conversation he wanted to keep private.  “Jayla…”  His quiet voice was brimming with an uncharacteristic sense of panic.  “I… I don’t know what to say…”

That much was obvious.  The Starlight’s wild stallion was about to be tamed, and he didn’t quite know how to act. 

Jayla smiled, and gently wrapped her fingers around his clammy hand.  “It’s not the end of the world, Lucas.”

“Heh…”  He clenched his chattering teeth.  “It’s the end of my world!”

“So you don’t want to get married?”  Jayla immediately retracted her hand.  “Forget I said anything.  It was just a crazy idea.”

On that note, Lucas seemed to calm down—but the damage had already been done.  With this unexploded bombshell out in the open, things between them would never be the same… and they were already transitioning into a very awkward moment.

Eager to find a way out of the “conversation” before it became too uncomfortable, Jayla suddenly realized that a gel pack on deck twenty-one needed some minor maintenance.  Maybe.  Well, she certainly hoped that was the case.  Either way, she shoved herself away from the table and said, “I’d better get back to work.”

Still shocked, Lucas just stared at his ruined sandwich.

The temporal incursion would be a simple one.  Kendall Johnson knew exactly what he had to do.  Infiltrating Rebena Te Ra’s legendary astral observatory would be a simple matter.  In the blink of an eye, he could save Megan Reinbold’s life.  But that was the problem.  Kendall wasn’t entirely certain how he was going to save her.  She was evidently killed in hand-to-hand combat, and Kendall wasn’t about to interfere with that.  He himself might wind up dead.

He supposed that me might do something about the Phobians, as well, since it looked their newly enhanced bioship posed a considerable threat to the Federation.  But that was an infinitely more complex matter.  Certainly more involved than saving Megan’s life.  So she was the priority…

And once Megan was finally restored, Kendall would make up for lost time.  This time he was going to do things right.  He wasn’t going to ignore her.  He wasn’t going to bury himself in the science lab.  He was going to sit down with Megan and have an actual conversation!  And if he chickened out… well, he could always go back in time and try again.

The calculations were nearing completion.  Just a little big longer until fate suggested a new role for Megan Reinbold.

“Courtney…”

Despite the fact she was the only Courtney on the Starlight’s bridge, Courtney Rose didn’t realize she was being spoken to until Neelar Drayge’s smiling face appeared before the tactical station.  She immediately blushed, unable to believe her work had kept her so distant from the rest of the universe.  “I’m sorry, Lieutenant.  I was just engrossed in my work.”  She quickly placed the tactical station in stand-by mode.  “What can I do for you?”

The young Bolian shook his head.  “It looks like you are going to be staying aboard the Starlight for a while,” he said.  “I just wanted to properly introduce myself.”

Though she originally intended to stay aboard the Starlight for only a few weeks, Courtney this morning received orders from Admiral Picard indicating her stay would be longer than anticipated.  It seemed the Starlight’s previous tactical officer was having some difficulties with the law—and would soon be on his way to a penal colony.  Thankfully, the Starlight appeared to be a very welcoming place.  “Well, I am pleased to properly meet you, Lieutenant…”

“Call me Neelar,” corrected the Bolian, a slight grin upon his face.  “We’re not a very formal crew.”

“I can tell.”  During her short stay, Courtney duly noted that Starfleet protocols were incredibly lax aboard the Starlight.  That probably didn’t sit well with some of the admirals back on Earth, but the Starlight was amongst Starfleet’s most distinguished vessels.  Their accomplishments were many, and that had evidently counted for something.  “I was stationed aboard Deep Space Nine until… a few weeks ago,” said Courtney.  She could hardly believe the station was destroyed.  “Things were a lot more formal there.”

“I was sorry to hear about DS9,” replied Drayge.  “But I hear that Starfleet might move Empok Nor into the Denorios Belt as a replacement.”

At present, it was little more than rumor, but the wormhole seemed naked without the Cardassian space station at its mouth.  “I hope the rumor is true,” she said, just as the tactical station started to bleep.  “We’ve reached the end of the line.  The warp trail ends right here.”

Neelar Drayge quickly returned to the helm.  “We’re just outside the Paulson Nebula,” he gleaned from the sensors.  “It looks like Xi’Yor’s vessel went inside.”

And that was really bad news.  “If we follow him inside,” said Courtney, “sensors will be blind, shields will be useless… and if memory serves, there are also violent plasma storms inside that nebula.”

Just then, the turbolift doors parted with a hiss, and Captain Christopher strode onto the bridge looking unsettled.  Courtney didn’t think he was a telepath, but his mood certainly fit the current situation.  “Report.”

Neelar Drayge promptly explained the situation to Captain Christopher, who subsequently expelled a weary sigh.  “Xi’Yor is not going to give up easily,” he said, plopping down into the command chair.

Drayge’s hands hovered over the helm controls. “Do we follow him inside?”

“That’s exactly what he wants us to do,” said Christopher.  “Unfortunately, we don’t know what kind of ship Xi’Yor has.  A warship could very easily destroy us the moment we set foot inside that nebula.   I don’t want to take that kind of risk.  Not yet.”  He sighed.  “We’re going to wait…”

Chapter 45

Lucas Tompkins could always tell when the Captain was having a bad day… not that such an event was hard to spot.  Normally the most visible person on the ship, Christopher always secluded himself when upset.  He was never particularly agitated or anything, but Christopher seemed to prefer his isolation—maybe he wanted to think things through?  Or just brood?  Whatever the case, it was never good for morale, so Tompkins made it a point to meet with the Captain.

“Let me guess,” said Tompkins as he stepped into the ready room, “Xi’Yor…”

“Among other things.”  Christopher was sprawled out on the sofa, unceremoniously flipping through the yellowed pages of a very old book.  “Have you ever read Memories of Nashira?”

Tompkins immediately shook his head.  “Heh… I’ve never heard of it.”

“You’re not missing anything.”  Christopher haphazardly closed the ancient book and dropped it on the floor beside the sofa.  “Matthew recommended it to me last week; he acted like it was the best thing to come into existence since sliced bread.”  A devious smile lanced Christopher’s boyish face.  “Between you and me, Lucas, it’s pure crap.  Utterly vomitory.”

Tompkins knew the feeling.  Over the years, Harrison had recommended to him countless works of fiction that were of less-than-stellar quality.  “Heh… he tried getting me to read The Chronicles of Morden last year.  I’m still on page four.”  He paused for a moment to recount some of the other books Harrison recommended, but none immediately came to mind.  Not that it mattered.  Tompkins wasn’t there to participate in the Starlight book club.

He wandered over to the replicator.  “Synthale.  Two glasses.”

With a pleasant chirp, the computer complied, and two glasses of synthale came into existence amidst a shimmering blue light.  Tompkins grabbed both of them, and summarily headed back to the conversation.  He gave one glass to Christopher and kept the other for himself.  “So Xi’Yor is giving you trouble…”

“Xi’Yor… Talyere… Megan…”  Christopher wearily sipped at his ale.  “Take your pick.  I’ve got so much on my mind right now, I’m surprised my head hasn’t fallen off.”

Tompkins started for his ale, but the unexpected sentiment kept his drink at bay.  “Well, that’s a good thing…”

Christopher shrugged.  “It is something.”  And some good was better than none, even if that something was incredibly meager.

Tompkins finally sipped at his ale.  “Well, it looks like we’ve finally got Xi’Yor nailed.  There’s no way out of that nebula.

“I’ve got a few ideas to lure him out,” Christopher replied.  Given his darkly cryptic tone, it was unlikely those ideas were sanctioned by Starfleet—but Tompkins’ wasn’t about to speculate.  “I’ve also been thinking about having Talyere lend a hand—if he’s feeling up to it.  Sarah thinks he’ll make a complete recovery.” 

Tompkins was glad to hear about Talyere’s recovery, but he wasn’t so sure about involving the Overseer in Xi’Yor’s capture.  “Is that really a good idea?” 

“He’s helped us out a lot in the past…”

“But we could trust him in the past,” Tompkins reminded.  “Don’t forget—he killed Megan just a few short days ago.  Heh… If you ask me, he should be in the brig, too.”

But the Captain was already shaking his head to the contrary.  “Talyere does not deny what happened on Rebena Te Ra, but insists that something was amiss.”

Tompkins readily recalled Talyere’s strange warning.  “On the way to the observatory, Talyere told me to kill him if he started acting strange.”  At the time, Tompkins thought the notion a little strange, but since they were under attack by the Elorg and the Phobians, he didn’t have time to dwell.  Unfortunately, hindsight was always twenty-twenty.  “Maybe if I’d acted a little sooner, Megan might still be here…”

“Maybe.”  Christopher sighed.  “Maybe not.  You can’t go second-guessing yourself, Lucas.  Those were extenuating circumstances.  You did all that you could.  Nobody blames you for Megan’s death.”

Nobody except himself.  

Thankfully, Christopher’s communicator chirped, and Tompkins’ introspection came to a rather abrupt end.

“Alan!”  Doctor Hartman’s perpetually annoyed voice summarily filled the room—only this time, she sounded slightly pissed.  “If you don’t come down to sickbay for your examination right now, I’m going to summon security.”

Christopher suddenly sat upright in his seat.  “As a matter of fact, Sarah, I was just on my way…”

Even from afar, Alan Christopher could sense Sarah Hartman’s anger.  It was like an entity that roamed the ship—benign for the most part, but downright wicked when the Doctor was upset… and since he had delayed his medical examination for nearly a day, Christopher just knew that Sarah Hartman was upset.

Not surprisingly, she was standing very near the doors, just waiting for Christopher to enter sickbay.  As he stepped inside the medical facility, Hartman very quickly wrapped her fingers around his arm and brought him inside.  There was no escape now.

“Alan,” she tersely stated, “I told you to report to sickbay immediately after the battle…”

Christopher had some vague recollection of the order, but things had been so chaotic the past few days, it must have slipped his mind.  “I’ve been busy,” he admitted.

The excuse was hardly enough to satisfy Hartman.  She glared at him and said, “You could have been dead.”

Somehow, Christopher doubted that.  Though he was still a little groggy, he felt perfectly fine.  “You’re exaggerating.”

Hartman didn’t bother to respond.  “Your wife found time to come in,” she said, gracelessly leading Christopher to the unoccupied biobed in the corner of the room.  “Justin came in twice!”

“Justin didn’t have much of a choice,” noted Christopher.  “He was barely conscious.”

“That’s beside the point,” said Hartman with a shrug.  She summarily pulled a medical tricorder from her pocket and without prelude, started to perform the necessary evaluation.

The tricorder’s pleasant-sounding bleeps readily confirmed what Christopher already knew.  “I’m fine,” he crisply announced, a slight smile upon his face.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Hartman flatly replied.  It might have been a joke, but given her foul mood, Christopher couldn’t tell.  In times like this, he knew that it was best to let Hartman’s anger run its course.

A moment later, she snapped shut her tricorder and made her way to the island workstation in the center of the room.  “By the way, I’ve finished my analysis of Commander Reinbold’s tricorder data.”  With a few quick keystrokes, she brought up the data in question. 

The sudden shift in the conversation prompted Christopher to assume his medical exam had reached his conclusion—but not yet willing to incur Hartman’s wrath, he remained seated on the biobed until he was certain that it was safe to move.  “Anything interesting?”

She arched a curious brow.  “That depends on what you consider interesting.”  A few simple keystrokes prompted a holographic projection to flitter into existence above Hartman’s workstation.  It was little more than a squiggly green line, but it apparently spoke volumes.  “I took this scan of Talyere’s cerebral cortex on stardate 72009.5.”

“I’m with you so far,” said Christopher.

“Good.”  Another command into the computer brought forth a second hologram.  Aside from its bluish coloration, it was almost identical to the first.  “I took this scan on stardate 73707.6.”

Christopher recognized the date—it was not long after the Elorg annexed Gildebron III—but the attack was most likely unrelated to the scan.

“This third scan was taken by Commander Reinbold a few days ago,” Hartman continued.  “Brace yourself.”

A yellow neural pattern gracefully fell into place alongside the other two—and it looked nothing like either of its predecessors.  As his jaw dropped, confusion compelled Christopher to his feet.  “Talyere’s brain… changed?”

Hartman shook her head.  “It’s worse than that.”  She tapped one last command into her workstation, prompting a fourth and final neural pattern to appear above the workstation.  This red pattern was virtually identical to the yellow one.  “It’s Xi’Yor’s…”

The news hit Christopher like a slap in the face.  He was both shocked and confused at the same time.  There were countless unspoken words brimming upon the tip of his tongue, but only a single word actually managed to escape his lips:  “What?”

Though she was clearly agitated, Hartman had apparently had some time to digest the news.  She was thusly able to proceed with a bit more coherency.  “Lacking a better term, it looks like Xi’Yor was attempting to perform some sort of crude ‘mind meld.’  For a brief moment, Talyere and Xi’Yor literally swapped minds.”

His confusion mounting, Christopher could do little to stop the curious frown upon his face.  “How is that possible?” he demanded.  As far as he knew, the Elorg possessed no telepathic abilities.

With a few quick keystrokes, Hartman cleared the floating neural patterns from the holographic buffer.  Moments later, a new hologram appeared—this one little more than a small, trapezoidal chip.  “This… thing was imbedded into Xi’Yor’s cerebral cortex.  I consulted with Talyere’s daughter—she says that it known to her only as Afflicted technology.”

“What?”

“Evidently, the Afflicted inhabit a world near Garidian space.  They were attacked by the Velora some years ago and have yet to recover.”  Hartman shrugged.  “It looks like the Afflicted technology will allow for the transfer of neural patterns.”

“So Talyere was not responsible for Megan’s death?”

“Possibly,” said Hartman.  “I don’t know enough about the situation to speculate.”  With a single keystroke, the Afflicted technology vanished—but Hartman’s stoic look did not.  “When I examined Justin, there was something very similar inside his cerebral cortex.  But it wasn’t Afflicted technology—it was more a like… a prototype.”

Christopher suddenly realized that there was a lot more to the situation than was immediately evident.  Unfortunately, they had only a few pieces to this very large puzzle.  “What about me?”

Hartman immediately brought her chirping tricorder back to Christopher’s head.  It bleeped and blooped, but gave rise to nothing of consequence.  “You don’t have anything up there,” mused Hartman.  That one was definitely a joke.

“Very funny.”  Christopher chuckled.  “So, what did the Elorg do to me?”

She snapped shut her tricorder.  “They drugged you.  There are still high levels of kayolane and lexorin in your system—both powerful sedatives.”

That explained a lot.  “No wonder I was so groggy aboard Eredas-Il.”

Unfortunately, it didn’t explain nearly enough for Hartman’s liking.  “I can’t figure out why they drugged you,” she admitted.  “My best guess is that they intended to transfer Justin’s consciousness into yours…”

“We were guinea pigs,” Christopher quickly surmised, even without evidence to support the claim.  “It was a test.  Xi’Yor must have wanted to claim Talyere’s body.”

“His illness might be advancing,” Hartman theorized.  “If the Elorg have yet to find a cure, Xi’Yor might be looking into alternatives—such as stealing someone else’s body…”

Lucas Tompkins probably had a few hours to kill before things inside the nebula turned ugly.  In a perfect universe, he would have spent those hours in the cargo bay, shooting hoops with Justin Reinbold.  But as fate frequently liked to demonstrate, the universe was hardly a perfect place.  There was, of course, nothing to keep Lucas from his appointment, but… the lingering business with Jayla gave him a lot to think about.

That wedding business wasn’t a joke.  Jayla had a good sense of humor, but when the topic turned to something as serious as marriage, she was always dead serious.  Jayla was looking to settle down.  Spending all that time with Angela aboard Eredas-Il must have got her thinking.  And now it had Lucas thinking…

Unfortunately, he didn’t know what to think.  The proposal came so suddenly that Lucas was still caught up in the shock of the moment.  His heart was racing and his thoughts were a blur—and even though Jayla told him to forget about it… the words were spoken.  Like it or not, Lucas couldn’t pretend they never happened.

But he could try.

Five minutes later, Lucas stepped into the cargo bay.  Justin was already there, sitting quietly on a big blue cargo container and seemingly lost in thought—and he certainly had a lot to think about.  Lucas did not envy Justin’s position in the slightest.  He didn’t know what it was like to lose a parent—but he lost a friend in Megan Reinbold, and that had to count for something.

He sat down beside Justin.  “Hey.”

Justin flashed a wan smile.  “Hey.”

“How’s it going?”

Justin only shrugged.  Clearly, things could have been better…

“You want to talk about it?”  Lucas was hardly an expert when it came to the human condition—hell, he could barely comprehend his own emotions—but he considered Justin one of his closest friends.  He had to try.

Justin shook his solemn head.  “I don’t think I’m ready,” he quietly admitted.  “Maybe later.”

Lucas understood completely.  And he left it at that.

But Justin suddenly perked up.  “Do you want to talk about… about it?”

It.

That could only mean one thing—and it was the one thing that Lucas did not want to discuss.  “I came here to get away from that,” said Lucas.  “Damn, rumors spread like wildfire aboard the ship, don’t they?”

“They sure do,” said Justin, a coy smile gently erasing the pain from his youthful face.  “Just make sure you invite me to the bachelor party.”

Lucas provided a dismissive chuckle.  If there was a party to be had, Justin would definitely be there—and in retrospect, the notion of a bachelor party was an agreeable one…  But Lucas didn’t want to get ahead of himself.  In fact, foremost in his mind was the reason he came to the cargo bay—to get away from it all.  “You want to shoot some hoops?”

Justin grabbed the basketball from beside the storage container.  “Sounds good…”

Though he was hardly in any condition to be out of sickbay, Talyere found its confines somewhat limited.  He had to leave… go for a walk.  Something!  Anything to keep his mind occupied.  And Talyere summarily stepped into the brig, not quite knowing what might unfold in the moments ahead.  Lieutenant Bator was evidently a man reformed, and Talyere knew not how the Phobian would receive a guest, despite the good intentions.  As such, he approached the conversation with a great deal of caution.

Bator sat quietly upon his bunk, staring blankly into the wall on the opposite side of the room.  It was unclear if he even realized he had a guest—if he did, Bator made no effort to acknowledge Talyere.  He merely sat.  And stared.

Talyere approached the forcefield.  “Bator,” he called.

The Phobian grunted.  “Talyere.”  His voice was hardly welcoming, but it lacked the hostility necessary to drive someone away.

Talyere assumed he was welcome to stay.  “It is agreeable to see you.”

Bator finally allowed his gaze to drift from the metallic wall. “I regret the circumstances,” he replied, his dark eyes briefly meeting Talyere’s inquisitive gaze.  “I have become entwined in a situation beyond my ability to control.”

Much as Talyere suspected.  He had known Bator for a good many years, and never did he stray down the path less desirable.  “Have you spoken to the Captain about this?”

“No.”

A frown touched Talyere’s lips.  “Why not?  When the Starlight reaches Starbase 54, you will likely stand trial—”

“The Captain does not trust me,” replied Bator with an indolent shrug.  He chose not to expound upon that breach in trust, but Talyere long suspected that Bator was a member of Starfleet Intelligence—that in itself was enough to unsettle Captain Christopher.

“The Captain is still a reasonable man,” said Talyere in response.  “He will hear you out.  You must simply speak with him!”

Bator chuckled.  “I am not seeking redemption, Talyere.  I do no regret my actions.  I have no need to bare my soul to Captain Christopher.”

Talyere did not understand.  “Do you not wish to rectify the situation?”

Bator chose not to answer the question.  Instead, he posed an entirely different inquiry:  “We are friends, Talyere, are we not?”

“Of course,” said Talyere without so much as a moment’s thought.  Even now, he considered Bator one of his finest friends.

The sentiment brought a wan smile to Bator’s otherwise stoic face.  “We are both aliens aboard this ship,” he said.  “Over the years, we have made efforts to befriend the crew—most of them successful—but despite our best efforts, we remain aliens…  Because on some level, subconscious or otherwise, we know that we do not belong…”

Talyere very much wanted to protest the sentiment.  He wanted to tell Bator that his opinion was baseless and short-sighted—but in the same instant, Talyere could not, in fact, deny the notion.  He was both accepted and well-liked aboard the Starlight, as was Bator, but at the same time he was undeniably an outsider.

“It has taken me a great many years to reach this conclusion,” continued Bator.  “I think that I might have been blinded by loyalty.  Make no mistake, Talyere, I like Captain Christopher—I wish him no harm—but in my quest to become an amalgamation of Starfleet standards, I believe I lost myself.  Until a few weeks ago, I did not know who I truly was…”

In stark contrast, Talyere knew exactly who he was.  He was the Chosen of Z’danorax, desperately hoping to become an amalgamation of Starfleet standards.  “We are the same,” Talyere agreed, though he dared not push the comparison to far.  “We are at the same time, however, very different…”

Bator must have sensed the trepidation in Talyere’s voice, for he was quick to push the subject.  “You do not approve of my actions?”

“The Phobians are…”  Talyere hesitated.  There was no easy way to phrase his delicate thoughts.

And Bator didn’t give him a chance to weave the proper words into an eloquent tapestry.  Again, he jumped straight to the point.  “The Phobians are evil,” he concluded.  “On some levels, that assumption is correct.  I don’t necessarily agree with their use of Eredas-Il…”

“But there is nothing you can do about it, because you are lost in a situation beyond your ability to control.”  Given Bator’s sudden proclivity for candor, Talyere decided to follow suit.  “That is why you must speak with the Captain!”

Bator shook his head.  “I cannot rely upon the Captain forever.  I need to find my own path.  I belong with my people!”

“They are evil!” said Talyere.  “You said it yourself!”

“Perhaps I can change that… after all, I am of some importance amongst my own kind.”  Then, a curious glare fell upon Bator’s face.  “Or perhaps it means that I, too, am evil?”

Talyere shook his head.  “I do not believe that.”

Bator arched his brow.  “Maybe you should…”

The waiting was starting to get a little tiresome.  Alan Christopher was a patient man, but he certainly had his limits.  And seven hours of waiting… that was very near the extent of those limits.  He was already getting a little antsy in the command chair, and before long, he would start to pace—and summarily drive everyone else on the bridge insane.

So the waiting game was over.

Unfortunately, Christopher still didn’t know what to do.  Storming blindly into that nebula was a very dumb idea.  They only needed a few good shots to forever rid the universe of Xi’Yor—the contrary still held true.  A few lucky shots, and Xi’Yor could rid himself of his most hated adversaries in one fell swoop.

“Do you think we might be able to modify the sensors to actually function inside that nebula?”

The question was not directed toward anyone in particular, but not surprisingly, Erin Keller was first to respond.  “The Paulson Nebula is a type-12 nebula,” said Keller.  “Borg sensors couldn’t penetrate it when the Enterprise-D sought refuse there thirty-some years ago.  I very much doubt there is anything we can do to change that in a couple of minutes.”

Much as Christopher had feared.  But he wasn’t yet out of ideas.  Indeed, he had a great many of them.  “Can we blow up the nebula?”  It was a bit extreme, but it would serve well his purpose.  Starfleet, unfortunately, would probably not approve.

Neither did Keller.  “Bad idea…”

“Why don’t we even the odds?”

Courtney Rose made an excellent suggestion, but the Starlight was nowhere near the rest of the Federation fleet.  As such, Christopher met the suggestion with a bit of confusion.  “What?”

“Twenty-eight ships just dropped out of warp on the far side of the nebula,” said Neelar Drayge just moments later.  Since Rose wanted to even the odds, Christopher had to assume these ships weren’t Elorg in their origin.

And then a Cardassian flitted onto the viewscreen.  “Captain Christopher,” said the legate, a wide grin upon his face.  “It looks like you could use a hand…”

Apparently not every Cardassian ship was destroyed by Eredas-Il.  Alan Christopher couldn’t have been more thrilled…

Chapter 46

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76900.5:  The wait is over.  The Starlight and a fleet of Cardassian warships is approaching the Paulson Nebula, intent on capturing the malevolent Overseer Xi’Yor.

As the Starlight crept closer to the ominous violet nebula, Alan Christopher slid back into the warmth of his command chair and prepared himself for the battle ahead.  Mentally and physically, this was undoubtedly going to be a challenging fight—because Xi’Yor would not give up easily, even when faced with nearly two dozen starships.

“Shields up!  Red alert!” called Commander Tompkins.  “All hands to battlestations!”

The bridge was aglow in crimson light just moments later.  The alert klaxon began to sound.  And the tension began to rise.  Christopher pulled in a lungful of nervous air.  “Neelar, attack pattern delta!”

The Bolian quickly went to work.  “Aye, Captain.”

Swirling pillars of crimson gas now filled the entire viewscreen.  There was no sign of Xi’Yor, but Christopher instinctively knew the High Overseer was in there.  Somewhere.  And he wasn’t going to escape—not this time.  Christopher was bound and determined to put an end to the High Overseer’s reign of chaos.

The deck suddenly jolted—and Christopher swallowed his heart.  He didn’t see anything on the viewscreen… 

“We just hit a pocket of boron gas,” said Keller.  “Nothing to worry about.”

“Worry?”  Christopher provided a nervous chuckle.  “Who’s worried?”

She arched a curious brow.  “Definitely not out fearless leader.”

A beam of golden light suddenly sliced across the viewscreen—and it was no boron gas.  The Cardassians opened fire!  But Christopher’s didn’t see what they were firing at, for there was still no sign of Xi’Yor.

“False alarm,” guessed Tompkins.

Christopher didn’t know how many more false alarms he could take.  Butterflies fluttered in his queasy stomach.  His heart was pounding.  Even his jaw was trembling.  But it didn’t make any sense!  Christopher had seen countless battles more threatening than this one…  The odds were so completely in his favor that it wasn’t even funny!

Then he was struck with an utterly unsettling thought.  “What if Xi’Yor leaves the nebula while we’re sitting inside?  We’ll never know that he’s gone.”

Evidently nobody else bothered to consider that.  But Tompkins didn’t waste any time rectifying the error.  “Lieutenant Rose,” he said, “have three of the Cardassian ships retreat to a safer distance.”

“Aye, sir.”

But even as the Cardassians retreated, Christopher still felt ill at ease.  He turned his gaze upon Tompkins.  “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Tompkins chuckled.  “It’ll be fine.”

They were about to find out—because something deep inside the nebula suddenly glinted in the pale starlight.  Something small.  Something metallic.  Something threatening…

“That’s a ship!” said Keller.  “And it’s not one of ours!”

A few blasts of azure light suddenly cut a fiery swath through the violet nebula.  A few of them came perilously close to the Starlight, but none of them managed to strike the ship.  Christopher breathed a sigh of relief—but didn’t allow himself to grow too complacent.  “Neelar,” he said, “follow that ship!”

The Bolian’s fingers were already flying over the helm controls, but Xi’Yor’s tiny craft seemed to be in retreat.  “I can’t get a sensor lock on it!” said Neelar a few moments later.

“Track it manually!” shouted Tompkins as the Starlight plowed through another pocket of boron gas.

Christopher fixed his eyes upon the viewscreen.  He refused to let Xi’Yor’s ship out of his sight—but to his chagrin, the metallic shadow suddenly vanished, replaced by the malevolent visage of High Overseer Xi’Yor.  “Captain Christopher,” he sneered, “good of you to come!  Let us see if you manage to survive…”  And then he flittered away.

Christopher clenched his jaw.  “Neelar!”

Drayge’s frenetic motions gradually brought the Starlight back on course, and Xi’Yor’s raider subsequently reappeared—only to vanish behind just moments later behind a giant pillar of swirling azure gas.  A pair of Cardassian ships followed in hot pursuit—as did the Starlight.  They were getting closer.

Christopher crept to the very edge of the command chair.  “Courtney,” he nervously called, “transphasic torpedoes!  Full spread!”

“Aye, Captain!”  She tapped the necessary commands into the control interface.  “Torpedoes standing by.”

Flanked by both Cardassian ships, the Starlight weaved around the gaseous blue pillar.  Xi’Yor’s ship—a small raider—was just up ahead.  Christopher grabbed hold of his seat.  “Fire!”

A string of golden torpedoes summarily hurtled across the viewscreen, plowing through the murky nebula with destructive force—but the instant they approached Xi’Yor’s raider, every last torpedo exploded, and the raider flittered away.

The Overseer flitted back onto the viewscreen.  “A worthy effort,” he commended.  “But insufficient!”  And his face vanished as quickly as it appeared.

Lucas clenched his fists.  “Bastard!  He’s using his deflector to cast ghost images into the nebula!”

The operations console suddenly started to bleep.  “Not his deflector,” Keller immediately replied.  There was fear in her voice.

And Christopher’s heart summarily skipped a beat.  “What is it?”

Keller didn’t need to reply.

Sitting alone in the darkest depths of the Paulson Nebula was an utterly massive shadow.  A giant, ominous shadow that Christopher had not seen in a great many years: the Jevian.  The Elorg City ship.

It was back.

Xi’Yor flittered onto the viewscreen one last time.  “Captain Christopher,” he said, obviously pleased with the deception.  “I am strongly inclined to terminate you right now—but I want you to live just long enough to see me ascend to power.  In a few of your short hours, I will become the Cerebrate.  I will control the Elorg Bloc.  I will restore my people to their former glory!”  He smiled.  “You, Captain, will die in the process…”

He vanished, but the Jevian remained.  Even with twenty-eight Cardassian ships, there was no way the Starlight could hope to defeat the mighty city ship.  It wasn’t nearly as powerful as Eredas-Il, but it could easily obliterate the gathered fleet.  Christopher had no choice.  “Let them retreat…”

The news came swiftly and without fanfare.  But it was much as Qevar had expected.  “The Hegemony has denied our request for an extension.”

Ovdranus seemed unfazed by the news.  As long as he had his stars to study, he didn’t exactly care about the Phobian Republic.  But General Ordikan did not take well to the news.  “We must send them more data,” he said, already approaching the communication workstation.  “We must convince them to give us another chance!  We haven’t even attempted to influence the Federation!”

Qevar shook her head.  She presently existed as an entity separate from Ovdranus, and thusly her head composed much of her form.  “We shall have no more second chances,” she stated.  “We have been recalled to the Otherworldly Gate to face the Hegemony.  The Arbiter is expected to formally dismiss our case at that time.” 

Ordikan cringed.  “The Arbiter,” he angrily spat.  “What does he know about our mission?  He has spent no time in the material realm!  He knows not what—”

Qevar was in no mood for one of Ordikan’s rants.  Not after hearing from the Hegemony.  She thusly silenced him with a terse glare and said, “The Arbiter knows what is best for the Hegemony.  His wisdom has guided us well for ten thousand years.”

“Well,” sighed Ordikan, “he has finally erred.”

Qevar could barely believe her ears.  “The Arbiter does not err!”  Of course, it seemed unlikely that Ordikan would fall into agreement with that particular sentiment.  He had a mind of his own—and he was wont to act upon it.

“I am not going,” said Ordikan.  “If you wish to return to the Otherworldly Gate in failure, so be it… but I intend to stay.  It is my fault the Phobian Republic met its demise all those years ago!  I should be the one responsible for its reconstruction!  I must atone for my sins!”

“Sins!?”  Qevar would hardly consider Ordikan’s actions a sin.  “The Phobians captured our vessel—and the aliens—because Ovdranus wanted to investigate that infernal Sra’xa’diin Nebula.  All you did was pilot the ship into the nebula.”

Ordikan was not buying it.  “If I had objected, the Phobians would not have captured our ship.  They would not have had the chance to genetically enhance the aliens. They would not have created the bioship!  They would have endured!”

That much was likely true, but it was not up for debate.  The mission was over.  Qevar was going to retreat and face the Arbiter—and though her mission ended in failure, she doubted there would be consequences.  Not after the amount of time spent attempting to save the Phobians.  She suspected she and Ovdranus would be reassigned, possibly to something a bit less exotic than these continued forays into the material realm.  Metallurgical analysis sounded decent, though Ovdranus would no doubt object.

“Stay if you wish,” said Qevar.  “But I am leaving.  The fate of the Phobian Republic is solely in your hands, Ordikan.  Do with it what you please…”

For perhaps the last time, Talyere seated himself across from Captain Christopher in the mess hall.  The Captain was eating lunch—some sort of sandwich—but did not object to the intrusion.  In fact, given the warm smile upon Alan Christopher’s face, he welcomed it.

“Talyere,” said Christopher, carefully setting aside his sandwich, “I’m glad you’re here.”

Likewise, Talyere was pleased to find himself in the company of Alan Christopher.  He was an impulsive, at times, erratic individual, but nevertheless a kind and decent man.  Talyere was glad to have known him.  “I thought it would be appropriate to conclude our relationship ahead of my departure.”

“Conclude?”  Christopher arched a curious brow.

“I am leaving the ship,” Talyere politely stated.  “I am still the Chosen of Z’danorax—and in light of recent events, I must leave for Kalidar as soon as possible.  My responsibilities as Cerebrate will not afford me the luxury of frequent visits.  I am afraid this might be one of the last times we speak with one another.”

Christopher had demonstrated time and again that he did not take well to change.  This time was no different.  “We’ll see each other again,” he stated.

That much was certain, but never again would they share such an intimate conversation.  In a few short weeks, Talyere’s life would be forever changed.  It was his sincere hope that it was a change for the better.

Christopher took a quick bite of his sandwich.  “Well… I’d like to take a minute to apologize for my behavior earlier.  I wrongly accused you of killing Megan.  I think we now have enough evidence to be fairly certain Xi’Yor was responsible for the act…”

“The Afflicted technology.”  Talyere had been closely following the investigation—and the evidence against Xi’Yor was certainly compelling.  Indeed, there was enough for Talyere to make a few conclusions of his own.  “I believe Xi’Yor intended to claim my body as his own.  Permanently.  According to Doctor Hartman, the Aevedar Syndrome is close to killing him…”

Captain Christopher nodded his agreement.  “It makes sense,” he said.  “With your body in his possession, Xi’Yor could have lived on—and became the Cerebrate without question.”

“He did indicate that I was his guarantee…”

With a few quick bites, the Captain finished off his sandwich and took a sip of his beverage.  “So… you’re really going to do it?”

The it in question no doubt referred to Talyere’s rise to power.  He had little desire to speak of his destiny, but since it was likely going to become commonplace, Talyere knew he would have to get used to it.  “Yes,” he said.  “It is my responsibility.  I have avoided it long enough…  Perhaps that is what the chi-goehs were telling me in my vision.”

Christopher frowned.  “I don’t get it.”

Talyere sparsely understood it himself, but he had to explain.  “Nearly one year ago, the chi-goehs sent me the vision of Commander Reinbold’s demise.  It was my responsibility to act upon that vision—perhaps to save the Commander’s life.  But for one year, I did nothing.  As a result, I failed both Commander Reinbold and the chi-goehs.

“Nearly three years ago, the Cerebrate Z’danorax revealed to me my fate—I am to become the Cerebrate.  And for three years, I have done nothing.  If I continue to ignore my responsibilities, history might repeat—and in this instance, the consequences will be dire for the entire Federation.”

A wan smile graced the Captain’s lips.  “That’s a bit of a stretch, Talyere, don’t you think?”  He again sipped at his beverage.  “If the chi-goehs are really gods, you think they might be a little less vague?”

“Absolutely not,” said Talyere in response.  “That would defeat their purpose.  The gods do not exist to control our lives—they exist to better them.  If we are faithful, we can successfully apply their teachings to situations in everyday life.  Conversely, if our faith wavers, we are just as likely to fail in our actions—but amidst that failure, the chi-goehs will be waiting to show us the way.”

The Captain shrugged.  “Tough luck for Megan, I guess.”  The words were harsh, and Christopher immediately took note of his folly.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “It’s been a long couple of days—I’m looking forward to a nice, long vacation when this is all over with…”

Talyere took no offense.  He knew the Captain’s beliefs were vastly differently from his own—and that it was not his place to judge.  “I regret that I might have added to your troubles,” he said.

But Christopher shook his head.  “To the contrary, Talyere, I have always enjoyed our conversations.  I’m going to miss them.”  He smiled.  “And you.”

The feeling was certainly mutual.  “It has been an honor to serve with you,” said Talyere.  The words were surprisingly difficult to utter, but Talyere wanted to hear them said.  After five years, the Captain deserved a proper farewell.  “I certainly hope these are not our final hours together.”

“They’re not,” Christopher assured him.  He started to say something else, but some random thought brought about an abrupt end to the words.  Christopher instead heaved a saddened sigh and said, “I don’t know if I have ever said this, Talyere, but you have been one of my finest friends.  You’re the voice of calm in the raging storm… The anchor that has kept my sanity in place.  It’s not going to be the same around here without you…”

“Captain…”  Talyere was stunned.  His lips parted, but he didn’t know what else to say.  It was perhaps the finest tribute ever proffered, and Talyere was rendered speechless.  “Alan… I am terribly flattered.  I know not what to say…”

Christopher had but a single suggestion:  “Thank you?”

The sentiment was perfectly eloquent in its simplicity, and simultaneously spoke volumes about their relationship—because when it came down to the end of all things, Talyere and Christopher were companions in the noblest of manners.  They could, without fail, count on each other to be there in a time of great need—and the only way to properly conclude any such relationship was in the very manner Christopher proffered.

For the first time in recent memory, Talyere allowed a truly genuine smile to fall upon his face.  He then looked Alan Christopher in the eye and said, “Thank you.”

• • •

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 76903.8: After fleeing the Jevian, the Starlight and its Cardassian allies have rendezvoused with the rest of the Federation fleet in the Andorian Sector to celebrate a particularly solemn occasion…
“The past few weeks have been some of the most extraordinary in the history of the Federation.  We have witnessed the rise—and subsequent fall—of Eredas-Il, the destruction of Rebena Te Ra, and the emergence of the Phobian Republic as a force to be reckoned with.

“Amidst all of these grandiose intergalactic events, it is sometimes difficult to see the smaller picture.  But our lives still go on.  Our families still need new kitties.  Our first officer still needs to wed our chief engineer.  We still need to laugh and play.  And live our lives to the fullest—because in this time of grandiose intergalactic events, life is not something we can take for granted.

“In an instant, our lives can be changed forever.  In the blink of an eye, the people closest to us can become little more than a distant memory.  And the past few weeks, we have all of us felt some sort of terrible loss.  Megan Reinbold, Bodie Ashton, Xhela Wazn… they are just a few of the many to depart this world in recent weeks—and the reason we are here today.

“These people—our friends—died defending something they believed in.  They died for the Federation, and their sacrifice helped us to achieve a major victory against our most lethal nemeses. There are still storm clouds on the horizon.  But in our world, every storm has an end.  Every night brings a new morning.  What is important is to trust the ones you love, and to never give up, because we must all keep hope alive.  We cannot fail our fallen comrades…”

As his voice trailed off, Alan Christopher exchanged wistful glances with all of his gathered friends.  His speech seemed complete… but it didn’t quite feel that way.  He was fully prepared to deliver some sort of extended eulogy.  As Megan’s former commanding officer, he felt it was his responsibility to say at least a few words about her—but before he had a chance to utter a single word, Matthew Harrison stepped up to his side.

“If you don’t mind, Captain, I would like to say a few words…”

Since he always seemed to come up empty when it came to eulogies—his mind always seemed to wander—Christopher had no problem turning things over to Harrison.  “By all means, Matthew.”

A solemn smile befell his face.  “I simply wished to say a few things about Commander Reinbold.  She was a mother, a friend, and if the rumors are true, unwilling to eat calamari.”

Matthew wasn’t the most emotional individual in the universe, but the calamari comment brought a wan smile even to his lips.  “Admittedly, I did not know Megan as well as I should have.  I did not know she was captain of the Academy swim team.  I did not know that her favorite color was red.  And I did not know that she hated calamari salad with a passion…

“Though I was unable to know her as well as I would have liked… I did learn a few things about Megan this past year.  She was a devoted, strong-willed individual.  When she wasn’t toiling away on the Columbia’s bridge, she was in the science laboratory, working on something else…  Megan was never content to sit still—she always had to do be doing something…

“In death, Megan was no different.  Though she was taken from us before her time, Megan died in her element.  Not only that, she died a hero.  Her efforts on Rebena Te Ra—her sacrifice—saved countless millions of lives.  Without her drive and ambition, Eredas-Il would still pose a grave threat to the Federation and its allies.  We are all of us in her debt…”

With each moment that passed, Matthew’s thoughts grew less coherent.  Though he tried to ignore them, thee flood of emotions raging through his body kept away the words she so wanted to say—and he summarily found himself lost in the great sea of memories.  He recalled their recent journey to Cardassia… the mission that exposed Ghodan Makar as a shapeshifter… 

Harrison paused to collect his thoughts before they washed asunder—but in that fleeting moment, his sullen gaze fell upon Justin…

The boy stood beside Captain Christopher and Commander Tompkins on the very fringe of the Starlight’s crowded mess hall—and in all his life, Matthew Harrison had never seen such sadness.  Justin’s somber blue eyes were utterly lacking the sparkle of life.  Fear and sorrow were forever etched into his not-so-youthful face, for it seemed as if a part of him had died, as well…

“I am going to miss her.” The dejected words gracefully fell from Harrison’s lips.  “I am going to miss her a lot.”

Kendall Johnson, however, had no intention of missing Megan Reinbold.  In a few short hours, she would be back from the dead.  Her pleasant smile would once again grace the Columbia’s myriad corridors, and Kendall Johnson would be on the road to redemption.  He would make right all of his wrongs.  He would treat her with the respect she deserved from him…

As he strode into the temporal science lab, Kendall wasn’t even nervous.  All of this temporal jargon was becoming second nature to him.  This jump was going to be a piece of cake—he was even getting some inspiration on how to combat the Phobians and their new bioship…

There was just one small problem.  Erin Keller was in the temporal science lab.  Kendall instinctively knew that she was waiting for him…

Erin’s most scornful gaze drilled into Kendall’s head, but she dared not utter a single word until the doors hissed shut behind him.  Then, and only then, did she speak.  “Kendall,” she softly stated, “I know what you’re doing.”  She stepped closer to the master control console in the center of the room.  “Perhaps more importantly, I know what you did…”

His mouth went dry.  “What?”

Erin suddenly proffered a sleek black padd.  “I read the temporal logs,” she said.  Her voice was icy cold.  All of the warmth and empathy that Kendall so admired over the years was absent.  She seemed like a totally different person.  He supposed that could be changed as well.

“There must have been some sort of mistake,” suggested Kendall.  It was a thin lie, but he didn’t particularly care.  In a few moments, this timeline would cease to exist.

Erin was already shaking her head.  “It’s no mistake little buddy—on stardate 76514.3, you ventured into the past and killed Alan!”  Her eyes narrowed to angry slits as she approached.  “Why?”

Kendall immediately started to part his lips.  He had so many lies in reserve that he could have kept Erin busy for the rest of the afternoon.  He could have blamed it on Illidan or some temporal agent from the distant future.  He was almost tempted to suggest Captain Christopher was himself a temporal agent—but before Kendall had a chance to utter a single word, Erin changed her mind.

“Never mind,” she said amidst an exasperated sigh.  “I don’t want to know.  Quite frankly, Kendall, I don’t even care what demented thoughts were going through your mind.”

He crept closer to his workstation.  Erin was bordering on lunacy.  It must have been the result of her recent medical trauma.  She seemed to recover quite nicely after Ordikan healed her, but maybe that assumption was wrong.  Whatever the case, she hardly posed a threat.

Unfortunately, Erin also stepped closer.  “Kendall,” she said, touching a gentle hand to his shoulder, “we’ve been through quite a lot the past few weeks.  Quite frankly, I don’t need you adding to those troubles…  I still care about you—as a friend—and I would hate to see anything bad happen to you.  This time travel stuff has to stop!”

And then Kendall made his first mistake.  He hesitated.  He showed his weakness.  Despite everything, he still loved Erin.  He might have settled for Megan—and he could have been happy—but Erin was still his true love.  He doubted that would change—unless he went into the past and manually made some modifications to the timeline.  But that didn’t work the first time he tried it, so there was no reason to believe a second incursion would bring about success.

Unfortunately, Erin must have sensed his distress.  “Kendall,” she whispered, “you can’t go into the past and change things every time life hands you a bit of misfortune.  One of the most fundamental parts of life is dealing with difficult situations.  If you don’t like the way something is going… you work in the present to bring about a better future.”

She sounded like some sort of fortune cookie.  And a badly written one, at that.  Perhaps a few changes to her might do some good after all?

Kendall dutifully stepped around Erin and touched his hands to the control interface, intent on erasing this conversation forever from the face of the universe.

But nothing happened.

A solemn gaze befell Erin’s face.  “I erased all of your access codes, Kendall.  You can’t access any of the Starlight’s temporal technology…”

“What?”  She was insane!  She was joking!  She had to be.  Kendall frantically started to tap at the controls on an adjacent workstation, but nothing happened.  

NOTHING!

He was locked out of the computer.  The bitch locked him out of his own computer!  Kendall instinctively clenched his fists and charged Erin…

But his rage fell a little bit short, and he came to a sudden halt just a meter from Erin’s position.  He was found out.  The game was over.  And nothing he did could change that.  “Now what?”

Erin frowned.  “I don’t want to get Alan or Starfleet involved in any of this,” she said, alluding to their temporal surroundings.  “This is going to be our little secret…”

A secret…  Perhaps there was still hope after all.  If Erin wasn’t going to mention this to anyone, Kendall still had a chance to—

“Unfortunately,” she continued, “since it is obvious that I can no longer trust you…”  She paused.  And for a very long moment, Erin just stood, contemplating her words.  They certainly did not come easily, and when they did, they left her lips with a great deal of difficulty.  “You’re going to have to leave the ship?”

“What?!”

Erin shrugged.  “I can’t order you to leave, Kendall.  Technically speaking, there is nothing I can do to make you leave…  But since this conversation is entirely off the record, I can strongly suggest you leave the Starlight as soon as humanly possible.”

Kendall could have drawn out the argument.  He could have made a case to stay aboard the ship and somehow redeem himself—but he knew that wasn’t going to happen, because he knew that he was beyond redemption.  And that the conversation had lasted long enough.  There were some words that were better left unspoken…

• • •

Sonorous bells chiming in the distance, Xi’Yor dutifully climbed the lengthy flight of stairs before the great ivory citadel on Kalidar.  He was at long last ascending to the throne, and each step up the staircase brought him one step closer to his destiny…

The giant protectors at the gate effortlessly wrapped their meaty hands around the handles, forcefully opening the heavy wooden doors that sealed shut the Dryad Citadel.  A breeze of cool, stale air was present to greet Xi’Yor—along with the few surviving members of the Conclave.

They silently ushered Xi’Yor into the Great Hall to perform the Rite of al-Agon… but at this point, the ritual was little more than formality.  With every last obstacle out of his way, Xi’Yor was at long last the Cerebrate of the Elorg Bloc…

A malevolent grin spreading across his ashen face, he ascended to the throne and seated himself for the first time as the most powerful entity in the galaxy.  The reign of the divine Cerebrate Xi’Yor was finally at hand.

• • •
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