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PROLOGUE

CAPTAIN’S LOG, STARDATE 72312.2: The Starlight is in orbit of Rutania VI, a nonaligned world opposite the Ka’Tula System near the Alteran Expanse.  With the Elorg invasion drawing nearer every day, Starfleet has sanctioned a mission to seek out new allies for the coming conflict.

While we have had little formal contact with the Rutanians, diplomatic relations are cordial, and informal contact between Federation merchant ships and Rutanian traders is commonplace.

As he finished his log, Alan Christopher wearily shoved himself away from his desk.  On most days, he performed the very same maneuver in his Ready Room, but this morning was different.  He was in his quarters, still adorning his dark gray pajamas, for today was a day that came only once each year: April 24… his birthday.

And for the first time in a very long time, he wasn’t going to rise at the crack of dawn (relatively speaking) to go about his morning routine.  Instead, Christopher decided he would mope around in his pajamas doing absolutely nothing for as long as possible.

But to his dismay, ‘as long as possible’ meant only a few minutes.  Otherwise, he’d run the risk of running late, something Christopher despised to do—even on his birthday.  Even so, he took his time in the sonic shower, and wasted several minutes attempting to decide which uniform he would adorn on the special day.

But, the sonic showers were timed—taking the same amount of time each and every morning.  And his uniforms were all the same, making his choice irrelevant, and as a result, hastened.  With his log entry already completed, Christopher found his delay tactics had failed miserably, and he had actually pulled ahead of schedule.

But that would all change soon enough. 

The door chimed.

Christopher paused for a moment as a wave of curiosity passed over him.  Not knowing who would want to bother him this early in the morning, Christopher immediately suspected some sort of Human birthday ritual, such as Drayge’s surprise party he had been witness to several months prior.

While the prospects of such an event didn’t thrill him, Christopher didn’t know what else to expect.  His knowledge of Human birthday traditions was limited to what he had learned on the Starlight, as prior to that, he had not been exposed humans in a fashion where they had time to celebrate such things.

And so, with curiosity brimming, Christopher slowly walked over to the doors.  “Come in,” he beckoned.

To his relief, the doorway was occupied by only one figure, that of Erin Keller.  She smiled sheepishly with her hands behind her back as she took a few hesitant steps into his quarters.

“Erin,” said Christopher with mild surprise.

“…Alan,” she said.  Though she hesitated at first, after uttering Christopher’s first name, her awkward tenseness subsided, and she took a few more steps into the room.  Then, she revealed her hands, in which, she held a small blue box decorated with frilly green ribbons that shimmered in the light. 

“What is this?” Christopher inquired as Erin placed the box in his hands.

“Did you think I forgot what you told me back on Alarin III?  Today’s your birthday.  It’s a gift,” she declared proudly.  “…And my way of saying ‘thank you,’ for saving me,” she added a moment later.

Christopher smiled as he stared down at the box.  “Erin, you didn’t have to…”

“I wanted to,” she insisted.  “Now, are you going to open it, or what?”

Christopher slowly examined the box.  It was light in weight, and made no noticeable rattling noises.  Furthermore, Keller did not cringe when he gave the box a firm shake.  Whatever was inside, it was not going to break easily.

Slowly, he slid the frilly green streamers aside and removed the lid to the box, uncovering a tiny golden figurine.  It stood upon a tiny pedestal, reaching no more than a few inches in height.  It was a winged enchantress, adorning a mystical robe and a staff that shimmered immensely.

“It’s Athena—the Greek Goddess of Wisdom and Power,” Erin explained.  “I like to think of her as a good omen.  And I’ve got a feeling we’re going to need one in the not so distant future.”

Christopher plucked the tiny figurine out of the box and clasped it in his hands.  “So do I,” he said quietly before carefully setting the Goddess on the edge of his desk.  “We’d better get moving.  It’s not very becoming of me to be late.”

Keller grinned.  “Most definitely.”

As she stepped toward the doors, Christopher quickly erected his arm to block her passage.  “Just promise me one thing…”

“What?” she asked.

“No surprise party.  If you do, I’ll send you on a little stroll through the airlock,” he mused.

“Yes, sir,” she said unenthusiastically.

With that said, Christopher retracted his arm, allowing Keller to waltz out of his quarters.  He stopped, took one last look at the tiny figurine, and followed her out into the corridor.

ONE

Rutania VI, the Rutanian Homeworld wasn’t exactly what Matthew Harrison would describe as an idyllic world, though the potential was definitely there.  Because of the planet’s slow rotation, the most of the planet was bathed in the pale moonlight for over half the year.  The stars were a constant in the sky, and the wispy gray clouds slowly passed in front of the full moon.  

All around, the constant drone of Rutanian Crickets sounded, along with a plethora of other bugs and insects.  The night was still young, and the air crisp.  Within a few hours, the moon would be at its zenith, and a few hours later, traveling back beneath the horizon, leaving the population in total darkness.

Elsewhere, odd palm trees with dark blue leaves and partially iridescent veins swayed in the cool breeze, surrounded in a sea of deep maroon grass.  Running throughout the grass were a series of interconnected golden pathways, made entirely of brick.  They served as highways between the numerous buildings adorning the hillside.

The buildings themselves were rather uninteresting.  They were all constructed of a similar dark-purple brick material, with countless arched windows and doors.  The roofs were shingled, and plated with numerous skylights to allow for the moonlight to pour inside their homes.

Harrison stood alongside Captain Christopher and Lieutenant Meyer before such a structure, patiently awaiting the Rutanian spokesperson designated to speak with them, a fellow by the name of Soris.  They exchanged very little in the way of words, and when they did, Harrison felt compelled to speak softly, a habit he had grown accustomed to when speaking in the dark.  But he quickly realized he would have to break it…

“Enter!” It was the voice of Soris, loudly emanating from the inside of the structure.  As he called out, the doors slid open, revealing the inside of the structure.

It was a simple room, with a table and six chairs, well light by the numerous lights lining the ceiling.  Standing at the head of the table was Soris.

He was of medium height and build, with markings that set Rutanians apart from every other race Harrison had encountered.  He had bright orange skin, with darker splotches peppered throughout his complexion.  Traveling from the bridge of his nose, over the top of his head, and presumably dwindling away down his back was a vaguely pronounced ridge.  His ears were similar to those of a nymph, and his eyes an eerie shade of blazing red.

“Please, sit,” he beckoned.

“Thank you,” Christopher said, leading the way to the table.  He sat down in the spot to the left of Soris, who was situated at the head of the table.  Harrison chose to sit opposite the captain, allowing Meyer the coveted seat at Christopher’s side.

“Would you care for any refreshments?” Soris inquired as he still hovered over the seat of his chair.

“No, thank you,” said Christopher cordially.

Soris nodded.  “Very well,” he said indifferently.  “But should you desire something in the future, do not hesitate to ask.  It’s peak turango season… in the areas gifted with sunlight, of course.”

“I may have to take you up on that, later,” said Christopher.  “I’ve always wanted to try a glass of turango juice.”

“Good,” Soris beamed.  “We’ve got an excellent harvest this year!”  His smile quickly dissipated, and he drew himself closer to the table.  “But I am told you have not come all this way to sample turangoes,” he said slowly.

Christopher took in a deep sigh.  “Unfortunately, no.  Turangoes might be all that’s left of Rutania if the Elorg have their way…”

“And that would be a shame,” said Soris.

“Indeed,” agreed Christopher.  “Which is why we need to see the Elorg don’t have a chance to attack Rutania.  According to our data, Elorg Space extends not only in the direction of the Federation, but in your direction as well.  More to the point, the territory they most seek is beyond Rutanian Space.”

“Unfortunately,” Harrison interjected, “the Elorg have claimed this entire region as their own—including your territory.  Should they invade, you would almost certainly be attacked.”

Soris readily agreed.  “We have been closely monitoring the situation in the Kilka Sector, and agree Rutanian Space is in grave danger.  And considering our tactical inferiority to the Federation, we would not withstand an Elorg assault.”

“Which is why we need an alliance,” said Christopher.  “According to our intelligence, in roughly two weeks, Elorg ships are going to start strolling out of that rift.  And when they do, we’re going to be hard pressed to stop them.”

Soris nodded, and slowly produced a small trapezoidal padd before the group on the table.  “This is the mandate from the Assembly authorizing such an alliance.  I am fully authorized to negotiate a treaty as long as it falls within these terms,” he explained, passing the padd to Christopher.

Harrison watched the exchange take place, but before the Captain could get the padd within his grasps, a sudden jolt forced to padd to skitter across the table and onto the floor.  Moments later, another more powerful explosion rocked the small structure.

Debris rained down from the ceiling, and a tiny fire erupted near the door, prompting a shroud of smoke to fill the air.

Harrison moved to take cover, but as he did so, several bright orange vortices erupted throughout the room.  As they expanded outward, Harrison realized it was the Rutanian equivalent of a transporter—and they were being attacked.

Moments later, the faint outline of several armed Rutanians filled the room.  They pointed their bulky weapons at Soris and the others as they approached.

Harrison discretely reached for his communicator to contact the ship, but to his consternation, nothing happened.  They must have erected some sort of dampening field.

As the lead attacker approached, Harrison instantly noticed Soris became enraged.  “Nikus!” he called out.

The leader, Nikus, came about with his cumbersome weapon and directed it at Soris.  “Do not move,” he instructed them.

Erin Keller was in command.

She liked the sound of the statement.  It had a ring to it that ‘Erin Keller is at ops’ did not have.  But she made sure it didn’t get to her head, as many of the crew believed it was already big enough.

Besides, they were on a peaceful mission to a friendly planet.  Keller didn’t believe there would actually be a chance for her to perform any amazing feats of heroism.  Little did she know the sensor alert emanating from Bator’s console would prove that theory wrong.

“What is it?” Keller demanded.

Bator looked down at the sensors with a quizzical look on his face.  “There are six Rutanian Fighters on an intercept course,” he announced.  “Their weapons are armed.”

Keller suddenly found herself sharing Bator’s look.  “Maybe the Captain’s meeting didn’t go over too well,” she suggested.  “Can you get a lock on the away team?”

She waited for several moments as Bator worked at the sensors, but being an operations officer, she knew by the sound of the controls what he was going to say…

“No.  Some sort of forcefield has been erected around the structure they are in.  It is blocking both transporter and communication signals.”

She felt her stomach start to flutter.  Slowly, Keller folded her arms and took in a deep breath.  “Raise shields,” she ordered, desperately trying to recall what the Captain might do.   Despite her training, she found herself unable to think straight, and the proper course of action eluded her.  But to her relief, it was the Rutanians who made the next move.

“We are being hailed,” said Bator.

That was an easy one.  “On screen,” Keller ordered.

Moments later, a gruff-looking, orange-skinned Rutanian appeared on the screen.  “This is Deemus of the Rutanian Order of Nar.  Surrender your vessel to us at once, or face destruction!” he said tersely.

Keller tried to hide her disbelief, but couldn’t help but to elicit an innocent, “What?”  She instantly composed herself and put on a diplomatic face.  “Can’t we discuss—”

Deemus wasn’t impressed.  “No discussion!” he shouted.  “There are no terms!”
And he cut transmission.

Again, Keller nodded.  She hadn’t even answered his question.  For all he knew, she might have been willing to surrender.  She wasn’t but Keller found it quite stupid of him to end the transmission so prematurely.  Even so, she suspected it would have ended in such a fashion no matter what.

Replacing Deemus was the external view of his six fighter craft rapidly approaching the Starlight.  It was an ominous sight, one that prompted Keller to turn to Bator for suggestions.

“Six Rutanian Fighter craft pose no threat,” Bator assured her.

His statement was proven correct moments later when the fleet opened fire.  Keller had to hold back her laughter at the sight.  Of the six ships, all but one missed.  The effects of the single beam that made impact were so minimal, Keller wouldn’t have known they were under attack had she not seen them fire.

Even so, Keller felt it a prudent course of action to warn off the harmless fighters.  “Fire a few warning shots,” she suggested.

Moments later, several orange phaser beams lashed out near the Rutanian crafts, nearly missing each one of the tiny ships.  The blast prompted them to scattered like a flock of frightened birds, and Deemus to send another transmission.

“Is that your best shot?” he taunted.

Keller was glad he terminated the communication immediately after his threat, as she found she couldn’t withhold her laughter this time.  Did he actually think they posed a threat?

“They are coming around for another pass,” Drayge announced.

Keller sighed.  “Am I correct in thinking these things are not top of the line?”

Kendall Johnson, who was filling in at ops promptly responded, “They’re class-D fighters, circa 2320.”   

“Ouch,” Keller whispered.  “We could take their entire fleet out with one quantum torpedo,” she speculated.  “But we won’t… Do you think they’d be susceptible to some sort of ionic pulse?”

Johnson quickly accessed his own data.  “Yeah,” he said.

“Do it,” Keller said with a nod of approval.

The wait was a short one, during which Keller contemplated the reason behind this ‘attack.’  She was sure the reason would present itself soon enough, but until then, it would gnaw at her…

The pulse fired.  At first, there were no visible clues, but after a moment, each and every Rutanian ship fell out of formation and set adrift, just hanging in space without any course or heading.  Their fight was effectively over.

“The forcefield has been lowered,” Bator announced moments later.  His voice was filled with surprise.  “The Rutanians who erected it are contacting the ‘attacking’ ships…”

Keller raised an eyebrow.  “As in… you have a lock on our people?”

“Yes,” Bator confirmed.  “Apparently the forcefield blocked their communication as well.”

Keller didn’t know exactly what to say.  The situation was so unbelievable that she almost felt sorry for the Rutanians.  “Is it just me, or are these people stupid?”

No one responded, but she was certain their stupidity was screaming to the others as loudly as it was her.  They obviously went through the trouble to sabotage the meetings to take hostages—only to use a forcefield that blocks their own transmissions… Then they attack a heavily armed Federation starship with 75-year-old fighters.  

“Like someone once said, ‘Stupid is as stupid does,’” she muttered.  “Beam up them up, Kendall.” 

TWO

When he had seen the Rutanians beam into the conference with their weapons blazing and tempers equally infernal, Christopher was nearly certain it was going to be a very, very long day.  But as time passed, and he was given the opportunity to observe their captors, he quickly realized they were not the brightest criminals in the quadrant…

They had carelessly set their weapons down on the tables, they erected a forcefield that blocked all communications, and in their greatest feat, lowered that forcefield to contact their ships.  Without hesitation, Christopher grabbed Soris and prepared for a beam out, which, to his relief, took hold of him and the others only seconds later.

Now, he sat at the head of the conference table with Soris and the rest of the senior staff gathered around him.  They were all anxious to hear from their guest about what had transpired, as it was obvious he had some knowledge of who they were, given his recognition of the leader of the group.

“They call themselves the Rutanian Order of Nar,” Soris started.  “They are a group of dissidents not formerly associated with the Rutanian Order, who believe the Elorg are our saviors.”

Christopher immediately saw why they would risk such an attack.  “An alliance between the Rutanian Order and the Federation would be most unfortunate for their cause.”

“To say the least,” Soris agreed.  “We have had trouble with Nikus and Deemus before.  They’ve raided a few transport ships dealing with the Federation, attacked our armories… but nothing of this magnitude.”

Christopher suddenly glanced over at Keller.  She took in a deep breath to suppress the laughter that was building inside of her.  “It was hardly a traumatic encounter,” she said, as additional pairs of eyes locked on to her.

Soris, either did not care, or did not understand her laughter, and continued as such.  “It might not have been a traumatic encounter—but it was an encounter,” he said flatly.  “Being under attack by Rutanian vessels does not bode well should we wish to continue our alliance.  I assure you, Captain Christopher, nothing like this will happen again.  Deemus is being incarcerated even as we speak.  He poses no threat.”

Christopher could hear Keller’s response in his mind, and discretely flashed a brief smile in her direction, to which she readily agreed.  With their brief interlude concluded, Christopher suppressed his thoughts about the encounter with the fighters and forged ahead.  “Lucas,” he called out, “have you had a chance to analyze the schematics the Rutanians have provided us?”

The chief engineer nodded affirmatively.  He quickly rose from his seat and walked over to the computer screen on the back wall.  After touching the large orange padd in the bottom-left corner, a schematic displaying several Rutanian ships, including the lowly fighters, popped up on the screen.

“According to our analyses, only the Rutanian Heavy Cruisers built after 2392 will be functional inside the verteron radiation zone,” he said.  “Any other ship will succumb to the effects of the radiation.”

Soris quickly looked over his own data.  “Of the 70 Heavy Cruisers in our fleet, only twelve of them were constructed after 2392, and I’m afraid four of those are away on deep-range missions in the Alpha Quadrant.

“Since we don’t have transwarp technology, it will take those four ships several years to return.  I’m afraid that only leaves eight vessels at your disposal.”

“Eight vessels on the front line,” Christopher corrected.  “How many other ships could you provide for our fleet positioned outside of the radiation zone?”

Again, Soris checked over his data, this time taking a bit more time.  Christopher hoped that meant good news, in the form of many ships to add to the fleet.  He was right.

“Fifty-eight Heavy Cruisers and forty-seven Destroyers,” he said proudly.  “I could also provide several hundred squadrons of fighter craft, but given their earlier performance, I don’t think it will do much good.”

Christopher grinned.  “Neither do I,” he said, unable to contain the excitement in his voice.

“One hundred and five ships… That should make the Elorg think twice before attacking,” Harrison mused.

Christopher found the Commander’s enthusiasm a bit premature.  Even so, it was infectious, and Christopher suddenly found himself grinning with enthusiasm right alongside Harrison.  They would find out if their excitement was justified soon enough…

Though it was a misfortune that graced the Order of Nar all too often, Nikus, despite his best efforts, could not accept defeat.  It didn’t matter how badly they were beaten, defeat was never an option in his book—and when it happened, Nikus always liked to review the chain of events that led to it.

“The forcefield we purchased from the Yridians was too strong,” said one of his men.  “We couldn’t contact the fleet without lowering it.”

Nikus grumbled his acknowledgment.  “The next time Nalouk Chak visits, kill him.  He must have known it was defective, otherwise, he would not have sold it to us so cheaply.”

“Our weapons,” said another, “their targeting sensors weren’t very accurate.”

Again Nikus grumbled.  There was plenty of blame to pass around, and they would undoubtedly sit in their dark, moonlight hideout for several hours griping about technical difficulties.  But deep down, Nikus knew that technical difficulties were only the beginning of their problems.

With each and every attack, fewer and fewer dissidents returned.  Many are hopelessly incarcerated in Rutanian prisons… while others who are not so lucky are killed in the line of fire.  Either way, they were losing precious troops faster than they could recruit them.  Nikus feared that in the very near future, the Order of Nar might be forced to capitulate.

But not before they made themselves a name worthy of the history books.  Nikus would see to that personally, if necessary, but the Order of Nar would not be forgotten.  He envisioned three words when the end came: blaze of glory.

Prancing through a battlefield of dead humans with their Elorg allies marching majestically alongside, waving the flag of victory in the Federation’s face.  Nikus would plant their flag on the Terran Homeworld and laugh in the Federation President’s face before taking his phaser and…

The others had finished.

Nikus knew not how long he had been fantasizing, but the group’s ruminations and lamentations with respect to their latest failure had reached an end, and silence had settled in.  Nikus quickly left his dream world behind and turned to the small, trapezoidal screen mounted on the filthy wall behind him.

“Our defeat was not one in vein,” he said sternly, pointing at the screen, which now displayed sensor readings from the battle.  “Look,” he said, pointing closely at the data.

The others complied, but none of them were enlightened by the sensor data.  Not one to be easily discouraged, Nikus rewound the sensor loop and pointed again.  “Look closer,” he suggested as the designated time index approached.

There was a brief silence as the dissidents examined the data, and just when Nikus feared they had not seen it, one of them burst the droning silence.

“I’ve got it!” he exclaimed.  “The Starlight’s shields are modulated at a frequency of 2.47!”

Nikus’ excitement was shattered.  “No,” he moaned.  “Look at this life sign,” he said, readily tapping the screen with the anomalous reading with his index finger.  “It’s Elorg!”

The others quickly fell into line.

“They’re holding an Elorg prisoner,” Nikus surmised. “It is our duty, as loyal followers of the Elorg, to liberate this imprisoned comrade from the evil clutches of the Federation, and deliver him to the Bloc as a token of our interminable loyalty.”

The group quickly broke into cheers and applause, readily accepting the challenge Nikus had set out before them.  Even if it was to be their last mission, Nikus was absolutely certain such a deed, should it succeed, would elevate them into the Bloc’s good graces, and forever immortalize the Rutanian Order of Nar.

But the euphoria of such an illustrious mission quickly wore off as reality began to sink in.  “How do we go about pulling off such a feat?  Our fighters were neutralized in the last encounter with the Starlight.”

Nikus shrugged. “I know not,” he admitted.  “But Deemus would.”

“But he, too, is being incarcerated,” said another.

Nikus triumphantly pounded his fist upon the table.  “Then we shall liberate both of them,” he decided.  “Once we have Deemus, he will devise a plan and lead the way to our glorious victory and elevation into the Bloc’s good graces!”

Again, the others cheered and applauded Nikus for his brilliance, and hastily set out to find their weapons and similar gears.  As they did so, Nikus seated himself before the computer screen to devise a plan for rescuing Deemus, for no quest of this epic proportion could be conducted without his grandiose presence.

Several hours, and three plans later, Nikus and a select few of his most elite guards stood outside the moonlit countryside, just out of range of the Gerudian Prison Block where Deemus was being incarcerated. As he stood before the prison, Deemus could not believe how easy their liberation would be.

Four of them were dressed completely in black, adorning outfits similar to those of the prison guards.  The remaining three wore the simple gray scrubs of the prisoners.  The group would approach the entrance and attempt to convince the guards they were transferring a group of prisoners from the Midoan Prison Block.

Meanwhile, another squadron would approach the other side of the facility and bring about a security alert, effectively occupying the other guards.  If Nikus and his group weren’t inside by that point, they would attack the guards and take them as prisoners instead, leaving their alleged prisoners in the guards’ place.  

Once inside, they would find Deemus and liberate him, and use the emergency escape transporters on their fighter craft to beam them out, hopefully without a hitch.  The perfection of the plan made Nikus’ mouth water.  They had to succeed.  

Finally, the other group relayed their readiness, and Nikus gave the order to proceed.  They carefully affixed shackles to their ‘prisoners’ and marched up the grassy moonlight hillside in search of the guards.

They were spotted a few moments later near the large apse in the structure’s wall.  One guard was sleeping comfortably propped up against the side of the wall.  The other was standing guard, but by the look of his silhouette, he had a small canister of ale in his grasps.  Having dealt with these types before, Nikus knew the guard had not confiscated the ale from one of the prisoners…

It would be an easy entry.

“Excuse me,” Nikus called out to the drunken guard.  

The guard stood in a daze for several moments before realizing another he was being addressed.  He quickly shoved the canister in his pocket and stood as straight as possible.  “What can I do for you?” the guard mustered before expelling a rather sonorous belch.

“We have orders to transfer this group of prisoners from the Midoan Prison Block,” said Nikus.

“I need to see your transfer orders,” the guard said, still in a complete daze.

Nikus quickly pulled a small trapezoidal padd from his pocket and presented it to the guard.  His first attempt to grab the padd from Nikus resulted in nothing but grasping thin air, but upon his second attempt, the guard firmly grasped the padd and appeared to be carefully scrutinizing the data.  But after a few moments, the guard squinted and shook his head in confusion.  

“Is there a problem?” Nikus inquired.  When the guard said nothing, Nikus peered over at the padd.  It was upside down.  He discretely grabbed the padd and turned it right side up for the guard to see the data provided, though given his drunken state, Nikus highly doubted the guard could even read the padd.

Even so, he appeared to examine it closely for several moments before handing the padd back to Nikus.  “Everything appears to be in order,” he said.  Slowly, he stumbled aside, tripping over one of the prisoners in doing so.  The guard grunted, muttered several explicative phrases, and tumbled down the gently rolling hill.

Nikus turned to his followers.  “We’re in,” he grinned.  Slowly, he removed the data card from the slumbering guard’s pocket, and slid it into the slot beside the doors.  A series of green lights ran up the side of the slot before reverting to a constant flashing.  Moments later, the doors slid open.

Nikus took several steps inside the prison.  As he did so, he could feel the gloominess of the place sweep over him.  It was very stark and uninviting.  The walls were gray, the floor, a checkered black and white, and the ceiling was lined with row after row of intense lights. 

He stood at the end of a corridor that branched off in two directions at its end—left and right.  According to the sign, to the left were the administration offices, and the cell blocks were to the right.  Nikus grinned and approached the end of the corridor, making due haste to turn right.

As he did so, he was presented with a long, narrow corridor lined with cells on both sides.  Deemus was in there somewhere—if not on this floor, then one of the adjacent floors below.  “Come on,” Nikus called out to the others.

Just as they stepped into the prisoner area, an alarm blared.  Alert lights flashed along the ceiling and a plethora of guards suddenly poured into the corridor, all of them reaching for their disrupters.

“We’ve got an incursion in grid Alpha-two-nine,” called out one of them.

“Let’s move!” called out another.

“I’m on it,” Nikus lied as the guards stormed by. 

They hastily nodded their approval, but did not stop to wait.  Slowly, Nikus appeared to be following them, but quickly stopped his pursuit as the guards rounded the corner.  “Let’s get Deemus and get out of here,” he exclaimed.

Nikus led the way through several floors before the prisoners he had been talking to had even heard of Deemus. The majority of those were former dissident members who had been captured, and only knew Deemus by their prior association, not by the reputation he had earned during his brief stay in the prison.  Nikus bid his imprisoned friends farewell and continued his search of the compound for Deemus.

It didn’t take much longer to find Deemus.  Only one floor down, it was obvious he was nearby.  His loud, sonorous voice easily penetrated the confines of his cell, and soared throughout the compound.  “I demand to be freed!  This is not right!  You cannot do this to me!”

“Very well, then,” Nikus replied.  “You shall be freed.”

Deemus instantly dropped his banter and turned to see his fellow dissidents standing before his cell.  A look of devious joy sprouted on his bright orange face as he slowly approached the forcefield keeping him incarcerated.

“Excellent work, Nikus,” he commended.  “My stay here has been totally unacceptable.  I am a guest here, yet I was treated with no respect.  The food was terrible, the bed was lumpy and I was not permitted to stretch my legs in the corridor.”

“This should be reported to the Order of Civil Injustices,” Nikus commented as he slid the card he had acquired from the slumbering guard into the slot.  After a moment of processing, the forcefield zapped out of existence, and Deemus was free at last.

The dissident leader slowly stepped out of his cell and took in a deep breath of the fresher exterior air.  “Excellent work,” he repeated.

“Excellent indeed,” agreed Nikus.  “But we mustn’t waste time.  There is still one other liberation we must see to…”

Following the events that had transpired on the surface of Rutania, Soris agreed that it would be in their best interests if they continued their talks in the safer confines of the Starlight.  The meeting quickly picked up where it had left off, and, within an hour, the alliance was forged.  

Now, Christopher sat in his Ready Room before his computer, awaiting communication with Admiral T’Lari to, for once, inform her of good news.  As usual, his wait was a lengthy one, as it seemed to take the fine souls at Starfleet Command twice as long as any other outpost to process the incoming transmission.

But finally, the Federation’s emblem flashed out of existence, and Admiral T’Lari appeared on the screen.  “Captain Christopher,” she said warmly.  “I take it you have news on the Rutanian front?”

“I do,” said Christopher.  “Good news.”

T’Lari grinned.  “Most excellent.  Have we an alliance?”

“We do.  The Rutanians can put a total of 113 ships at our disposal as early as tomorrow morning,” he said.  “Though only eight of them will be able to fight in the front line, our fall back position will be heavily fortified.”

“Excellent,” said T’Lari.  “I want you back with the fleet as soon as Soris disembarks.  Captain Brantley has some sensor data you’re probably going to want to see.”

Christopher nodded is acknowledgment.  “Very well.  Soris has scheduled a transport to retrieve him in a few hours.  We’ll be back by zero-two hundred hours.”

“Very well.  Starfleet out.”

THREE

The Rutanian Flagship was the envy of the entire fleet.  It had the fastest warp engines, the most efficient computer, and the most powerful weapons.  No other ship, not even others of the same class, could even hope to compare.

Though it had a crew compliment of nearly 700, only a few officers, the best, made it into the ranks of the illustrious ship.  Those officers had undoubtedly trained harder, longer, and more successfully than the others, and as a result, were posted on the Flagship.

Consequently, Nikus knew that meant they would be going up against the smartest, most quick-witted people in the Rutanian Order.  Though it would have undoubtedly been easier to commandeer another ship in the fleet, perhaps even without notice, some evil stroke of luck had deemed the Flagship on the mission to the Starlight.  Any other ship heading in the Federation starship’s direction would undoubtedly arise suspicions among both the Rutanian Order and the Federation, sparking an investigation into its disregard of orders.

For the time being, Nikus was more concerned about the actual act of getting on the ship.  Following their departure from the Prison Block, Deemus had led them directly to the Spaceport in orbit of Rutania VI, where they were currently fighting a massive crowd of people, mostly fellow Rutanians, in search of a clandestine entry into the Flagship.

“I wish we had a schematic of the ship,” Nikus whispered to Deemus as they drew nearer to a large docking facility.

“But we don’t,” said Deemus.  “We’ll find a way in, don’t worry.”

Nikus sighed.  “Of course…”

The group wandered the corridors for several minutes before Deemus stopped in front of a massive junction in the corridor.  To the left was access to the cargo bays.  To the right were the command areas, and the path dead ahead led to crew quarters.  Deemus stared at each path indecisively for several moments before reaching a decision.

Though he was baffled by Deemus’ choice, Nikus nevertheless followed the dissident leader into the transport tube that would deposit them into the heart of the Flagship’s command and control areas.  Already sensing danger would greet them, Nikus placed his hand upon his disrupter and prepared for action…

Their ride in the transport tube was brief and uneventful, though Nikus admired the smooth ride it provided for intraship travel in comparison to the archaic turbolifts on their fighter craft.  But the instant the doors slid open, two guards stood before them, and unlike the prison guards, neither one appeared to be ‘distracted.’

“This is a restricted area,” called out one of them.

“DNA verification is required to gain access,” said the other one tersely as he presented them with a large scanning device. Though he said nothing further, his wandering eyes indicated they were to submit to the test before taking any other actions.

Knowing full well their DNA sequences were not on file, Nikus cast a hesitant gaze in the direction of Deemus.  He returned the gaze with an even temperament, and expelled a long sigh as he reached for the device.  “We will comply,” he said simply.

Deemus slowly placed his hand on the device and waited.  After a moment, the surface lit up with a rotating blue pulse.  It circled about for several moments before stopping, and emitting a shrill tone.

“No match found,” the computer said tersely.

The guard immediately retracted the scanner and passed it to his companion, who in return, produced a very large disrupter.  “Who are you?” the guard demanded.

“The cleaning service?” Deemus suggested in the brief time allotted by the guard.

It was clearly the wrong answer.

“This vessel’s laundering cycle is automated,” the guard grumbled.  He shoved Deemus, back into the transport tube.  “Access denied,” he continued through clenched teeth.

But before the doors could come to a close, Nikus quickly unveiled his weapon and made good use of it, striking both guards in the abdominal region before they even knew what hit them.  As the guards tumbled to the floor, Deemus stormed through the doors and into the Flagship’s corridors, his followers directly behind him.

Moments later, an alert klaxon surged through the corridor, and the computer initiated an automated security system, repeating over and over, “Warning, intruder alert!”

It didn’t take long for additional guard to arrive on the scene to apprehend the intruders.  As Deemus stormed toward the end of the corridor, Nikus watched in horror as an undeterminable number of heavily armed guards rounded the corner at the far end.

“Halt your advance!” called out one of them.

“Surrender your weapons and fall to the ground,” shouted another.

As Nikus began to comply, he quickly noticed he was alone in his movement.  He quickly brought himself upright and joined the others.

“I have no intention of surrendering now!” Deemus explained.

“But we are terribly outnumbered,” countered Nikus.

Deemus suddenly stopped dead in his tracks.  Without hesitation, he purloined the disrupter Nikus held in his hands and opened fire on the adjacent walls until a steady plume of noxious plasma was being expelled into the corridor.

There was no turning back now.

They hastily negotiated several corridors before finally reaching the set of doors designated the main bridge.  Without hesitation, Deemus pounded the control mechanism with his fist, prompting the doors to slide open, revealing a small, but stunned bridge crew.

They were totally unprepared for such an invasion, and didn’t have the security necessary to stop it.  Even so, phaser fire erupted on both sides.  Nikus watched several of his comrades fall, but their losses were minimal in comparison to those experienced by the bridge crew: total annihilation.

Christopher stood quietly outside the doors of Rachael Meyer’s quarters for several moments contemplating the nature of the call he had received from her moments ago.  It seemed innocent enough, but Christopher couldn’t help but wonder if Commander Keller might have something to do with it.

There was only one way to find out.  He pushed the tone on the padd beside the door.

“Come in,” called out Meyer moments later as the doors slid apart.

Christopher took a few hesitant steps into Meyer’s lair and discretely peered around the place in search of a group of fellow officers laying in wait to ambush him with songs and gifts.  But to his relief, there were none.

He sighed and turned to Rachael, who was busy in her kitchenette replicating some sort of dinner.  Christopher recognized the potent smell, but couldn’t place his finger on what, exactly was producing the strong aroma.  Slowly, he strolled past Rachael’s sleek, black table and into her kitchenette.

“What is it?”

She smiled.  “Trellian Crêpes.”

Alan immediately cringed upon hearing his dinner’s designation.  “On my birthday?” he exclaimed.  “Shouldn’t you be replicating something I like?”

Rachael shrugged unsympathetically.  “I was looking through the alien database and stumbled upon this ‘luscious Delta Quadrant feast.’ I figured we’d try something new.”

“I don’t want new… I want palatable,” Christopher whined.

 Meyer sighed and haphazardly gestured toward the replicator to her left.  “You could always replicate your own dinner,” she suggested.  “I mean, it wouldn’t kill you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I lived with you for two years on the Dark Star.  I am assuming you ate at some point during those two years,” said Rachael.

Christopher sighed wearily, and finally gave in.  “How about… I don’t feel like it?”

Rachael grinned.  “That I can believe.”  She quickly threw a few finishing thouches into her own dish before presenting it on a platter in front of Christopher.  “Trellian Crêpes?”

He grinned candidly.  “By all means,” he said, gesturing toward her table.

Rachael carefully brought the steaming platter over to the table and set it squarely in the middle.  She gestured for Christopher to be seated, and then walked back to the replicator.  “Dinette set twenty-one kappa.  Two place-settings,” she ordered.

Moments later, Meyer returned to the table with two black plates, with a single shiny ring rounding the lip of the plates and bowls.  Lying beside each respective bowl was a jet-black napkin that housed their silverware.

As Rachael set the plate before him, Christopher removed the silverware from the napkin and set it on his lap.  “I like what you’ve done with the place,” he commented as Rachael took her own seat.

Rachael smiled.  “They’re small, but functional,” she admitted.  “But it’s like a closet in comparison to yours, though.”

“My quarters aren’t that big!”

“They’re big enough.”

“Well I’m the Captain.”

“So you are.”  Rachael grabbed the spoon in the steaming dish and plopped several of the folded white mystery entrees onto Christopher’s plate.  “Now eat up,” she ordered.

He forced a smile onto his face and slowly grabbed his fork.  Slowly, he pressed into the first crêpe with his fork, prompting a thick, black substance to ooze out onto the surface of the plate.  “What exactly, if I may be so bold, do the Trellians fill their little crêpes with?”

Again, Meyer smiled enigmatically.  “You probably don’t want to know.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”  He set his fork down and waited for Rachael to load her own plate.  “You first,” he insisted.  “It’s my birthday wish.”

Slowly, she jammed her fork into her own crêpe and frowned upon seeing the thick black substance ooze out.  “It wasn’t black when I put it in there…”

“And you want me to eat this,” Christopher mused.  “You could have just replicated a pizza.”

“A what?”

“It’s a Terran food.  I tried one the other week. Talk about interesting…”

Meyer dropped her own fork and shoved her plate aside.  “I’ll keep that in mind next time,” she moaned. 

Suddenly, Commander Harrison’s voice cut into their conversation.  “Harrison to Christopher.”
“What is it, Matthew?”

“The Rutanian Flagship has arrived… I think you’re going to want to see this…”
Christopher sighed.  “I’m on my way.  Christopher out.”  He slapped his comm badge to end the transmission and slowly excused himself from the table.  “We could reconvene later,” he suggested.

Meyer nodded.  “I said I’d help Doctor Hartman in Sickbay tonight… Maybe tomorrow.”

“Okay.  Whenever.”

When Harrison had called, Christopher knew it was not anything urgent.  But given the tone of Commander Harrison’s voice, he had assumed he was about to see the Rutanian Flagship, a giant vessel, majestically careening through space.

Instead, Christopher frowned at the sight.  Indeed, the ship was very large, and had the potential to fill the rest of Christopher’s expectations, but not until it corrected its attitude control problems.  The ship rocked from port, and then to starboard, veering off course and randomly changing speed.

“Are they drunk?” Christopher inquired as he approached Harrison.

The executive officer shrugged.  “We don’t know what’s wrong,” he admitted.

Christopher stood in front of his chair and pondered the awkward maneuvers of the Rutanian ship before finally sitting down to command the situation.  “I hope the other Rutanian pilots are better than this one,” he quipped.

“I assure you, they are, Captain Christopher,” Soris assured him, his orange skin now reddening with the onset of nervousness.

“Open a channel,” Christopher ordered.

“Aye,” said Bator.

They waited for something to happen, but the ship did nothing to break its haphazard patterns for several moments, until finally, the sensors sounded the exact opposite reaction Christopher had anticipated: a tactical alert.

“They’re locking weapons,” Bator confirmed.

“That seems to be growing into a customary greeting,” Keller grimaced, recalling her own encounter with the Rutanian fighter craft.

Moments later, a thick red beam lashed out of the Rutanian Flagship and wildly streaked across the void of space.  It surged outward for several seconds, moving in random directions and never locking onto any one target.

“A clean miss,” Bator announced moments later.

Soris turned to Christopher.  “I don’t understand what’s going on!” he exclaimed.

“Neither to I,” said Christopher.  “Raise our shields.  Should they get lucky, I don’t want to pay the price…”

“These controls are terribly different from what I am used to,” Nikus exclaimed as he watched his attempt to take out the Starlight fail miserably.

Deemus sighed evenly.  “So I gathered.  Have you tried to adjust the controls to something a bit more standard?”

“I have, but it is not easy.”

“Work faster, you imbecile. We don’t have time to be tinkering with the tactile interface in the heat of battle,” Deemus snapped.  “Now fire again… this time, try to hit the target!”

Nikus sighed, and repeated the key sequence that he had fortuitously discovered while adjusting the interface. Once more, the phaser banks charged and awaited the final command to open fire.  But Nikus did not give it.  Instead, he attempted to realign the ship so that when the beam unleashed, its haphazard fury may strike the Starlight—or at the very least shake them up.

Once he was satisfied the Starlight could be hit, Nikus entered the last key sequence and waited.  Moments later, the red shards of energy blasted outward, sailing directly underneath the Starlight.  Hastily, Nikus adjusted their heading to compensate, but by the time the great ship had moved, the phasers had powered down, and only the tail end of the blast grazed the Starlight.

Again, Deemus grumbled… a cycle they would undoubtedly repeat until victory was at hand.

“We have sustained an indirect hit to our starboard ventral shielding,” Bator announced as the Rutanians’ second volley came to a conclusion.  “No damage.”

Harrison chuckled.  “There isn’t anything there to damage!”

The situation finally reached the point where Christopher could no longer sit comfortably in his command chair.  And so, he rose to his feet.  “Hail them again, Bator.  Maybe they’re suffering from a major systems failure…  Ask if they require assistance.”

Again, Bator complied, and again, there was silence.  Christopher paced back and forth between his command chair and Drayge’s position several times before Bator finally uttered the expected reply, “No response.”

Christopher nodded his head in disbelief as he approached Drayge yet again.  The ship still lurched strangely on the view screen, performing several impressive cartwheels as the crew tried to maneuver the ship.  “I truly hope the inertial dampers are working,” Christopher mused as he retreated to his command chair.  “Otherwise, those guys are on a pretty wild ride.  See if we can lock them in a tractor beam.”

“Gotcha,” Keller replied a moment later, though like Bator’s attempts to hail the ship, nothing happened.  “They used a deflector pulse to disperse the beam,” she reported.

“So they have at least some idea what they’re doing,” Harrison commented as he watched the ship awkwardly veer across the view screen.

Bator quickly corrected his statement.  “I would speculate they have a good idea.”  He inserted a brief dramatic pause before continuing, “They’ve locked plasma torpedoes on us.”

The Rutanian’s tiresome mystery tactics had already placed Christopher in a cautious mood.  “We already know they can’t hit the broad side of a barn,” he said, “But unfortunately for us, we’re not cruising around in a barn.  Back us off, Neelar, one-third impulse.”

Quickly, the Starlight pulled back, but the Rutanian vessel did not shrink on the view screen.  Instead, it maintained its size, indicating they were performing shadow maneuvers.  Whatever trance that crew had been in, it finally occurred to Christopher that they were snapping out of it.  

“Lock phasers,” he ordered, hoping it would deter their advance.

It didn’t, and the Rutanians plowed foreword until Christopher saw the bright blue light of their plasma torpedoes hurtling out of their torpedo tubes at the Starlight. In an instant, the torpedoes’ glare enveloped the entire view screen.  Christopher grabbed the arms of his chair in preparation for what appeared to be a direct hit.

It was.

The Starlight violently rumbled.  Christopher closed his eyes as he swayed back-and-forth in his chair, hanging on for dear life until the rumbling finally stopped.

When he finally opened his eyes, the bridge was still in tact.  Only Soris was out of place, sprawled out on the floor in a seemingly uncomfortable position.  The Rutanian slowly sat up and rubbed his forehead before shaking off his pain and rising to his feet.

“Are you okay?” Christopher whispered.

“Fine,” said Soris.

“Damage report,” Harrison demanded a moment later.

“Minimal damage,” said Bator.  “They’ve punched several holes in our shields, and…” his voice suddenly trailed off.

“And what?” Christopher demanded.

“We have intruders on deck seven, section twenty-two,” he shouted.  “Talyere’s quarters.”

For the first time in several days, Talyere suspended his studies of the Federation and is member races to look up for a moment.  It wasn’t because Andorian culture was dull; in fact the Andorians were quite interesting, which made it that much harder to look away from his studies.  

He was quite aware of the battle taking place, and even caught a glimpse of the aggressor out his window. But this was not the first battle Talyere had worked through, and he was certain it would not be the last.  And up until now, he had no reason to believe he would be leaving the texts of the Andorians.

But that was when he heard the faint whimper of a transporter beam in the back of his quarters.  Having recently finished reviewing Federation laws and policies, Talyere knew it was considered impolite to beam into someone’s quarters, hence it brought about the conclusion that someone other than a Federation officer had done so.

Furthermore, since Talyere was the only person on the ship not in Starfleet, he was forced to assume that their nemesis had just arrived.  With that in mind, Talyere slowly marked his place in the Andorian database and deactivated the screen.

As he turned around, Talyere’s eyes instantly fell upon a tall, orange-skinned figure starkly gazing at him.  “We must hurry,” whispered the intruder.

Talyere frowned.  “Why?”

The intruder was obviously caught off guard by the question, given the beguiled look on his face.  “We must hurry because a Starfleet security team is on its way here.  We’ve come to liberate you.”

“Liberate me?” Talyere repeated skeptically.  “From what?”

Again, Talyere’s question did not sit well with the intruder.  “From your incarceration, of course,” he said, as if the answer were as plain as day.

Talyere’s eyes widened.  “I believe you are in error,” he said.  “There is no incarceration here.  Perhaps you have mistaken me for someone else?”

The guard nodded adamantly to the contrary.  In his growing impatient state, he fumbled around in his pocket for several moments before producing a small phased plasma weapon.  “They must have subjected you to some sort of psychotropic agent—you are delusional!  Now move!”

 Talyere recognized the device as a weak phaser.  While it posed no threat, he decided to play along out of fear the discharge could damage his tunic.  “Indeed, my memory must be clouded in the midst of such cataclysmic terror,” he moaned.  “Liberate me.  Please.”

The guard motioned toward the door with his weapon, and waited for Talyere to move toward it.  He sighed and slowly approached the doors.  Though he didn’t mention it, Talyere wondered why, exactly, they were not beaming back.  It was a major tactical error on their part; however, it would provide ample time for the Starlight crew to react to the intruders.

As they entered the corridor, they were concurrently joined by several other guards.  They stared at Talyere in awe for several moments before a gruff, smelly Rutanian emerged from the group.  “I said it would be a piece of cake, Nikus,” he called out.

Talyere turned to his captor, Nikus, and then realized the fellow standing before him must have been the dissident leader, Deemus.  He had read Commander Keller’s report on Deemus, and knew of his tactical dispositions.  And so, this meeting in a very open, vulnerable corridor did not surprise Talyere at all.

Nor did the shouts of the security officers several moments later.  They entered visual range several seconds later bearing phasers and phaser-rifles, which were clearly intimidating in comparison to the ‘cap guns’ held by the Rutanian dissidents.

Even so, Deemus quickly took aim upon the security squad and fired.  The jagged, barely concentrated beam of energy jutted across the corridor and struck the lead officer squarely in the chest.  The guard looked down at the hole in his uniform and brushed away the ash before taking aim with his own weapon.

“Lower your weapons,” Bator called out to the dissidents as he approached from the back of the group.

They did not comply.  Evidently, they were invigorated by Deemus’ own heroism, and several of them took aim upon the Starfleet officers with their own weapons, including Nikus.  Talyere watched closely as Nikus took aim and opened fire.

A beam of similar to the one produced by Deemus lashed outward, however it found itself in the way of a fellow dissident.  Both Nikus and the dissident shrieked in terror.

“He’s hit!” Nikus exclaimed.

The dissident clutched at the charred ashes on the back of his shoulder and collapsed to the ground in a sea of overzealous agony.  Once on the ground, he brushed off most of the ashes, and came to the realization that his condition was not fatal.  But the others were hard pressed to be convinced of that.

“We’re surrounded!” called out another dissident.

Talyere glanced toward the opposite side of the corridor, but he saw nothing but empty space.  He attempted to inform them of that fact, but several of the dissidents had already dropped their weapons and were running for cover, many of them straight into Bator’s squad.

“We surrender!” they called out.

“We’re not surrounded!” Nikus shouted as his men continued to submit to Bator.

Deemus quickly stopped dead in his tracks and looked back behind them, quickly seeing it was so.  He picked up a Starfleet phaser that had skittered to his feet and retreated to Nikus’ position.  “Stop this, you idiots!  We are not surrounded!”

His words fell upon deaf ears, and quickly, he was running out of candidates who could hear it, and react accordingly.  And so, Deemus pulled a small, trapezoidal padd from his belt and typed in several key sequences.  

A few moments later, Talyere found himself fading away amidst a Rutanian transporter beam.

Commander Harrison had been carefully viewing the entire exchange on the small monitor between his seat and the Captain’s.  He almost had to laugh at the sheer inanity of their intruders, however, as the events died down, his attention was quickly drawn to Talyere in the background.  “They’re getting away!”  he exclaimed.

Captain Christopher turned away from his examination of the helm and glanced at Harrison.  “How many?”

“Two of them, with Talyere,” said Keller.  “They’re jumping to warp.”

“They’re heading two-one-six, mark seven,” Drayge added.  “…Moving at warp 1.1,” he added amidst a sigh of disbelief.

Christopher performed a similar maneuver and slinked back into the command chair.  “This is turning into a wild snail chase…”

FOUR

“How could this have happened?”

Soris slowly pounded his fist upon the table in the conference lounge and stared up at Christopher with a frustrated look upon his face.  The attack had upset Soris more than anyone, apparently distraught over his people’s highly inadequate security system.

“We weren’t ready for the attack.  We didn’t know what was happening, and we most certainly didn’t think that Deemus and his cronies had taken the ship.  Now that we know they are in control of the Flagship, they don’t pose much of a threat to us,” Christopher assured the jumpy Soris.

“Especially considering they are moving at low warp toward Federation space,” Harrison added a moment later.

“They might have had a chance if they had chosen a different direction, but we can have a fleet of starships on top of them in no time.  They’d have no choice but to stand down, or if worse comes to worse, be destroyed,” Christopher explained.

The remarks instantly brought up an entirely new set of emotions from Soris.  This time, he was more abhorred than anything, at the prospects of the Flagship’s destruction.

“Don’t worry,” said Christopher, “it won’t come to that.  If these dissidents have any sense of self preservation, they’ll know where to draw the line.”

Soris nodded weakly.  “I hope you’re right,” he said.

Christopher grinned candidly.  “Just remember my golden rule: I’m never wrong.”

The golden rule elicited a quizzical look not only from Soris, but from Harrison as well.  Christopher wasn’t sure if they agreed with him, or were simply in awe of such a grandiose rule.  Either way, they were speechless, and content with the idea that the dissidents would survive…

Though he was still not exactly sure why the Rutanians had kidnapped him, Talyere had a good idea it was because they thought he was being held captive.  Given his lack of knowledge about the Rutanians, he did not know what to expect in the coming days, but given the ‘cell’ they had placed him in, it was most likely not going to be anything too terrible.

He was housed in a lavish room furnished with sleek, opulent couches and tables, several large, fern-like plants, and an incredible view of the stars streaking by at a relatively low warp.  It very much had the feel of the Rutanian Homeworld, only lacking its eternal darkness.

Talyere found himself most comfortable on the large maroon sofa in the center of the room.  Its cushions were comparable to giant clouds, and supported Talyere in a similar fashion (these clouds being partially solidified, of course, as Talyere did not plummet to the floor).  While he most certainly would not want such a monstrosity in his own quarters, it was a very pleasing discursion while he was here.

As he relaxed in the opulent sofa, Talyere heard the faint whisper of opening doors to his aft.  He quickly rose from his slumber to see Deemus lurching in.

“Comfortable?”

“It is acceptable,” said Talyere.

As Deemus took several more steps into the room, the doors quietly shut behind him, giving the sense that he would not be leaving for quite some time.  To further support this theory, Talyere watched as Deemus seated himself on the couce a few spaced away. 

“I thought you should have been a bit more thankful, considering we liberated you from your captors,” Deemus grumbled.  He was still fiddling with the phaser he had collected from the Starlight; apparently it had considerable value to him.

“I wasn’t being held captive,” Talyere explained.  “Hence, I took it as a kidnapping.  If you had taken the time to inform me that I was being ‘liberated,’ I may have been more receptive to your cause.”

Deemus frowned.  “What are you saying?  You’re not going to cooperate?”

Talyere considered the statement for several moments.  “Essentially, that is an accurate assessment,” he decided.

It was not an assessment that sat well with Deemus.  He sighed wearily and rose to his feet.  He took the phaser and pointed it at Talyere.  “Maybe this will help you become more a more productive member of the crew.”

Talyere didn’t move.  Instead, it took all the energy he had to prevent himself from bursting out in laughter.  After taking in several deep breaths to calm himself, Talyere looked blankly at the phaser and said, “Perhaps if you had the emitter pointed at me, I would be more receptive to your threats.”

Deemus frowned in confusion before realizing he had the phaser trained upon himself.  Had he pressed the trigger, Deemus would have wound up with a large hole in his own uniform.  In the most nonchalant maneuver he could dream up, Deemus smiled candidly and brought the phaser about so that it was now pointed at Talyere.

“I was… testing your loyalty,” he lied.  “I will be sure to relay your fine efforts to the Bloc upon your return.”

A lump suddenly formed in Talyere’s throat.  “My return?” he repeated in disbelief.  “I cannot return.”

“What?” Deemus exclaimed.

“In case I haven’t mentioned it, I was not a prisoner on the Starlight.  I was there by my own account,” Talyere explained.

The statement elicited a curious guffaw from Deemus, who then proceeded to rampantly pace before the fluffy sofa.  “You’re telling me that you lived peacefully among the Federations?  That you were not a prisoner?  That the majority of the our Order was captured from nothing?!  Is that what you’re telling me?”

“In terms that are slightly less redundant, however,” Talyere confirmed.  “You see, I am not welcome among my people.  Should I be returned to them, I would most likely be terminated with due haste.”

Deemus was visibly abhorred by the statement, unable to comprehend why the destroyers of the Federation and saviors of the Rutanian Order would bother themselves with such affairs.  Talyere truly hoped he would not inquire further, as it was a situation he felt best be left alone.

And to his relief, Deemus did not pursue it.  Instead, he returned to his seat beside Talyere, shifting uncomfortably in the soft cushions.  “So, you yourself are a dissident,” he said tersely.

“In essence, yes.”

Deemus sighed.  “It has recently come to my attention that our own recruitment numbers are quite low…  In fact, given the recent losses on the Federation vessel, our numbers have dwindled to… well, less than ten.”

Though he was not sure where Deemus was taking this conversation, Talyere was certain he was not going to like it.  “That is unfortunate,” he said, attempting to maintain a discrete level of neutrality.

“It is unfortunate,” Deemus concurred.  “That is why we need to increase the number of new recruits.  We need you to join us, Talyere, help us.  Forget the Federation and Starfleet… they don’t stand a chance against your people.  Who knows, maybe your name will be restored?”

“Unlikely,” said Talyere, knowing full well that a direct order from the higher levels of command has never been refuted.  And even when it seemed possible, termination was expedited to make sure that any orders to rescind the termination came too late.

Talyere found the other half of Deemus’ statement to be equally futile.  By his estimate, they were moving at low warp.  No matter their direction, the Starlight could catch them within a reasonable amount of time, and put an end to the dissent’s escapade.  But seeing their apparent willingness to instate Talyere, the opportunity to hasten escape suddenly prevented itself… and so, with that in mind, Talyere made his decision.

“Very well, I shall join you.”

Much as Christopher had expected, the journey to the Rutanian Flagship was a relatively short one.  After only a few minutes at high warp, they had traversed the vessel’s entire course, and now lurked only a few thousand kilometers aft of the Flagship.

“Raise shields,” said Harrison as the ship became a more distinct feature on the view screen.  It was a precaution that Christopher fully agreed with, given their prior encounters with the dissidents.  

“Hail them,” Christopher added a moment later.  His gut feeling, also based on his limited past experience, told him the dissidents either did not like using the communication feature on their ship, or did not know how.  Either way, they were quiet when it came to communication.

As was the case this time.

“No response,” said Bator after a prolonged silence.

“What’s new,” Keller scoffed.”

“Apparently, very little,” Christopher surmised, given the vessel’s erratic course and nauseating rocking motions.  “It would seem we failed to capture their pilot.”

“Apparently so,” said Bator.

“Keep an eye on their weapons,” Harrison chimed in a moment later.  “I don’t care how bad their aim is, there’s always something I call a lucky shot…”

Nikus expelled a very long sigh as yet another sensor alert sounded.  Between keeping the crew on the lower decks in submission, keeping an eye on sensors, and barking orders to the lowly officer at the helm, Nikus had his hands full.  And this latest nuisance only added insult to injury.

It was a sensor alert.  The Starlight had come into range behind them, and was rapidly moving to overtake them.  Nikus had suspected this would happen, and given their heavy losses during the mission to the Starlight, he dreaded this confrontation.  If a battle ensued, Nikus knew he would be forced to assume tactical duties as well.  

And given his prior performance at the tactical station, Nikus knew that it would be a very short battle.  The dissident movement would be over, and he would find himself back in the confines of the Gerudian Prison Block… only this time, in confinement with no hope of breaking free.

But to his relief, the doors parted, revealing Deemus and Talyere.  Both new arrivals strode into the bridge and stopped near the middle of the aft section.  “Welcome,” Nikus called out.

Deemus nodded his acknowledgement.  “What is our status?” he inquired.

Nikus glanced at the sensors.  “The Starlight is at three thousand kilometers aft, and closing.  They have raised their shields and hailed us on several occasions.”

Deemus stood there for several moments in a state of total inaction, when finally, he shook off his trance and turned to Nikus.  “Open fire,” he grumbled.

A sense of doom hastily flowed over Nikus as his hands hovered over the tactical controls.  He knew how to operate them, but little more than that.  Hesitantly, he touched the controls until the phaser banks indicated they were charged.  Moments later, a rush of energy lashed out of the Flagship, but to his dismay, it soared out into open space ahead of the Flagship, opposite the direction of the Starlight.

Wearily, Nikus sighed and repeated the procedure until once more, the phaser banks were ready to fire… 

“Wait!”  Nikus stopped dead in his tracks as Talyere’s hand grabbed his wrist, preventing any movement whatsoever.  “Allow me to take this console,” Talyere said tersely.

Nikus rolled his eyes in confusion, quickly darting back-and-forth between Talyere’s fiery orange eyes, and Deemus’ dull gray ones.  What had transpired?  Was Talyere a part of the crew?

“Let him do it, Nikus,” said Deemus after a moment, though he chose not to extrapolate the reason beyond that point.  

Relieved that he was absolved of tactical duties, Nikus hastily backed away from the controls.  Talyere quickly stepped in, his hands flying over the controls like a whirlwind, until they came to a dead stop.

Plasma torpedoes were on line and ready to fire in an impressive attack pattern.  Several phaser banks were charged and ready for rapid-succession fire, and the shields were randomly modulating to a different frequency.  Thoroughly impressed by Talyere’s actions, Nikus decided the Elorg knew what he was doing, and retreated to the nearby sensor station.

Commander Harrison wasn’t sure what to make of it.  Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, the Flagship suddenly looked a lot more dangerous. Every last phaser bank it had was flowing with energy, its warp nacelles had put out an increased amount of energy and the ship had finally found a more solid course and heading.

“They’re coming about,” Bator added a moment later.

“Perhaps the ship’s real crew was able to overthrow the dissents,” Christopher suggested.  “Or, maybe they finally read the instruction manual.”

Harrison let out an uneasy sigh.  “Either way, they’ve finally gotten their act together.”
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The Rutanian Flagship’s sudden change in behavior was an unmistakable sign of change, and Christopher was almost certain it was not a change he was going to like.  If the real crew had taken command, they would not be charging weapons, and their shields would be down.  Furthermore, they would be paying a bit more attention to the communication frequencies.

Instead, the vessel plowed ahead, rapidly closing the gap between the two ships.  Soon, Christopher would have to make a decision.  And when it became apparent that the Rutanians would not stand down, he finally made one.

“Red alert!”

The bridge dimmed and the red alert klaxon began to assert itself in the background.  Christopher immediately found himself launched from his chair and pacing about behind Drayge.  He would soon regret the decision to rise.

Suddenly, without any warning, several blazing plasma torpedoes hurtled out of the Rutanian ship, accompanied by a full compliment of flashy phaser fire, and several more volleys of torpedoes.  Knowing there was not enough time to react, Christopher closed his eyes and hoped that a massive bulkhead would not greet him on the way down to the floor.

And he waited.

And  waited.

But the ship did little more than a docile rocking motion.  Unable to comprehend what had occurred, Christopher turned to Bator.  “Did they miss?”

The Phobian nodded.  “No,” he said.  “It was a direct hit.  Shields are at ninety-nine percent.”

“Impossible,” said Harrison.  “We know they’re not that weak!”

But then, as if by magic, the pieces to the puzzle suddenly fell in place.  “I don’t think they are,” said Christopher.  “Bator, cut fifteen percent power from the shields, and start venting drive plasma from the warp nacelles.”

“Aye.”

As he complied, Harrison slowly rose from his chair and assumed a position beside Christopher.  “What is it?”

Christopher grinned.  “I think we’ve got a friend on the inside…”

Talyere grinned deviously as he continued to reprogram the tactical station into little more than an exciting display of pyrotechnics. The next time they fired, the resulting discharge wouldn’t have enough energy to even stun most humanoids, let alone damage a starship.

And given the shouts of joy both Nikus and Deemus shrieked upon seeing the ‘damage’ to the Starlight, Talyere knew the battle would continue.

Which it did.  The Starlight subsequently returned fire in the form of a weak phaser blast.  The entire burst of energy was absorbed by the shields, resulting in little more than an annoying rocking motion, but it was enough to excite Deemus.

“Blow them up!” he cried with excitement.

Talyere said nothing.  Instead, he pecked away at the tactical controls until he was ready to implement phase two of his plan: the return.

Christopher did nothing as he saw yet another volley of plasma torpedoes hurtling in his direction.  When they hit, nothing happened.  He sighed, wishing every battle were so easy, and then started for his chair, when a fly suddenly flew into the ointment.

“Our shields are being probed by one of the phaser beams,” Keller reported.

“If they find the right frequency, that beam could slip right through,” Harrison warned.  “We should modulate the shields.”

“But if Talyere is at the controls, he’s up to something,” said Christopher.  “I think we should wait this one out.”

Harrison took in a deep breath, as if preparing to protest, but he said nothing.  Instead, he folded his arms and retreated to his seat.  Christopher turned back to the view screen and watched the lone phaser beam prevail amidst the shower of additional weapons fire. And then it briefly stopped before returning in an even more powerful form.

“That beam is packing a lot of power,” Harrison observed.

“It is,” Keller confirmed.  “It’s fully charged—but to the inverse of our shield frequency.  All the energy is being channeled back at the Rutanians.”

“That’ll cause an overload,” Christopher continued.

“…Leaving them dead in space,” Harrison finished.

It wasn’t until the lights actually started raining down showers of sparks and fire did Nikus believed something had gone awry.  The Rutanian immediately turned to Talyere.  “What’s happening?”

The ship groaned loudly as the hull started to buckle.  “There is an overload in progress,” Talyere shouted over the growing racket.  “I am attempting to shut it down!”

He nodded, and turned back to Deemus to report the situation.  Once Nikus was well out of range, Talyere immediately abandoned his efforts to control the overload, and then turned his attention to the security systems.  He channeled all the energy from forcefields to the phasers, effectively freeing the crew in the bowels of the ship.  It wouldn’t be long before the bridge was flooded with security guards.

But until then, it was going to be a very rough ride.  Computer stations blew out flames left and right.  Controls flickered, lights dimmed, and a thick smoke hung in the air, roiling about as numerous plasma conduits exploded overhead.

As the viewscreen projected its final images, Talyere saw the stars take a sudden nosedive.  Moments later, countless tendrils of energy reached around the corners of the screen, and tangled about the edges for several seconds until finally, they exploded, destroying the screen in an impressive whoosh of fire.

“Status?” Christopher demanded as he watched the Rutanian ship wobble aimlessly through space.

“They’re dead in the water,” Keller replied.  “They won’t be going anywhere for a while.”

“Good,” said Christopher.  “Neelar, bring us to one thousand meters, Erin, lock onto them with a tractor beam… And while you’re at it, beam Talyere and his friends over to the Starlight.”

“This is impossible!  I demand a rematch!”

Nikus sighed despairingly as Deemus repeated his demands for what seemed like the millionth time.  And as they stepped down from the transporter pad to see Soris waiting patiently beside Captain Christopher, Nikus knew he was going to be hearing a few more complaints added to that, knowing full well there was no escape.

“We could have taken you!”

Soris smiled unsympathetically.  “I’m sure you could have,” he moaned,  “but the rematch will have to wait a couple of decades… until your tenure in prison has ended.”

Up until this point, Nikus had found himself somewhat fond of Deemus.  He saw him as a brilliant leader and a ruthless warrior with a valiant cause.  Now, Deemus was nothing more than a whimpering baby.  His plan, or lack thereof, to attack the Starlight was flawed beyond repair; his command tactics were mediocre at best, and well, he seemed to be just plain stupid.

But Nikus was a loyal man… but that loyalty had been blinding him.  Now, Nikus could almost kick himself for pledging his allegiance to such a man.  He had a few choice words for Deemus to hear, but given the amount of time they would soon be spending together, Nikus deemed it could wait for a more opportune moment…

“You can’t do this to me!”

Talyere nodded in disbelief as he followed Nikus and Deemus off the transporter padd.  The duo was instantly snatched up by Soris and led into the corridor, where additional security waited, leaving Talyere alone with the Captain and transporter chief.

“Good work,” Christopher commented.  “Your tactics were… interesting, to say the least.”

“I am pleased you liked them,” said Talyere.  “I can outfit the Starlight with similar weaponry, should you desire it.”

Christopher chuckled.  “I think we’ll pass on that fine feature, Talyere.”

The Elorg shrugged.  “Very well,” he mused as they stepped into the corridor.  As they did, something rubbed up against his hip.  Talyere immediately recognized it as the phaser Deemus had borrowed.  He detached it from its holster and handed it to Christopher.  “So we have an alliance with these people?”

Christopher took the phaser and nodded.  “Yeah.”

Talyere grinned candidly, unsure whether to be glad or to burst into laughter.  “I certainly hope the others of their species are a bit brighter than the dissidents…”

Christopher nodded.  “So do I.  But if they had been a bit brighter, you might not be standing here right now…”

“Indeed,” said Talyere.  He was just about to delve into the tale of his incarceration and escape, when Commander Harrison’s voice sliced into their conversation like a knife.

“Harrison to Christopher.”
“What is it, Matthew?”

“You’ve got an incoming transmission.  It’s from Admiral T’Lari.”
Christopher took in a deep breath.  “Acknowledged.  I’ll be there in a nanosecond.”  He touched his comm badge and took a few hastened steps toward the turbolift.  “It looks like your adventure will have to wait…”

It had been a very long day, and when she entered her quarters, all Erin Keller wanted to do stumble to her bed and collapse, certain that sleep would overcome her in seconds.  But halfway to the comforts of bed, her stomach began to raise hell, and Keller suddenly realized she had failed to eat dinner.

A quick glance at the chronometer indicated that breakfast was probably closer than dinner, but given her stomach, she had to eat something.  

Slowly, she wandered over to the replicator and stood there for several moments in complete indecision.  Thousands of entries to choose from, and none of them seemed worthy of Erin’s consumption.  So she stood for several additional moments, hoping some new entry to her liking would magically appear.  When nothing happened, she sighed and turned away from the replicator.  

When the door chimed.

Keller raised an eyebrow.  “Hang on,” she called out as she drew near the door.  Before opening it, she took a brief visual survey of her clothing and hair.  Once she was satisfied, she opened the doors.  To her surprise, Alan Christopher stood outside.

“Alan!” she exclaimed.  “It’s almost midnight!”

He hesitated before doing anything else.  “Did I wake you?”

“No,” she admitted.  “I just wasn’t expecting anyone.  What’s the occasion?”

He took a few steps into her quarters, just enough so the doors slid shut, and then handed her a small box.  “Your birthday,” he said slowly.

Keller frowned.  “It’s not my birthday for another six days.”

“I know,” he said.  “But I just received a disturbing message from Admiral T’Lari.  Six days from now, birthdays will be the last thing on our minds…”

Keller’s eyes went wide.  “The Elorg?” she suggested.

Christopher nodded to confirm her suspicion. “The Elorg…”

* * *

In the shadows of destiny,

At the edge of the final frontier

The fate of humanity

Lies within a harbinger of doom

IN THE LINE OF FIRE
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