Episode 29

Scylla and Charybdis

Kyle Aurain looked around curiously as he entered the forward-most crew lounge on the Dragon.  It was odd to him…the Ten Forward on the ship didn’t have an unobstructed view like this one did, yet it was far more elaborate and was always crowded.  This crew lounge, however…was empty.

Except for one person.  Lieutenant Commander Vendar Perkins hadn’t noticed him enter and was sitting alone, facing the streaking starfield.  He could easily sense the anger and fear in her, something he’d sensed in her a lot ever since they first met two months ago.  Now, however…she seemed to be emitting the feelings to the point where he couldn’t shut them out.

He cautiously walked over to her, trying not to alert her to his presence.  The Dragon had been busy in the last two months ever since it left the past.  It had spent about a month trying to locate the damaged Borg vessel, but failed…only to encounter a very hostile alien race.

Now, all hope of locating the Borg lost, they were back on what had been the Dragon’s original course…and now would be the best time to help Vendar with her problems.  Furthermore, perhaps now she would be willing to train in the Jedi arts…

Kyle didn’t use the Force to mask the sound of his approach, allowing Vendar to hear him before he could reach her.  She twisted her neck around to look at him, then smiled.  “Hi, Kyle,” she said quietly, expertly hiding her emotions.

He nodded to her as he stopped just behind her and to her side.  “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked.

She simply nodded to the chair next to hers and then went back to staring at the stars.  He pulled out the chair and sat down in it…then he simply stared at the stars with her.  He sensed another emotion appear in her while he sat there, a new type of fear…fear of him.  He didn’t quite understand why she would fear him.  Was it because he was the only Jedi she personally knew?

Ordinarily, he would have asked her now, but right now…she didn’t need to be asked that question.  He didn’t need the Force to figure that out, his experience with people was enough to tell him that.

Because of that conclusion, he finally decided to confront her.  He looked at her, but before he could say a word, he noticed her suddenly blush.  Hopefully that’s a good sign…maybe she actually is attracted to me…

When she looked at him, he finally managed to ask, “Is something wrong?”

When he asked that, a pang of sadness hit her yet again.  She stared at the tabletop for a minute or so, obviously considering whether or not she would tell him.  He realized for the first time that he had just asked her to implicitly trust him, someone she didn’t have the chance to get to know yet.

He felt guilty for doing this, and was about to retract his question…but to his surprise, she finally replied.

“I know you’ve been reading about the events that have taken place on the Dragon,” she started.  “Have you gotten to our first encounter with the Devil’s Virus?”

He immediately recognized the name, but he hadn’t actually gotten to that file yet.  In fact, it was the next one on his list.  He shook his head in a negative gesture.

“Oh.  Well…it’s an artificial virus created by the Vorkalai.  Somehow, they had gotten a single cell of it aboard the Dragon…and, for reasons still unknown to us today, it decided to infect me first.”  She stared into his eyes as she seemed to recall very painful memories.  “After the virus fully infected my body, I had become a monster with a craving for vast amounts of energy.  I found that energy in one of the warp cores.”

Kyle’s eyes went wide when he heard her last statement.  The first thing he had done when he came aboard was familiarize himself with the technology aboard the Dragon.  The warp core, needless to say…produced a vast amount of energy.

“When the crew finally rescued me,” she continued, “and changed me back into a human…that energy I had collected remained in my body, unused, wanting an outlet.”

He began to immediately understand as she continued to explain.  “Before, I was the most patient person you could ever find.  I was calm, quiet, reserved…until the Devil’s Virus.  After that, I’ve become impatient.  And for some damned reason, this extra energy is coming out of me as anger!”

He looked down at the table when she raised her voice, using that as a signal to let her know that she was becoming loud.  When he did that, however, she closed her eyes and shook her head.  “I’m…sorry.”

He also shook his head, then he became bold and took her hand in his.  “Listen…this isn’t your fault.”

He began feeding Force energy into her, trying to calm her nerves even a little.  That, however, was something he still wasn’t very good at doing.  To his relief, however…it worked, if only a little bit.

“Maybe,” she replied quietly, a tear rolling down her cheek.  “But that’s the problem.  It isn’t my fault…which means I’m losing control…”

With that statement, he finally fully understood what she was saying.  He sighed as he smiled and nodded his head.  “I see…and losing control of yourself is your biggest fear.”

“…Yes,” she confided.  “Losing control of myself is something…I’ve never had to face.  Even when I was a teen, I always could control my feelings, or at least the ones I was letting everyone around me see.  Now, however…my angry spells come out full force, often hurting those around me…and it’s even gotten me in trouble once or twice.  Not even our ship’s counselor can help me…”

He nodded to her and said, “That’s understandable.  Perhaps, however, you can be helped.”

That quickly got her attention as hope flooded into her thoughts.  “I can?”

He nodded, realizing what he was about to tell her, and ask her, would be a question she couldn’t answer right away.  “Yes.  You see…you are very strong with the Force,” he began.  “You seem to be getting more powerful the more you and I are together.  Surely you’ve noticed a sudden overbearing instinct.”

She nodded, curious.  “Yes…I’ve noticed that.”

“Now what I’m proposing,” he said, emphasizing the word ‘proposing’ to let her know that it was her choice, “is that you could train to become a Jedi.  You say you always had control of your emotions until now.  Part of your training would be learning to control your emotions.

“There is, however, a great responsibility when becoming a Jedi.  Becoming one is not easy…and living the life of one once you have become one is just as difficult.  I don’t think you’d have to sacrifice your duties aboard the Dragon…but you’d have no free time.  At least, not until you completed your training with me.”

He suddenly realized that he had said too much to quickly.  She seemed taken back by his suggestion and what he had said after it.  She was, however, considering it.

Wanting to recover from his mistake, he said, “Now this is a very important decision, one only you can make.  Take your time on making this decision…”

He squeezed her hand, then let go and stood up.  “Even if you decide not to train, I shall still attempt to find a way to use the Force to help you.”

She looked up at him and gave him a warm smile.  “Thank you, Kyle.”

He smiled back and nodded, then he slowly walked away, heading for the exit.  He wanted to leave her to herself so that she may think about what he had just suggested.  It was a big responsibility he had just suggested…but he sensed that it was a suggestion he was supposed to make.  Her abilities were immediately apparent to him.  Now…now she needed the Force more than ever, unlike before.

He felt very sorry for her, having to go through what she was dealing with.  He truly hoped he could help her…

“Report,” Chris ordered as he entered the bridge from his Ready Room.

As he approached the Command Chair, Lieutenant Commander Tom Halkrat stood up and began with, “We’ve detected an unidentified starship to our starboard side.”  As Chris sat down, he concluded with, “We can’t scan past its shields, but its moving at sub-light speeds.”

“Begin analyzing the energy signatures of its shields,” he ordered, brining up a sensor readout of the ship himself.  He immediately noted that…somehow, the…feeling of the vessel was familiar to him.  “Begin running a comparison of the ship through our databases.  Let’s see if we can’t at least find something that looks like it.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Commander R’Sharn replied from Ops.

“Bring us to sub-Transwarp velocity, James,” he added.  “Warp three.”

“Slowing to warp three,” Lieutenant James Trikal confirmed.

As the streaking starfield drastically slowed, Chris suddenly felt uneasy about the vessel.  It was familiar…in a bad sort of way…

Suddenly, a sensor alarm sounded on R’Sharn’s console.  “I think I’ve found a match,” she said hesitantly.  “According to the computer…the vessel appears…to conform to the design method…of the Kiklar.”

Chris felt his eyes grow wide with surprise and fear, realization dawning on him.  “Red alert!” he shouted, realizing he hadn’t needed to give that order for probably a month.  “All hands report to battle stations!”

The ambient lighting on the bridge darkened a bit as bulkheads turned a blood red.  The ever-familiar alert klaxon sounded as the bridge became a flurry of activity.

“Confirmed,” Lieutenant Ada Marquet suddenly added.  “The energy signature of the vessel’s shields conforms with the Kiklar ship we encountered.”

Almost ready to panic, Chris quickly brought up a star chart of the region.  There was no chance they could take on a vessel as powerful as this one was through a simple exchange of weapons fire.  They needed a place to hide…

Immediately, his attention fell on a star system they had passed eight hours ago.  A binary star system with a fairly large asteroid field.  He looked up at the view screen, knowing that, despite the danger, it would be their only chance.

“Helm, set course one-seven-six mark one,” he ordered quickly.  “Maximum warp!”

“Setting course,” James said hesitantly, dropping the ship out of warp to turn around.

“Sir, the Kiklar vessel has altered course to pursue us and is increasing to warp velocity!” R’Sharn stated in an alarmed voice.

“Go now!!”

Finally, James hit one last confirmation button, kicking the ship up to warp nineteen point nine.  “We’re gone!” James exclaimed.

“They’ve increased to Transwarp velocity!” Ada stated.  “Won’t be long before they match speed!”

“Time until we reach our destination,” Chris asked quickly, fear edging into his voice.

“About ten minutes!” James stated.

“Assuming they can achieve Slipstream velocity…how long, with current rate of acceleration, will it take for them to reach us?”

After a few moments of calculating, R’Sharn immediately replied, “We’ll have a thirty second window!”

As soon as she said that, Vendar entered the bridge and took R’Sharn’s place at the Ops station.  “Vendar, keep a close eye on that Kiklar ship.”  When he said the name Kiklar, she immediately looked back at him, wide-eyed.  However, she then realized that because of who they were up against…she had to concentrate on her work.

She looked back to her console as Chris finished with, “If its rate of acceleration increases, tell me immediately.”

“Aye, sir.”

“As some of you probably noticed,” he added, “we’re heading for an asteroid field, a rather dense one, at that.  When I was first officer aboard the original Dragon, we did the same thing to evade a fleet of about forty Jem Hadar ships.  We used phasers and tractor beams to make sure any stray asteroids didn’t hit us…and even used tractor beams to throw asteroids at the Jem Hadar.  Ada, Vendar…think you two can help with that?”

“Aye, sir,” both replied unanimously.

“I remember that tactic,” R’Sharn stated.  “Didn’t the Khitomer use it?

He looked at her and smiled.  “Yes, I remember, R’Sharn.”

She smiled, then moved to an auxiliary console and began working on it.

“Drop us out of warp as close to the field as you can and get us into it fast!” he ordered.  “I trust you can handle taking us into this field at full impulse, James?”

He simply shrugged and replied, without looking back, “With help from the ladies, I shouldn’t have a problem at all.”

“Good…because we’re going to head right into the center of that field.”

He then looked back at Chris in surprise, realizing just how dense the center of an asteroid field like this would be.  After a moment of eye-to-eye contact, he submitted and nodded, looking back to the helm.

“Five minutes until we reach the asteroid field,” he reported, fear obviously in his voice…as well as determination.

“Let’s see if we can’t give ourselves some extra time,” Chris said quietly.  “Vendar, open a channel.”

“Channel open.”

He stood up from his seat, not quite sure how to start.  After a moment of hesitation, he said, “Kiklar vessel, this is Captain Chris Harriman of the Federation starship Dragon.”

He waited impatiently, hoping they would at least respond…

He decided to take another look at the sensor readings of the vessel.  Through visual scanners, he was getting a clear picture of the ship as it began to gain on the Dragon.  At first, he had simply looked and assumed it was a large vessel.  Now, however, he noticed that the ship was just under half the size of the Dragon.  The first Kiklar vessel they had encountered was roughly ninety percent of the Dragon’s size…however, despite this one’s size, Chris knew all too well that they were no match for it.

As sensor records had shown with the last vessel…some sort of blue crystals were sticking out at different points on the vessel…and there was one very large one in the exact center.  In fact, the entire design seemed to be based to fit around the crystal.  Weapons?
Suddenly, the view screen changed, grabbing his attention.  He had hoped to see the face of the Kiklar…however, was disappointed when all he saw was a black screen.  The familiar scratchy voice that was eternally etched into Chris’s memory sounded out with, “We are the Kiklar.  You have entered our space…and you are humans.  The plague of the humans and all like them must be wiped from the universe!”
Chris thought about the Kiklar’s statement for a moment, considering how to deal with someone who viewed humanoids as a plague.  “We have learned since our first encounter with your species that you despise all humanoids…specifically humans.  I’m curious as to whether or not you would be willing to tell us why.”

He heard a few clicking noises in the background noise, which caught his attention.  Was that some form of communication between the species…or something else entirely…??

“Millennia ago, this galaxy was ruled by humans,” the Kiklar finally responded.  “Now there are but a few remnants.  You and your Federation are a new breed of humans that we must now destroy.”
“But we are not the humans you hate!” Chris stated, using an argument he had once used before to win his life back.  “There is no way we can be blamed for what they did!”

After another moment of hesitation, the Kiklar stated, “Have you encountered any humans in this galaxy yet?”
That question caught Chris off guard…but he quickly recovered and replied, “Yes…”

“And did you use your technology to scan them?”
Chris immediately saw the point the Kiklar was making.  “…yes…”

“Then you know that your DNA is identical.  You are the same species.  Therefore, the plague must be removed!”
With that statement, a form emerged from the darkness into a light Chris hadn’t even known was there.  The light was dim, but he could clearly make out the form of the Kiklar…insect-like, black…and very deadly looking.

“All humans must be wiped from the universe…only then will we have purified it.”
With that, the image cut out, displaying the streaking starfield ahead.  However, before Chris could even worry about what had just been stated, Kyle called out his name and moved quickly to the Command Chair.  “Captain, I recognize their species!”

His eyes went wide when he heard Kyle say that.  “You do?!” he asked, hope entering his voice.  If they could get information about the Kiklar…then just maybe they could fight them, if not on the battlefield, then on the diplomatic field.

“Yes, they are…were called the Vratix in our time,” he stated, the first hint of fear Chris had ever heard edging into his voice.  “They struck a deal with the New Republic during the Bacta War, and helped us take over Thyferra, the only planet capable of making Bacta.”  Chris thought back to some of the things he had learned two months ago, and realized what Bacta was.  It was a chemical of some form that…somehow could heal almost anything.  One could call it a miracle cure.

“Were they technologically advanced during your time?” he asked.

Kyle shook his head as the stars on the view screen stopped streaking by.  “No, but they were well versed in chemistry…or at least the chemistry of making very effective Bacta.  That, of course, was millennia ago…”  The fear returned in his voice for a split second when he added, “Before I joined Luke’s academy, I saw one in combat once…and let’s just say that initiating hand-to-hand combat with these guys is like saying you want to die.”

Asteroids…fairly large asteroids, began tumbling by the Dragon as she plowed at full impulse into the asteroid field.  James immediately had to begin a wild set of maneuvers…and not a moment too soon.  The moment he banked to port, a very deadly looking, blue-colored energy beam shot past the Dragon, barely missing it.  It did, however, impact hard on an asteroid.  Chris took a quick sensor scan of the asteroid when he saw that, and saw that the blast almost reached the center of the very dense asteroid before it caused some sort of cascade effect, causing a huge explosion to rip across space.

“Vendar, start putting asteroids between us and the Kiklar!” Chris ordered in a raised tone.  “The higher their density, the better!”

“Aye, sir!” she replied quickly, her hands beginning to fly across her panel.  A couple tractor beams began snatching asteroids out of the way and moving them behind the Dragon, all the while James kept up his wild maneuvers.  The Kiklar’s calculations were amazing.  Every four seconds, another energy beam lanced out at the Dragon…each time getting closer and closer…and, as visual scanners showed, they had to refract the energy beams on the edge of the crystal for targeting purposes.  The mere fact that it only took them four seconds to aim and fire so accurately…  What is it that we’ve gotten our selves into?
However, he noticed a sudden break in the Kiklar’s firing pattern.  After a moment of wonder, he realized it was most likely due to Vendar’s efforts.

Despite the huge size of the field, the Dragon was quickly making its way towards the center.  James had kept the ship at full impulse thus far, which allowed for quick progress.

Suddenly, Ada stated, “I got a phaser shot off them…it went right through their shields!”

Chris craned his neck around to stare in awe at Ada.  “Damage?!”

She frowned questioningly at her console as she seemed to run scans…then she looked at him in horror.  “As far as I can tell from visual scans…no damage at all was done to their hull…”

Despair hit Chris for a moment, but then he quickly realized that this could work to their advantage.  “If their shields aren’t for defense, they are meant to block all signals entering the shield radius.  However, we’ve already seen that they don’t block signals going out…”

He stood up and quickly moved around to the tactical station.  “Ada, do we have any spare nanites?”

She thought about his question for a moment, then tapped in an inquiry on her console.  “Yes, five thousand of them.”

“Could you program them to destabilize the hull of that ship?”

She frowned at him and shook her head.  “No, the only way they can effect something is by entering cells.  Unless I’m mistaken, that ship’s hull has no cells to enter.”

Chris pounded the console lightly, trying to contain his frustration.  They couldn’t keep away from the Kiklar forever…

Then another thought hit him.  His eyes went wide as he considered the thought for a moment, then he looked at Ada.  “Can you program them to send sensor data out to the Dragon?  In other words, can you have them scan the composition and other properties of the Kiklar’s hull?”

Ada considered the question for a moment, then began tapping commands into her console.  “I think so…yes…”

“And how long would it take you to modify a torpedo to deliver these nanites?”

“Not long!” she stated, moving away from her console and heading for the turbolift.  “But I’ve got to make the modifications in the aft torpedo bay.”  When the turbolift opened, she pointed to R’Sharn and said, “R’Sharn, I need your help!”

The Andorian quickly moved away from her console and joined Ada in the turbolift.  A moment later, they were gone.

Chris decided to take over the tactical station himself and began firing a series of phaser blasts at the Kiklar, trying to find any weakness that he could…

As he did so, he began going through any plans that he could in his mind.  There was no way to outrun them…no way, at least not yet, to beat them…no way to even beat them in diplomatic channels…probably no way to even hide from them!

Wait a minute…hide…  He thought about that for a moment.  He took his mind away from the tactical station for a moment and brought up a map of the system.  Five planets, the asteroid field, a class seven comet…and binary neutron stars…

He left the tactical station, immediately being replaced by the junior tactical officer.  “Vendar, is our probe still in position?”

She paused in her commands for a moment, then began working again.  “Aye, sir…it’s on stand-by.”

“Good,” he said as he sat back down in the command chair.  He used his console to activate the probe they had left in the system again.  He immediately started a new scan, a gravimetric scan.  Immediately, he found what he had hoped for.  This set of binary stars was perfect, unlike most stars.  Both were of the same size and density…a phenomena that had never been encountered before.  This, in turn…left a ‘quiet’ zone in the exact center between the stars.

The only problem is getting to that center while intact…

“Helm!” he started.  “Set a course for the exact center between those two stars, best possible speed!  Reroute all available power to the shields and structural integrity…and I mean all power.  Every megahertz counts!”

Tom looked at him in horror, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging down.  “Sir, you can’t be thinking…”

“I am!” Chris replied quickly.  “Harriman to Tarkent, I need you to convert our shield matrix to metaphasic.  Try to make them as resistant to radiation as you can.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me, metaphasic!”


“Aye, sir…”

“Sickbay, if you have anything that will help with radiation sickness, administer it now.”

He didn’t even wait for a reply as he closed the channel.  This was going to be a rough ride.  Getting there would be a difficult task for everyone…  Not to mention that the area of stability was very small.  Stopping in time would be very, very difficult. 

“Marquet to bridge, estimate two minutes until the torpedo is loaded and ready,” Ada’s voice stated over a comm channel.

Chris looked at a sensor readout, then felt his eyes go wide.  “We don’t have two minutes, Ada…we’re about to emerge from the field.  We need that torpedo now.”

She didn’t reply, as he expected.  Instead, he hoped she simply started working faster.  Visual scanners showed that no discernible damage had been done to the Kiklar vessel…despite the fact that it had already been pelted several times with torpedoes and phaser fire.  They needed that torpedo before they entered their ‘hiding’ place…and they would have to develop defenses fast…or they might never make it out alive.

Assuming we actually make it in alive, he thought morbidly to himself.  Don’t let fear stop you from bringing this crew out of this, Chris…you’ve been through things just as bad…we will survive…
“We’re about to emerge,” James stated.

“Prepare to engage the engines at maximum propulsion,” Chris ordered.  “Bring us out of warp a safe distance from the sun and engage at full impulse and emergency thrusters…let us glide in at high speed from warp.”

“Laying in speed pattern…”

The asteroids were quickly becoming sparse.  Leaving the asteroid at this angle was quick and easy, as the field seemed to rotate on an axis, giving it a thick disc shape.  Directly ahead, almost completely unobstructed now, were the twin stars.

The moments flew by in anxiety for him…he didn’t know if they would survive this or not…  But they had to, and that’s all that mattered to him.

“Bridge, torpedo is loaded and ready!”

“Fire!”

“Engaging warp drive!”

“Torpedo away!”

All happened so quickly that Chris was almost confused.  The stars began streaking by very quickly, a sign of Transwarp velocity.  A moment later, they slowed dramatically, and on either side of the view screen were the blinding stars.  The view screen immediately filtered out the brightness…but it still seemed to hurt his eyes.

“Receiving data from the nanites,” Vendar reported as things on the bridge slowed down for a moment.  Everyone knew just what was about to happen.  Who knew where the structural integrity field might fail, if the entire ship’s field doesn’t fail!

“Warp one and decelerating,” James said.  “We’ll reach the approximate center in less than a minute.”

“Gravitational stress is dramatically increasing!”  Vender shouted, fear entering her voice.  “Structural integrity is beginning to lose power!”

“Keep the field up at all costs,” Tom ordered.  “And the shields.”  Fear was also entering his voice.

“Sir…the Kiklar vessel has stopped outside of the gravitational fields,” Ada reported in shock.

Chris was surprised…but pleased.  They could hide here after all…

However…his moment of pleasure was soon squashed as the ship began to shudder violently.  His chair began to rattle…and he noted with annoyance that it often did that when something bad was about to happen.  It seemed like it was always a warning to him...

“The gravitational field around the Dragon is fluctuating rapidly,” Vendar stated with increasing fear.  “Some parts will spike, then the field will vanish in the part.  It’s going to be difficult to maintain a stable field.”

“You can do it, Vendar,” Chris commented quietly, just loud enough for her to hear.  Her hands were working across the console furiously, trying to keep the field from collapsing all together.

“Thirty seconds until we reach the calm!”

“Keep it steady, James…”

Chris brought up a countdown on his console, waiting to give the order.  He knew the maneuvering capabilities of the Dragon…he knew just how fast it could stop.  James probably did too…but it would help to have someone give him an order to stop.  He’d not panic and do it too soon or too late.

“On my mark…”

Twenty seconds to go.  Structural integrity was beginning to fail in some sections by now…if they weren’t, Chris was extremely impressed with Vendar and Kalia.

Suddenly, as the clock reached ten seconds, the ship lurched hard to one side…the familiar feel of a hull breach.  However, because of the surrounding gravitational field, the feel that made him sure was gone in an instant as the ship was thrown around inside the field for a moment.

However, that wasn’t the end of it.  The sound of hull plating being ripped off of the hull was clanging through the bulkheads of the ship.  As other sections of the ship began to decompress, the ship continued to lurch…but somehow, James kept them on a rough course for the center.

Five…

Four…

Three…

Two…

Now!

“Now!!  Full reverse, all stop!!”

The command had already been programmed in…James simply hid the activation key, and in that second, Chris’s life flashed before his eyes.  His first day in grammar school…that bully Bolian who beat him up…and who he later did the same to…Meeting Sarah for the first time…

Sarah…I promised I’d go on living…and so I shall…

That last thought had come out when all of the shuddering and shaking ceased.  Everything became quiet…peaceful…serene.  Everyone stared at the view screen, even though sensors had been slightly overloaded, causing a large amount of static to play across it.

It was very nice to hear the quiet after the storm…

…Then Chris moved.  His chair broke the silence with an annoying screech, startling everyone.

They all jumped and looked at him, but he simply ignored them.  “Report…”

“We made it,” James stated the obvious.  “Dead center…”

Tom sighed and shook his head.  “Must you use the term ‘dead’ after our little brush against it?”

Talk about an old school joke, Tom…and I thought I was bad!
“Deck’s twenty through twenty-four have several hull breaches,” Vendar added to the report, her voice shaken.  “One rather large section on deck twenty two.  At least twenty-two people missing…presumed dead.  Injuries are still being reported.”

Twenty two dead…and who knows how many more will die…all because of one ship, one enemy…

“I want everyone to concentrate on repairs and finding a weakness!” he stated, standing up and moving towards his ready room.  As he approached the door, he realized something.  There aren’t any filters in my ready room…it’s probably rather bright in there…
“Submit all that you find to Tom,” he added has he changed course and entered the turbolift.  “You have the bridge, Commander.”

“Ten cc’s now!” Commander Kara Trieal ordered Lieutenant Lisa Ogowa.  “We can’t dwell on him…sorry Collin.”

His hand holding a rather bruised forehead, Crewman Collin nodded his head, his Bajoran earring moving to the force of the gravity plates.  “I understand…it’s just a minor concussion, don’t worry.”

She didn’t even smile at him…she didn’t have time.  She moved to the next bio bed, bumping into a few nurses as she did so.  Sickbay was in absolute chaos.  Two sickbays had already been opened on holodecks…and more may very well be needed.

Lieutenant Vicki Allison was her next patient…and her injures were much more severe.  She had just been transported from engineering…and the piece of glass stuck in her right shoulder told Kara that she had her work cut out for her…

She immediately passed her tricorder ‘wand’ over the wound, and noted, as she expected, that the glass had punctured much of her shoulder bones…and it was at such an angle that it sliced into one of her major arteries.  In fact, the glass was the only thing stopping her from bleeding to death.

She stopped the LMH as it passed by and pointed to Vicki.  “I need you to replicate ten thousand nanites and program them to dissolve the metal while reconstructing her artery,” she told the hologram.

“I have other patients that can be attended to more immediately,” it said in its British accent.

Not wanting to lose Vicki, one of her…acquaintances, Kara glared at the LMH.  “Doctor, you’re the only one around here who can do the job at least twice as fast as any other.  So just do it!”

He looked at her for a moment, then nodded his head and headed for the medical replicator.  She shook her head and moved on to the next patient.  Meylar Palzen.  Great…Kalia’s down in engineering without her two best engineers…
She sighed and shook her head as she began waving her tricorder wand over him, locating the problem in his spleen immediately…

“Sub-dermal regenerator,” she ordered, putting out a waiting hand.  “This is going to be one of those days…”

“Come!” Chris commanded in response to the door chime.  He turned around in his couch as the doors opened.  As he had requested and expected, it was Kyle.  “Please, come in, Kyle.”

He nodded, his pure-black uniform making him almost blend in.  Chris liked to keep his quarters dark when he was reviewing tactical data…it somehow set his mind in the right mood.  Kyle’s communicator and Lightsaber were the only two pieces of decoration on him…showing that he was, indeed, a Jedi, as Chris had learned.

He came in and, before Chris could ask him to, sat down.  That’s the disturbing thing about you Jedi…you’re just like Betazoids, you read our minds.
“Don’t worry,” Kyle replied.  “I sense you’re worried, but we can’t read your minds, only your emotions, intentions, and the like.”

Wryly, Chris said, “Well that’s comforting.”

Changing the subject immediately, Kyle asked, “You wished to see me, Captain?”

“I did, indeed,” Chris replied, setting down his data PADD and sitting up.  “I need to know more about the Kiklar…or the Vratix, as you call them.”

Kyle first frowned, then raised his eyebrows and shrugged.  “There’s not much more to tell you, I know very little about them.”  He then frowned.  “There is one peculiar thing I don’t get…why they would suddenly turn violent like this.  The Vratix avoided violence and technology.  Why they would now be the way they are…I don’t know.  But I do know that several Millennia often is time enough for drastic changes.”

Chris nodded his head in agreement, knowing that fact all too well.  “Well…I just hope what you have told me is enough…”  He then looked at Kyle and nodded again.  “Thank you.”

He nodded, and looked like he knew it was his cue to leave…but he didn’t move.  “Is there something else?”

He didn’t even hesitate.  He simply nodded and said, “Yes.  It’s about Lieutenant Commander Perkins.”

Chris frowned, then said, “Go on.”

At this point, Kyle did hesitate…for a split second.  “She has great potential…and if my dreams are correct, I am, right now, the only Jedi left in existence in the entire universe.  Assuming she agrees to my request…I would like to begin training her as soon as possible.”

Chris’s eyes went wide when he heard this…but he had known for two months that the time would come.  The moment they found out she was gifted…

“How will this interfere with her duties on the ship?” he asked.

Kyle shook his head.  “It shouldn’t…or at least, not much at all.  In fact, it should help improve her performance.”

Chris closed his eyes, heavily considering this.  Would it limit her duties, or expand them?  You learned from Luke Skywalker to trust the Force and the Jedi…so do so!
He sighed and nodded his head.  “Very well…but do not force it onto her.”

Kyle gave a simple nod.  “Of course.  There is no other way.  The decision was and always will be hers to make.”

“Good,” Chris replied, worried about her decision.  He hoped that, whatever choice she made…it would be the right one.  “Dismissed.”

Kyle nodded yet again, then stood up and left Chris alone in his dark quarters.  He stared out at the starfield…or at least, where it would have been.  Good thing Sarah had put up drapes before…
He didn’t finish the thought, and instead picked up the PADD and began reviewing the nanites’ sensor data again…

“Cortical stimulator!” Kara ordered sharply, moving to the console next to the patient’s bio bed.  Lisa quickly grabbed one from a tray and placed it on the patient’s neck.  The Bolian’s brain activity was dropping slowly now…but it was almost zero, enough to be considered brain dead.  They needed to revive him, and quickly.

Once the stimulator was in place, she set the energy level and activated it.  Brain activity on the sensor display spiked for a moment…but then dropped back to its previous level…and was dropping faster!

“Dammit!”  She increased the energy level to almost double and activated it yet again.  This time, brain activity shot back up to normal levels and seemed to stabilize.  She began to sigh in relief...then noted with horror as activity dropped to absolute zero.  That shouldn’t have happened…
She activated it again…but the only activity the readout displayed was the current traveling through his system.  The blue seemed to drain from the Bolian’s skin as all of his vital functions stopped at once.  A long, high-pitched…seemingly sad tone filled everyone’s ears.

She closed her eyes and let her head sink, gripping the console in a death grip of frustration.  She then immediately looked up and looked around…only to find no other patients left to be treated.  That had been her last patient…and she had let him die…

“Log the time,” she ordered, moving next to the bed and covering the Bolian’s face.  “Ensign Marnis…eighteen hundred forty seven hours.”

She stared at the covered face a moment, realizing that she had let yet another life slip through her fingers…another soul.  She had lost too many…

She sighed and clenched her fists, the frustration building.  After a few moments, she moved away, heading for her office for peace and quiet.  After a day like today…she needed to relax…and as expected, Lisa was following her, a faithful nurse and a faithful friend.

As usual, Kara replicated a cup of coffee for herself and nothing for Lisa…for she never seemed to drink anything.  Propping her legs up after she sat down, Kara literally let herself melt into her chair…

“Sometimes being a medical officer can be the worst thing in the universe,” she commented bitterly.

A morbid look on her face, Lisa nodded in agreement.  “Sometimes…having to watch so many people die makes me want to quit being a medical officer.”

“Feelings mutual…”

They both stared at the desk for several minutes after that was said.  Kara knew that Lisa was no doubt thinking something around the lines that she was.  Remembering all who had been lost…

So many lives…well over six hundred have died in the past three years…most of them in the Vorkalai war, but many also in the past year and a half…  She closed her eyes in pain, realizing how much she missed home.

When that thought hit her, she found herself surprised.  It had been so long since she had thought about home.  She had come to think of the Dragon itself as her home…but she wanted her real home…she wanted her real family.  The sense of family Chris had provided for the entire crew had helped them through difficult times…the past three years, specifically…but that wasn’t enough any more.  Surviving from day to day, red alert called in spurts…it wasn’t really what she wanted any more.  She missed everything from the Milky Way…

Most importantly, she missed her husband and daughter.  She realized that, if they didn’t travel through time when they first arrived in this galaxy…her daughter would be in middle school by now.

“Lisa…have you thought much about home recently?” she asked, curious.

Lisa frowned and nodded.  “Yes…as a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking about home a lot lately.”

Kara smiled and shook her head as she guessed why people were starting to think about home.  Up until today…things had been very quiet.  Their minds had nothing to occupy them.  It was no wonder that everyone started to think of home.

“I miss Rick the most,” Kara commented quietly.  Her smile widened as she added, “When we first met, he swept me right off of my feet…and he never set me back down…”

She looked at Lisa as she realized something.  “I never asked you, but are you married?”

Lisa shook her head in reply.  “No…though I think the man I was with was hoping to become my husband.”

Curious, she asked, “Who was he?”

“Rhojean…Rhojean Tolin,” she said, saying his name with a lot of affection.  “He’s a Betazoid painter who lives on the Federation colony at Vorin Three.”

Kara raised her eyes and asked in surprise, “A painter?  I’ve never known a painter.”

She shrugged in reply.  “I’ve known him since I joined Starfleet Academy.  Well actually just before.  The transport that was taking me to Earth stopped there for two days, where he and I met and became fast friends.  Then, over the four-year period I spent at the Academy, and the subsequent two years I spent at the medical Academy…he and I fell in love…mostly over subspace communication, too.  We met at least once a year, though…”

Kara smiled at Lisa’s story of her love life.  It was amazing…two people who were on almost opposite parts of Federation space…yet they both managed to fall in love…

“I remember when Val and I first met,” Kara said.  “It was my first day at Zephram Cochrane high school, in England.  He was a junior at the school, and the first thing he did was introduce himself to me…and then he showed me around the school…”  She let out a small laugh.  “I only went to two of my classes that day because of him…and my teachers were absolutely furious.  But I didn’t care…I thought it was worth it.  He…swept me off my feet that day…”

“Sounds like he was a real lady’s man during high school,” Lisa commented jokingly.

Kara nodded in fierce agreement.  “Oh yeah, you better believe he was…until I showed up.”  She frowned when she thought of that.  “I don’t know why he immediately chose me…but he stopped hitting on all of the women the moment he and I met…”

Indeed, that was the truth.  Her second day at the school, many people kept telling her that he was a lady’s man, and that she was only a current interest that wouldn’t last long.  So Kara simply decided to wait to see if it was true or not…and here she was now, thirty six years old…and she didn’t even wait any more, knowing he would never do what they warned that he would do…

“Senior officers report to the briefing room,” Chris’s voice suddenly interrupted her thoughts.

She sighed and shook her head in response.  She didn’t want to get up…

She looked at Lisa and smiled warmly.  “Thanks for talking.”

Lisa shrugged the thank you off.  “That’s what I’m here for, Doctor.”

Kara stood up and headed for the door.  As she left, she ordered, “Get some rest…we’ll probably all need it.”

As the last of the senior officers settled in, Vendar decided to take a few minutes think about Kyle’s offer.  She hadn’t had much of a chance to consider it yet…

Obviously, the most tantalizing part of his offer to train her was the fact that she could regain control…regain control of herself and her life.  Furthermore, she would gain the ability to use the seemingly infinite powers of the Force.  That itself would allow her to help the crew immensely during difficult situations.

The downside, however…was that training would take a long time…and a lot of effort.  Would it really not affect her performance on the bridge, or would her mind become distracted after each lesson?

Not to mention the fact that Kyle once mentioned how much he, himself changed when he became a student.  He gained more control…but he also lost some of the traits he had before, traits he claims he’s glad to have lost.  The fact of the matter is…losing those traits completely redefined who he was.  Vendar wasn’t looking to be redefined…she liked who she was, and that’s what she wanted to regain.

There were many pros…many cons…she had to decide if the pros out-weighed the cons.  Then again…for the past two years she’s had to deal with the effects of the Devil’s Virus.  She had a choice now: continue dealing with the after effects…or learn to control, suppress…maybe even destroy those after effects.

“Kalia, how are the shield modifications coming along?” Chris asked, interrupting her thoughts and unofficially starting the briefing.

Kalia thought about the question for a moment, then replied, “The modifications need another half an hour…at least.”

Chris then looked to Kara.  “Can we hold out that long?”

Kara nodded her head.  “With the shields and some of the compounds I’ve slipped into the air…we should be able to last another two hours.  Five if I distribute a few hyposprays.”

“We better not stay too long,” Ada suddenly pitched in.  “We didn’t even scratch the hull on that ship out there.  They are most likely calling for reinforcements right now.”

Chris nodded his head.  “I agree.  However, getting out of here with a hull breach the size of four runabouts isn’t going to be easy.  Suggestions on maintaining hull integrity?”

Vendar had had plenty of time to think about this question.  “We might try converting forcefield generators to metaphasic and applying them to both sides of the damaged hull,” she suggested.  “Assuming we can convert forcefields to metaphasic, gravitational stresses on the damaged hull would be reduced to at least a hundredth of their intensity…making the hull impervious to the gravity flux between our hideout and space.”

“Can it be done, Kalia?” Chris asked, hopeful.

She narrowed her eyes, then nodded slowly.  “I believe so…and if I’m right, it shouldn’t take more than ten minutes to make the modifications.”

“Very good,” he said, nodding in approval.

“Now that we know how to get out,” Tom said, “what do we do once we are out?”

“The shield modifications Kalia is making should be enough to deflect a few blows from the Kiklar vessel,” Chris replied.  “However, because of the sheer power that’s in those energy beams, our shields could only withstand a few of those blows.  Now the nanites we put on their hull has told us some…interesting facts.  Hitting their hull with outside pressure won’t help us at all.  They could sit in the precise center of a neutron star and, assuming gravitational stresses never pull on their hull, they would be impervious.”

“In other words, we have to find something that will pull their hull out,” Ada stated.

“Yes,” Chris replied.  “Obviously, a tractor beam would be ideal…however, getting close enough to actually use the tractor beam, without having a few hundred holes punched through us…yeah…”

“So what we have to do is modify our weapons to somehow pull their hull,” Vendar stated the obvious.

“Can we reverse the polarity on our phasers?” Chris asked.

Ada’s eyes went wide as she shook her head furiously.  “Hell no.  We do that, we’d cause a power feedback in every fusion generator, destroying all of them…as well as half the ship.”

The room went silent after that…but Vendar’s mind didn’t.  She had an idea…

“What if we tuned our phasers to the opposite frequency of their structural integrity field?” she suggested.

Ada frowned for a moment, then nodded her head.  “That could work…the nanites didn’t report any fluctuation in their field.  Since we know this ship’s frequency…it could very well work.”

“Tune all weapons to the proper frequency,” Chris ordered, standing up.  “You all know what you have to do…let’s get to work.  Dismissed.”

Chris sat down in the Command Chair, eager to get things started…yet fearful.  Now was the time, however…

“Saturation of the warp nacelles is complete,” Kalia reported from engineering.

“Prepare to engage a burst of warp power,” Chris ordered.  “As soon as that’s done, engage impulse engines at full.”

“Metaphasic forcefields are holding,” Vendar reported from Ops.  “Hull integrity…except for that section, is at one hundred percent.”

“Divert all available power to structural integrity and shields…”  He hesitated for a moment.  This next order could kill them…but staying here would do the same.  Better to face the Devil in the eye than to die in fear.  “…And engage!”

With that, the ever-blinding light of the twin stars was behind them, and they were quickly moving away from their safe spot.  They were off to face the Devil himself…

“Warp three and decelerating fast,” James reported calmly.  The bridge was like the calm before the storm…everyone was quiet, anxious, awaiting to see if their choice would destroy them or not.

A thought passed through Chris’s mind.  He noticed that if they had stayed behind, they would have lost their entire crew.  Chances are, leaving their temporary safe spot would mean losing a few crewmembers.  Chris hated to admit it, but he knew that more were going to be lost in the battle ahead…

The fact that stood out the most was how much this very situation was one captains of Greek ships faced in Greek mythology.  Scylla and Charybdis…that was their names.  Two monsters who lived in the sea, on either side of a passage through the water.  If a ship strayed too close to Scylla, it would lose part of its crew.  However…if the ship strayed too close to Charybdis…the entire ship would be destroyed.

This very same myth appeared to Chris.  Although it wasn’t precisely a matter of choosing between two course headings…it was a matter of choosing to meet Charybdis, the twin neutron stars…or Scylla, the Kiklar vessel.

That analogy, of course, is tentative, he thought to himself.  It will only hold true of we survive the battle ahead…
Breaking the silence was a rather large sigh from James.  “We made it out of the dangerous area,” he stated in relief.

“And now the beast…”

Right on cue, a sensor alarm sounded on Vendar’s console.  “The Kiklar vessel has just dropped out of…something to our starboard bow!”

“Evasive maneuvers!” Tom ordered quickly.

“Target their weapons and fire!” Chris added.

Vendar quickly turned around and stated, “No!  Their weapons are crystalline-based.  There’s no telling how energy weapons, or even our torpedoes, will react.  If their crystals can transmit energy…”

“Point taken,” Chris conceded, nodding to her in thanks.  “That being the case, fire just below the base of their weapons…and let’s see if we can knock out their weapons’ power sources.”

“Re-targeting,” Ada confirmed.

The familiar energy beams from the ship began lancing out at the Dragon…again, only from its primary, large crystal-based weapon.  None of the little crystals ever fired.  They must think we will still be no match for them…and that arrogance is our advantage…
After a few maneuvers on James’s part, and the resulting missed shot of the Kiklar, Chris ordered, “Fire!”

With that order, crimson beams and both Photon and Quantum torpedoes streaked away from the Dragon, all impacting on various parts of the Kiklar vessel…and causing visible damage!

The bridge crew let out a loud cheer when they saw this, but then immediately went silent as they went to work to keep the ship in one piece long enough to win the battle.

“Captain, their sensor shields just dropped!” Ada stated.  “I’m getting clear readings from their ship!”

“Log as much data as you can in our computer!” Chris ordered.  “Continue firing, disable those weapons as fast as you can!”

Suddenly, without warning…James’s maneuvers failed to successfully evade the Kiklar.  One of their secondary energy weapons fired and hit the Dragon’s shields with room to spare.  The ship lurched to starboard, throwing everyone to the side and to the ground.

He tried to get up, but the wind had been knocked out of him, so he stayed there for a few moments, trying to breathe.  A pair of hands pulled him up and stood him to the Command Chair.

Tom sat down next to him and began working on his console again.  “Shields down to fifty two percent,” Ada stated.  “But their attack has just ended.  Their weapons have been disabled.”

Chris was quiet for a moment longer, trying to catch his breath.  Finally, he ordered, in what he hoped was a confident tone, “James, move us in closer.  Vendar, use bursts from our tractor beam to disable all of their propulsion.”

The Kiklar ship didn’t have a chance to escape.  The Dragon quickly swooped in, then slowed as it came very close to it.  A blue-colored tractor beam shot out for a moment and impacted on the brightly glowing starboard sub-light engine.  It exploded instantly, causing the Dragon to rock slightly.  Another one quickly shot out and did the same to the other.

The Dragon maneuvered up and above the Kiklar vessel some, allowing Vendar an easy target with the field propulsion emitters.  The bright blue ‘texture’ of the field emitters was moving very slowly, a sign of inactivity.  The starboard one was immediately engulfed in a blue tractor beam, causing it to explode…only this explosion was much bigger than the last, hitting the Dragon hard and nearly throwing Chris out of his seat again.

“Shields are down!” Ada reported.  “I’m reading power build-ups in what I think are their primary reactors.”

“Sir, their primary power is about to breach!” Vendar concluded.

“Helm, set a course out of Kiklar space, maximum warp!”

The controls were no doubt sluggish, causing the Dragon to slowly turn only a few degrees to port.  Finally, the stars exploded into streaks of rainbow-colored light.  A moment later, the Kiklar vessel exploded in a huge cascade of released energy.  The particles that weren’t vaporized shot out as streaks themselves, molten material glowing orange in the cold of space…

Chris slumped back into his chair and let out a huge sigh of relief.  “We did it…” he commented quietly.

He noted something very unusual.  Usually, the crew would shout in glee when they defeated a difficult enemy.  However, they remained silent as the bulkheads turned from red to yellow, signifying that there was no immediate danger of battle.

They all knew precisely what he knew.  It wasn’t over yet.  They had destroyed a Kiklar vessel…the Kiklar would want revenge.  Before, they ignored the Dragon…they never bothered to search it out.  Now, however…they would be searching for the Dragon.

It was going to be a rough ride…and the part that made it most frightening was the fact that there was no one who could help them now…

…They were alone…

Kyle slowly opened his eyes in response to the door chime.  He didn’t even have to use his senses to know that it was Vendar…

“Come in, please,” he said quietly.

The doors to his quarters slid open with a hiss to reveal that he had been correct.  She slowly moved in when she saw that he was in a meditation position.  “I’m sorry, am I interrupting?” she asked.

He smiled and shook his head.  “No, not at all.  I was just about to start…would you like to join me?”

She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at him.  “If we’re really going to be working together now…you need to stop reading my mind.”

He smiled and shrugged.  “It isn’t necessarily reading your intentions…it’s the will of the Force.”

“I see…”

“Please, sit down,” he said, motioning to the floor in front of him.  She hesitated for a moment, then moved in front of him and sat down cross-legged, just as he was.

“Close your eyes,” he said.  When she complied, he started.  “The first thing we must do is make you aware of the Force.  You must learn to feel and see things through it.  Don’t trust your physical senses…they can deceive you.  Try to use your senses to ‘see’ through your eyelids…”







