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“It is rancid.”

Sa’sheer had never been one to mince his words; he was always straight to the point and utterly blunt, to say the least.  Nafar had known this fact for some time, and it was the driving reason behind his meeting with Sa’sheer—sheer, uninhibited bluntness.

And Nafar was not disappointed.

The two of them were seated in the mess hall of the newly christened Toraxis, the vessel Xi'Yor had been given command of following the destruction of the Inkhezi. It was of the same design as their former vessel, perhaps a bit more streamlined and functional, but at its core, it was the Inkehzi with a different name.

Consequently, the mess hall on both vessels looked exactly the same: a claustrophobic little box with steely gray walls, no windows, and an assortment of steely gray tables and steely gray chairs scattered throughout.  Décor was certainly not a priority on Elorg vessels.  Not that Nafar really cared—it was most likely that the Toraxis would eventually suffer the same fate as the Inkhezi, so adding a personal touch was certainly a frivolous activity.

 Lunch, on the other hand, and hearing Sa’sheer’s comment, gave Nafar reason to frown.  “Rancid?” he repeated.  “What is wrong with it?”

Sa’sheer looked down at the plate of leafy greens before him and cringed.  “It is a watery plant,” he scoffed.  “I see little to no nutritional value in it; the same could be said about the taste—little to none.”

Nafar’s eyes widened, and he expelled a collected sigh of relief.  “Then it was not just me,” he said amidst the sigh.  “I, too, found this… lettuce rancid.”

“Then why are we ingesting it?” Sa’sheer inquired, pushing the half-emptied plate aside.

“At Talyere’s suggestion,” said Nafar quietly, so that his words did not travel beyond their small table.  It was generally believed that Talyere had died at the hand of Xi'Yor in the Inkhezi’s final moments—and that he was buried under tons of dirt and sand on Gildebron III.  Of course, in all reality, Talyere lived, and Nafar exchanged clandestine messages with him frequently.

It was news to Sa’sheer.  “You spoke with him?”

Nafar smiled enigmatically.  “We have had a considerable dialogue since leaving Inferno’s Citadel.”

“Fascinating,” said Sa’sheer with obvious interest.  “What has the Overseer to say?”

Tingling with excitement, Nafar was quick to recall the numerous pieces of information Talyere had shared with him.  “Since the end of his incarceration, the Overseer has done much…and he is writing down his thoughts and meditations to share with us at a later time.”

Immediately, a curious look fell upon Sa’sheer’s face.  “Thoughts and meditations,” he said softly.  “Most interesting.  I look forward to reading it.  The Overseer’s words are always wise.”

“Indeed,” said Nafar softly.  “But perhaps his culinary views should be taken not as wisdom, but as…” He paused to think of a term, and then smiled when it finally came to him, “mere suggestions.”

“Agreed,” said Sa’sheer, again looking at the unpalatable dish before him. 

Nafar was about to continue speaking of Talyere and his great deeds, when he suddenly caught a faint indication of movement out of the corner of his eye.  Candidly, he craned his neck to see two Protectors slowly meandering to a table in the far corner, and a third approaching from the opposite direction.  The first two moved along without consequence, but it was this third one that concerned Nafar.  Instead of joining his friends, the Protector seemed to be heading for Nafar and company—and sure enough, he was upon them a moment later.

“Underling,” said the Protector in his deep, stern voice.  He knelt down at the table.  “I could not help but overhear your conversation.  Are these allegations true?  Does Talyere live?”

Nafar gulped.  The Protector was only recently posted to Xi'Yor’s command, and Nafar was not familiar with him, or his affiliations.  Consequently, a wrong word now would certainly spell trouble later.  But the Protector had already heard the conversation… so creating a lie was certainly out of the question.  The truth was all that remained.  “Yes,” said Nafar softly.  “Talyere lives.  We liberated him shortly before the Inkhezi’s destruction.”

The Protector smiled.  “I am humbled by this news, Underling; I am called Kaylen—I served with Talyere several years ago, and found his views to be most enlightening.  I would enjoy seeing his tome when you receive it.”

Without another word, the Protector rose to his feet and moved to join his two friends in the corner table, leaving Nafar and Sa’sheer to their thoughts.  “Perhaps our resistance still has a fighting chance,” said Sa’sheer quietly.

Frowning, Nafar shook his head.  “We accomplished our goal,” he said, matching Sa’sheer’s hushed tone.  “Xi'Yor is at an unfortunate disposition, and Talyere is free.  We have no use for further insurrections.”

Suddenly, Nafar did not like the fire that burned in Sa’sheer’s eyes.  “Talyere believes the Elorg Bloc a decadent, dying species; perhaps we should work to rectify that error by working to bring his writings to light.”

Perhaps the idea was not such a foul one after all.  There was certainly a desire for change in the Bloc; Talyere just might be the answer.  “I suppose it would not hurt to try.”

Clearing his throat, Sa’sheer shook his head.  “It could prove most painful should the Cerebrate discover us…  We would most likely be begging for her to terminate us.”

That was not something Nafar had considered, and the more he thought about it, the stagnant ways of The Tome of Na’zar grew more appealing—which was exactly what the Cerebrate wanted.  If Nafar backed down, nothing would be accomplished… “We must risk it,” he decided.  “No matter the cost.”

Breat IV loomed ominously on the viewscreen.  It was a large, yellowish-green planet and numerous blue oceans.  Surrounding it were a series of paper-thin rings, composed primarily of ice and small asteroids.  To some, such a sight would be considered beautiful.  To Xi'Yor, it was a simple planet, with a simple population, ripe for a simple conquest.

But a simple conquest was not what the Cerebrate had in mind for the denizens of Breat IV.  In her infinite, divine wisdom, the Cerebrate deemed it necessary to preserve the population in its entirety, and entice them to become allies of the Elorg.  Xi'Yor had his doubts, however.

The denizens were, by Elorg standards, a primitive society.  Though they were certainly aware of their galactic neighbors, the Breats did not have space-faring technology.  In fact, they had very little technology to begin with, and should have been of no interest to the Elorg.  It seemed to Xi'Yor that he was on a “busy-mission” to keep him occupied… and out of the way.

And he knew exactly why:  High Overseer Cree’dan.  The new High Overseer was selected by the Cerebrate, for the Cerebrate, with the clear, but unspoken mission to spite Xi'Yor for his incompetence at Gildebron III.  And Cree’dan, being a former Underling of Xi'Yor’s, was the perfect candidate…

But he intended to show Z’danorax that he would not be rid of so easily.  “Standard orbit,” he called out to the helmsman before added quietly, “Prepare to show the Cerebrate she was in error for appointing Cree’dan to his position…”

Chapter One

The plotting never stopped.

To effectively run an empire, a leader needed to be completely aware of even the smallest events in and around their boundaries, and respond to them accordingly.  This always proved to be a considerable task, but during times of war, it was considerably more difficult.  Star systems needed to be captured; enemy fleets, destroyed—anything that would ensure victory.  

And aside from one minor detail, today was no different.  An empire would rise, a nemesis would fall… all in a days work.

Or not.

As she approached High Overseer Cree’dan, Z’danorax realized that this day would be one most beneficial to their cause.  It would not herald anything in the way of new territory or armaments…but it would certainly prove beneficial.  “What is the status of the Toraxis?” she demanded.

“They have reached their destination,” he replied immediately.

Training her authoritative glare upon Cree’dan, the Cerebrate curtly nodded her approval before turning her back to him.  Beyond Cree’dan, and all around them for that matter, was darkness.   In the Cerebrate’s chamber, there were no defined boundaries.  As was said by Na’zar 200 thousand years ago, “divinity knows no boundaries.”  And so, aside from the sleek obsidian chair that rested atop a short flight of stairs in the apparent center of the darkness, the room was utterly bare.  Light existed in the form of faint beams that trailed from the ceiling to the floor, illuminating the path from the Cerebrate’s throne to the door.

The Cerebrate approached the chair.  “Xi'Yor has been made aware of his mission?”

Cree’dan nodded.  “Yes, Cerebrate.  He will absorb the Breat System into the Elorg Bloc.”  The tone of his voice was more than a little uncertain, however.

“Is there a problem, Overseer?” asked Z’danorax as she sat.

He hesitated.

“You may speak freely,” said Z’danorax.  “I will not terminate you for your thoughts.”

Immediately, Cree’dan’s fears seemed to subside, and he approached the bottom step.  “The Breat System in not in our sphere of interest,” he said softly.  “Might I inquire why we are pursuing it?”

“I believe you already have,” said Z’danorax flatly.

“Forgive me, Cerebrate.”

She nodded.  “You are correct, Cree’dan; I have little interest in the Breat System.  Furthermore, I have little interest in Xi'Yor.”  She paused, and turned her fiery gaze squarely upon Cree’dan.  “Do you know why you were elevated to your position?”

To that, Cree’dan shrugged, and shook his head.  “I know not, Cerebrate.”

“It is general knowledge that High Overseer Hatrel was not well near the end of his life.  Even so, failing health was not the reason for his demise.”

Cree’dan’s eyes widened.  “Extrapolate.”

“He was terminated,” Z’danorax said rather bluntly.  “In his dying breaths, he whispered candidly in my ear, one fateful word: Xi'Yor.”

“It has been long known that Xi'Yor desires power within the Bloc,” said Cree’dan.  “As Xi'Yor’s tradition goes, a swift termination is most efficient.  Had he been able to usurp the position of High Overseer, Xi'Yor would have succeeded you as Cerebrate.”

“And that is an unacceptable circumstance,” said Z’danorax, carefully steepling her fingers beneath her chin.  She blinked.  “So, Xi'Yor has been briefed on his mission?”

“Yes, Cerebrate,” said Cree’dan with a nod.

A faint smile cracked the Cerebrate’s otherwise stoic face.  “See that he fails.”

Though the Cerebrate had not provided an exact means for Xi'Yor’s destined failure, Cree’dan knew the event would have to be of grand proportion, something that would cause extreme misery for the Overseer, and ensure his continued humiliation within the Bloc.  He deserved nothing less.

It took only a few moments of wandering about the Jevian’s myriad corridors before Cree’dan stumbled upon such a plan.  Smiling at his quick wit, the High Overseer immediately turned on his heel and headed for the security office in the opposite direction.

Security was a relatively nondescript place.  Directly beyond the doors was a large workstation where primary areas of the ship could be monitored.  Behind that, was an empty chair; beyond the chair was a plain gray wall, adorned with a series of computer monitors.  On the left was a door, which opened only seconds after Cree’dan’s arrival.

After a moment, a very large Elorg Protector stepped into the office, and produced a very faint smile—a smile that Cree’dan had to crane his neck up to see.  The Protector was at least three meters tall, had arms, legs and a neck like thick tree trunks, and a very deep, gravelly voice.  “Can I help you, High Overseer?”

Cree’dan looked up at the Protector.  “I am looking for Protectors Hakleen and Ta’keer.”

The Protector looked down, his fiery orange eyes drilling into Cree’dan’s head.  “You have found them,” he said in his sonorous tone.

A moment later, a second colossal guard appeared behind the first.  He was slightly smaller, but no less menacing.  “Summoned, we are?” he inquired.

“Indeed,” said the first.  “I am Ta’keer.  This is Hakleen.”  He motioned at his slightly smaller partner.

Cree’dan nodded his acknowledgement.  “Though my duration as High Overseer has been short, I have heard the Cerebrate cite your names on several occasions.  She spoke highly of your abilities, and I trust she did not speak untruths.”

Ta’keer folded his massive arms on his chest.  “Certainly, she did not,” he assured Cree’dan.  “We are at your service, Overseer.  Relay your command to us, and it shall be done.”

Hakleen nodded readily.  “Done, it shall be,” he mimicked.

Convinced he had the right people for the job, Cree’dan slowly produced a small PADD from his pocket.  After a moment’s examination, he nodded, and gave the PADD to Ta’keer.  “You are aware of Overseer Xi'Yor, are you not?”

“We are,” Ta’keer proclaimed as he examined the data on the PADD.  He nodded agreeably the entire time, and produced yet another enigmatic smile upon reaching the end of the treatise.  “You wish sabotage?”

“Yes,” said Cree’dan simply.  “Do what you must to ensure Xi'Yor’s mission in the Breat System fails…utterly.”

Ta’keer handed the PADD to Hakleen.  “It will be our pleasure,” he said evenly, before a wide smile fell upon his face.

Deep, sonorous musical notes danced in the warm air of Xi'Yor’s chambers as the Overseer prepared himself for his mission.  It was an aria filled with tense strings and heavy percussion; a militaristic masterpiece Xi'Yor composed to set his mood for the coming trials on Breat IV.

To say that he was not looking forward to the mission was certainly an understatement, for it was a well-known fact that Xi'Yor abhorred the very idea.  His exquisite talent could have been put to better use at the Cerebrate’s side, functioning as High Overseer—and instead of plotting to take some worthless, primitive system, the Elorg Bloc would be striving to defeat the Federation once and for all.  After all, Federation forces did occupy Elorg territory… 

But no…the Elorg Bloc desperately needed the Breat System within its borders.  And Xi'Yor almost allowed himself to believe that.  But then, his symphonic masterpiece reached its dramatic crescendo, a masterful display of brass instruments, complimented by a powerful percussion.  It was powerful; so too, were the Elorg.  But unlike Xi'Yor’s symphony, the Elorg were about to squander their power…

“Pedantic fools,” he grimaced, straightening his sleek, black and gray uniform before a mirror.  Once he was satisfied with his appearance, he turned on his heel and moved for the doors.  “Computer, terminate playback.”

In an instant, the aria was over, and Xi'Yor was en route to the surface to begin his mission.  Little did he know, it was already over.

The rain…

As he materialized on the surface of Breat IV, the first thing Nafar noticed was the torrential rain pelting him and Xi'Yor from above.  It was a cold, driving rain that darkened the skies above and bred a murky gray fog that blanketed everything below.  Aside from the occasional rumble of thunder, Nafar heard nothing but the constant pitter-patter of falling rain drops reaching the ground.

The Underling turned to Xi'Yor.  “The Cerebrate wishes us to secure this for the Bloc?”

Though he could barely make out the Overseer’s outline amidst the fog, Nafar was certainly able to hear his subsequent grunt.  “It is no fallacy, Nafar.  We are to secure this wretched sphere for the illustrious Elorg Bloc.”

Another clasp of thunder—this time accompanied with numerous tendrils of lightning that furiously crawled across the barren sky.  Moments later, the rain seemed to intensify, making Nafar wish he had not volunteered to join Xi'Yor on this mission.  He was soaking wet, cold, and utterly miserable.  He turned to Xi'Yor.

He stood, seemingly oblivious to the deluge, and examined the sleek black tricorder in his hand.  “The village is this way.”  He indicated to an area almost directly ahead of them, but the fog had grown so dense, nothing else was visible.  Still, they would not be forced to approach the village blind.

There was a cobblestone pathway on the ground, essentially leading them to the village.  It was a poorly manufactured path in a state of disrepair.  It was cracked and faded by time, and overgrown by weeds at the edges.  In places where it was not level, puddles of water collected on the path; the tiny pools were in a constant state of tumult, as the furious raindrops pelted them from above.

Slowly, the duo made their way along the decrepit path; within a few moments, the thick fog around them began to give way to the faintest outlines of buildings.  Nafar immediately recognized them to be similar to the Hed’rax Period in Elorg culture—which according to Talyere, was similar to the structures of the Renaissance/Revival Era on Earth.  Even in the thick fog, they managed to impress Nafar.

Xi'Yor remained stoic, continuing to study his tricorder.  “That is peculiar,” he grimaced after a moment.  “I am not detecting any life signs in this establishment.”

With his own curiosity piquing, Nafar finally reached for the sensor device on his own belt, and flipped it open.  After a brief moment, it bleeped, yielding the same results.  “Perhaps the storm is interfering with sensors,” he suggested.

Xi'Yor turned to Nafar.  “Perhaps this establishment has been vacated,” he countered, sounding quite certain that was the case.

As the cold rain continued to fall amidst the blanket of murky gray fog, Nafar began to doubt the Overseer’s idea.  It seemed more likely that, given the weather conditions, the locals would have remained in their homes for safety.  But before Nafar had a chance to express his concerns about Xi'Yor’s errant thoughts, he was brought to an immediate halt by a sudden snap directly behind them.

Nafar quickly came about, disruptor in hand, ready to eliminate whatever threat existed.  But to his relief, there was none.  Only fog.  “A damaged tree branch, perhaps,” he suggested to Xi'Yor.

“Perhaps,” echoed the Overseer.  He, too, had his weapon in hand, training it over the same area as Nafar.  “Perhaps not,” he added a moment later.

There was another snap.  This time, Nafar was able pinpoint its location—and it was certainly no tree branch cracking in the wind.  It sounded more like someone stepping on a twig—and that someone was only a few meters away.

Nafar stepped closer to Nafar and indicated with his weapon for the general area in which their mysterious noise lurked.  Xi'Yor nodded his approval, and within moments, a streak of purple energy stormed out of Nafar’s disruptor, and into the thick soup before them.

Nothing.

He turned back to Xi'Yor.  “Perhaps we are imagining things?”

The notion did not sit well with Xi'Yor, but he couldn’t bring himself to deny it.  It was not very becoming of an Overseer to imagine things.  He grumbled, and slowly turned his attention back to the village.  “Let us proceed with this wretched mission,” he said, slowly making his way along the cobblestone path.

But suddenly, a stern male voice penetrated the foggy mist surrounding them.  “Do not move,” it called out.  Moments later, Nafar felt an object—perhaps a phaser—on his back.  He assumed that if he moved, he would die.

So he remained utterly still, and awaited further instruction…

Thus far, Z’danorax was pleased with the operation in the Breat System.  It seemed that every aspect of the procedure had fallen perfectly into place.  Xi'Yor followed his orders precisely, and Cree’dan fabricated a brilliant plan to dispose of the wretched Overseer.  There was only one last piece to this puzzle, which the Cerebrate was expecting in her chambers at any moment.

And so she sat, alone in her dark, dreary chambers and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

And then she sighed.  The final piece to her puzzle was not due to arrive for quite some time, and it was a certainty that sitting in wait would ultimately prove wasteful.  Z’danorax knew that there were hundreds of other activities for her to attend to in the interim.  She could plot the invasion of the Federation…devise a more efficient means to terminate Xi'Yor…review some of the proposed addendums to The Tome of Na’zar…

But as she considered each possibility, Z’danorax only sighed; now was not the time.  She had been selflessly plotting and reviewing these evil ploys for weeks, if not months.    Her efforts had certainly proven fruitful, but not without a considerable personal detriment.  But, as the divine leader of the Elorg Bloc, it was her duty to tolerate that detriment…

She blinked, her warm orange eyes briefly disappearing behind milky white eyelids, only to reappear moments later, brimming with unspoken fury.  She looked around the dark, empty chambers, and reaffirmed her heavy sigh.  

Dark and empty.

A plain, simple statement that was anything but.  And the Cerebrate smiled at the irony.  She had come so far… but had the journey been worth it?  Had the gains outweighed the losses?  Was she better off as an individual now?

Since observing the Rite of Succession, Z’danorax had not once stopped to consider her feelings—and now that she was indeed stopped, the Cerebrate found her considerations disturbing, for not even she could begin to answer them.  She was the most powerful being in the Elorg Bloc…that should have been enough to convince her that she was indeed better off.  But it was not, for there were certain sacrifices required to gain that power, and now those losses were beginning to take their toll…

“Computer,” called out Z’danorax softly, “display image Z’danorax-0-1.”

The already faint lights dimmed even more, and within seconds, a particle synthesized image of a small Elorg girl hung before the Cerebrate.  She was a delicate, skinny girl, with milky-white skin and innocent tangerine-colored eyes.  She stood playfully with her hands clasped behind her back, grinning into the camera.

“Creya,” called out Z’danorax softly.  “How have you been, my daughter?”

There was no response.

Z’danorax shrugged, knowing that it was merely an image, and did not have the ability to respond.  But at that moment, she would have given just about anything for one kind word from it.

“I have been well,” she continued.  “My trials in the Beta Quadrant have proven fruitful.”  She paused.  “Or have they?  I suppose the answer will be revealed to me soon enough.”

Many years had passed since Z’danorax had last seen her daughter.  So many, in fact, that the innocent little girl hanging in the air before the Cerebrate was most likely a young woman, with a life of her own…  Perhaps with children of her own…

The two had been separated shortly after Z’danorax was elevated to the position of High Overseer.  The Cerebrate that had preceded Z’danorax was not known for his mercy; had he found something wrong with Z’danorax, he would have terminated Creya without so much as a second thought—and terminating innocent children was not something Z’danorax was fond of.

In retrospect, Z’danorax wished she had never accepted the position of High Overseer.  Infinite power did not make up for family.   It was unfortunate for Z’danorax that she had not made that realization years ago…

Suddenly, the doors parted.  Through Creya’s image, Z’danorax could see the tall, slender outline of her missing link.  And she smiled.  “Computer, close image,” she said, slowly rising from her chair to greet her newfound guest.

In an instant, Creya vanished, and standing before Z’danorax was one of the most revered warriors in the entire Elorg Bloc.

“Administrator Fel’duin,” called out Z’danorax.  “Welcome…”

Chapter Two

Fel’duin stepped gracefully into the darkness, her slender figure wrapped in a snug black outfit that glistened in the faint light.  “Cerebrate,” she said evenly, bowing slightly, “I stand at your disposal.”

Narrowing her eyes, Z’danorax provided Fel’duin with a faint smile.  “Excellent,” she said softly.

Less than a minute had elapsed since Fel’duin’s arrival, and already, Z’danorax was impressed.  Not only was the Administrator early for her rendezvous with the Cerebrate, she arrived with the drive and ambition that Z’danorax liked to see in her officers. There was little wonder why Fel’duin was such a success in battle.

“I have much for you to do, Administrator,” said Z’danorax softly.  She slowly approached Fel’duin, and placed her hand upon the Administrator’s shoulder.  “Victory awaits you in the Breat System.”

Fel’duin was immediately taken aback by the very notion.  “With all due respect, Cerebrate, the Breat System is hardly worth our attention.  We should stage an all-out assault on something of consequence.”

Z’danorax folded her arms.  “Such as?”

“The Ka’Tula System,” said the Administrator with little hesitation.  “If we wish victory in this war, we must work not to reclaim our former territory, but to hurt this Federation.  The Ka’Tula System is the closest stronghold that is of value to them.  If we were to capture it, it would clearly demonstrate our intents.”

“And our stupidity,” Z’danorax countered.  “We would undoubtedly suffer heavy losses in such an engagement, making any victory achieved a hollow one at best.”

“But the Breat System is of no value,” said Fel’duin.  

Apparently, she was feeling very lucky, for Z’danorax could have her terminated for her insolence at a whim.  The Cerebrate was about to say just that, when an image of Creya suddenly crept back into her mind; her entire speech radically altered.  “Do you have children, Administrator?”

Fel’duin gulped.  “I have one son,” she admitted after a moment of hesitation.  “He was hatched nearly two years ago.”

It was settled; Fel’duin could not be terminated for her insolence, if only for that reason alone.  And with that piece of business out of the way, Z’danorax produced an approving smile, and continued as if her odd interjection had never occurred.  “The Breat System may not appear to be of any value to the Bloc—and it is not.  But capturing it is still a matter of extreme importance—you are aware of Overseer Xi'Yor, are you not?”

Fel’duin nodded.  “I am,” she said.  “I served briefly under his command prior to the discovery of the gateway to the Beta Quadrant.  He was a harsh, but capable commander.”

Z’danorax cringed, for she considered Xi'Yor anything but capable.  “Xi'Yor is a pedantic fool,” she corrected.  “His performance at Gildebron III was unacceptable.”

“Then why do you not terminate him?”

“I want Xi'Yor to know humility before he is terminated,” explained Z’danorax.  “You will play a key role in his humility.”

The Administrator’s eyes grew wide.  “Me?”

“Yes.”

“I am deeply honored, Cerebrate, but I know not why we waste our resources on such erroneous missions.  I believe that we should reconsider our plans in this quadrant, starting with the operation in the Breat System.”

For a moment, Z’danorax started to reconsider her decision to allow Fel’duin to live.  Clearly, such insolence could not be tolerated.  “If my mood were different, you would most likely find yourself terminated at this moment.”

“I do not fear death,” said Fel’duin evenly.  “And I do not fear you.  Do with me what you wish, Cerebrate.”

“You are bold,” commented Z’danorax, now circling her visitor.  After several laps, Z’danorax came to a halt directly in front of Fel’duin.  Inspiration had struck.  “You believe we must hurt the Federation?”

“Yes,” said Fel’duin.  If she harbored any trepidation, it certainly did not show in her voice.

“Are you aware of the Forcena System?”

“No,” said the Administrator after a brief moment of contemplation.  “The name is not entirely foreign to me, but I cannot place it.”

Z’danorax was not surprised.  The Forcena System was a small celestial body situated dozens of light years from the Elorg Bloc; in general, its existence was not well known.  “Nearly one year ago, Overseer Xi'Yor opened a dialogue with the residents of Forcena II, attempting to secure the system for the Elorg.”

“What is so important about this star system?”

“Forcena IV possesses considerable amounts of turbonium dichromate,” Z’danorax explained.  It was an alloy used by the Elorg to create antimatter reaction chambers, and several other key components.  If the Elorg were ever to gain control of the Forcena System, it would increase the number of vessels produced by the Bloc by several hundred percent.  “If we were to possess this star system, the Elorg would have a decisive advantage over the Federation.”

Fel’duin’s eyes lit up.  “Then we must pursue it!”

“We will,” said Z’danorax with a smile.

Walking slowly through the fog and mist, Xi'Yor was tempted on more than one occasion to use the poor visibility to his advantage by launching some sort of crude assault on their unknown assailant.   Yet some how, every time such rebellious thoughts arose in his mind, the assailant gently made known to Xi'Yor the fact that he had a lethal weapon trained upon him.

The rebellious thoughts were immediately quelled.

After several minutes of this, they came upon a large, two-story building.  It was grayish, with black trim, and large arched doors and windows.  The assailant approached the doors, the weapon still trained upon its targets; he pulled the large wooden handle, and moments later, the trio stood at the back of what appeared to be some sort of council chamber.

In the very middle of the room was  small, circular platform.  Behind the platform, shrouded in darkness, was a long, curved table, which was occupied by a few shadowy figures.  Wrapping around the front of the platform, much like a horseshoe, were several tiers of wooden seats; they were sparsely occupied.

One-third of the way from either end of the wooden seats were a flight of stairs that led down to the platform.  The assailant indicated with his weapon that Xi'Yor and Nafar make use of the stairs, and proceed to center stage.  Not wanting to be terminated, Xi'Yor complied, and slowly made his way down the flight of stairs to the platform in the center of the room.

Nafar followed closely behind, and when the two Elorg stood under the harsh, hot lights of the platform, a deep, noble voice emanated from the darkness behind them.  “You are from the stars,” it said flatly.  “What are you doing here?”

Being the superior officer, Xi'Yor immediately took the initiative to answer.  “We arrived on the authority of our administration.  It is our desire to bring you within the confines of our empire,” he said evenly.  His statement was nothing but truthful, however  Xi'Yor hoped that it was candid enough to sound not like an invasion, but as an invitation.

The man behind the voice slowly came out of the darkness and paced before the platform, just out of reach of the harsh lighting.  He was a stocky, bearded man with a balding head that gave way to the thin ridges running atop his head.  “We want nothing to do with your empire,” he said sternly.

Xi'Yor turned to him, and produced an enigmatic smile.  “You have denied yourself the opportunity to consider our generous offer,” he said, hoping to entice the Breat leader.

He folded his thick arms on his chest and sighed.  “We do not wish to consider it!” he proclaimed.  “We are a peaceful people!”

Xi'Yor’s eyes narrowed as they focused upon the Breat leader, and carefully brought his face to within a few centimeters of his interrogator.  “Peace will not shield you from the Federation,” he whispered.  “Your world shall fall to their insidious reign without our protection.”

The Breat cringed, and stepped back.  “Pah!” he exclaimed.  “We can fend for ourselves!”

“Chancellor Rouen!” came a concerned voice from the shadowy gallery behind them, calling to Xi'Yor’s interrogator.

She started to speak again, but the interrogator—Rouen—quickly cut her off.  “Silence,” he snapped.  “He speaks lies!”

Xi'Yor’s heart skipped a beat.  Had the Federation already contacted the Breat System?  It was the only plausible explanation, for Xi'Yor was the most adept liar in the Elorg Bloc.  He was also skilled at masking his emotions, and endured the revelation with almost no expression upon his face.  “That is preposterous,” said Xi'Yor a moment later, rapidly devising a comeback.  “Our nemesis, the Federation, has already subjugated much of Elorg space,” said Xi'Yor, resorting back to a slightly revised version of the truth.  “What leads you to believe they will halt their advances with us?”

“We pose no threat!” said Rouen.  “Is that not reason enough?”

To Xi'Yor, that was without a doubt, reason enough; he certainly wanted nothing to do with the pedantic citizens of Breat IV.  But the Cerebrate seemed to believe otherwise… so he persisted.  “The denizens of Kokiri VII said the same thing.”

Rouen frowned.  “Kokiri VII?”

The Breats were familiar with some of the local star systems after intercepting and deciphering several unimportant transmissions to and from Elorg and Federation space.  Xi'Yor made sure he selected a star system they had never heard of.  “Kokiri VII,” he confirmed.  “They existed once.”

“And?” asked Rouen hesitantly.

“The entire population has been terminated,” Xi'Yor lied.  “When the Kokiri Government refused to accept our magnanimous offer, the Federation swiftly moved in and eradicated the population to mine dilithium from the surface.”

“Our planet has no dilithium,” proclaimed Rouen.

Xi'Yor raised a finger and pointed it at the Chancellor.  “I am certain it has something of value.  It will only be a matter of time before the Federation finds it…”

Rouen quivered slightly.  “Perhaps,” he said slowly, “we shall consider your offer.”

“That,” said Xi'Yor, “would be wise.”

As he entered the council’s private meeting room, Rouen knew not what to think of Xi'Yor and his offer.  On one hand, it was certainly tempting.  This Federation seemed to pose a considerable threat to the Breat System.  The last thing Rouen wanted was the mass extermination of the population so this Federation could pillage the planet’s resources.  Then again, though Xi'Yor exuded a strong sense of authority, it was his air of mystery that that gave rise to some concerns.

Consequently, Chancellor Rouen turned to his peers for advice.  “We stand at a crossroads,” he said to them.  “I have reservations about Xi'Yor…but we cannot allow ourselves to endure the same fate as the Kokiri…”

His four companions nodded agreeably.  Loati, second in command, was the first to speak up.  He was a younger man, tall and muscular, who was known for his no-nonsense approach to every task he encountered.  “Perhaps we should contact the Federation,” he suggested.  “That way we are able to hear both sides of the story.”

“That is an excellent idea,” commended Rouen.  “It is unfortunate we have no way of doing it.  I find it unlikely that Xi'Yor will do it for us…”

Loati sighed.  “Then perhaps we should attempt to remain neutral in this conflict.  By not taking sides, perhaps—”

“Neutrality did not save the Kokiri, did it?” prompted Isatil, the only female on the council.  She was thin, with short, dark hair that was cropped close to her head.  “I say we accept Xi'Yor’s offer.  At least we will be protected from the Federation!”

“We don’t have all of the facts on the Kokiri,” protested Loati.  “Perhaps they attempted rebellion!  If the Federation arrives, we may be able to work out a compromise.  We should at least speak with them at some point before making any decision.”

Isatil adamantly shook her head.  “I refuse to be caught in a state of confusion when there is a potential for invasion,” she said.  “We must act, and I suggest we accept Xi'Yor’s offer before it is retracted!”

“Dare I suggest we vote on it?” Loati prompted.

Isatil shrugged.   “That is up to Rouen.”  She turned her gaze to the Chancellor.  He stood utterly still, with an odd, blank look upon his face.  “Chancellor?” she called out.

No response.

Loati frowned, and approached him.  “Chancellor Rouen,” he said, extending his hand, “we need…”

Loati’s hand touched Rouen’s shoulder, and the chancellor fell immediately to the ground.  A stream of blue blood trickled from his ears…then his nose…then his mouth…  There was little doubt in Loati’s mind that the chancellor was dead…

It was at that moment that Loati noticed a tiny hole in Rouen’s tunic that had not been there before.  “He has been shot!”

Loati’s head snapped up and focused on the goings on in the dark, shadowy recesses of the private chamber.  At first, he saw nothing—but as his eyes adjusted to the dark, he was able to discern two figures that were distinctively Elorg.  “It was them!” he exclaimed, pointing an accusatory finger at them.

But before any further action could be taken, both Elorg were swept away amidst the purple hues of a transporter beam…

Chapter Three

“It is done.”

Sitting in the dark recesses of her chambers, Z’danorax quietly looked up from the PADD she was examining and placed a stern gaze upon her two newest guests, Protectors Ta’keer and Hakleen.

 It was wise of Cree’dan to select them for such a delicate mission.  Though one might be led to believe that the Protectors’ large size would hinder such delicacy, Z’danorax knew better.  They were the stealthiest, wittiest Protectors in the entire Elorg Bloc.  And given their faces, the mission had gone well.

“What is Xi'Yor’s situation?” she inquired softly, her gaze slowly bouncing between the two.

Ta’keer stepped forward.  Of the two, he possessed the majority of stealth and intellect, and consequently, spoke for their actions the majority of the time, relying upon Hakleen for his brute strength and unrelenting nerves of steel.  “We were successful in terminating the Chancellor,” he reported.  “We left no evidence that can link the Elorg to the crime, and assume that the Breats will simply place blame upon Xi'Yor and his underling.”

Though she allowed herself only a faint smile, Z’danorax was extremely pleased with the results of the mission.  “Well done,” she said softly.  “You may return to your posts.”

Praise was not something often offered by the Cerebrate.  Consequently, the Protectors—obviously pleased with themselves—happily turned on their heels and left without uttering another word, apparently leaving Z’danorax alone to her thoughts.  But she was not.

Once the doors slid shut behind Hakleen, Fel’duin and Cree’dan emerged from the peripheral shadows, and stood before the Cerebrate’s opulent black seat.  Z’danorax waited a moment before taking a few steps closer to Fel’duin.  “It is time,” she whispered.

The Administrator’s vivid orange eyes widened.  “For what?” she demanded.

“Your mission.”  Z’danorax seductively came about and climbed the short flight of steps leading to her chair.  She cleared her throat and sat.  “I have been informed that our diplomatic mission to the Breat System has not been warmly accepted by its denizens; there is even a possibility they will illegally detain two Elorg citizens.  This is an unacceptable circumstance.  Consequently, we must demonstrate to the Breats—and to universe—that such treachery will not be tolerated by the Elorg Bloc.”

Fel’duin nodded slightly.  “What are my orders?”

“You will take command of the Elorg Warship Zad’ri; use it to free our detained citizens, and secure the Breat System as a colony of the Elorg Bloc.  This will serve as a sufficient example to the other nearby star systems who may be tempted to resist any gracious offer we may extend.”

Whatever doubts Fel’duin had about the mission to the Breat System suddenly evaporated.  “The Cerebrate is wise,” she said softly—perhaps a bit crestfallen.  “My thirst for brute conquest blinded me to the subtleties of such brilliant subterfuge.  I offer my apologies, Cerebrate.”

“You are still young,” said Z’danorax in a soft tone that was almost bordering sympathetic.  “But ultimately, you will be graced with the wisdom that only time can bestow.  Now proceed to the Breat System before I have you terminated.”

Fel’duin nodded.  “Yes, Cerebrate.”  She turned on her heel, and quickly made her way to the exit, leaving Z’danorax alone with Cree’dan.

The Cerebrate studied the High Overseer for several moments.  He was certainly capable.  He had drive and ambition, but there was something about him that did not sit will with Z’danorax.  Unfortunately, she could not pinpoint that flaw, and until she could, Z’danorax had little choice but to proceed.  “Our next target is Forcena II,” she said flatly.

Cree’dan paused.  “Shall I assemble a fleet?”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head.  “I desire to contact them prior to making an advance.  In a rare act of intelligence, Overseer Xi'Yor may have already secured this star system for us…”

After the meeting in the council chamber, Xi'Yor and Nafar were led to nearby room and instructed to wait while the council deliberated.  It was a simple room.  The floors were wooden, the walls, an eloquent gray stone.  Along the back wall were a series of small windows to the outside world.  For the most part, it was foggy, although the outlines of a few small conifers were visible.  In the center of the room sat a circular wooden table, surrounded by four chairs—two of which were occupied.

“What is taking so long?” Nafar inquired amidst a long sigh.

Xi'Yor had been staring at the table’s surface for quite some time, apparently lost in thought, for he did not even react to Nafar’s inquiry until several moments later.  “There is a very simple answer to that very simple question,” said the Overseer evenly.  He forced his eyes from the table, and drilled into Nafar.  “We are not conspiring with a very intelligent species.  It takes time for them to comprehend even the simplest of concepts.  Certainly, they shall come to their pedantic senses in good time, Nafar.”

For his part, Nafar was inclined to agree.  He had little experience in such matters, whereas Xi'Yor had decades under his belt.  He was about to add to the conversation with some superfluous drivel, but was immediately halted when the doors burst open, admitting Senator Loati and several guards.

Xi'Yor was immediately on his feet.  “What is going on?” he demanded.

Loati stopped several meters from Xi'Yor while the guards filtered in around him.  “It is convenient—is it not?—that the moment we reach the decision to refuse your offer, our leader is assassinated!”

Xi'Yor’s eyes widened.  “What?!”

Loati scoffed as he folded his arms on his chest.  “You may drop the pretense.  You killed Chancellor Rouen, and we saw you do it!”

With total disregard for the armed guards surrounding him, Xi'Yor approached Loati and grabbed the front of his tunic.  “You pedantic little worm!  Your accusation is preposterous!  We have been situated in this wretched closet for hours!”

Loati was hardly threatened by Xi'Yor’s words.  With the utmost serenity, Loati removed Xi'Yor’s hand from the front of his tunic, and took a careful step back.  “Lies,” he said softly before turning to the guards.  “Seize them!”

As the guards started after their Elorg guests, Xi'Yor quickly grabbed the disruptor from his belt and opened fire.  A jagged blue beam of energy soared across the tiny room and burst through the chest of the nearest guard.  His second and third shots were not so lucky, and within moments, Xi'Yor found two of the guards attempting to pry the lethal disruptor from his hands, and a third en route.

The first guard was the largest of the three, and situated behind Xi'Yor, attempting to restrain the Overseer while the second guard attempted to pluck the disruptor from his hand.  Both were having little success until the third guard joined, randomly beating Xi'Yor with his fist… jaw…stomach…chest…nose…jaw again…

Blood now trickled down from Xi'Yor’s nose.  He could feel it oozing down his upper-lip and into his mouth.  Instinctively, he motioned to wipe it away.  While it proved an unsuccessful maneuver, Xi'Yor found he was able to block the third guard’s assault with his arm…  With this blocking theme in mind, Xi'Yor realized that it would be even more beneficial for him if he could block the punches without getting hurt—which led to guard number one…

Mustering all his strength, Xi'Yor quickly turned on his heel so that his back—and guard number one—faced the third guard.  The move was so quick that the first guard wound up being struck several times before the third realized what had happened.  The beating left number one dazed and slightly confused, giving Xi'Yor the opportunity to make his move.  He quickly jammed his elbow into the first guard’s gut, prompting him to hunch over in pain and agony before falling to the floor.  Conveniently, he took the third guard with him, leaving Xi'Yor with the decidedly smaller second guard; it took nothing more than a stern blow to the head to down him.

Noticing the lull in the action, Xi'Yor quickly turned his attention to Nafar.  The Underling had also downed three guards, but was still struggling with the fourth…and only remaining guard.  With little hesitation, Xi'Yor raised his weapon and fired.  The blue energy beam sliced into his back and caused a considerable eruption of silky red blood before the guard fell over, dead.

“Exhilarating, was it not?” Xi'Yor asked as Nafar observed the dead body.

The underling nodded.  “Quite.”

“I am glad you thought so,” came Loati’s voice from the doorway,  “because I have many, many more guards.”

Xi'Yor looked down at the disruptor in his hand.  For several seconds, the gaze bounced between that and Loati.  Murder was, no doubt, on his mind.  But after a moment, the malevolent thoughts were replaced with rational ones—murdering the worm would only solidify his case… albeit he would be dead, but still, some other subordinate would bring forth the accusations.

Consequently, Xi'Yor resorted to the next most logical course of action.  “Xi'Yor to Toraxis.”

No response.

“Xi'Yor to Toraxis.”

Still nothing.

Loati stepped closer.  “Going somewhere?”

“What have you done?”

Loati pointed skyward.  “Plasma storm.  It greatly hinders many technologies.  Including yours.”  He smiled enigmatically.  “Guards!”

Within moments, several armed guards stormed the facility and trained their weapons on Xi'Yor and Nafar.  “Prepare them to be executed,” Loati ordered when it became apparent that the prisoners would offer no resistance.

It was not the first time Sa’sheer had been in command of the ship.  Nor was it the second or the third…but compared to this, none of those times mattered, for Xi'Yor had always been nearby to take command in a moment of crisis.  But not this time, for Xi'Yor was the crisis.

After what had been a reasonably quiet shift, Sa’sheer was looking forward to an equally quite evening…but moments before he was able to dart out off the bridge in search of that evening, a sensor alert sounded at the tactical station.  Sa’sheer grumbled, and turned to Underling Daelon for a status report.

“I have detected numerous disruptor blasts on the surface,” reported the Underling.  He was a very young officer who had been transferred to the Toraxis with much of the new crew, but aside from that, Sa’sheer knew nothing of him.

“Have Xi'Yor or Nafar been damaged?” asked Sa’sheer softly.

Daelon shrugged.  “Readings are poor,” he admitted, “but they do not appear heavily damaged.”

Sa’sheer grumbled.  So much for his quiet night.  “Lock onto their coordinates and beam them out,” he said evenly, hoping such a maneuver would end the crisis in a snap.

As Daelon pecked away at the workstation, Sa’sheer observed him like a Mongrothi hawk.  The Underling worked quickly, with finesse and skill—he certainly knew what he was doing.  Even so, the computer readily bleeped in his face.  “I can’t establish a lock.  There is a severe plasma storm preventing targeting scanners from—”

Another sensor alert.

“Now what?” Sa’sheer grumbled.

Again, Daelon checked sensors, only this time his calm did not endure.  In fact, the Underling quickly shifted from calm, cool and collected to nervous and panicked.  “Six Federation starships have just dropped out of transwarp!” he exclaimed.  “They are on a direct intercept course!”

Sa’sheer had been expecting the Federation.  This mission to the Breat System was an obvious excursion from Elorg space undoubtedly lit up Starfleet’s sensors throughout half the sector, so an encounter with the Federation was inevitable—only Sa’sheer hadn’t expected it so soon.  “Battlestations!” 

Chapter Four

More than a year had passed since communication with the Forcenans had been terminated.  Through some quirk of fate, the Federation had somehow managed to discover Xi'Yor’s link to them, and consequently took steps to nullify that link.  Though Starfleet had gone to extremes to cover those actions—many of which were illegal—Z’danorax had nevertheless found them out.

In spite of the Federation’s obvious attempts to disassociate themselves with the Forcena System, Xi'Yor had decided to play it safe, and had discontinued all communication with the denizens of Forcena II.  Regardless of the great deeds Xi'Yor had accomplished in getting the attention of the Forcenans, failing to bring them into a more stable alliance easily canceled them out.

Thankfully, the Forcenans were a forgiving—and very patient people.  Cree’dan apparently had little trouble reaching the Forcenan government—who in turn, had little trouble setting aside Xi'Yor’s stupidity, and now, one of their representatives was situated on the viewscreen on the Jevian’s bridge.

He was a gray-skinned being with a thin ridge running from the bridge of his nose across the top of his forehead.   Atop his head was a considerable swath of black hair that seemed to match his dark, obsidian eyes.  “I am Quarren,” he said evenly.  “I am glad to see we are not forgotten by the Elorg Bloc.”

Z’danorax, seated in the command chair high above the rest of the workstations, barely acknowledged the statement with a smile.  She cared not to participate in such pleasantries, and consequently drove the conversation in a more relevant direction.  “The fourth planet in your star system possesses large quantities of turbonium dichromate,” said the Cerebrate softly.  “It would be a difficult task for us to forget you.”

“Good,” said Quarren with a smile.  “We certainly have not forgotten you.  I assume you have contacted us about some sort of alliance?”

Bold.  Presumptuous.  Clear-cut and to the point.  Z’danorax liked him.  If he was representative of the entire species, any relations forged between the Forcenans and the Elorg would be destined to flourish.  “You are correct,” said Z’danorax evenly.  “We remain interested in the resources on Forcena IV.”

Quarren nodded.  “You provide the Forcenans with ships and weapons; we provide you with all the resources you could possibly desire in a star system.”

“Those terms are acceptable,” said Z’danorax, “but you must be prepared to defend yourselves in the event of a Federation assault.”

“Will you not protect us?” asked Quarren with growing concern.

“The Elorg Bloc will do its best to protect its assets,” said Z’danorax, “but the Forcena System is far removed from our current borders.  Until we are able to conquer the territory between our two peoples, you will be at risk of attack.”

“Perhaps then, we should postpone the creation of this alliance until the safety of the Forcenans can be guaranteed,” suggested Quarren, careful to keep his voice in a neutral tone so not to upset the Cerebrate.

Naïve.  Another word Z’danorax happened upon to describe Quarren.  “Safety is not something that can be guaranteed,” she told him.  “You will always be at risk of attack, no matter the circumstance.”

Frustration slowly began to seep into the Forcenan’s face.  His deep, obsidian eyes began to narrow, his lips thinned, and his gray skin seemed flushed.  “What, then, do you suggest we do?”

Maintaining her air of superiority, Z’danorax coyly folded her arms under her breasts, and slowly rose from her opulent command chair.  “I would suggest you review the tactical data I am about to transmit,” she said.

The file Z’danorax spoke of was an analysis of tactical upgrades and the great improvements that would be made to the Forcenans’ rudimentary space program.  It included schematics for building weapons and starships of their own, using the resources in their star system, and clearly stated the considerable Elorg presence that would accompany any alliance would guarantee them even more powerful starships.  Also included, almost as an afterthought near the end of the file, were the accounts of the Elorg’s two most recent acquisitions, Kokiri VII and the forthcoming Breat IV.

“Underling,” called out the Cerebrate to the frail-looking officer manning the operations station in the aft section of the bridge.  “Encrypt the specified file, and transmit it to Forcena II.”

The Underling nodded.  His hand quickly went to work at the station before him, and within moments, the file was en route to Quarren on Forcena II.  After a moment, the computer produced a faint bloop noise.  “It is done, Cerebrate,” said the Underling.

Z’danorax nodded, and then turned back to Quarren.  “Contact me once you have reviewed the data,” she said flatly before tapping a few buttons on the arm of her chair.  Within moments, Quarren’s image on the viewscreen was replaced with the arid deserts and rancid sulfur lagoons of Gildebron III.

In the aftermath of the battle that had won the Elorg them Gildebron III, Z’danorax had made sure they would not lose the planet so easily.  The miniscule Federation defense grid had been swiftly dismantled and replaced by a much more sophisticated Elorg version that was considered impenetrable by Federation standards.  Inferno’s Citadel was in the process of restoration; soon it would serve as the Elorg’s primary base of operations.  In the meantime, the Jevian would have to suffice.

Slowly, Z’danorax retreated to the comforts of her command chair with the intentions of watching her underlings perform their duties… But she got no further than the though, for the moment she seated herself, a sensor alert immediately brought her back to her feet.  “What is it?” she demanded.

“We have just received word from the Breat System,” said the frail underling at operations, “six Federation starships have engaged the Toraxis.”

Six Federation starships certainly posed a threat to their cause.  The Toraxis certainly was a match for the decrepit Federation starships, but they somehow managed to disable the ship, there was always the possibility that the Federation could beam to the surface of Breat IV and claim the planet for themselves.

“Unacceptable,” said Z’danorax a moment later.  If the Federation wanted the Breat System, they were going to have to fight for it. “Divert all available vessels to the Breat System at once.”

“Shields are down to seventy-four percent!” shouted Daelon over the constant rumbling of a ship under fire.  “Damage to decks thirty-six and thirty-seven!”

Streams of vivid orange phaser fire stormed across the viewscreen, followed closely by an evil hoard of quantum torpedoes.  If those were the shots that missed the Toraxis, Sa’sheer did not even want to imagine the number of shots that were able to acquire their target—and as the deck jolted beneath his feet, the only thing Sa’sheer wanted to do was fight back.

“Arm the photon cannon!” he shouted over the rumbling. 

As the barrage of Federation warfare hastily made its way off the viewscreen, a target slowly crept in.  Sa’sheer recognized the vessel as a lowly Norway-class vessel.  Alone, it posed no threat to the Toraxis, but with five companions, it certainly possessed the ability to wreak havoc on the ship.  Within moments, streams of fiery orange phaser fire were hurtling at the Toraxis.

Sa’sheer tightened his grip on the arms of his chair.  “Evasive maneuvers!” he called out.  “Daelon, eliminate that vessel!”

The large, bulky Toraxis slowly crept out of the line of fire as numerous phaser blasts emanated from the Norway.  It moved—but not quick enough.  Several of the blasts struck the shields, prompting a large sphere of faint purple light to explode around the massive Elorg warship; it was hardly bothered by the blast.

The Norway tried again, this time joined by two Defiant-class vessels.  In tandem, the trio unleashed a barrage of quantum torpedoes that pounded into the Toraxis’ shields like a thousand fiery needles.  Huge red and orange explosions decorated the flickering shield bubble, and more were coming as the onslaught continued.

But the Toraxis did not stay idle for long.  In an instant, a vibrant beam of teal light surged from the forward section of the Elorg vessel and lashed out at the tiny Federation starships.  All three were consumed in one mighty explosion.

“Shields are down to sixty-one percent!”

“Hull breech on decks eleven and twelve!”

“The photon cannon is offline!”

Just when Sa’sheer though things were starting to look favorable, the bad news started rolling in.  And it kept coming.  The loss of the photon cannon certainly gave the remaining Federation starships an advantage, for while it was offline, the Toraxis had little in the way of advanced weaponry to defend itself with.  Disruptors and quantum torpedoes would do damage, but not of the wide scale variety that Sa’sheer liked to see.  Consequently, he made the repair of the photon cannon a top priority in his orders.

But before repairs could get much beyond thought of doing them, the ship jolted once more, catching Sa’sheer off guard.  He was tossed to the deck along with several other underlings who were equally unprepared.  It took Sa’sheer less than a second to scramble back to his feet, only to realize he had made a tactical error on his behalf, for the ship was still in wild motion when he did so.  Immediately, he fell back to the ground amidst a shower of sparks and debris from above.

The lights started flickering, and after a moment, went completely dark.  Flames had erupted all over the bridge, and plasma leaks were rampantly spewing from the ceiling.  “Report!” Sa’sheer demanded.

“Shields are offline!” Daelon shouted over the raging inferno.  “The Federation vessels were somehow able to disable our shield generators!”

Sa’sheer crawled back to his seat. “Get them back online!” he snapped before turning his attention to the helm.  “Tas’siik,” he shouted to the helmsman, “see that we remain out of the line of fire!”

At first, there was no response from the Underling. But then, after a few moments of relative silence, Sa’sheer got one.

A burst of blue light streaked across the viewscreen, and moments later, all hell broke loose.  A sonorous explosion filled the air as the deck seemed to revolt against everything above it.  Sa’sheer quickly found himself, again, face to face with the cold, metallic deck.  He afforded himself a quick glance up at the viewscreen, only to be greeted with a haze of flames that undoubtedly belonged to the Toraxis.  Obviously, Tas’siik was dead, and if he weren’t, he would be very shortly…

“Hull breech, decks seventeen through twenty-four,” shouted Daelon.  “Forcefields are not in place!”

Sa’sheer clenched his teeth.  “Why not?”

“The planet must be emitting some sort of natural dampening field,” suggested Daelon.  “I cannot explain it without a functional workstation!  Consequently, I suggest we—” another explosion “—we retreat to a safe distance.”

Sa’sheer was about to agree.  If the planet was the source of their mire, it made sense to get away from it.  But the moment his mouth opened, inspiration hit.  He raced to the helm, carelessly shoved the broken body of Tas’siik out of the way, and sat down.  “I am bringing us closer!”

“What?”  Daelon didn’t bother to hide his surprise.

“Perhaps we can lure the Federation starships closer to the planet,” Sa’sheer suggested as he input the new course.

“They may be dense-headed,” said Daelon, “but that are not that dense!”

The man had a point.    Quickly, Sa’sheer devised a new plan.  “Then forget the lure!” he shouted.  “Lock onto them with a tractor beam and drag them down with us!”

In an instant, Sa’sheer could hear Daelon at work on his computer station; the new plan must have been sound of mind.  “It is done,” said the Underling a moment later.

On the viewscreen, two of the remaining three Federation vessels were helplessly locked in the hazy violet tractor beam, hurtling to their demise with the Toraxis.  They struggled—firing phasers and quantum torpedoes with extreme vigilance; the aft section of the ship was undoubtedly badly damaged, but Sa’sheer knew that it would be worth it…

The computer stopped bleeping.  Sa’sheer turned around to see Daelon’s grinning face.  “Their shields have failed.”

Sa’sheer’s head quickly snapped back to the viewscreen.  “Fire.”

Seconds later, a generous volley of quantum torpedoes burst out from the Toraxis’ torpedo bay and hurtled toward the two Federation starships.  A few seconds after that, both starships were nothing more than a fiery cloud of debris…

“One vessel remains,” said Daelon.  “It is out of range, and making sure it stays that way.”

According to sensors, it was an Athena-class vessel—one of two that had entered the battle.  Unfortunately, the survivor had sustained little to no damage thus far, whereas the Toraxis was two torpedoes away from its death…consequently, that would make engaging the lone starship a tactical blunder.  They could play cat-and-mouse for a while, but eventually, the Athena would make its move, and when it did—

Sa’sheer’s thought was immediately cut off by the realization that the ship had already made its move.

“Four more Federation starships have just dropped out of transwarp,” reported Daelon.  “We are being hailed.”

The Federation had them against the wall, with little room to maneuver.  Sa’sheer had little choice but to comply, and so reluctantly, he gave to order, “On viewer.”

Seconds later, the yellowish-green hues of Breat IV disappeared, and the stern face of a young Starfleet Captain appeared on the screen.

“This is Captain Ryan Jansen of the Federation Starship Gaia.  Stand down at once!”

Sa’sheer shook his head.  He was on a mission for the Cerebrate—failure was not an option.  “Never,” he muttered before closing the comm channel.

The shackles around Nafar’s wrists were so tight, he was losing feeling in his hands, and a tiny stream of black blood trickled down into his palms.  The Breats obviously did not care very much for their prisoners; then again, neither did the Elorg.  Perhaps they would have made worthy allies after all…

But it was too late for that.  After being forced into submission by Senator Loati’s guards, Nafar found himself quickly whisked away to a dark, dank prison cell with Xi'Yor.  After enduring several hours there, Loati and his guards returned, shackled their prisoners, and led them out of the detention center to the great outdoors.

It was cool outside.  The rain had stopped and the thick fog was beginning to wither away; faint beams of sunlight danced ominously in the clearing sky.  Every once and awhile, a gentle breeze floated through the air, bringing the fresh-rain scent along for the ride.

Many rustic homes and shops lined the cobblestone streets; most of them were a grayish-white color, with a dark brown trim and large, gothic windows.  In the trees, tiny birds chirped happy songs that carried in the cool breeze.  It was a perfect, happy setting…

But as Nafar walked the streets behind Loati and his guards, the Underling knew that happy setting stood in stark contrast to reality, for he was only minutes away from death.  “I suspect foul play,” Nafar whispered to Xi'Yor.

The Overseer nodded.  “As do I,” he said, matching Nafar’s muted tone.  “I suspect the lure of power prompted Sa’sheer to arrange himself a promotion.”

Sa’sheer was one of Nafar’s closest acquaintances; he knew Sa’sheer would do no such thing.  “Perhaps some sort of natural phenomenon in this planet prevented him from saving us,” suggested Nafar in his friend’s defense.  “If you recall, our tricorders were dysfunctional…”

Xi'Yor nodded.  “Nevertheless, I will have him terminated if we manage to endure.  Such insolence cannot be tolerated.”

“Quiet down back there!” came one of the guards a moment later.  “Or else we’ll kill you right now!”

Deciding it would be in his best interest to remain silent, Nafar did not bother to further his conversation with Xi'Yor.  Instead, he simply stared down at the ground and walked, occasionally changing his otherwise straight course forward to avoid a puddle.

And then it started…“Meris kudio entaro gau julin a pah temp-les ju chi-goehs.  Chi-goehs ju li…”

“What are you doing?”  Xi'Yor’s words pierced the silence that had fallen between them, and summarily garnered the attention of Loati and his guards.

“Shut up!” shouted one of them.

Nafar looked to the guard and produced an apologetic gaze; the guard only rolled his eyes, but after a moment, resumed his forward march.   “I was appealing to the chi-goehs,” explained Nafar, making certain his voice was sufficiently low.

Xi'Yor’s eyes widened.  “Why?”

“For mercy…wisdom…strength…”

With each second that passed, Xi'Yor’s rage grew exponentially.  “Where did you acquire such pedantic habits?” he demanded.  “The Tome of Na’zar does not instruct you to seek out aid from nonexistent spirits!  That is why we have a Cerebrate!”

“I see neither the Cerebrate nor The Tome of Na’zar present to render assistance to us at this moment,” said Nafar bluntly.  “I suppose the chi-goehs is all I have left!”

“Blasphemy!” said Xi'Yor sternly.  “If these vermin do not terminate you, I assure you, Underling, I will!”

Chapter Five

Breat IV was within reach.

The Zad’ri’s viewscreen depicted a fierce battle between Federation forces and the lone Elorg warship Toraxis, and from what Fel’duin could glean, the battle was not going well for the Elorg.  Another few minutes, and the Toraxis would be reduced to ashes, and the Breat System would fall to Federation control, for chances were, the Zad’ri would not be able to withstand an extended battle with the Federation, either. 

Consequently, Fel’duin knew she had to act now, while there was still a chance to emerge from this battle victorious.  “Drop out of transwarp,” she ordered.  “Arm all weapons and fire once we are within range.”

Fel’duin knew that she would have the advantage.  The element of surprise was on her side, along with a considerable number of advanced weapons.  If her timing proved right, the Federation forces wouldn’t stand a chance.

The ship whined softly as it dropped out of transwarp and deposited them back into normal space.  Battle would soon erupt.

“Shield status?” asked Fel’duin.

“Shields are at full,” reported one of her underlings.

She nodded.  “Weapons?”

“Ready and waiting.”

“Then by all means… find a target and open fire!”

Seconds later, a Galaxy-class starship centered on the viewscreen.  It was one of the most powerful starships in the Federation’s arsenal, and as it plundered the Toraxis, it certainly proved that it could live up to its name.  The lone Elorg warship was clearly on its last leg, venting hoards of drive plasma from its nacelles as it danced amidst of cloud of fire.  A few more blasts from the Galaxy, and the Toraxis would be finished…

It didn’t get the chance.

Countless quantum torpedoes screamed through the void of space and crashed into the Galaxy’s shields.  A second volley penetrated them, and the third and final group sent the worthless Federation vessel up in flames.

Retaliation on the Federation’s behalf was swift; within moments, all four remaining starships turned their attention to the Zad’ri, pounding it with a constant barrage of phaser fire and quantum torpedoes.  Fel’duin was tossed around in her chair, but for the most part, was unfazed by the assault.  “Photon cannon,” she said flatly.  “Fire.”

Countless pulses of vivid blue energy suddenly streaked away from the Zad’ri and crashed into the approaching Federation task force.  There were several explosions, but all four vessels remained intact, and able to fire back at their nemesis.

They were able to fire off a few phaser blasts; each one struck the Zad’ri’s shields, but did little in the way of damage.  Then, one-by-one, the Federation starships came about, and jumped to warp…

“Cowards,” muttered Fel’duin in the moments following their little retreat.

“Perhaps not,” came one of the underlings.  “Seven Elorg warships just entered sensor range—heading this way.”

For a brief moment, Fel’duin considered the possibility that the Cerebrate did not trust her, and had dispatched these vessels to have the Zad’ri terminated… then she realized that it was standard procedure—the reinforcements were en route.  Still, there were other concerns.  “Hail the Toraxis.”

The response was practically instantaneous.  Within moments, Sa’sheer popped into existence on the Zad’ri’s viewscreen.  “Administrator,” he said, the relief in his voice obvious, “your assistance is greatly appreciated.”

Fel’duin nodded.  “What is your status?”

Sa’sheer looked over his scorched surroundings.  “Heavily damaged,” he said.  “Nevertheless, I believe it is salvageable.”

“And what of Xi'Yor?”

“On the surface; we believe he is in danger.”

“Then we must make haste to rescue him.”

“There is some sort of dampening field around the planet,” said Sa’sheer before Fel’duin could close the channel.  “Many ship systems will fail if we venture too near.”

“We will compensate,” said Fel’duin flatly.  “Take us in!”

Overseer Xi'Yor did not fear death in the slightest.  It was a fact of life, and he had long ago accepted the fact…all that lives, eventually must perish; it was simply a matter of when, and for Xi'Yor, that time was now—and from what he could tell, it was going to be a crude death.

They had walked the cobblestone trail until it ended, giving way to an overgrown trail that was abuzz with insect-life.  Eventually, they reached a small clearing with three large posts erected in the middle.  Loati’s men summarily chained Xi'Yor and Nafar to one of the posts.

In the moments that followed, there were a series of religious ceremonies performed before a tall, muscular guard came forth bearing a large axe.  Its blade was razor sharp, and stained with copious amounts of blood that seemed to twinkle when the sunlight caught it at just the right angle.

Loati came forward.  “Let it be known that we are not a people so easily taken,” he sneered.  “This will serve as an example to both the Elorg and the Federation… We shall prevail!”

Xi'Yor only smiled, an action that seemed to infuriate Loati—and that was exactly what Xi'Yor wanted, for in the distance, he could see numerous transporter beams sending in the long-awaited reinforcements.  And having them greeted by an angry Breat leader would only make things worse for the pedantic little worm.  “We shall see who prevails,” Xi'Yor muttered as three transporter beams shimmered in directly in front of Loati.

Xi'Yor recognized two of them—Sa’sheer and Daelon—but the third was completely foreign to him.  She was a slender, aggressive-looking female with a fire in her eyes that made her very desirable.

Drawing her weapon, the female sauntered over to Loati and locked her fiery gaze upon him.  “I am Administrator Fel’duin of the Elorg Bloc,” she said sternly, “and you are illegally detaining two of our citizens.”

Loati pulled in a deep lungful of air and squared his shoulders—but he did not give in.  “They committed a heinous crime!” he protested.  “They will be punished accordingly!”

“Evidence?” demanded Fel’duin.

“We saw them do it!” said Loati.

Slowly, Fel’duin closed the already small gap between them, bringing her pale white face to within a few millimeters of Loati.  Her eyes—utterly neutral—locked with the Senator’s as she whispered, “Insufficient.”  She allowed her words to linger for a moment before turning away to address the entire assembly of Breat guards.  “By order of the Cerebrate Z’danorax, this world is seized from Breat control, effective immediately.  From this point forward, you will service us.  Should you fail to comply with our command, we will terminate you.  Should you wish to incite rebellion, we will terminate you…should you do anything to displease us…we will terminate you.  Am I clear?”

Loati produced a nervous nod.  “Quite,” he stammered, still managing to maintain some degree of authority.

Fel’duin almost admired his calm.  “You would certainly make a worthy ambassador to the Elorg,” she commented to him.  “It is a shame I must terminate you.”

His eyes widened with fear.  “Why!?”

Slowly, Fel’duin motioned with her head in the general direction of Xi'Yor and Nafar.  “I am afraid that displeased me.”

Without another word, Fel’duin raised her disruptor to eye-level.  After seeing the device was set to kill, she carefully took aim upon the placid Loati.  “En taro adun,” she said mercilessly before pulling the trigger.

A beam of blue energy surged from the disruptor and struck Loati in the chest, engulfing him in a vibrant blue aura.  Fel’duin watched Loati scream in agony as he crashed into the grass and dirt beneath his feet.  His body was slowly—very slowly—vaporizing.  Molecule by molecule, he was being plucked apart until finally, he was gone.  Fel’duin smiled.

“Pedantic little worm,” Xi'Yor called out a moment later, before turning his attention to the mysterious woman that had administered the lethal shot.  “Well done, Administrator.”

She turned on her heel to face Xi'Yor.  “Thank you,” she said coldly.

Xi'Yor had hoped for more interaction with this Fel’duin, but she appeared oblivious.  After little more than a few seconds of eye contact, she turned away and ordered Daelon to free the shackled Elorg.  As he moved to comply, Fel’duin summoned the nearest Protector.  “Begin the Breat integration,” she ordered before beaming back to her ship…

Xi'Yor, now free of his chains, found himself utterly captivated by the woman.  He would endeavor to learn more about her…at any cost…but not before seeing that his own good name was restored in the eyes of the Bloc.  “I have been reduced in stature to that of a charlatan,” he grumbled to nobody in particular.  “I intend to find out who is responsible for my downfall…and when I do, he will pay very dearly…”

“I have gone over your tactical analysis, Cerebrate.”  Quarren’s voice echoed ominously throughout the dark recesses of her the Cerebrate’s private chambers.  He had taken a fair amount of time to study the data, but not as much as Z’danorax had anticipated; he was either very decisive, or very desperate.  Either way, he had responded, which was more than the Kokiri had done…

“Your thoughts?” she demanded.

“I am pleased with what I see,” he said.  “But there is one item of concern.”

“Which is?”

He cleared his throat.  “The Ka’Tula System.  That is the only major star system between your position and mine.”

The Ka’Tulan System was about the only star system between Forcena and the Alteran Expanse.  Unfortunately, it was guarded by hundreds of Federation starships, a massive series of orbital defense platforms, and was close to many trade routes.  Z’danorax had planned to annex the system, but not by force; instead, she intended to cut them off from the rest of Federation by conquering the surrounding space, and then forcing their hand, much as she had done with the Breats.  “Is there something wrong?” she inquired.

Quarren cringed.  “I dislike it,” he said.  Z’danorax could almost detect malevolence overtones in his voice.  “I believe that if the Ka’Tula System is removed from the picture, Forcena will flourish under Elorg rule.”

“I intend to remove it,” Z’danorax assured him.

“I know,” he replied.  “But I would rather see the deed done now…  The Federation is not expecting a direct assault.  If you plan properly, the system can be taken with ease…  And with Forcenan reinforcements… even easier…”

Z’danorax raised her brow.  “Forcenan reinforcements?”

Quarren raised a PADD.  “The schematics you sent us.  We believe we can assemble a considerable fleet of starships by the year’s end…”

Smiling devilishly, Z’danorax reached out to close the comm channel. “Proceed,” she said malevolently.  “I will contact you once I have orchestrated the conquest of Ka’Tula Prime…”

* * *
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